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      This novel has been written by a human creative and was edited by humans. Generative AI tools have had no part in the creation of this book, its characters, or the world.

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. It is the combined product of the collective subconscious as transmitted by the students of human potential and transformation, including but not limited to, Viktor Frankl, Mary Morrissey, Henry David Thoreau, the Greek Philosophers and Napoleon Hill and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to the real world are either a product of the human experience—we are humans with shared human emotions, experiences and responses—or entirely coincidental. Now, leave this boring real-world stuff and enter a new realm where shifters and Intergalactic spaceships, thankfully, do exist.
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      Thank you for picking up this book, I really hope you enjoy it. When I was in my early twenties, I came up with a story idea about an apprentice storyteller who learns the craft from a master while they travel together and go on adventures. The original idea came to me as a frame story within which to nest the shorter invented tales I was working on because I didn’t want to collect those shorter works as a short story anthology. While I liked the idea, I was missing something and was utterly stuck with the story. During my certification training to become a life coach, epiphany struck. What if the master storyteller learned the principles of human transformation from her apprentice? Underlying this premise was also the fact I’d connected each of my existing short stories with one of the principles during the training.

      It was the missing link I needed. Instead of writing the invented tales as nested short stories, I decided to give them more room and flesh out their transformational links in more detail, and turned them into the collection of standalone novellas, The Wordmage’s Tales. However, I did like the idea of the apprentice learning to tell these tales, which is why they are still mentioned in The Apprentice Storyteller and Finding the Way, and are integrally linked to this story. Two months after receiving my transformational life coach certificate, I wrote The Apprentice Storyteller during NaNoWriMo 2019, and finished it mere weeks before Covid 19 broke out in China. Over the months that followed, with the intense upheaval the world experienced with lockdowns and struggling economies, I felt a strong push from the universe to publish that book. I hoped it could serve as a beacon to my readers during such dark and difficult times. I was also driven to complete Viola’s story and finished writing Finding the Way in 2020. In this book, which concludes Viola’s part of the story, I wanted to honour the hardships faced by so many during the covid-19 outbreak, as well as acknowledge its key influence on this book in particular.

      It is worth noting that my books tend to deal with the difficulties life throws at us but my characters almost always come out the other side stronger and more resilient—and happy. Yes, I do write tragedies on occasion, but this read isn’t one of those. Nevertheless, as with all my writing, this book does explore difficult topics that specifically relate to injustice, fear of pursuit, human suffering, class struggles, food shortages, and humans’ disregard for nature. This particular book also expands on the personal exploration I began in The Apprentice Storyteller. As a Christian, I was raised on the Biblical story about Jesus as a twelve-year-old boy sitting with the Pharisees and teaching them about God. The idea of meeting a child like that and what such conversations might look like, especially with an atheist counterpart, ended up being one of the driving threads in this story about Viola’s transformational journey. I never intended it to be that way, but it seems that’s what Viola needed and Jo had to offer.

      Back to resilience: I have always learned through reading and found that we build resilience through exposure. I have grieved, feared, and overcome dark days from the comfort of my living room, vicariously experiencing life through the eyes of my favourite characters. And doing so has made me stronger, and better able to face the hardships life has thrown at me because I have not been coddled and sheltered. I haven’t had my first encounter with true evil be in the real world. I have seen it acted out in the lives of the characters I adore, and they have guided me through the tough times I have experienced myself. It is for that reason I wish to continue to share the experiences or ideas that have driven me to think long and hard about hardship in a way so that other people, just like you, might have the same benefit of resilience from my own books as I have had from the reading journeys I’ve enjoyed.

      Of course, if you have personally experienced hardships like the ones explored in these pages and are struggling with the scars life has left you with, please put your own wellbeing first. More than anything, my purpose in fostering psychological resilience is to support those who’ve never had an experience of this sort so they have the opportunity to feel and think, to grow their compassion for those who have experienced something like this particular form of hardship, and to hopefully also provide enough of a foundation to help avoid situations that could lead to this kind of hardship in real life, or to overcome it with resilient strength when faced with it. We are not alone in these experiences, but we can’t know that unless we experience it in some way. I hope to provide a “safe space” for readers to experience particular hardships so they can confront the difficulties of life with their eyes open.

      We grow when we stretch the comfort zone, but I don’t endorse shattering it. Do what is right for you on your own path.

      In the times we live in, I feel it necessary to state openly that I do not use generative AI in any way during the process of my writing. The ideas, formulations, worlds, characters, and stories I create are all the product of my own imagination combined with my personal experiences or those of friends and family that have pushed me to examine my thoughts and feelings. All the research, writing, and editing of this book were done by humans. In all honesty, the situation with generative AI we are living at the moment resurfaces memories of one of my favourite children’s books, Momo by Michael Ende (author of The Neverending Story). It may be an obscure tale, but even though it was published in 1973 and was already relevant at the time with its pointed allegory of modern life and “time-saving measures”, this story has become my “anthem” for the times we are living now. If you’re not familiar with it, do yourself a favour and read it. And no, it’s not a “children’s book”. Not really. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s actually a novel for adults disguised as a children’s book because Ende knew adults wouldn’t read it, so it was better to plant the seeds in the children so they’d be more aware as adults. That’s how I think it went, anyway.

      All seriousness aside, I absolutely love fairytales! So much, that I’ve even written a collection of my own invented ones and you can get two of those for FREE! Yes, you read that right. Now, you want to get these two for another reason, not just because they’re free. You see, they are connected to this story about the storyteller and her apprentice. They are, in fact, the stories the apprentice learns and form the alternate history Viola and her apprentice disseminate in their conflict with the Haldrian Empire.

      The Companion’s Tale, a story about how important it is to define a dream before we can set out to make it a reality in our lives is permafree on most retail sites. You can download your copy here. And The Sewing Princess, which examines how to test a dream to ensure that it is worthy of us and won’t undermine who we are or who we strive to be, is exclusive to my subscribers. You can access it by signing up to my newsletter.

      I’m going to zip it now and let you get to the good stuff. Happy reading!

      

      xoxoxo

      Astrid
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      Things are moving too quickly for Viola, and as she absorbs the mighty river’s swells that buffet the rickety dugout, she considers the hurtling meteorite that’s change in her life. She looks back at the buildings on the river’s edge and takes in that beacon of rainbow splashes against the deep green backdrop. Morning cool will soon transform into heavy tropical air. Her uncovered arms relish the wind’s tickle and she loves how the waves’ swish at the boat’s prow soothes her.

      For the first time in months, Viola is alone. What will she do now that she’s abandoned her apprentice? I have not deserted him, she reprimands herself. Our paths have diverged. This is nothing to feel guilty about. But if that were true, why does she feel guilt creep in her heart?

      The brown liquid expanse separating her from the bank she left behind nudges her memory with an image of a sandy desert dotted with hardy shrubs that onto life in the face of impossible odds. What strange twists led her to meet a boy, some thirteen summers old, in that inhospitable place? And what improbabilities have brought her here, to the strange wilderness on a planet so utterly different?

      Viola looks back to the shore again, but she can’t see Jo anymore. Losing his presence strikes her. She’s spent such a long time alone, and this reaction comes as a surprise. How can she miss him so already? Particularly his incessant talking. Viola stares out over the brown water and allows the ache in her heart to swell. How many times has she walked away from people she cares about and not given herself the opportunity to grieve?

      Too many.

      She considers this unexpected turn. I have travelled on my own for decades, but now I do not relish the solitude as I once did. What has come over me? What did the confounded boy do to me?

      She chuckles, a dry sound even to her own ears.

      The man at the oars looks up, his gaze briefly meeting Viola’s. He shifts to look in the direction the boat is headed; his arms flex and extend in time to the swish when wood meets water. Viola looks ahead. A tiny dark green strip separates brown liquid from the azure sky. They still have a long way to go to cross this immense river.

      The colourful cluster on the river bank behind them has shrunk to a blurry impression, too far distant for Viola to make out any particular structure, least of all the boy she left behind on that embankment.

      Her heart is heavy. The ache increases while she ponders their goodbye: stiff and unfeeling, so common for her. I am not good at farewells, she admits. Every single leavetaking in her long life has been one disaster after another. Remembering the recording she left her apprentice, Viola acknowledges it’s the first time she’s made an attempt to do better. Not the first time, her memory corrects with an image fresh as still-drying paint, not dulled in the years since.

      Her mother, obsidian hair twisted into an elaborate shimmery updo, water lily pins glinting mother-of-pearl against that dark background, eyes ablaze with anger. If you choose this path, you are no longer my daughter. That voice, laced with disappointment and the fierceness of one who believes only they understand the world.

      The stubborn, youthful response echoes in Viola’s mind: Then I go forth to be reborn, child of the universe, daughter of Haldria. I must follow my path, and neither you nor anyone else will stop me.

      A life lost, an existence gained. Once more, Viola stands upon a cliff. Change is coming. She can feel it. Memories converge. The distant past overlays the more recent, and she begins to see things she never noted before. Her youthful determination and zeal mirror what she’s just re-learnt from her apprentice. Jo. The boy who showed her she didn’t have to go back on the empire’s terms but could choose how things play out.

      I have been on the run for most of my life. All the dodging and slipping through the cracks has left a toll on her, but Viola feels that question again; what fuelled her decision to leave home in the first place? The only thing the boy has done is remind her of what she’s always known. The thought is sobering.

      A life wasted.

      Viola considers that. Is it really? She’s learnt many things on her travels, seen the Haldrian Empire in all its glory, and also the imperial undertaking’s less favourable outcomes. She’s experienced hardship, and seen so much worse. Still, all she’s suffered hasn’t extinguished the hopeful ember in her breast. The glow remained muted and hidden throughout her adult life, to be rekindled by a boy, whose blazing determination and deep-seated conviction that anything is possible, made her see the truth she forgot.

      We come full circle. The ancient teaching that life is cyclical resonates more strongly than ever. Over the years, Viola convinced herself she didn’t believe in anything, that higher powers and ancient wisdoms were fables for children. And here she is confronted with just that, the truth within the teachings.

      Maybe Jo is right. His words echo in her mind; they bring back to her senses the dust hanging in the air, the heat of two blazing suns shrivelling skin and parched lips. We live in a bountiful, abundant universe. The greater powers always want to help us so that something good can come from the darkness. Wherever I look, I see opportunities. I know we humans are more powerful than you give us credit for, and I know we can all be agents for good.

      Viola can acknowledge there appears to be some truth to what he said so many months ago. Perhaps everything she’s been through does have a purpose. Her thoughts rebel. There is nothing out there. It is just wishful thinking. Fate and gods belong to those who do not know better, who cling to something to take away their fear. Everything is meaningless.

      A splash draws Viola’s attention to the present. Ripples grow in rings from a point a short way to her right. A shadow rises under the muddied waters, and then a sleek grey creature rises into the air, white foam churning off its sides to reveal a shimmery tail. The animal arches through the air and emits a nattering call reminiscent of laughter. Splash, and the being is gone, swallowed in its home’s murky liquid.

      “Lumba-lumba,” the man whispers from behind Viola. He pauses, clears his throat, and corrects himself, “Ah, delfin in Haldrian.”

      Viola looks out over the water. Her heart beats at excitement’s carefree pace. What a wonder! She’s never seen a creature like this before. Of course she’s heard of them, but to witness the sleek fish-like body with its dorsal fin pointed into the air, that’s spellbinding.

      A third splash draws Viola’s attention, and she witnesses another tail just before it disappears under the water. More and more bodies appear at the surface; their heaving dance rocks the boat with scudding waves. Rounded snouts reach for the sky. Laughter fills the air. Sunlight glints off smooth bodies and shimmers on water ripples. There’s a music to the rhythmic splashes and joyful chuckles, the ecstasy of animalistic freedom.

      Beauty.

      There’s something to this moment. Viola’s heart expands, and goosebumps prickle upon her arms. This spectacle is for her.

      As if to reiterate the thought, the boatman says, “I’ve only seen them twice before, and I ferry people over the river almost every day.” Emotion constricts his voice, and he returns his gaze to the animals who chuckle and splash beside the boat. In their game, his oars are forgotten, motionless wings left to stick from the vessel’s dragonfly body.

      Passing through here a little sooner or later, I would have missed them. And what made them choose this spot and not another on this wide, impossibly long river? In answer to Viola’s thoughts, Jo’s words from a conversation on Mshrali resurface in her mind. It was a lifetime away when he’d stopped a blight-stricken meerkat mob through will alone. It still beggars belief the boy didn’t wonder at his impossible gift but begged for forgiveness for killing the creatures that hadn’t survived. What of all the interconnections that make things happen? What of circumstance? We live in a bountiful, abundant universe.

      The delfin move on and the boatman resumes his task. Meanwhile, Viola ponders Jo’s words and everything she experienced with him on their journey through Mshrali, and after, on the Startraveller’s Hope. It has been an eventful time filled with new ideas, and she wryly chastises herself for rejecting the boy’s ideas out of hand. How much could she have learned if she’d only listened?

      I was not ready, she admits, and observes the rainforest’s deep greens have grown larger on the horizon ahead. But now I am, and I will do better. There is truth to his words, I know it.

      Thinking about Jo, she regrets how they parted ways. Viola should have taken him to Cerddor, left her apprentice at the right door, and not continued on her journey until he was in safe harbour. Ahead of her, the dense green wall looms large, while behind, the smallest verdant sliver separates the brown waters from the blue above. Going back isn’t an option. Viola faces forwards and thinks about the task ahead, where she’s going and what she wants to do. Friendships, both old and new, are precious. I have been blessed with my friends.

      Excitement growing, Viola turns her thoughts to the future and its possibilities.
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      Wood grinds against sand, and the boat comes to a standstill on the beach. The boatman swings his body over the side, landing with a splash and sending droplets to cool Viola’s bare arms. As the boat is pushed up onto the beach, Viola spies a dirt road cutting straight into the viridian thicket. A boarded-up stall stands nearby; its dilapidated walls lean together like balanced cards, ready to topple at the slightest breath. A few rusty nails keep the stall in one piece, if barely.

      “How far to the nearest hamlet?” Viola presses some coins into the man’s hand. Thankfully, the imperial system means the coins she received in Mshrali can also be used here on Téarman.

      The boatman stares down the path, which disappears into the gloom a few feet from the beach. “On foot? Three miles.” He pauses to consider for a heartbeat before he says, “About one Haldrian league.”

      Viola nods; the sun will be halfway to its zenith by then, and chances are the mosquitoes will be out. She also can’t change the fact that the boatman has figured out she’s not a local, or not even from Téarman. Shrugging, she thanks him and steps onto the sand. Her bare feet embrace the cool abrasiveness, and she acknowledges the problem to be dealt with as soon as possible. The man by the boat might see her dressed in sturdy clothes and boots, but that’s far from the truth.

      She can’t maintain this illusion forever. Already it saps her strength, and Viola knows it will leave a magical trail for the imperial hunters to follow should they decide to use their magic-reading devices. It’s possible the recent events outside Baile will throw them off the scent for a while, but she can’t count on it being a definitive solution.

      I need clothes and provisions. A new backpack would not go amiss, either. She sighs. The lost rucksack is the least of her worries, and Viola brushes away the next thought. What happened in the forest outside Baile is something she does not want to think about. That pack may have contained all her twenty-eight years of life on the run was worth, but at least she is still alive. The backpack is a loss she can live with.

      Viola considers the tattered white outfit she wears, and her thoughts turn to the past few days’ events. She’s bombarded with a blend of memories: sneaking out the ambassador’s palace in Baile and her escape over the wall, a palm tree for assistance; getting caught in a downpour moments later and being rescued by Jo and the Imperial Guard who accompanied him, only to fall into a trap those same guards set for her.

      The next memory threatens to sweep up her mind in a mute storm. It whirls around her encounter with death. No. She doesn’t want to think about the monster, how it whipped through the rainforest’s massive trees on scaled coils too big for any conceivable creature. The shrieks. Her pursuers cut down. Lives snuffed out. An iron stench in her nose.

      Viola clenches her knees to stop them from buckling under her thoughts’ relentless assault. She fills her lungs and murmurs, “I am lucky to be alive.”

      Self-conscious, Viola turns towards the boatman, ready to explain herself, but he’s already pushed his vessel into the river and rows against the current. With a shrug, Viola begins her trudge into the woods. Birds sing. Crickets chirp. Little animals flit and dart up the tree trunks. The movement provides colourful hints, and steam visibly rises off leaves as wide as alfil ears.

      The veritable cacophony surges relief through Viola’s system. This living forest is so different from the heart of death she traversed with Jo a few days ago outside Baile. It brings into stark focus her mood from before she set foot on Téarman. She’d had those melodramatic moments when she contemplated ending it all. Jo’s words from one such occasion ring in her memory, and resonate with her newfound joyfulness: What would happen to everything you’ve done so far? Your experiences, everything you’ve ever done, what you’ve suffered and what you achieved despite the suffering? It will all be lost, and you, Viola Alerion, Master of Words, greatest storyteller to grace this empire, you will be forgotten. What possible good could come of such loss?

      He is right, she admits. I am grateful now to be alive, and by some miracle, I also find myself freed from the hounds who have been after me since the very beginning. A creature of habit, Viola goes through the motion to hitch her backpack into a more comfortable position on her shoulders, only to remember she doesn’t have it anymore. She misses the sturdy straps of her old and worn rucksack. It accompanied her for such a long time, and now its absence weighs heavy. Taking stock, Viola realises she pours sweat and her right hand slips into her trouser pocket but comes up empty. She tries the other side. Also nothing. Where could her handkerchief be?

      Viola grumbles. She doesn’t even have a hankie with her when she used to own several. What a pain. She wipes the sweat from her face using a tattered sleeve and gives off a huff.

      There’s nothing for it now. The pack is gone, and Viola must find a replacement, no matter how irritating that is. At least she still has her bamboo staff and quartz crystal amplifier. Together with the coin pouch, it will have to be enough to get her through this part of her—

      She pauses to ponder a thought as her eyes rove over the tall trees reaching into the heavens.

      Adventure?

      Can she really consider her life an adventure? Maybe it is one big misadventure if I am completely honest with myself.

      Viola’s knees ache, the right one in particular. Movement will help to work through the discomfort, although more likely than not, the joint needs medical attention. You have to hold out for a little while longer, she thinks, and puts her weight onto the bamboo staff. At least she can use it as a cane in the meanwhile.

      The sun is close to its zenith when the trees thin, and Viola sees the first buildings. A shiny slanted roof peeks from above the lower vegetation, and a few steps later, she can make out a reed building next to it.

      Her attention is drawn away from the signs of civilisation when a pale streak whizzes towards her. It moves so fast she can’t make out what it is, but it’s large and heads straight for her. With her heart rate spiking, Viola stops and holds her breath, braced for the onslaught.

      Woof.

      The creature comes to a mud-spitting halt right in front of her; a pink tongue lolls from a long muzzle. It’s a tall dog, all bones, and it stands higher than Viola’s waist. Its fur is matted, long cream-coloured hair marred with muddy tangles. She blinks at the unexpected sight.

      Viola tries to step around the mutt that’s planted its rear in the path. Tail wagging, the animal leaps up to snuffle at her leg.

      She swats at it, tries to stay clear of its muddy foot pads. “Shoo!”

      The dog huffs in a good-natured way, prances backwards a step, and dances forwards, pink tongue contrasting against the creature’s otherwise dull look. Ongoing, deep, throaty barks ring in Viola’s ears.

      “No, really. Go away!”

      Waving hands do nothing to deter the animal, which weaves around her, snuffles at her leg and gambols out of reach when she spins to face it.

      “Go!” Viola commands.

      The dog instinctively sits back on its haunches, but it still smiles at her as if it knows a good joke she’s missed. As soon as Viola takes a step towards the houses beckoning her with the promise of a cold shower and some food, the animal races forwards once more to block her path.

      Stopping again, Viola folds her arms and scrutinises her harasser. The dog grins at her.

      She’s about to take another step when a shift in her vision occurs. Viola looks at a mirage of her most deep-seated dream. Her own words echo, reinforcing the image before her.

      A little cottage with a small garden to tend. A warm climate and taking care of myself. The opportunity to share my stories and a dog resting beside my desk. Taking walks and maybe getting to know my neighbours.

      Her eyes hop between the real, live, and undernourished dog who sits in the path ahead of her and the slender, well-brushed white dog with long legs trotting beside her in the vision.

      Blink.

      The image is gone, but the dog still sits in front of Viola. It beams at her as if it knows she’s just understood.

      “No.” She waves her hands at the stray again. “It is not happening.”

      Whine.

      “No way! It is not an option. I am not taking you with me.”

      Large brown eyes stare up at her, brows twitched into pleading triangles.

      “No!” Viola steps around the dog and strides purposefully along the path. She rounds a stand of palm trees and comes out among buildings as dense as the trees had been in the forest. Wood, iron, reeds, and palm leaves vie for dominance in the human jungle, where houses, large and small, jumble together in a maze. Children play a ball game with something that distinctly looks like rags bound into a bundle with string. Their laughter and shouts remind Viola of her loneliness. Their language, different from her own, is a whisper on the leaves. It bubbles like a brook, dances to an unusual cadence.

      There’s a snuffle behind Viola, and she looks over her shoulder to see the dog, head low in submission. It stands less than a foot away from her. She shakes her head.

      “No.”

      The animal’s brows twitch, giving it that pleading look again.

      “No is no is no is no!”

      Huff.

      Now I am having a conversation with a dog. What next?

      Viola throws her hands up and turns away from the creature. She does her best to ignore it and stomps up the alley she’s come into. A few adults in worn clothes, some even torn and dirty, hurry about their business, their faces focused on the ground. One or two notice her and stop to stare. Realising her sophisticated clothes and different complexion are what draws their attention, anxiety sparks in her chest. Clenching and unclenching her hands, Viola continues with renewed purpose. She doesn’t want people to notice her. She needs to stay unobtrusive.

      But that was before. The imperial trackers probably think I am dead and will call off the hunt.

      Considering this possibility, Viola sucks air back into her lungs, but she can’t quite shake the need to be inconspicuous. She also feels tired. The power needed to maintain the illusion saps her strength; it means she needs proper equipment for her journey as soon as possible.

      As she progresses through the winding alley, Viola notices the buildings become solid and less dilapidated. More people jostle along the dried-mud street, which widens a fraction. Viola speeds up under intense stares. More people keep looking her way, and with her heartbeat thumping in her throat, she wonders if it’s curiosity or hostility they’re exhibiting. Her knee is acting up, and she knows she can’t keep up the pace she’s set, but she grits her teeth and keeps going anyway.

      On high alert, Viola follows the trajectory of peoples’ scrutiny and realises they’re not looking at her but just behind. Glancing over her shoulder, she catches sight of the starving dog again. It trots along two paces behind her, as if this were the most ordinary thing.

      Frustration bubbling, Viola faces the creature again. It comes to an abrupt stop. The dog responds to the flare in Viola’s emotions and squats down, tummy to the ground, brown eyes glued to hers. Its brows twitch in confusion. Perhaps insecurity?

      Whine.

      The altercation draws a crowd. Exasperation slips into fear. What now? How can Viola get out of the mess a stray dog caused?

      People point. Some laugh. Others from further afield sense the commotion and join the gathering throng. For the time being, Viola can see only curiosity in their eyes, but she knows from experience: the shift to outrage and violence doesn’t take much.

      Resigning herself to the fact she’s already made a scene, Viola calls out, “Whose dog is this? It has followed me since I arrived on the outskirts.”

      Silence greets the question. Viola considers rewording her query when movement to the side draws her attention. A woman pushes through the throng. She’s short and round. Grey streaks her dark hair, and wrinkles have ploughed her face. Her brown trousers and green blouse are much like what all the other women wear, although the way the others step aside to let her pass, Viola considers this some form of spokesperson.

      The old woman’s voice is rich, and she carries her frame with confidence. “The animal jus’ show up.” She waves with her hands. “A few, uh, weeks ago. Jus’ walks and steal’ food. No bother us.”

      Viola sighs. “Is there anyone who could look after it? I cannot take it with me.”

      Mutters flare the gathered crowd. People shake their heads, and even though Viola doesn’t need the confirmation, the spokeswoman says, “No.”

      With a shrug, Viola decides she’ll worry about the dog later. Now that she’s drawn attention to herself, she’d like to get her bearings in this town. “Is there a market here?”

      The other woman shakes her head. “Market in Abhainn.” She gestures in the direction from which Viola has come. “Other side river.”

      Another sigh passes her lips as Viola considers her options. “Is there any transport to Bryniau from here?”

      The woman tilts her head as if she struggles to understand Viola’s meaning. After a moment, she says, “We no have machines. Boats, that’s how you move in forest.”

      “Is there someone who could guide me to Bryniau? I can pay for passage on a boat.”

      The crowd bats whispers back and forth. At length, the spokesperson raises her voice, shouting something and gesticulating as she speaks. Viola doesn’t understand a single word. The crowd simmers. A wave ripples from the back towards the front. Then someone steps through and bows to the older woman.

      It’s a young man built like a mop: tall, thin and topped with a long black cascade that hides his face. He converses in low tones with the stout woman for a while before he nods.

      The spokesperson steps towards Viola. “Lelaki take you to highway. Bryniau on other side forest. Difficult with rivers. Imperial highway fastest way.”

      “Thank you. I shall also need some provisions, a backpack and a change of clothes. I have Imperial Notes.”

      “No,” the group’s spokeswoman cuts in. “We no work with money. We give you provisions. A gift.”

      Angry mutters follow the sharp statement, and Viola sees heads nod in agreement. “That would be helpful.” She cracks a smile, hoping it might alleviate the tension in the air. It feels like she’s asked for too much, but nonetheless, the woman beckons Viola over to a wooden bench on a veranda outside a small house and sends a few people off with instructions in her own tongue before heading inside the building. After her passage, colourful, beaded strings dance in the doorway.

      Viola settles down to observe the comings and goings as the crowd disperses. The bothersome dog stretches out in the dust beside her, head resting on its paws. The local woman comes out; beads clack to announce her approach.

      “Here,” she says, and holds out a wooden cup. “Drink.”

      “Thank you.” Viola accepts the beverage and the woman leaves again in a cacophony of clinks and rustles.

      Viola sniffs the liquid in the cup. It smells fruity but isn’t something she’s come across before. Having learned not to trust anything but water when in unknown territory, she glances around.

      The street is mostly empty again, and Viola considers the situation while she pours the drink over the veranda’s balustrade. It’s rare to come across people who reject the empire to the extent they decline money. In the greater scheme of things, Téarman is an insignificant player in imperial politics, but they’ve been part of the planetary alliance for centuries. Imperial coinage should be common out here, and yet, when she thinks about it, it’s curious that her cousin, Natesari, is stationed in this meaningless backwater as ambassador for the empire. Has something happened? Could it be some form of punishment? Did Natesari displease the empress? Or has Téarman become difficult to govern and her cousin’s deployment here is a sign of trust?

      A short while later, the young man she’d been introduced to earlier steps under the overhang. He carries a fibre bag, the contents bulging beneath the rough surface. Viola stands, accepts the provisions and takes a peek inside. There are fruits and a water flask, as well as some dried fish. Viola holds her breath and counts three flatbread rounds packaged inside a covering of green leaves. Underneath it all, she can make out a rough homespun shirt and possibly a pair of trousers.

      “Thank you. I also need new boots.” She points to the scuffed leather illusion with a hole in the toe.

      Lelaki makes eye contact with Viola and says, “Follow,” before he turns and strides up the street.

      Viola slings the provisions bag over one shoulder and does as she’s told. Her guide pauses to look back when he reaches a crossroad between the closely-stacked houses. He beckons her up the left turn. As she comes around the corner, the dog trots up behind her again, as if this is where it belongs.

      With a sigh of forbearance, Viola continues a few paces behind Lelaki, who waves or calls out to the people they pass. He’s all smiles for those going about their daily business in the town’s unpaved dirt streets.

      They turn right again before Lelaki stops at a shop front. Leather strips hang from the eaves, and it doesn’t take long for Viola to come out with a new pair of riding boots. It was sheer luck the cobbler had some in her size, something about a customer not wanting the commissioned pair.

      She shrugs off the coincidence. Thankfully, the cobbler accepted her coinage, so she could pay for the footwear. The metallic clink on the counter is still fresh in Viola’s mind when she notices Lelaki is already out the door. She rushes to catch up and almost trips over the dog stretched out at the shop’s wooden step.

      A short while later, dense green foliage towers into view above the roofs. Lelaki guides Viola past the last house and back into the forest’s evernight. A footpath leads into the buzzing, chirping, and trilling jungle. Trees overflow with creeper plants smothering their trunks, and the ground is covered with fresh green. As it twists and turns through the thicket, only the path’s muddy ribbon breaks the verdant monochrome.

      Every now and then, Viola glances back. The dog still follows her, tongue lolling out in self-assured entitlement. Heat prickles sweaty beads into existence, and she swipes at her brow every few steps. Viola hates sweat. It’s the one thing she’s never been able to get used to throughout all the years. What’s worse? Worse even than Mshrali’s heat and dust? It’s Téarman’s oppressive, inescapable jungle-heat.

      Why am I even here?

      Viola’s been to all the places she’s seen simply to outrun her pursuers, but now her position has become unique: there’s a distinct possibility she may have escaped them all. She thinks back on her time spent evading her pursuers, and those occasions she thought she might have given the hunters the slip, only to find Haldrian forces swarming whatever inn she stayed at. She’s escaped through back doors more times than she can count, and once was even forced to hide in a latrine.

      If I lost them again, it will not be for long. Viola knows they won’t give up. She has twenty-eight years’ proof that they won’t leave her alone. She reiterates the realisation she shared with her apprentice a few weeks ago. I have spent annums avoiding my duty and running away from the truth I have known in my heart. If I am to move forwards, I must take the reins back into my hands.

      Lelaki trudges ahead, his footfalls light on the soft loam. In comparison, Viola, using her fighting staff as a walking stick, considers herself a puffing engine, one of those ancient ones she saw in the Haldrian Grand Exhibition when she was a child. Old and ungainly, that’s what she’s become.

      Behind her, a good-natured snort draws Viola’s attention to the dog. She turns to face it, looking at it sternly. The canine sits back on its haunches, tail sweeping the ground behind it. Expectation glints in its eyes.

      Viola points her finger the way they’ve come. “Go back.”

      It looks at her hand, glances back at her face, and whines.

      “No, really. You cannot come with me. Go.”

      Huff.

      “Argh!”

      Viola turns away and stomps up the path. From the corner of her eye, she sees Lelaki grin at her just before he continues on his way. The young man’s amusement swirls a dark, frustrated cloud into being. Viola keeps walking. Stupid, stubborn dog.

      Her mind shifts. It tugs her to a memory from less than an Imperial annum ago. A boy followed her then, wouldn’t take no for an answer. Jo insisted he had to accompany her and become her apprentice. When Viola agreed to take him with her, gave in to that tug on her heartstrings, it had proven the best decision she could ever have made. Her life is changing before her very eyes because she listened and given in then.

      What if.

      Viola shakes her head. She doesn’t want to take this mangy dog with her. Continuing up the path, she tries to ignore the mutt and focuses on the tangled roots creating a web beneath her feet, mirrored by the web-like green canopy above. Her own words from a few weeks ago toy with her: a dog resting beside my desk.

      She glances back and observes how the animal trots in her wake. It is a sturdy breed, and clearly, it knows how to take care of itself. This animal might be thin, but it looks strong. There’s no sign of illness, and it hasn’t scratched for fleas since it crossed her path.

      Clenching her jaw and rolling her eyes heavenwards, Viola sighs. “Oh, all right then.” In spite of herself, her lips twitch. That boy really is something. The knowledge is solid rock, immovable and unbreakable. This dog is a gift from him in some unfathomable twist of circumstance, but Viola realises she has to believe it. She is compelled to accept it.

      A veil has been lifted from her mind, and for the first time in her life, she sees some truth she couldn’t have imagined in times past. Viola’s legs are strong. Energy courses through her. Cool air tingles on her face and arms. She’s grateful for the trees. They’re a blessing against the sun’s oppressive power.

      Behind her, the dog still follows. Its head bobs along as it pads forward, its tongue lols to one side, pink, bright in contrast to the off-white coat. Again she remembers the boy who followed her in Mshrali. I still do not know his real name. The thought brings her back to the dog.

      “Well, doggo. You will need a name, will you not? I refuse to call you ‘dog’ for the rest of our time together.”

      The animal trots up beside her in response to the friendlier tone.

      After some time spent in thought, Viola nods. “Mokoto. Yes, that is a good name for you. I shall call you Mokoto.”
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      Lelaki stops, and where he stands, Viola notices the treeline ends. She comes to a halt beside him where a brown scar cuts through the natural pillars so tall they seem to brush the sky. The road is identical to the one she travelled with her apprentice a few days ago, miles away on the other side of the giant river.

      “Bryniau that way.” Lelaki points up the Imperial Highway to the right. “Half,” he pauses, stumbling over his thoughts, “segment. It’s one half segment walking.”

      Viola nods. “Thank you for your help.”

      The young man shrugs, slipping past Viola to head back the way they’ve come. Sighing, Viola considers calling him back and insisting on paying him, but she shakes her head. From experience, she knows there are times such persistence won’t work, and this is one of them. She lets the heavy satchel fall to the ground at her feet and stretches out the taut muscles in her shoulder.

      Be grateful, she chides herself. Here she is, in the middle of nowhere, on a planet she visited a very long time ago, and things seem to have changed tremendously. Last time, paying her way with Imperial Notes had been easy, and no one had raised an eyebrow. They’d been friendly too, but she couldn’t shake the sensation that her experience today was different. It is as if they could not get rid of me fast enough.

      Allowing her shoulders to sink against a tree trunk, Viola considers the people she met. Weariness drags at her senses. The moss-covered bark is spongy and cushions her brittle frame from the tree’s hard surface. She catches a glimpse of Lelaki who hurries through the forest’s pillars. His head bobs into view one last time, and then he vanishes from sight. The dog sits beside her, interested eyes peering into the forest after Lelaki. As soon as Viola turns her sights on the road, the dog hops up and scoots into the open swath.

      Being uninformed is the worst. Viola abhors it. Her stomach clenches, and her fingers curl and release several times. She racks her brain for any news about Téarman from her time spent on the Startraveller’s Hope, but she’d been distracted on that journey. Téarman hadn’t been her destination, so she hadn’t listened to any gossip.

      Once again, Viola is unprepared for what lies ahead. Too many plans have been tossed about in the vicious autumn gale of her life. The last few months were no different. She has to pick up the pieces and keep going.

      I will get it together. The thought is countercurrent to all the uncertainty and anxiety multiplying with each gust of life’s wind. She’s done the unthinkable already: escaped the ambassador’s residence in Báile and survived the Leviathan. Walking through the rainforest on a well-tended road for ten days shouldn’t be too difficult. I have
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