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​Chapter 1: Umbra Loquitor 
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I heard indistinct voices twittering through the ink black chasm of my mind. I could still feel the cool push and pull of the sea that suffocated me little by little. I tried to open my eyes, but I was greeted by a sudden heaviness that kept me blind. Nowhere was up. Nowhere was down. Nowhere was left, or right, or in, or out. I sighed. I tried to remember where I was and how I had gotten there, but there was an overwhelming amount of pure nothing. 

Until I felt his hand.

A strong soul wrapped their arms around my torso. They pulled me close and rested their forehead on mine. I furrowed my brows as I felt a salty sweet tear fall between my eyes. I struggled to lift my arm to comfort them, but I had long since lost my ability to move. The person sniffled as they let their tears fall. 

It’s okay, I tried to say. What a beautiful lie that was. The whispers grew louder. They coiled around my mind like a snake slithering around its timid prey, ready to squeeze every last ounce of hope out of the poor creature before devouring it. I cleared my throat and tried to speak only to find myself being hushed by the shadows. I could hear someone in the near distance weeping. It broke my heart. 

I concentrated my energy one more time and opened my eyes with a piercing jolt. I took in a deep breath and let it out in a rough sigh. The sudden heaviness of having a physical body made me nauseous. I glanced up at the stars that rested on the violet ceiling. They seemed to smile down at me with a soft sense of reassurance. I squinted my eyes as I focused on one of the glowing orbs. A familiar smile from home welcomed me; Vesta. A lightbulb sprung to life in my head as she smiled down at me. 

I shifted my gaze to Livious. His eyes were glossed over, but he had long since shed all the tears his soul could conjure. He held Alias in his arms. Livious was lost in his own world of agony, holding his brother for the last time. 

Hollow footsteps rang through the ritual room as Xilus crossed the bridge to join us. He stayed silent as he sank down next to me. His eyes were bloodshot and void of all life, as if his body were running on autopilot while his mind rested. 

I groaned as I sat up. I took in another deep breath and let it out slowly as I grazed my hand over my stomach. Somewhere, deep in the recesses of my coiled mind, I could almost hear the faint whisper of their laughter. It broke me to think there was still some innocence left in the world. 

“Evangeline?” Xilus whispered with a tsunami of hesitation. I looked up at him and half smiled. He returned the favor by moving forward to hug me. I sank into his embrace as I tried my best to meet his anguish. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Don’t be,” Livious croaked. “He chose to stay, who can blame him for wanting to escape this nightmare?” I looked up at him then let my eyes slowly fall on Alias. I wasn’t at all surprised. None of us could handle what we had been through, yet here we were. A once powerful group of ten cut down to a shattered three. I couldn’t really blame any of them for choosing death. 

In death, they were free. 

Those meticulous words overstayed their welcome in my mind as a new set of gears began to turn. I re-lived the choices I had made in the astral realm and began to wonder if I had chosen wrong. I chose to breathe one day more over staying with my own husband. On a more profound level, I had chosen life over an eternity of running from Dallas. 

“You know, the grounds of this coven are only so large, but I think I can squeeze in four more graves if you all are going to continue to welcome Mors with open arms and willing hearts,” Zenthana sighed. I half chuckled at that before realizing she was serious and I wasn’t going to deny it. 

“Not yet, we still have work to do,” Xilus replied. 

“Don’t tell me,” I groaned as I scraped my hands over my face. Xilus held up a small box I hadn’t noticed yet. 

“The ritual worked. He is trapped, but we still have to dispose of the body and return you two to Domi Insula.” 

“I’m not entirely sure I can face the pain of seeing that island again. Not after everything we’ve lost.” 

“If we cannot bring Ralis’s ashes to the island, perhaps we could bury Alias with him?” Livious suggested. 

“We can do that,” Zenthana smiled. 

“As for Dallas, he deserves to be fed to the animals.” 

“Agreed,” I added without hesitation. 

“That’s simple enough. Strei, my love, I apologize. Can you take Dallas’s body out to the woods? We don’t care where you dump it,” Xilus instructed. 

“Of course. Focus on taking care of Alias. We will give him the proper rites,” Strei replied as he stepped away to retrieve the sacrificial corpse. I had been so lost in the fog that I hadn’t realized Strei had joined us as well. Xilus stood first before helping Livous and I to our feet. Livious didn’t dare take his hands off Alias. I stepped behind him, wrapped my arms around his neck, and hugged him to the best of my abilities. 

“You’re still not alone. Our pain is deep, but we will never suffer alone,” I whispered in his ear. He took in a deep breath as he looked at me out of the corner of his eye. He hooked up his lips into a faint smile as he readjusted Alias. 

“Thank you,” he whispered. I’m glad you chose to stay, his eyes and smile added. I pressed my lips into a thin smile as I stepped back to allow Zenthana to lead us out of the chamber. However, instead of walking outside once more, she opened a small door on the side wall and stepped into a quaint and clean room that was filled to the brim with silk lined coffins. I gulped as my eyes raced over all of them. They were always prepared for death in the coven. My chest tightened as I wondered how long it would be before I found my own body in one of the eternity beds. Zenthana opened another door and led us into a morgue. 

“For now we can rest him here,” Zenthana instructed as she pointed to the table that sat in the center of the room. Its grotesque metallic legs and unforgiving frigid surface matched Sambier’s experiment tables without flaw. Livious carefully set his brother down, he seemed to deflate a little with that motion, as if he were releasing part of his own soul to stay with Alias. He had done that for all of his brothers, giving his soul away little by little while leaving nothing for himself. 

“Come, Zenthana has work to do to prepare for the funeral rite. We owe it to Alias to fix ourselves up as well,” Xilus said quietly. 

“My work can wait, say your farewells now if you prefer,” Zenthana offered. 

“I have nothing more to say. We failed, nothing we do will ever change that fact,” Livious growled. Before any of us could answer, he turned and stalked out of the room. I opened my mouth to speak, but found that there was no point in correcting what we all knew was true. Xilus hung his head and followed. I stepped up to Alias and ran my fingers through his hair.   

“Until we meet again, my brother,” I whispered as I leaned down and kissed the top of his forehead. I smiled at Zenthana as I walked out of the room. Xilus and Livious were waiting for me in the main chamber. 

“I had hoped trapping Dallas would bring an end to the suffering,” Xilus groaned. 

“Alias willingly chose to stay with Ralis,” Livious explained. 

“Well, at least one of us had a choice. I wish the rest of us had been given the same courtesy,” I grumbled as I lifted my gaze to the ceiling. The stars no longer sparkled. Vesta was gone. She had come by for a fraction of a moment just to taunt me. Xilus stepped forward and opened the door before gesturing for Livious and I to exit first. We huddled together as we embraced the cold. Although, realistically speaking, the frost no longer seemed to bother me. I didn’t feel much of anything anymore. 

The mid afternoon sun hugged Horolocium. Beta no longer felt new. It felt empty and void of life’s sweet essence. It was cold and forbidding. At that moment, I found myself giving up on my dreams to follow in Mirabel’s footsteps. What was the good in being a healer if I couldn’t cure death? In fact, death was all I wanted. Not because I wanted to die but because I wanted a secure end to all of the suffering. 

We crossed the quiet yard rather quickly as we sought the comfort of our separate bedrooms. Our light footsteps haunted the halls as we crossed the lobby and walked through the sleeping serpent. The coven was painfully dark and barren, as if everyone were hiding from the sorrow we clutched close to our hearts. 

“I suppose Zenthana will come to collect us when it is time for the feast,” Xilus said when we reached the door to his room. 

“I don’t think I’ll ever have the appetite to eat again,” Livious replied.

“As much as I would love to agree with you, I unfortunately don’t have a choice in the matter,” I grumbled. 

“Do not say that,” Livious retorted as he rushed forward and wrapped his arms around me. “Loving Thomastus and joining our broken little family was the best choice you ever made. We all love you, Evey. I can only count on one hand the number of good things that’s happened in our lives, and you are on that list.”

“Thanks,” Xilus deadpanned. 

“Sorry brother, perhaps we could work on being better friends when we aren’t constantly fighting for our lives.” I furrowed my brows as I shot my gaze back and forth between the two men in front of me. It was uncharacteristic for Livious to speak with such sincerity.

“I can take this to the coven vault if you would like,” Xilus said softly as he held up the box once more. 

“I vote we all eat a heap of Flos Ignis and blow it out of existence.” 

A shrill laugh burst from my lips with enough force to bounce off the hollow walls as it raced down the empty hall. 

“You had me worried, Liv. I thought you were possessed or worse,” I confessed. His smile softened. 

“I will never be the same after all that we have endured.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Why? You have nothing to be sorry for.” 

“But-.” Livious grabbed my arm with one hand and cupped the other over my mouth before I could utter another word. 

“I know you have said it before, but please don’t say it again. Dallas’s actions were not your fault. None of us blame you for what he did and all of us were happy to protect each other to our bitter end,” he said slowly as he locked his gaze with mine. “Okay?” he warned. I slowly nodded my head. He smiled lightly as he removed his hand. 

“So the box?” Xilus asked hesitantly. 

“Is it going to be secure in the vault? Not that I want to protect his soul, but I would like to prevent a repeat of what happened to Madelena. I want to make sure it’s never found,” I noted. 

“Unless you know of a place no mortal can reach.” 

“Believe it or not, I might. In the caves that lead from here to Earth, there’s a path that leads to a dead end with an extensively deep pit. It was noted to be so deep that if you toss a rock over the edge, you can count to ten before you hear it hit the bottom. I just hope Sybil doesn’t do anything to it before we return. We did have a few conversations about genuinely closing off the entrance to the cave.”

“That would be our luck,” Livious groaned. 

“The vault is secure, only coven members are allowed inside. And I don’t think any of them will be inclined to release him after all of the destruction he’s caused. Still, I understand the sentiment and a drop that deep does sound enticing,” Xilus pondered. 

“Then that’s our plan. We’ll lock the box in the vault until Litha starts and the waters thaw enough for us to travel. Then, we’ll take it to Domi and throw it in the pit where no one will ever be able to reach it,” I concluded. 

“Prefect, with a little luck we can enjoy a peaceful remainder to the season,” Xilus offered. Livious smirked but chose to keep his mouth shut as he turned and walked to his room. I offered Xilus one last sympathetic smile as I turned to enter my room. I grabbed the handle just in time to hear a distant scream echo through the halls. It pierced my heart enough to make me jump off the ground. 

“What’s wrong this time?” I called as I stepped back and looked down the hall. Another shudder ran down my spine as I realized Xilus was long gone. I glanced in the other direction and waited for Livious to burst out of his room. Nothing. “I hate ghosts,” I scoffed as I turned the handle again and stepped into my room. The shadows choked me more than they had before. I sank into the bed, letting  my lungs deflate as the silk sheets rolled beneath my weary limbs. The shadows swarmed around my body in an instant. 

We won, yet I still felt defeated. Trapping Dallas’s soul simply wasn’t enough to repair my shattered heart. It wasn’t enough to bring all of my loved ones back. It wasn’t enough to forgive all of the grief we had suffered through. It wasn’t enough to repair the damage that had been done to Domi Insula. It wasn’t enough to make up for the fact that our children would now be raised without a father. 

I sighed when I heard the whispers inch into my mind again. They taunted me as they lofted around the edges of the room. I rubbed my eyes and begged for them to disappear. They were still indistinct, but they were constant and barely audible. Just enough for me to continuously acknowledge their presence. I imagined they were the long lost voices of my brothers and that brought me a little comfort. Still, there was a sinister tone in the long forgotten laughter that echoed beyond my reach.  

Helios meticulously scorched the ancient sky with his blazen sun as I began to welcome the voices that swarmed around me like savage whales circling and bubbling up their next meal in the midst of their oceanic void. 

It wasn’t until I heard the loud knock at the door that I remembered I was still alive. I wiped away the tears I hadn’t shed as I crossed the room and opened the door to smile weakly at Livious. He looked over my features and opened his mouth to speak before deciding that hugging me would be the better option. I gladly fell into his warm embrace. His rippling muscles curled around my frail frame with a new sense of devotion. I felt them tense beneath the fabric of his shirt as he pulled me closer. A shudder ran down my spine when he buried his nose into my hair and used it to wipe away the tears he refused to shed. I could feel his furious heartbeat ripple across my chest as he banished his own woes. 

“Let’s hope this is the last funeral we have to attend for many decades,” Livious said in a soft voice. 

“What if it’s our own?” I retorted. 

“Don't say that, please.” 

I lifted my gaze when I heard Xilus’s door open. He stepped out with Strei following behind him. He bit his lip as he eyed the ground and tried to swallow his smile. I smirked as I released Livious and moved across the hall to hug the eldest exile. 

“I’m glad that one of us got to keep their love,” I whispered. Xilus fought back tears as he buried his face in my hair. He didn’t squeeze as tight as Livious, but he still coiled his arms around me like a cub clinging to its mother as they faced certain destruction. 

“I should have done more,” he confessed. 

“You did the best you could, and we’re thankful for that.” 

“I just wish it could have been enough. I would beg to know what we did to deserve this.” 

“In death they are free.” 

“You’re right, and at least we don’t have to suffer alone,” he replied as he stepped back and slid his hand into Strei’s paw. He stole a glance at Livious and winked before turning to walk away. 

We dropped our conversation as we walked down to the kitchen where Zenthana had once again set up a small table just for us. Despite the fact that I had little to no appetite, I filled my plate simply to show that I was grateful for her efforts. The others did the same.

“Evey, I really think you should reconsider being a healer. Domi Insula needs one now that Mirabel’s gone. And believe it or not you have the power to be an amazing witch one day,” Livious said softly as he poked his fork into the native fish that sat on his plate. 

“Only if you agree to be the guardian. Believe it or not, with the right amount of training you may even be able to surpass Thomastus’s level,” I countered. 

“I don’t want to surpass him. I’ll be happy if I never have to pick up a sword again,” Livous growled. 

“That’s how I feel about healing. I don’t want the disappointment that comes with failing.”

“It’s never too late to join my crew. Travel the world hunting down the highest bounty on the ruthless seas,” Strei suggested. 

“I really don’t know what I want to do anymore. I feel so lost without my brothers,” Livious huffed. “No offense, Xilus,” he added quickly. 

“None taken. Circumstances were never in our favor this lifetime,” Xilus replied. 

His final words rang through my mind like thunder rolling through ash gray clouds. This lifetime. I could almost feel Vesta smiling at his suggestion and I begged her to elaborate. She said nothing. She simply floated past and let the whispers take control once more. They were a little louder now, ever so slightly closer. Yet they were still indistinct, coiling through my mind like a snake slithering through the thick underbrush of a jungle. Everything reeled with savage hunger as if silence was a luxury that we could no longer afford.  

We sat with our meal until it settled into a rigor mortis like chill. When we were ready, or perhaps before, we walked out to the cemetery and crossed through the library of souls until we found the resting place of the twins. As promised, Zenthana had re-opened Ralis’s coffin to reunite him with his twin. I gulped when I saw that both of them were still fresh enough for me to believe that they had simply fallen asleep in an unidealistic place. They had their eyes peacefully closed and Alias had fallen into rigor mortis with a phantom smile resting on his lips. Still, Jack Frost presented his claim on Ralis.  

“I apologize, the deceased are not a pleasant sight. But I figured that after all you have endured you would appreciate the concrete proof that they are together,” Zenthana explained when she read my inquisitive expression. I pressed my lips into a thin smile as I reached out and gently laid my hand on top of the coffin. Livious did the same and together we closed ourselves off from the remainder of our island family. Xilus spoke sweet nothings about the agony of life and death. In a way, it felt wrong not to give them the burial all of our previous brothers had received. All except Thomastus and Promise. I rolled my gaze over to the stone that marked Thomastus’s resting place. I glared at it until tears blurred my vision. 

I drew in a deep breath as the whispers grew more restless. They buzzed through my mind like a hive of disturbed bees being taunted by a fresh morning downpour. Livious gently moved his hand to rest on top of mine. He curled his fingers under mine and pulled me to his side. In one smooth motion, he wrapped his arm around my shoulders and released my hand as he let his fall to rest on my stomach. For a moment, I wondered if he had been possessed by Thomastus. But when I looked up at his eyes, I realized it was his own genuine heart reminding me that he wouldn’t let me suffer alone. 

We stayed that way as we watched Strei and Zenthana lower the coffin back into the ground. The whispers seemed to follow our brothers down into their slumber as they danced through the quaint cemetery. In some sentimental way, it was nice to know that Ralis and Alias would be together for all eternity, and Thomastus and Promise would always be closeby to protect them. 

“Do you think when the sun returns we could, maybe, give them the rite they deserve and return them to the rest of the family on Domi?” I whispered. 

“Let them rest,” Livious replied. “I know it breaks your heart, but our flesh will remain where it is while our souls will reunite.” 

“You really believe that?” 

“I have to. What other reason would I have to carry on? Think about it, half are buried on Domi while the others are buried here, yet we all managed to find each other in the astral realm.” 

“Dallas’s perfect little nightmare,” I groaned as I lifted my gaze to the edge of the woods and made eye contact with a familiar and haunting figure. I clenched my jaw as I quickly convinced myself that it wasn’t real. Yet I could see him clearly. His tall, lanky figure leaned to the side as if it were hard for him to stand straight anymore. His hair had been tangled into knots after weeks spent not brushing it. The blood had dried away but the pain was still swimming in his deep brown eyes. They yearned for a revenge he would never get. I blinked a couple times and tightened my grip on Livious as my heart began to buckle in my chest. 

“Evey?” I whipped my head back around. Livious half smiled at me as he lifted his hand and wiped the tears away from my eyes. It wasn’t fair. After all of the grief he had caused us, how could Dallas dare to continue to haunt me? How long would he follow me? How soon would he strike again? Where would the suffering end and when would we find any sliver of peace?

“You see him too, right?” I asked. 

“Who?” Livious asked in a low growl. He slowly scanned his daggers across the shadows that taunted us from afar. The wind tumbled through the trees as it laughed at our frustration. 

“Xilus, you did trap Dallas’s soul. Didn’t you?” 

“I hope so,” he replied as the color drained from his face. He stepped in front of me and looked directly into my eyes. “Where is he?” 

I looked back at the woods and flinched when I saw nothing but the buzzing shadows. I heard one more whisper, this one quiet and distant yet distinct. I slowly scanned my eyes across the terrain, searching endlessly for my foe. Nothing came, nothing but the whisper. The wind rushed through the trees as it cowered in fear. 

Every couple of seconds, I heard the hard crunch of a shovel being dragged through the dirt followed by the hollow thud when it met the coffin below. I looked up at the stars and begged for them to respond. I pleaded with Vesta to end the bloody nightmare. Instead, I heard the unmistakable voice of the man I feared the most as if the brood himself were standing directly behind me. I trembled in my skin as he promised with two haunting words; 

I’m coming.  
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