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	To my daughter,

	 

	You give me courage.

	 

	Thank you for being fearless in life.

	 

	Love mama
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CHAPTER 1

	LEAVING ALL I KNOW behind to chase an adventure never appealed to me. My mother forged me through fire into a soldier; one made to protect and fight, not travel and search. 

	Wood groaned beneath my feet in time with my suffering. The waves didn’t bring me any peace as they did to others. Adventure had a price, and the vessel made me pay it with each crash of a wave against its hull. I reached up to soothe my head as another violent rocking motion took me by surprise. The ship had wrecked my firm stomach that could eat anything as long as it was offered.

	Instead of my homeland, the thriving earth filled with magic and evil, I was there, on a ship, in an ocean filled with controlled demons. Queen Valeri commanded the Dargon that lived in the waters. Demons that once prevented us from sailing. Demons that were subdued by her eclectic magic, but had made us land people unfamiliar with the motion of the water. If someone had told me a year ago I would be doing this, I would’ve laughed.

	My orders were still fresh in my mind: 

	Travel to the human continent Emerda and save them. Bring them to the land of witches because their earth is dying. 

	It wasn’t an order, but I would hold it as such. Queen Amelia of the Armanta Kingdom suggested that I lead the expedition, but I took it as my chance to repent to Queen Valeri of the Salvantia Kingdom.

	I clutched the small opal stone embedded in the band of silver around my middle finger. My stone. My eye color. I grasped it as another motion of powerful waves passed us. The eleven witches in my crew weren’t born to sail either… So why did I suffer so harshly in comparison?

	The chilly winter air brought freshness to the hurricane of feelings inside me. I’d failed as a protector of the queen because I thought I loved another. I’d lied to Valeri for Amelia. Everything I’d been raised to defend and honor, I’d thrown away. And I’d do it again in a heartbeat. It wasn’t a mistake. But it went against everything I vowed to uphold; accepting my choices would only be hard while I continued holding onto who I was made to be.

	Never before had my mission suffered for a woman. It had only ever been controlled by one. There were a lot of nevers that used to exist. Now all I knew was to never say never.

	I looked at the sky and smiled as I twisted my opal. But soon my smile was overshadowed by another swell of nausea.

	I wasn’t made to sail.

	I grasped the wooden railing and looked around the polished wooden deck. The ship was old but newly refurbished specifically for the expedition. The floor already appeared tattered by our lack of care, and the sails proudly glimmered in whiteness. To my right, a warrior, Kol, observed a sorcerer with his arms crossed over his chest. The sorcerer focused on keeping their herbs alive, but we needed to find a few more on the new land. We only hoped there would be enough ingredients for everyone because the seeds the sorcerers brought were for the season to come. That was the reason we traveled by a non-spelled boat and why we couldn’t use our magic to grow spring plants. New rules.

	Kol’s ginger hair and lighter skin made him seem innocent, but he was a beast in battle. Who knew how he would adapt to the new land? He shifted uncomfortably, and I understood his pain. He couldn’t use magic—none of us could—and it bothered everyone to the point of physical discomfort. 

	 “Look,” Iric said as he handed me the glass scope and drew me away from observing the warrior. My crew wasn’t the typical force required for war, but with the need for potions, I chose wisely. Sorcerers who would be able to help the humans in some way, and warriors who would be able to protect and fight in case… There was no case where that was happening. Orders from the queens. No human was to be harmed. We didn’t know what else waited for us, though.

	As shades of gray traveled through the sky, so did we through the shades of blue. Today there was no sun to guide us. No amber from Amelia’s eyes to remind me why I’d accepted.

	I took the scope and looked. Land. Finally. The motions of the water really didn’t suit my stomach, and the sight of firm land made me itch for movement. I’d been hungry and sick for weeks, barely able to keep food down. The beginning was the worst. Getting used to sailing tested all twelve of us.

	The only obvious choice was to choose all eleven birthstones as my companions—to be fair. And to make the choice easier for me and them. There were a few that begged to go and a lot of them that didn’t want to cross the great ocean filled with demons. So I made it a game. I need all twelve stones, including me, the opal, to follow. And eventually, I collected them like pebbles on the shore.

	Iric was the first to volunteer. The ruby was taken by him and no other with ruby eyes would challenge his spot on my crew. I held no feelings toward them. Some were acquaintances. Some were inconsequential. Most were by my side in battles, but I cared for no one, so it wasn’t hard to refuse the ones that begged to go. 

	I returned the scope and refastened my daggers. When was the last time I wore all of my daggers not for the battlefield?

	“Get the boats ready.” I crossed my arms and looked out at the horizon. Soon we’d be on firm ground and soon enough I’d fulfill my mission of saving human souls. Soon I’d be able to return with honor.

	Kol pulled on the ropes at the edge of the boat. With his body concentrated on the task, the familiar movements he used to suppress of need for magic were gone. He looked focused. Strong. A disposition we would need for the upcoming journey ahead.

	Salted air bit at our eyes and lips, making me thirst for a sip of water every so often. But the rainfalls we were used to had dispersed over the world. Leaving us with low reserves as we traveled. The moment the wall shattered between Molanta, our magical world, and Emerda, the humans’ land, nature changed. We were used to severe elements. From heat to cold, it was all enhanced—concentrated alongside air thick with magic—and humans were used to lesser elements. Now, with our worlds connected, we felt it all and nothing. The air thinned, and the rainfalls lessened for us but enhanced for them. The heat decreased for us, but it scorched them.

	We were all wary of how humans had survived the change from the spring Lunebris to the autumn Lunebris seasons. We celebrated the goddess on the days the moon and the sun equally shared our time, but they either suffered or lavished in the change of nature.

	I was the only witch that had stepped on the dying continent. That also made me more qualified to lead the saving party. A year ago we couldn’t dream of this day. We’d fought for it though, and the only mystery remaining was of what waited for us. If any humans were alive. Now we knew from Amelia that humans traveled deeper into the continent. The only part of Emerda that I knew was solemn and destroyed. I’d witnessed the scarcity that land had to offer. 

	We aimed to arrive in the middle of the Emerda continent. To have a bigger chance at finding life. The north had too many mountains and empty villages, and the south could be the same, but the middle seemed the best place to huddle together.

	We’d left just after autumn Lunebris to find the humans, and I hoped we’d find them—every day I hoped. For my entire life, I had fought for Salvantia, for the destruction of the wall and the freedom of the humans, and now they had also become the path to redemption, to return to my kingdom. 

	Our lead sorcerer, Tienne, informed me pure humans would be impossible to find—a bloodline that had never been muddled by witches’ magical blood. Amelia was one of a kind. She had barely survived the magical air on our continent, and if there were any more, they might be in terrible shape. Worse than we found Amelia in. But I didn’t care about their condition. We would be able to help. I just prayed we found people.
The terrain tested my balance as I stepped onto land. Dry, cracked earth waited for us even though snow had surely fallen. I crouched to touch the earth that I oh so craved while on the ship, but I couldn’t take it into my hands. It was dry and brittle but also frozen in chunks. Only when I pounded my fist into it did it crack enough to dig out. Just as quickly, with a swap of my fingers, it crumbled through them and back into the ground. There were patches of firmly frozen snow, but everything seemed so dry. Void of life.

	Of course, nothing grew with any consistency. Our food must’ve completely shocked Amelia. Even in winter, we had plenty. 

	The flowers fought to survive the cold and emerged from the snow when it lessened. Our land produced sustenance all year round. In warmer months it overwhelmed us, but even in winter, with little effort, we could forage sustenance in the strangest of places. Under snow, ice, in between mountain rock.

	With humans back, we would still have more than enough, and with the wall destroyed, nature would find balance. The magical air would still be better than a dying continent—surely the humans would agree. 

	The mountain range sprawled visible to our left, and the empty horizon stretched before us. There was nothing to the plan but walking in hopes of seeing people. Many might’ve died, but there should be some. Since I was a boy, I remembered the wall and the stories. I remember tales about creatures with dull, curious eyes who had no magic. The eyes Amelia had—even Valeri—before they turned into the pearl shine. While some of the non-magic witches had dull eyes too, they still stood out in comparison to a human. But theirs weren’t as dull as the stories reflected. I’d expected them to be empty, but they were filled with fight and vigor. The emotion pouring out of them stifled any dullness in color.

	They couldn’t perform the simplest of spells, and I envied them for that sometimes. The simplicity of living with no power. Now we knew there were humans with dormant magic, too. After years of breeding with witches, there were bound to be mutants. They didn’t feel the urge to change at twelve like the rest of us; even most of our witches didn’t change at twelve. So why would humans with dormant powers change? I knew Tienne worked hard with Amelia to find safe ways to draw out those powers from the ones that would be willing. Valeri found her magic through torture, but none of us wanted to repeat what she had suffered. There was always a way with magic, and if anyone could find it, it would be Tienne.

	War had been the backdrop for the stories told to me; it offered an ideal setting, a place to create the image of helpless people in need of me to save them. 

	I huffed as we walked. Since my first memory, I knew my mission was to protect the ruler and believe in his goal for the war. It didn’t matter which war. As if I didn’t have a mind of my own. Never caring about the why. Saving humans from peril. Protecting the crown. Not having opinions. Then Valeri came and upended all I thought was right. You shouldn’t talk back to the king, and she did. So blatantly. So openly. You should never have additional questions. She had more than additional. She asked them before the problem presented itself. Her insufferable love for going home—saving her sister—opened my eyes. 

	Her humanity showed me they were worth saving.

	Even when she had no regard for the ruler. Only her family. 

	But I had none. I had no one, not anymore. My brothers resided on the battlefield. Buried in blood. And my mother. She stayed far behind.

	“We should hunt before nightfall,” Kol said as he overstepped me. 

	I’d been walking straight with no awareness of the weather, time, or my surroundings. I could walk endlessly, lost in my thoughts. It would do me good to try to unravel them, though.

	Kol took out his bow and arrow and pushed strands of ginger hair out of his tanzanite eyes to look around at nothing.

	“What will you catch? A little nothing with no bread?” Iric asked. His ruby eyes shimmered with mischief. I had to keep an eye on those two. They were fond of using magic to play tricks on one another, and with the new rules, I had to keep them in check. 

	No magic for fun anymore.

	This time I listened. No bird song accompanied us. Even though the night would soon fall, I couldn’t hear animals. The silence was strange. New. Comforting. Even with the knowledge we might have to eat the scraps again. 

	“We have enough for a few more nights. Be on the lookout, but don’t hope for much food.”

	Others grunted behind me, but Iric and Kol stayed composed. The young witches were good magical warriors. Wielding their powers with their weapons. Kol with the air and arrow, and Iric with his earth and hammer. I would’ve never chosen a heavy hammer as my weapon for travel. But they were inseparable. Iric and his hammer were a done deal. Even on a flimsy ship on the demon-filled waters, he would rather drown with it than let go. It was nothing special, really. It was a thin, worn-down hammer. A bit longer than the usual forged weapon, but even the handle was on its last legs. He hadn’t even placed a spell on it. Even though he added runes to it here and there. I didn’t know what most of them meant, but I doubted he did either. 

	Kol, on the other hand, didn’t care about his weapon as long as it was light and he could maneuver it with his air. A spear, an arrow, a dagger even. He wasn’t fond of swords. Too heavy for the little magic he held.

	Night fell quickly as I observed my warriors. None tired. Hungry, but not tired. The magic in our sight gave light to the nightly terrain. As much as I knew, humans couldn’t see so well at night. The enhancement would serve us well, as we weren’t stopping. After so many days on the sea, we needed an adventure. No one could stop us now.

	As day turned into night and night turned into dawn, so did the stomach rumble louder. I observed the sounds, and again, nothing. Even the sea wind disappeared so far into the continent.

	“Stop,” Leigha whispered beside me and raised her arm. 

	Everyone followed the command. She didn’t have to say anything more. Our best hunter. She tied her brown hair, which meant she was ready. The few trees around us breathed with no sight of life again. But I knew Leigha could sense them.

	Just as I tried to figure out what she noticed; the prey walked into view. So far away, and yet it was visible in the rising sun. I looked over the dried earth. No tracks, scents, or broken foliage. Nothing to tell us it occupied the area, and Leigha still wouldn’t give out her secrets.

	She squatted low, and we all watched her magic in action. The deer grazed on a tiny patch of grass. Completely oblivious as we all stilled and after not seeing life for a while, this was magical, too.

	She took a breath, and we mimicked her, but before she had the time to release it, the animal was down. No sound came from it or around it. I looked between Leigha and the animal a few times, making sure she wasn’t the one who’d killed it.

	“You didn’t even make a move.” Iric said, “And he’s down. Way to go Leigha!”

	“I didn’t do that.”

	I knew it.

	The warriors moved without regard for her answer. 

	“Maybe you became that good you don’t even know it,” Kol said, and I reached out my hand to stop him from passing me.

	“She didn’t do it,” I spoke.

	He chuckled. “So, the deer died on its own?”

	Leigh’s amber eyes glinted at the slight use of her magical senses breaking through. “Someone else is here,” she said, knowing she shouldn’t have tapped into her magical abilities. It wasn’t as strong as a true power. It was her guided senses by the spirits; those were the hardest to subdue because some spirits reached out to the witch rather than the witch reaching out for power. 

	Now Iric chuckled. “We walked for an entire day and night without a sign of a living being, and now you’re telling me we aren’t alone?”

	“Exactly.”

	Leigha stood. “An arrow killed it.”

	“How is that possible?” Kol asked. “There is no one else here, and the animal died instantly.”

	Just as he said it, figures moved toward the deer. Only then did I realize how big the animal was. This wasn’t normal. No animal for miles and then a huge one. The people were so far away I couldn’t distinguish their features. But I saw the moment they spotted us. 

	Frozen mid-step, the three humans turned toward us. As small as they were in the distance, there was no mistaking the first one lifting a bow and arrow.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 2

	KOL STEPPED UP WITH our air witches ready to shield and deflect, but the human didn’t release the arrow. Instead, they took steps toward us. Still aiming the weapon.

	Maybe they knew we were magical beings, and they were outnumbered and out strengthened. Wise choice. We drew no weapons. Even Kol kept his bow and arrow down. In his hands, but not aimed. We were there to help. Even if we were unwanted, we had to try. If they still refused our help, we had to leave them.

	I could still see the look in Amelia’s human eyes as she told me the plan. I could see it every time I looked into a sunset. She sat on a throne of metals, not crystals like all the prior rulers. She didn’t feel a connection to the precious stones because she had no magic in her blood.

	She claimed my soul was made to wander. To share and save the humans and lead them to her. She was determined in her mission to be the ruler of humans. 

	And I was her vessel. The soul of the woman that raised her told her so.

	Amelia and Valeri had quickly decided on a plan. If humans rejected us, we weren’t going to save them in a rougher way. Bringing food for them until they accepted us would have to be enough. It was impossible to rejuvenate the earth, but we would at least keep bringing food until Tienne
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