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CHAPTER 1

	[image: Image]

	VALERI

	PEOPLE TRY TO CONVINCE themselves they aren’t afraid to die. Masking their fear in hopes of deceiving Death. If they aren’t afraid of it, maybe it wouldn’t come for them. I didn’t think Death liked to chase those who are afraid. I’d also never heard people say they aren’t afraid to live, so why does Life leave us? 

	My eyes burned as I opened them and saw the clear blue sky move with waves. My head angled upward as my legs moved faster toward life. Painfully slow heartbeats sounded in my ears as I floated toward air. Now, for life, I begged. My ancestors. The goddess. The gods. Life and Death. 

	I was afraid.

	My throat constricted, my lungs begged to expand, and as I obliged to my body’s wishes, I crest the waves. I gulped air like a drunk downs his liquor. How long were we under? 

	We?

	Fear clawed at me. The sun rays bounced off the waves as I frantically search for Avieles, my eyes straining against the bright light. He’d recklessly insisted on following me. My ancestors, the Insurgo, must’ve saved him too. Right? I searched internally for the melody. 

	Right! I demanded, and, instead of an answer, I heard him sputter behind me.

	“Avieles!” I gasped out.

	The sea was calmer than the ocean, and I grabbed his hands in seconds. The sound of those awfully raspy breaths made me think the Insurgo wasn’t so keen on saving him. 

	“We’re safe. We’re safe,” I repeated until I could see him breathe evenly. 

	He nodded, and it was confirmation enough. We survived. My shoulders relaxed as I exhaled. We survived the demon Berehit and passing through the wall. We survived.

	The pebbled beach and warmer weather pulled a smile to my face, and I dragged my soaked to the bone body out of the sea. I inhaled deeply, relishing in the familiarity of the land. Focusing on the sun which sat on the mountain peaks, my smile grew. 

	My cloak was as heavy as if I were carrying a dozen swords on my back. The water-filled clothes made my movements slower, so I unhooked my cloak and left it on the beach. My heart pounded with excitement and the promise I made to save Amelia burned with hope. Avieles asked questions as usual, but I had no will to answer him. Not when I was so close.

	Avieles trudged beside me with wonder in his eyes, and my heart hummed with partial victory. I was so close to my sister, Amelia, and my heart ached to see her face. I was so close to getting everything I’d mourned for.

	Even though the thought of leaving Nicholai shattered me, I felt lighter from the burden of two unfinished spells. Something inside of me had changed. My soul powers had taken root, and I knew I could wield them somehow. If I wasn’t the one responsible for passing through the wall, then my ancestors had listened. And now I knew how to make them listen again.

	“How did you know?” Avieles asked while shaking the water off his hair.

	“How did I know what?”

	“How did you know we would survive?”

	“I didn’t.” He stayed silent a while, and I waited for him to unleash, but he didn’t so I continued, “I knew we couldn’t stay on the land. The demon Berehit would’ve killed us. But I was confident enough that my ancestors would protect us somehow. Be it by holding the demons Dargon at bay or letting us pass.” 

	He offered me a simple nod.

	I shivered when the winter wind blew over my wet clothes. But it was nothing compared to Molanta’s winter. Running back to my family became my only mission. To Amelia. No amount of pain could stop me.

	The village was silent apart from the rustle of wind on the barren trees and the ripple of waves behind us. No birds chirped outside. No crows played in the streets, and worst of all, no cats came out to walk me home. The slightly uphill road reminded me of all the visitors that used to keep me company. I didn’t have any food with me to share this time. Only the precious stones tied to my leg. It was silent as well, and the quiet felt unnatural. 

	My ribs grew tight against my lungs, quite the opposite of the need to breathe. This time they constricted my breaths, keeping me and the hollowness contained, protected from breaking into me. How could I miss a home that never was?

	Thankfully, no one was out to see me in this state or Avieles’ beautiful opal eyes. Those would raise question immediately. Even though we lived in a small village, and no one meddled in our business, much as we kept to ourselves, it would be best to keep this hidden. His appearance could raise risky questions. As would my sudden return.

	I was gone for almost two Lunebrises and lost at sea as well. Something these villagers feared greatly. But I didn’t care. Not now. I couldn’t concentrate on hiding us, so I silently thanked whomever for the lonely village. Maybe all the anglers were finished for the day, as the sun stood higher than on our early morning returns from the sea. Or choose to fish at the low night tide. I Ignored Avieles’ voice and my need to lie right here on the beach. Instead, I concentrated on the squeaking sound my water filled boots made as I hurried to get home to Amelia fueled by the spell.

	The tall weeds that covered our small home were bent from the wind and the icy dew. Snow was only on the roof of our cottage, and the ground turned to mush. My heart thudded faster than ever in anticipation of my sister's image before me. Not even the torture or my bonding ritual could compare. I prayed silently to my new deity for my sister to be alive. 

	I will give you anything. Just let me have my sister back.

	But as much as my mind, deep down, reminded me it was a lie, I still repeated the words. I knew I couldn’t give her everything. I knew I couldn’t give her Nicholai. As much as I loved my sister, there was still him. My other half, whom I would eternally suffer for That’s why my promise wasn’t true. The words comforted me, but it wasn’t a truthful promise. I could never promise anything for her, as it wasn’t my lone soul I could gamble. But his as well. The only one I would give up anything for. 

	I grasped the chilling handle of our door and stilled for half a second. The cold metal against my stiff fingers made a spark burn through me. Thoughts filled my mind. The last time I saw Amelia, she was on the brink of death. I only needed her to be here. Alive and well enough for me to shelter her. Protect her from everything.

	I burst inside and the piles of wood blocked half of my entrance, but I squeezed through. Just as the vision Tienne provided me with had detailed, the wood appeared stacked high. He didn’t lie. She was truly buried in our cottage, shielded with piles of wood. 

	Avieles quieted down at the sight of our worn-down home. I couldn’t bear one more question from him. He’d probably figured out where we were. He squeezed behind me even though it was much harder for him, and I heard him suck in a breath at the messy appearance of our cottage. 

	There she was. Sleeping on the floor near the trifling fire which was the cause of the awful stench. Burning wood and smoke filled every inch of the tiny space. Her frame was scrunched down on the floor. So peaceful. 

	The movement of her living body released something within me. A warmth spread from my heart to all of my limbs. It dispersed in waves to the tips of my fingers and toes until it disappeared. My next inhale was a mirror to the one I’d taken in the sea. A chance at life. A spell broken. 

	The wind that blew behind us made her jolt up with wild, sunken eyes. I raised my hands in a sign of no harm. Something tightened in my chest, and I felt my throat close up. As if I would soon lose all the air to live. Maybe she couldn’t recognize me.

	“Ami,” my voice cracked in a cry, and my breath puffed before me. 

	“Am I dead?” she asked in a low whimper. “You must be a ghost.”

	She thought I had died?

	“No.” I contained my tears. “You didn’t die, Amelia. I came back for you.” I still held my hands up, and my knees wobbled. I didn’t know if I would collapse beside her or if I’d manage to gather my strength and take her in my arms. My baby sister. The one I was responsible for. The one who deserved much more than this… life.

	I expected a cry, a scream, a word. Instead, she turned around and laid back down. What?

	“Ami?” I asked, battling a cry again.

	She covered her ears with her hands. “You’re not real. You’re not real. You’re not real,” she chanted to herself. With each chant, she took more breaths. I stood silently. Tears nonexistent as I tried to find a way to reach her.

	“I’m still here,” I said when her chants were so quiet only she could hear it properly. 

	She froze. Droplets from our sodden clothes sounded between us. She sat up again but tried not to look at me. Instead, she looked at my legs. At the very real puddle of water. 

	“You…” she cried out.

	I took a step toward her, and she stiffened before me. Covered in blankets, her frame was visibly thin. Her shoulders slouched forward, unusual for her usual tall frame. She always carried herself gracefully and seeing her this way, broken, made me regret ever going fishing that day. My Nicholai bond bit down hard on my heart at the mere thought of regretting meeting him. But my heart was conflicted. With Amelia before me, beaten by cruelty of life, I couldn’t help it.

	I gathered my strength and courage and took another step toward her. The overwhelming smell of smoke and dust overpowered my senses as she bunched the blanket tighter around her. Similarly to the way I’d clutched my fur blankets in the rooted home by the lake, she looked like she’d given up. But she had waited for me, and I’d waited and searched for a way back to her. No regard for the well-being of our bodies, we’d waited. 

	She hasn’t washed in a long time, I presumed, and the smoke from sleeping so close to the fire enveloped her now, dirtying her soft skin. 

	Tears laced my eyes as I crashed before her to my knees. Praying for forgiveness in my mind. She didn’t move, but she didn’t show trust either. Did she truly not believe I was here? Was she afraid of me? My brows scrunched, and as I started to say something, a few wooden planks fell behind me and both of us startled at the spot. Amelia moved away and sat against the wall, staring right behind me like a frightened animal. 

	I slowly turned my head in that direction until my watery eyes fell upon Avieles. He tripped on wood and destroyed my chance of gaining my sister’s trust. I shot him a wicked glare, and surprisingly, he nodded in apology.

	But when I turned back to my sister and saw her horrified face, I knew we had a long way to go before even scratching the surface. She maintained her stare at Avieles. His eyes were too much for me on a good day, but for her, it must be an overwhelming nightmare. 

	Confusion had come first. Until they’d confirmed my suspicion. Witches. I tried to remember the fear, as it was muddled by admiration. Memories of the loneliness resurfaced as my humanity choked me. But Amelia wasn’t alone. I was here with her. To guide her through it. She wouldn’t have to endure all the suffering and torture. She would only relish in its riches.

	I again put my hand up. “Trust me. I’m here. Before you and with you. I can explain everything.” I took a step toward her again, and she didn’t squirm this time, which was a good sign, but she still held her eyes on Avieles. “Trust me Amelia. You’re safe, and I’ll never leave you again.”

	“You’re here?” she whispered.

	I nodded, encouraging her.

	Her eyes turned to me and filled with tears. “Maybe you should’ve left me a long time ago and given me a chance to find a life I wanted to have,” she said, seemingly more from fear than in spite. 

	My hand covered my heart, but not because of the spell… It hurt. My heart swelled and stopped beating at her words. She did blame me for taking the childish choice away from her. 

	“I thought you were dead. After the storm, I searched for you. I waited for you. And in the end, I mourned you. Then I found out our divided skills left me useless…”

	“What?” I held on to the hope she was reacting from fear.

	“I played mother.” She sniffled and used the blanket to wipe her nose. “I tended to the garden and the home. Enjoying the freedom it gave me. You should’ve made me learn how to fish properly. I never asked you to teach me to hunt or… or…”

	She was running out of breath, and my mind scrambled to make sense of her words.

	“You never let me live how I wanted to. If you wanted me to be a housewife, you should’ve let me find a husband, and if you wanted me to live with you forever, you should’ve taught me how to survive.”

	Her tears spilled over at the same time mine did, and I closed the empty space between us as she slipped from my reach and onto my lap. She wept, barely getting breaths in as I stroked her back in a silent whimper.

	 “You shouldn’t have left me,” she cried out, and my tears choked me. “You’re not real,” she chanted again. 

	No words managed to leave my mouth as inaudible cries and strangled sobs fought their way up my throat.

	I squeezed her tight. Showing her how much I was real, despite knowing my wet clothes confirmed the fact. Her breaths became even again. Low and filled with tears, she was breathing, and her small frame relaxed in my arms, as did my own tears. “I would never leave you willingly, Amelia. You must know that. I only wanted to give you the life you deserve. The life worthy of your being.”

	I pulled her upright to look at her face. Her freckles were gone for the winter months, and with the pale skin, she looked even more fragile. I cupped her cheek with my thumb and wiped away a smudge of soot covering her silver half-moon scar, and it shined in the flames that lit up our faces.

	“I found a world we belong in.” I added in a whisper, “A world worthy of you.”

	She took a deep breath. Her eyes, hooded from tiredness and tears, locked with Avieles again. 

	“Let me take care of you and then we can talk. Let’s get you settled first.”

	She nodded and rested her tired head on my wet shoulder again as I guided her to the fire. She laid down in her weak state, and I grabbed the moment to dry myself and plan. The spell was broken, but this wasn’t how I imagined her to be.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	[image: Image]

	VALERI

	I TURNED TO AVIELES, who stood beside the door, stiff as a board and wide eyed. Good. He is able to show an emotion deeper than anger and jealousy. But was it shock, panic, or pure unease?

	I took quiet but quick steps toward him and in a low voice said, “You get dry with the fire you have left. I’ll use my water to dry myself, then go and gather some food. You can hunt, right?”

	“Y-yes, of course I can,” he stumbled over the words but accepted my direction just as quickly. The land here would be a breeze for a warrior like Avieles, but as much as it looked like we lived in the same world, there was a palpable difference. The lightness of air. The scarcity of life. The desperation of humanity. 

	I would never get tired of seeing those crystal particles of water fly away in the air as I dried myself. Feeling the power course through me restored my strength and drained it equally. With that weakness, my heart ached, reminding me of the unfinished promises I had. 

	I thrust all my focus back on Amelia, and it stifled any spell that reminded me of returning to the freedom of magic. Rubbing my heart again, I begged for it to listen. Soon.

	Airing the blankets outside while Amelia gazed into the fire again, I observed her lost in her thoughts. She must know I’m real now and not a vision that her tormented mind created. She barely survived the winter. But what if she hadn’t? What if her mind had trapped her? I shook my head. No! It can’t be. I didn’t come all this way, only to lose her again. And to lose her alive would be a punishment I wouldn’t want for anyone. Except the priestesses. For living as long as they have, for knowing the suffering the wall caused, there wasn’t a punishment strong enough for them.

	I looked out for the villagers who, at this time of day, would be walking around, tending to their animals, or gathering wood, but no one showed. Our secluded location always gave us more privacy, and with bent grass, I expected to lose some of it. 

	I shrugged and went back inside to tend the fire without magic. A motion so strange now. 

	Avieles burst through the door sooner than I expected him.

	“Shh.” I raised a finger to my mouth and pointed to Amelia. 

	His eyes followed, and he mouthed an apology. Amelia slept on the aired blankets in the middle of the cottage now.

	“Outside,” I whispered, and he listened without complaint. Again?

	The clouds were thick and gray, but not a drop of rain or a flake of snow fell. It looked like if a storm was coming. The weather reminded me of my last day here, and I drew in a deep breath, feeling hopeful it would be my last day once more.

	“There is almost nothing to eat here. How did you survive all these years?” Avieles said, cleaning the rabbit on the porch and pulling me from my peaceful thoughts. I hadn’t gotten a moment of stillness since we arrived. My mind ran wild with Amelia, and my bond was pulling me home. My new home. Nicholai.

	“Winter months freeze the ground, so nothing thrives here. The summer months aren’t much better. We always had food in storage for the winter, but when I departed, the preparation began.”

	He focused on the food while I kept looking out, trying to reel in the oncoming tears again.

	“We always had… food,” Avieles started. “That was the one thing my mother provided. We had to grow strong. Strong enough to become warriors.”

	“We?”

	“My brothers and me.”

	I took a deep, pained breath and looked at the confliction in those opal eyes. While he hadn’t experienced hunger, I could tell he knew pain. He never talked about himself or his family. He knew all about my sister, but I had never questioned about his family. Avieles had brothers?

	“She believed if we managed to become warriors like her, all would be well. The closer you get to the ruler, the closer you are to safety.” He huffed a laugh. “But she never told us about this”—he waved the knife around himself at my world— “She never told us how close to danger we would truly be. I did everything she asked.” He sliced the skin of the rabbit with vigor, making me flinch. 

	Who was that woman? “We always follow what they say. Believing every word as if it was a prayer.” I folded my arms and moved closer to him.

	“At least the goddess blesses us when we pray. She never did. Maybe in her mind it was all a blessing. But look at us now. Look at her.” He pointed the knife behind him without looking. “What did your parents do for Amelia?” he asked as if it hurt him more than me. “Promises, promises, but a wish granted proved to be a myth.”

	“Our mother tried—” I started and thought about my next words. Did I want to accept the truth? “My father didn’t.” 

	A huge weight lifted off my shoulders. He didn’t try, and there was nothing I could do to change it. He was a good father to me then, but he was the only one I knew. Isolated in the village, I couldn’t compare him to much, and after seeing King Kian treating his daughter like a pawn, I had a great father. He did all he had to do, taught me how to take care of myself, and loved our mother. But there wasn’t much else. So when he left I shouldn’t have been as affected. Why have I carried the burden of an undeserving person for so long? 

	“Why did the world decide he deserved to live and she didn’t, we will never know,” I said and placed my hand on his, squeezing him once.

	He released the hold on the knife. I took it away from him, as well as the rabbit. Bloodying my hand in the process, but this time I didn’t cringe. As much as I hated hunting and the process of preparing a meal. “What’s done is done.” 

	Humanity would do that to you. Make you open up. Complain about parts of your life you had no control over. And those same parts would haunt you forever. 

	He moved away. Taking a breath and looking out at the barely visible sea, he said, “And now we have to live with it.” 

	Avieles was a warrior in my eyes. A soldier. He shared a part of himself that proved he was more than that too though. He’d annoyed me when I first met him. Tested my patience. He seemed more like me now than I ever noticed before. Whoever that woman in his life was didn’t matter anymore. He’d become a grown man worthy of choosing his own path. 

	“Why don’t you take the wood out? Just be quiet.” 

	He did while I continued cleaning the animal. Work gave us a way out of our thoughts. Our parents had burdened us both with their inability to care, and now we carried the consequences. Was it fair? No. Was it life? Yes.

	Avieles didn’t cover the wood from the elements, but it was of no consequence. We would be gone soon, and the old habits were useless now I had magic. He took the cleaned rabbit next and washed it while I rinsed the blood off my hands, pulling on the snow from the roof. I should be cautious with my magic use. Even though the air here could handle it, I didn’t know its limits.

	In silence, we walked back inside. Avieles followed me like a cat, as he didn’t want to be left alone with my sister. Who would’ve thought a magical being so powerful would be afraid of my little sister? 

	I boiled the water on the fire inside, the steam taking over the air. Boiled meat, onions, and parsley. Mhmm nothing like a rich meal to bring her back from her slumber. I softly rubbed her back to show my presence and wake her. She opened her eyes and kept them focused on the fire. That’s when I noticed she refused to look at Avieles. Probably refusing to believe his eyes, as I did at first.

	“Here,” I told her as I pointed to the bowl of soup before her. “Eat this and then we can talk. You need to gather your strength.”

	She rose slowly, keeping her eyes now on the bowl in question. She took it and started eating. With that cue, so did Avieles, but my stomach, on the other hand, was in knots. Unable to stomach anything right now, I was scrambling in my mind about the words that I had to reveal to her. A whole other continent filled with magic and unimaginable evil situated over the horizon we weren’t allowed to cross. How would she take that? Would she be scared or relieved of the wonderful life that waits for us there?

	The soft earth where she could grow anything. Any flower, any crop. The sandy beach that welcomed me. Would she wonder at the castles the same way I did? Will her thoughts be clouded by their eyes? Will she be stronger than me?

	The first few bites were painfully slow. But then she attacked the bowl, confirming my fears of her low nutrition these last few months she had to endure alone. Without a boat to fish and no actual skill in doing it, who knew what she lived off? Who knew what she could salvage of our gardens alone and grieving? We also sold some of the fish in the market for other unperishable food and variety.

	“I know it’s not much, but it will restore your strength,” I managed to say to comfort her.

	“It’s much better than pickled olives and salty fish,” she said between slurps, and my heart sank.

	She pushed the bowl to her mouth to drink the remaining liquid. I placed my bowl before her.

	“Eat this too. You need much more than me.”

	She placed her bowl down and clasped her hands to her stomach. “I don’t think I could. Even now I feel sick from all the food.”

	“She shouldn’t push it,” Avieles said, and I could see my sister from the corner of my eye still as a statue but looking at her bowl. “If she has had little food for a long time, her body might well reject anything stronger.” His voice was soft. A hint of sorrow behind it. He was trying hard not to unsettle her, which I respected greatly.

	I nodded and turned back to my sister. “What I am about to tell you might surprise you and scare you. But please give me the chance to explain it further.”

	She nodded in agreement, lifting her face to look at me. Sorrow and anticipation marked her eyes.

	“When I went fishing that day. The storm didn’t take me away, but magic.” 

	Her eyes narrowed in clear disbelief at what I spoke. So, I lifted my hand and pulled a spark of fire from the hearth and straight between my fingers. It burned lightly, warming her arm, which was near me.

	I continued, “You see. We are descendants of the Insurgo line of witches. You and me. The shell which haunted me with the melody was only a song from our ancestors guiding me to our rightful land. The Molanta continent. Right across the horizon. Where all the magic resides.” I couldn’t hide the joyous tone in which I spoke.

	She kept her gaze focused on my flame. “I have magic in my blood, and by traveling there, I unlocked it. You might have it too.” Her eyes widened in fear. “Don’t be afraid. Because from here on out, we are much stronger than we ever believed. Now we can go away from this dreadful place and live the life you deserve.”

	I didn’t need to explain all the troubles that awaited us there. Not after her tormented mind made her think I wasn’t real. I only needed her to believe me now and agree with me. To not be afraid. Maybe it was selfish trying to get her adjusted so fast and pushing her to go with me, especially under the pretense of saving her. I did want to save her, but now it was hard to separate my heart’s desires and my wants.

	“You don’t have to try to find a husband here. There is so much more to life now.” Sounds funny coming from me. Married to my kindred soul.

	She looked between me and my fire as if she didn’t know what to believe. There was proof in my hands, but I could see behind her eyes a storm of thoughts trying to justify it. Trying to explain the impossible. She settled on my eyes and smiled for a moment. The smile you give a stranger, short and tight-lipped, and it was soon replaced by a hand at her face. 

	She fidgeted and rubbed her lips until she said, “There is no one here to find.” 

	Was that really the only thing she had to say? I turned her words over in my mind. I knew there was no one here worthy of her, but she still pressed me incessantly to let her meet boys and try to find out on her own. 

	Before I had the time to try to understand her, she continued, “Everyone left. When you disappeared, the storm destroyed the gardens, and people left in hopes of finding better land. Only I stayed in hopes of finding you. No matter how much I begged, no one cared to help find you.” Her eyes filled with tears, and I extinguished the fire on my fingers only to touch her hand. To stop her from rubbing her lips or biting her hangnails as she used to do. 

	“I had nothing to offer them. Nothing to bribe them with. Our garden was destroyed also, and I had no means of fishing or hunting for food. My only salvation became rationing the leftover food and taking whatever scraps villagers left behind, counting the days I would join you in death after I couldn’t find you in the shallow waters.”

	I clasped both my hands around hers and squeezed gently. “Don’t you ever do that. Don’t stop fighting only when I am gone. You have a life to live, and don’t ever again tie it to mine.” Her devotion shattered me. She would rather stop living than live alone. All the visions I saw from the old crone were more than a lie and a fabrication of reality. They were impossible, and I should’ve never trusted them. As much as we fought and disagreed on our life paths, I should never have doubted her devotion. Even when I doubted myself. Thinking she would never choose me if blood did not tie us. But she loved me. I was her world. Alone, we’d managed to survive since a young age and as women at that. Tasked with many dangers on top of life itself. 

	“You are not alone anymore. And never will be. The world I discovered will give you everything you desire and much more.”

	“Then why didn’t you come back for me when you found it?” I knew the question was coming, but I wasn’t prepared. I knew the simple answer; I did abandon her. When I saw the vision in Armanta, I gave up going home, and in the process, made a spell that bound me to that place instead. I should’ve always tried to get back to her. I should’ve trusted my first instincts. Maybe the damage would be lesser now if I had.

	“The world I ended up in against my will,” I started off with confirming I didn’t leave her intentionally, “It is shielded from us. From humans. They built a wall millennia ago, and no one can get through.”

	“Then how did you end up there, and how did you get back? If there is a wall.” I could feel the judgment rolling off her in waves. And I felt partly proud of how cautious she had become. Not trusting me blindly. Even though that made me work harder to make her understand.

	“Well… we can’t confirm exactly how, but I guess our ancestors were involved with passing me through the wall there and helping me get back home to you.” I didn’t mention whose voice I heard. I couldn’t mention our mother watched over her. Even the information I gave her could scare her away. I saw the indecision in her eyes and how she looked at me. Like she didn’t know me at all. “I also hold great hope they will assist our travel back to Molanta. As far as I figured, they want to get me back there again. Only allowing me to come back for you to save my life.”

	“What do you mean? Are you in danger?”

	Avieles shifted, and the floorboard creaked. I refused to look at him.

	“No Ami,” I told her as the sun broke through the gray clouds and reflected vivid colors through the snow on the windowsill and onto our blanket. I looked at them instead as they began to disappear with the setting sun. Focusing on telling a lie but also not scaring her was becoming more difficult.

	“When I first discovered my magic, it was hard to navigate. I made many mistakes. One included binding my heart to you. And if I didn’t get you back, my life would be lost. The spell would take me away.” I raised my eyes again to meet hers and saw a hint of compassion. “It was the only way our bloodline would let me back to you.” Risking my life.

	“And now you want me to go with you? To leave our home and trust the ancestors will guide us back.” She shook her head slightly. “Why don’t you stay here with me? Why don’t we start from scratch in an empty village, only the two of us?”

	“You want us to start from scratch here?” I raised my brows in wonder. “The land where we had less and less every year?”

	“You have magic now.” She shrugged as if it’s that simple. “You can make our lives easier.”

	“It doesn’t work that way. I have to… we have to go to a land that’s fit for living.”

	“And once again, you get to make those decisions?”

	“I don’t want to make the decisions; I’m telling you our only options.”

	She puffed, “And somehow those options never suit me.”

	I tried to make those options the best for you. I slouched my shoulders and sighed. “Amelia,” I tried to choose my words carefully, but we had no other choice. Not only did my heart tug in the opposite direction, but it also knew this land wasn’t for our kind. “I have unfinished magical ties that I have to deal with.” She listened to me carefully, and I said every word with caution as not to reveal too much. Telling her about my bond and about the other spell would only have her worried. “Can I offer you a deal?” Say yes.

	“What kind of deal?”

	“We go to Molanta and, after I deal with my problem, you can choose where we live.” After I show you all that Molanta has to offer, I know you’ll choose to stay. Say yes. Please. 

	“And you’re certain the ancestors will guide us safely?”

	“Yes. At least, we can travel by boat to the vast sea, and I could feel out the situation. But I trust they want me back.” I looked at Avieles in confirmation, and his gaze only showed me his worry about not getting to his home. For whatever is worth, I would get him back. He would not suffer because of me.

	Amelia nodded, and a loud sigh escaped me. She said yes.

	“And what about crazy eyes?” Amelia asked, and when I looked at her, it shocked me to see her looking at him. There was a tremor in her brows, like she was making herself look. And she’d called him crazy eyes, which made Avieles grunt in response. I could feel how he wanted to remark on that, but thought better of it. 

	I chuckled in response. It wasn’t a funny situation, but at least it eased my mind. 

	She raised her brows at me. “Is he… with you?”

	“What?” I said.

	“No!” Avieles remarked at the same time.

	“Goddess forbid!” I continued, “He was my companion on my travels here.” I didn’t know how to tell her I had a husband and a kindred soul as well. How do you explain soulmates exist? It will all come with time, I guess.

	“I have never seen you with a man before. Nor letting one so casually in our home.”

	“Avieles is a warrior.” I pointed my hand at him, and he nodded.

	“Warrior. King’s right-hand man, here to protect you alongside Valeri. There isn’t much to worry about with me here,” he said proudly, and I was glad he hadn’t mentioned any more than I had. But she didn’t need his protection when it was him she was wary about. 

	 “He’s a witch, born in the month of opal and therefore has the eyes in the same precious stone. I know it sounds like a lie, but trust me, it’s perfectly normal in ou… their world. You’ll see, there are many eye colors depending on their month of birth.”

	She didn’t take her eyes off him, and a warm blush overtook her cheeks for a moment before the dullness returned. After finally letting herself look into his eyes, she was perplexed, and rightfully so. Studying such beauty was intimidating, especially when she’d never witnessed such a thing before. I cleared my throat. Some eyes were scary, and some were beyond beautiful. Even the scary ones became beautiful compared to our human eyes. I blinked rapidly, trying to focus on my intentions of convincing Amelia and not daydream about their eyes.

	“We should rest now. Tomorrow we depart,” I said.

	“I had another idea,” Avieles chimed in. “There’s a mountain here.”

	“Yes, there is. And grass, and trees and a sky too,” I replied to his vague statement.

	He almost managed not to roll his eyes. Almost. “There are stories on our lands about the Lethum mountain. It’s believed many crystals grew here. What if before departing we take a look? There shouldn’t be any Enemus here, and maybe we could find our luck and more power to help us get back home.”

	“I think we should go and the sooner the better.” My heart pulled at any mention of not going home immediately. Breaking one spell made no difference in how hard my other promises demanded their presence be acknowledged. 

	“You’re right, my lady,” he said, clearly accepting my order, odd considering he never respected me if we were in private like this. And I was sure he didn’t consider my sister as anyone he had to pretend in front of.

	Amelia widened her eyes and looked at me. “My lady
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