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      Dear reader,

      

      Being a writer was never a path I thought to walk, yet here I am, a full five years after I started writing the book before you. As an avid reader, I’ve devoured books across multiple genres for as long as I can remember. I marveled at the worlds master authors weaved, and swooned at the poetic prose that brought character and plot together.

      

      Yet I found myself restless, searching and searching for that one book I couldn’t find. An epic fantasy built on the stones of non-Western civilizations, with a female lead born from my background. Toni Morrison once said, “If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must write it.” And so, I started to write.

      

      I know not every book is for every reader, but I hope this book brings you as much joy in reading as it brought me in writing. This series consumes my every thought, and I cannot wait for you to read what I have in store for it.

      

      Thank you so much for taking a chance on it.

      

      With all my love,

      

      Faye Oliander
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      To my Heavenly Father, without whom I’d be nothing. You have all my failures, you have all my victories.
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        We are all visitors to this time, this place.

        We are just passing through.

        Our purpose here is to observe,

        to learn,

        to grow,

        to love…

      
        and then we return home.

        AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINAL PROVERB
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      LANGUAGE

      Pronunciation guide

      
        
          	
        Æther — Ee-thur
      

      	
        Ænunaki — Eh-noo-nah-kee
      

      	
        Karuiles Siunes — Kah-roo-les Syoo-ness
      

      	
        Naila — Nigh-lah
      

      	
        Phæralei — Fa-ruh-lay 
      

      	
        Rē — Ray
      

      	
        Š — Sh
      

      

      

      Dictionary

      
        
          	
        Æther — the Lemai’s sacred power of flames
      

      	
        Baba — dad (informal)
      

      	
        Camoda — a large, hoofed mammal that inhabits the deserts of the Midlands
      

      	
        Dogan — little brother
      

      	
        Doran horse — a special breed of horses, bound by æther to shadowreapers
      

      	
        Feylana — female (girl/woman)
      

      	
        Gavana — an informal title used for those people consider the best/the strongest
      

      	
        Helicoprion — spiral-shaped jaw shark 
      

      	
        Iluna — two of moons (Lemuria’s binary moon)
      

      	
        Karuiles Siunes — literally: seven titans. An ancient species of giant serpentine dragons
      

      	
        Lai — no 
      

      	
        Lugal — male (boy/man)
      

      	
        Šaltana — princess 
      

      	
        Šar — emperor 
      

      	
        Šargon — crown prince
      

      	
        Suyarmašu — sea goat
      

      	
        Sengan — older brother
      

      	
        Ut Asanatæ — literally: the immortals; an elite unit of warriors from Crishire
      

      	
        Yana — yes
      

      	
        Yelud — child
      

      

      

      Phrases

      
        
          	
        T’ilaa ni gloria — glory over you (a battle cry)
      

      	
        T’alfera ana emaya — would translate to: you have brought me joy; thank you
      

      	
        Nirihim no Nalahai — Heir of Elysium
      

      

      

      TIME PERIODS

      
        
          	
        One winter / one summer — one year
      

      	
        One moon — one month
      

      	
        One sun — one day
      

      	
        One bell — around 70-75 minutes
      

      	
        One chime  — around 15-20 minutes
      

      	
        One tinkling — around 1-5 minutes
      

      

      

      THE KARUILES SIUNES

      
        
          	
        The Azag of Helath
      

      

      

      SOCIAL HIERARCHY

      
        
          	
        The Legends (deities)
      
        	
        Major gods
      
        	
        Ishtar
      

      	
        Marduk
      

      	
        Sin and Shamash
      

      	
        Nergal
      

      	
        Enki
      

      

      

      	
        Minor gods
      

      	
        Demi gods
      
        	
        Lamaštu
      

      

      

      

      

      	
        The šars (emperors; see heraldic crests)
      

      	
        The Princes
      

      	
        The Court of Elders
      

      	
        The Imperial Harem
      

      	
        The Nobility
      

      	
        The Generals
      

      	
        The Priestesses
      
        	
        Nergayla — Head Priestess
      

      	
        Sêra — High Priestess 
      

      	
        Khaylūm — diviner
      

      	
        Heka — Senior Priestess  
      

      	
        Hierodula — Junior Priestess
      

      	
        Learlings — apprentices   
      

      

      

      	
        The Scribes
      
        	
        The Imperial Scribe
      

      	
        The Senior Scribe
      

      	
        The Junior Scribe
      

      	
        Learlings — apprentices
      

      

      

      	
        The Armed Forces
      
        	
        Elite Units (each empire has a unique name for its special forces)
      
        	
        The Shadowlands — Shadowreapers
      

      	
        Crishire — Ut Asanatæ
      

      	
        Gudea — Keshig
      

      

      

      	
        Cavalry
      
        	
        Vigiles — infantry 
      

      	
        Watchmen — local law enforcers 
      
        	
        Il-Ragab — crisis managers
      

      

      

      	
        Sentries — guards
      

      	
        Whisperers — spies
      

      	
        Hired blades — mercenaries
      

      	
        Learlings — apprentices   
      

      

      

      

      

      	
        The upper class
      

      	
        Pedesters (peasants)
      

      	
        Slaves
      
        	
        Indentured servants
      

      	
        Forced laborers
      

      	
        Blood slaves
      

      

      

      

      

      The map of Lemuria can be found after the epilogue. This map contains major spoilers.
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      It was one of those days again.

      Where people gushed about this or that natural phenomenon because the news told them too. The blue blood moon. And of course, they had to make sure to post those pictures for everyone on social media to see. As though their mutuals weren’t doing the very same thing and photographers didn’t eternalize superior versions.

      All of that bypassed rookie officer Bryan Kromoredjo.

      He couldn’t for the life of him tell you what all the fuss was about. No, he, was too busy moping about his task at hand. Why did he get the nosy neighbors when his fellow rookie got an illegal street race? He scoffed and ascended the stairs to the neo-renaissance townhouse, only vaguely aware of the red orb painted upon the still blue sky.

      His phone buzzed inside his pocket. He ignored it.

      Instead, he rang the doorbell. Once. Twice.

      His skin prickled. As if he were being observed. He glanced about. An elderly woman across the street peeked curiously through the curtains. He loosened the collar of his police uniform, which strained his clammy neck. Bloody Dutch weather. Just last week he had to wear his winter coat, and now this week crept eerily close to a heat wave.

      He rang again. No answer.

      “He keeps to himself, that one,” a man mumbled from behind him. He took a drag of his cigarette whilst his dog relieved himself between the hydrangeas. “Never bothers anyone though.” The man watched Bryan sneakily, perhaps hoping to satiate his curiosity.

      Bryan smiled inwardly. People were so transparent. “Does he now?” Was all he said, not hinting whatsoever that several neighbors had complained about midnight noises.

      It wasn’t the first time they’d called about the man. Just two days ago someone had alerted the fire brigade, claiming the house was set alight. When the fire brigade met with a perfectly intact townhouse, the nosy neighbor had mumbled they must have been confused with the first sighting of that red moon or something, something. He shook his head. Crazy people. First, it was that stone in Genghis Khan’s newly discovered tomb, now it was some moon.

      Bryan just wanted to warn this Philippe Jang and be on his merry way. But after ringing the bell once more, he supposed he’d have to postpone the task to another day.

      His phone buzzed again.

      This time he messaged back.

      When he looked up, the man still watched him expectantly.

      “Gotta go,” he said conversationally instead of satisfying the man’s curiosity. “My twin is throwing a party.”

      And was he in need of one. Contrary to his twin, who was an up-and-coming soccer player, he had to deal with this, and sleepless nights due to his newborn son.

      The man smiled. “Barbecue?”

      “Nah, midnight swim at Nesselande Beach.”

      The man saluted him and dragged his dog away. After one last look at the townhouse, Bryan, too, left. Unaware that the blue blood moon wasn’t the only thing following him.
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        Oh, woe, the fledgling night songstress doesn’t know its own strength,

        The manifold peril she endures on her quests of endless length,

        Be warned, the dull feathers and petite frame will deceive many a fool,

        Out of her wee body comes a song more powerful than many a tool,

        But before all, she must leave the security of her mother’s perianth.
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          ONCE UPON A TIME IN THE PORT CITY OF ROTTERDAM
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      Someone was watching her again.

      Naila knew it the way one felt ants crawling down their spine. When she glanced up for the umpteenth time, only a too-long queue of aspiring dancers waited before RIDA—Rotterdam Institute of Dance & Arts. A couple of girls did a warm-up in their brand-new leotards, whilst others rehearsed the choreography Naila knew by heart.

      She shook off the odd feeling, and tried to refocus on stretching her leg, the golden-brown planes of her face scrunching in an attempt at concentration. She’d have to call Dr. Peeters again. The pills just weren’t working.

      It’s only in your head. It’s only in your head.

      She repeated the words like a martyr’s mantra, but when her fingers began to burn, the claws of horror squeezed her by the throat.

      No, no, no. Not right now.

      Even as the thought left her mind, the first golden sparks pricked her fingertips, and the chilling, distinctive whiff of a sweet burn filled her nostrils. She thrust her hands inside the pockets of her vest.

      No matter what Dr. Peeters said, those gilded flames that would inevitably encase her fingers felt as real as the sweat dampening her temples. Their sizzling rang as true as the surrounding voices, gushing about the upcoming auditions.

      She sucked in a deep breath.

      Breathe in. Hold. Breathe out. Hold.

      The sparks in her fingers retreated back to a slumber. Thank heaven…

      She slapped her cheeks for good measure. A girl in front of her cast her a curious look. Naila’s heart sped up. This was it. A chance to make a friend.

      “Hi,” she said, nervously.

      The girl smiled. “You’re so pretty! Like a doll. I’ll bet they choose you.”

      Her cheeks heated. She was quite relieved her brown skin prevented her from blushing. But then the girl’s eyes went up, up, up. Like everyone who met Naila for the first time, her gaze briefly rested upon the two little marks etched between her eyebrows.

      The markings she had been bullied for during her whole childhood.

      Those markings she hated.

      The girl’s friend turned around and her eyes widened when she saw who she talked to. She pulled her by the arm, away from Naila.

      Naila swallowed back her disappointment.

      Around her, everyone chatted excitedly whereas she stood there alone… Unwanted.

      Her scars were odd, she knew that. Her mother said they were no more than the remnants of an unfortunate childhood accident, but she didn’t remember it. Then again, everything before her fifth year was a haze. Still, what person had a diamond atop a lying crescent moon the color of mother-of-pearl carved upon their forehead?

      No, Naila, don’t go there.

      And then there were her eyes, which added even more to her unusual appearance… Because, sometimes, when she was really upset, her bright brown eyes flashed liquid gold. Her mother had said so herself.

      “Folie à deux,” Dr. Peeters had called it, “It’s no more than a delusion shared by two.”

      Naila forced herself back to the present, in time to hear the whispers before her.

      “My friend went to school with her. They say she has a shrink.”

      A gasp.

      She averted her eyes, tuning out their gossip about her. If she didn’t, she was sure to snap at their rudeness. She sighed. They didn’t understand. No one did. Only Philly… She pulled her phone out of her pocket. Still no reply from Philippe Jang. Worry gnawed at her. Where are you, Philly?

      Her fingers sparked anew around her phone.

      Why were her flames so out of control today? She forced herself to focus on her breathing once more. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, the surrounding girls were too busy striking poses for their phones to notice the skittish girl in the corner.

      When the heat in her fingers finally retreated, she adjusted a stray curl behind her ears with trembling fingers. She fidgeted with her blood-red fayalobi hair clip—the national flower of her motherland Suriname, a former colony of the Netherlands. The heat and humidity had invited frizz into the full length of her long curls, courtesy of her sub-Saharan African ancestors.

      Meanwhile, the screen plastered on the building interchanged RIDA’s logo with a news report that’d been recycled ad nauseam:

      
        
        The death toll in the explosion at Nesselande Beach two weeks ago has risen to ten, according to the latest count, and two more are still missing: twins Bryan and Patrick Kromoredjo. The police claim to have no clue as to who the perpetrator is, but insiders say it’s an act committed by foreign terrorist organization⁠—

      

      

      “Naila Wilhelmina Groenhart,” a voice boomed.

      She jerked up, stroking her compass pendant as if it could give her luck.

      A woman with scarlet lipstick and cat eyeglasses looked up from her notepad. “You’re up.”

      Naila squared her shoulders and pranced toward the woman with a confidence she didn’t feel, ignoring the gossiping girls. Change your thinking, you’ll change your world, she reminded herself.

      If only she could make her flames see reason too.
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        * * *

      

      The sky was well on its way to the night when Naila reached her apartment complex. As she walked to the door, her gaze drifted upward, but she pouted in disappointment when the only thing that met her were the angry, dark clouds.

      When she was a little girl, Philly taught her how to spot the constellations in the night sky. He said you had to pay close attention to them, because the stories of the future were already written in the stars. Naila didn’t believe him, of course, but ever since, she was intrigued by the celestial bodies.

      Her fingers brushed over the polished surface of her compass, hanging from her necklace. When she and her mother moved, Philly gave her her father’s moonstone compass he had found—much to her mother’s displeasure. Even now, it was still her most prized possession.

      The rumbling of a scooter faded into the distance whilst she took to the stairs. As she stuck her key into the lock, shivers crept up her body. She glanced over her shoulder to the street below, but only a few cars drove by.

      Still, she couldn’t shake the intense feeling someone was watching her again… like a deer being hunted. When Naila opened the door, she noticed, to her surprise, her palms were sweaty. She quickly closed the door, exhaling in relief. Bigi Pokoe music hummed in the living room.

      Something furry rubbed itself against her leg.

      “Wha—”

      When her eyes took in the offender, she pressed her hand in relief upon her heaving chest. It was her tabby cat, Tigri. Smiling, she picked up the cat to cuddle it, giving him the attention he craved.

      “Hey, boy, did you miss me?”

      Tigri nuzzled against the collar of her jumpsuit, purring softly.

      “What’s that?” she said, as if the cat could understand her. “Are you asking how my audition went? How attentive.”

      “Nene?” Her mother peeked into the hall, her locs styled with a head wrap. For once, there was no paint swiped across her cheek. “There you are!”

      Her cheeks burned, ready for her mother scolding her for make-believe talking to animals again. But Wilhelmina ‘Willa’ Groenhart rushed to Naila and took her face within her brown hands, as if to assure herself no harm had come to her daughter.

      “Hey.”

      “Don’t hey me. Didn’t you hear what happened at Nesselande Beach?”

      Naila rolled her eyes which earned her a stern look. “I doubt I’m the target of some terrorist, Ma.”

      “You don’t know if they’re terrorists.”

      Naila opened her mouth to protest but Willa waved dismissively. “How did the audition go?”

      At once a kaleidoscope of butterflies unleashed themselves in her stomach. She kicked off her shoes and followed her mother to the living room, passing all the family portraits her mother had painted… where one person was painfully missing. “I did my best.”

      “Of course you did.” Her mother smiled, pouring her a cup of tea. “They’d be crazy not to select you.”

      Naila nuzzled on the fullness of her bottom lip. “They asked for my medical history.”

      Her mother’s hand froze mid-air. She carefully put down the teapot. Stroked an invisible crease out of her skirt before meeting Naila’s eyes. “Well, you’re doing better now. Have you told them that?”

      Something snapped inside of her. “Doing better? Doing better?” She laughed humorlessly.

      Her mother shifted in her seat. Good. For once she was the one uncomfortable. “Well, Dr. Peeters said you’re making progress.”

      Because she lied. Told him all he wanted to hear so she could quit those dreaded consultations. She met her mother’s gaze squarely. “Who cares what Dr. Peeters says.”

      “Nene!” Willa pursed her lips. “I will not have you speak about the doctor with disrespect.”

      Naila lowered her gaze to her hands. Rebelliousness made way for sadness. “They feel so real,” she whispered. Her eyes blurred with hot tears. “Why do these flames feel so real?”

      Her mother tugged her into a hug.

      She made no attempt to stop her tears from wetting her mother’s dress. “Philly saw them… You said you saw them too.”

      “You know what the good doctor said,” her mother soothed.

      Folie à deux.

      “’Tis a hard world we live in. If you don’t cooperate with Dr. Peeters, earnestly I mean, society will keep their doors shut to you. I don’t want that for you. You deserve better. Now is not the time to be stubborn.” Her mother’s voice trembled ever so slightly.

      Naila stared blankly at the gold-framed paintings decorating the forest-green wall. Tigri licked his paw near a dear one: the only one of her and her father. Except his face was burned away.

      She stroked her compass pendant. “Tell me about my father.”

      “Naila…” Her mother rarely called her that.

      She untangled herself from her mother’s embrace. Her chin lifted in defiance. “I’ll be eighteen in a few hours. I deserve to know who he is.”

      Her mother’s face crumpled in pain. A part of her felt guilty, but a far larger part was beyond frustration. Why all the secrecy?

      “He gave me you and then he died. That’s all you need to know.”

      Naila shot up, “Ma, seriously⁠—”

      The house phone rang. At once, all three of them, Tigri included, stared at it, wide-eyed—RIDA.

      Her mother’s eyes glittered with excitement. Dancing was the one thing she and Naila agreed upon. “Go on, pick it up.”

      Naila’s heart fluttered wildly, missing a beat here and there, as she dashed to the device. Today would change her life forever. She sidestepped Tigri, much to the cat’s displeasure. It gave her an offended meow and walked around the table to nestle against Willa’s slippers instead. She picked the phone up.

      Her head felt light as a feather—waiting for the deciding words.

      “Is it RIDA?” Willa’s voice betrayed a nervous tremble. Even Tigri eyed her curiously.

      Naila nodded as she heard RIDA’s spokesperson speak.

      “Mi Gado, mi Jesus. I’m so nervous, I might faint,” Willa went on.

      It seemed like ages before she finally ended the call. The anticipation of its content had frozen Naila to the spot. Her breaths came out in rapid movements as the life-changing words finally registered.

      “Please tell me they accepted you,” she vaguely heard Willa say in the background.

      Naila played back the conversation repeatedly because somehow, she couldn’t comprehend it.

      Those words simply couldn’t be true.

      “Say something.”

      After a long moment, she slowly raised her eyes to Willa’s, trying to hide the bitter disappointment spreading through her.

      Willa’s smile faltered. “What did they say?”

      Tears blurred Naila’s vision.

      “I got rejected.”

      Three simple words yet they cut into Naila like a sharp, jagged knife. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

      Rejected.

      All her dreams crumbled to dust with one word.

      Peculiar, how the bricks of life can collapse from one moment to the next, leaving nothing left to stand on. Nothing left to hold onto.

      Willa clasped a hand over her mouth, her stricken face no doubt a mirror of Naila’s own. Her mother’s eyes glistened with unshed tears. She had to get away. Now. If she spent another moment seeing the devastation in Willa’s eyes, she would break. Naila rushed out of the apartment, ignoring Willa’s pleas all the way down to the street.

      She clutched her compass pendant. Philly. She had to get to Philippe. He couldn’t ignore her any longer. As she reached the tram station, her mind was so fixated on a future that would never be, she didn’t notice how the sidewalk behind her darkened with the movement of a pair of shadows.

      Silently.

      Determinedly.
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      There is magic in a rainstorm.

      It can soothe nail-biting nerves and lull insomniacs into slumber, wash away remnants of the old, and make way for the unknown ahead. Naila savored the soft raindrops splattering her face. The weeping clouds spoke the words she couldn’t find to say.

      The wind blew her midnight curls behind her, making them impossible to distinguish from the dark of the night. Her jumpsuit got wet, but she found herself not caring. With the rain washing away her tears, a state of shock had opened its unwelcome door.

      As she turned around the block, the clock of the old church marking Philippe’s street struck ten. Two more hours until her birthday… Yet nothing. She felt nothing. RIDA had rejected her. The shock still hadn’t worn off. She trudged past the brick houses from the early twentieth century—the few remaining after the city was bombed in the Second World War.

      Even in the dark, she could see delicate flowers in the full range of pastels blossoming in the gardens. To think this little tree-lined cul-de-sac used to be her home too, long ago. Still stunned, Naila stepped past the houses, her feet taking over from her mind.

      Despite the weather, cheers came from the soccer field hidden behind the trees. It was there she’d met Philly years ago, and where he had told her the stories of the stars. She smiled wistfully. Philly and his fairy tales.

      Her smile vanished. It was also where Philly would talk her out of her panic attacks when yet another hallucination of flames frightened her. And where he’d solemnly listen as she cried about other kids putting dog poo in her lunchbox again.

      Her phone buzzed over and over.

      She pressed away her mother’s call, muted her phone, and sent a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Staying with Philippe. I’ll be back home when you’re ready to talk about Pa.

      

      

      

      

      

      She rubbed the shivers out of her arms and mentally brushed her guilt away. Her mother didn’t understand. Naila knew she meant well, but her secrecy and overprotectiveness suffocated her.

      A flash of lightning lit up the sky just as she reached Philly’s house. The driveway was empty, and the lawn looked like it hadn’t been mowed in weeks. She frowned at the closed curtains. Not a single light burned inside. Unease washed over her. Why hadn’t he answered any of her calls?

      She glanced over her shoulder. Aside from a rumbling car passing underneath the streetlights, there was no sign of anyone else about. She strode to the front door. Naila always wondered why Philly chose to live in this quaint townhouse.

      It was a rather mundane place for a young man as remarkable as wildlife photographer Philippe Jang. He had seen the most alluring beauty and lethal dangers of the world: from the rainforest of Congo to the ice sheets of Antarctica. Every trip of his was an adventure.

      She trudged across the lane to the back garden. The curtains were closed there too, although a window was left ajar. Not expecting anything, she took her phone—ignoring her mother’s missed calls and capitalized texts—and called Philly. The faint sound of his ringtone came from somewhere inside the house.

      Nobody answered.

      Naila gnawed on a nail, her pearly nail polish fragmenting in her mouth. It was unacceptable to enter his house uninvited, but what if something was wrong? So many times, debt collectors found people lying dead in their rooms.

      Looking around to see if curious neighbors peeked out of their windows—she didn’t want a criminal record, thank you very much—she opened the window and crawled inside.

      The musty house was utterly silent. Atop the mahogany dining table rested Philly’s cell phone, amid scattered newspapers and his open laptop. Several pens rested on the newspapers, while some had fallen on the carpet tiles. Odd. The place was usually neat whenever she visited. You couldn’t spot a hair on the floor, and the air always had an elegant, balsamic aroma.

      Naila went to the table, curious to see what Philly had been reading. Her fingers brushed over the newspapers’ headings. They were articles about the Nesselande Beach mystery. She frowned. From what she knew, the police didn’t solve the case yet, giving conspiracy theorists a field day. Especially with the spiral-like imprint left next to the deceased victims. She had shrugged it off and moved on. Apparently, Philly had not.

      She glanced to the back of the room, at the door leading to the stairs.

      “Philly?”

      She sighed and turned to leave, when a sound froze her in her tracks. Sure enough, she heard a rumbling noise again. It came from the basement where Philly processed his films. She tried in vain to rub the shivers out of her arms as she walked to the basement door. Her fingers paused on the handle, and after several deep inhales, she opened it and flicked on the light. It was times like these that she frustrated herself. Why couldn’t she just turn and leave?

      The rumbling grew louder and louder with every step Naila descended. She could no longer ignore her growing unease and hurried down the last steps. Her heart skipped a beat at the sight that met her. All thoughts of RIDA well and truly left her.

      Philly struggled on the floor, tied to a support beam, with his mouth taped shut. There was something carved in the concrete wall behind him. Glass shards and dried flowers Philly had used in some of his photoshoots were scattered on the ground.

      When Philly’s gaze met hers, he shook his head wildly, but Naila rushed over to him.

      She ripped the tape off his mouth.

      “Why are you here?” Philly croaked.

      His inky hair was disarranged and his eyes wide with horror. Yet even so, Philippe Jang emitted an effortless regality kings would kill for. His ivory skin was blemish free, his eyes the clearest jade. People always gushed that he looked like a Korean idol, but Naila disagreed. Philly was simply ethereal.

      She paused before working on the knot in the rope. “Who did this to you?”

      “You have to leave before they return. Go and call the police.”

      An icy cold crept up on Naila. “They? What happened, Philly? Don’t tell me you pissed off some mobster?” Her fingers grew clumsy with bubbling nerves and it took her several tries to untie the knot.

      “I didn’t want to tell you like this, but time leaves me no choice.”

      His voice was hard and urgent, but to her relief, his eyes kept their softness. Naila studied them, waiting for the familiar twinkle of laughter to appear.

      It didn’t.

      “I don’t understand.”

      Philly’s newly freed hands enfolded her trembling fingers. “Remember how I told you the story of the celestial maiden?”

      “Who? Virgo?” Naila let out a chuckle, but it came out as more of a desperate gasp. “This is no time for fairy⁠—”

      “With her wings of gold, she wasn’t only beautiful, but honorable and graceful,” Philly interrupted her. “And well protected by many.”

      “You mean the Crow and the Serpent, and all the other constellations guarding her,” she said matter-of-factly.

      Philippe nodded and said, “Among others… But you see, the maiden had something of her own to guard and protect.”

      She studied Philly’s features. His face was solemn, serious. Whatever was he trying to tell her?

      “The diamond of Virgo,” he murmured, “Never forget.”

      “Philly…”

      “Your hallucinations, they are real, Naila.”

      Naila shook her head and whispered, “Stop it.”

      She couldn’t handle this. Not right now. Not when she just knew that was the reason RIDA had rejected her.

      Philly unfolded her fingers one by one and grasped a wilted lily off the ground. He put the flower on Naila’s palm and gently tucked her fingers over its dried petals. “They. Are. Real.”

      “No.”

      But even as she said it, her body betrayed her. That treacherous fire she so feared surged through her nerves until it reached her fingers and erupted in a spark.

      “No,” Naila said, louder this time.

      Her heart thundered in her chest, and a salty tear reached her lips.

      The air sizzled.

      A honeyed burn spread through the basement.

      And all she could think of was, no, no, no.

      But her power, this hallucination, had a will of its own. Gilded flames sprouted out of her pores and encased her fingers, her whole hand. The flames licked at the flower. Tentatively. Curiously. Until they’d completely covered the dying botanical with their gilded marks.

      Naila squeezed her eyes shut, but it didn’t stop her from feeling the inevitable. The dried, crumpled petals swelled until they were soft and lush again, like they’d just sucked in a breath of life. She opened her tear-filled eyes, and sure enough, a beautiful pink lily rested in her hand. As if it had just been plucked out of the fields in the early morn.

      Philly twirled the flower between his fingers, studying it with a hint of reverie in his eyes. “I can see this too.”

      So Naila’s mother had claimed once upon a time as well. Folie à deux, folie à deux, folie à⁠—

      “Why?” Naila choked on her words. “Why are you doing this to me? You know this can’t be real. It’s impossible.”

      Philly brushed a long, curly tendril from her tear-stained face and reached for her necklace and its ever-shimmering compass pendant; the only possession left from her father. Philly was the one who had defied Naila’s mother and secretly bought the compass when she sold it at a flea market.

      He had smiled a secretive smile when he had given it back to her, enfolding her fingers over it, and assuring her it would always point to the heart’s desire, no matter where that might be—here on Earth or far between the stars.

      Philly clicked the compass open. Like always, the arrow twirled round and round. No repair shop had ever managed to fix it. His lips curved into a sad smile. “In this infinite time with an infinite space, the impossible isn’t only possible. It’s also a certainty.”

      He let go of her hand and jumped up, glancing around the basement as if looking for something. For the first time, she truly noticed the carvings in the concrete wall: strange symbols forming a spiral. Not unlike the one that’d been burned into the sand of Nesselande Beach.

      Her hands turned to ice. “Philly, you never answered me. Who are they?”

      A sense of unease constricted her throat, cutting off access to air, never letting go. Her hands grew damp with cold sweat. Naila tried to inhale deeply, but her breaths came out fast, sharp and shallow.

      Philly frowned in alarm.

      He darted back to her and grasped her shoulders, stabilizing her. She tried to pull away, but speckles of black and white danced around her vision.

      “Calm down, Naila, look at me, okay? Just look at me.” He rubbed her arms in the soothing way he always did. A reassuring smile took shape on his worry-creased face. “Everything is going to be all right, but we have to find a way out first, okay? Then I’ll tell you everything.”

      She gave a small nod.

      Philly would know what to do. He always did. He’d always been her savior, her very own guardian angel.

      A squeaking of the floor above cut off their conversation.

      She thought for sure her heart stopped beating. When she turned to Philly, she realized that in the moment gone past he had dashed over to the basement’s only window. Philly turned to Naila and pulled her toward the narrow window.

      “Climb out of the window and run.”

      For a moment she was too bewildered to respond, but when Philly’s eyes pleaded with her, she nodded.

      Suddenly, it was eerily calm in the basement, as if even stray cockroaches were afraid to move. Before she had time to make sense of the situation, Philly pushed her to the side. A deafening crack reverberated through the basement moments before the concrete floor and walls shuddered. Below the window, a small hole broke the surface. Around it, the wall crumbled like toast, revealing glimpses of the neighbors’ garden above.

      An intense bout of fear shot through Naila’s spine, numbing her brain to any coherent thought.

      “Naila Stormhold?” a low voice whispered in a musical language Naila had never heard yet understood to the core of her soul.

      Stormhold…?

      Philly stepped to the front, in an effort to form a barrier between her and… and… Whatever they were, they couldn’t possibly be human.
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      “The wind blows to move us forward, not so we can stand still.”

      Two strangers unpeeled themselves from the shadows beneath the stairs, dragging with them a pair of hostages. While the faces of the duo, a huge man and a willowy woman, were hidden behind dark, hooded robes, a sliver of sickly, grayish skin peeked from underneath their sleeves as if they were moments removed from certain death.

      “We’ve been looking for you for many lifetimes, Stormhold, and now we finally meet.” The woman’s scimitar pointed at the hole in the wall, a bluish flame at the edge of the weapon on its way to extinguish into a single trail of smoke.

      This had to be another hallucination.

      And how could she understand a language she’d never heard before?

      Naila pinched her arm, squeezing her eyes shut. When she reopened them, however, they confirmed her fears. The frightening pair was still there, breathing the very same air as she.

      “Naila.” His tone urgent, Philly pulled her attention away from the twosome. His eyes flicked to the basement’s lonely window. “Run for it. Now.”

      He didn’t have to repeat himself.

      Naila dashed to the window, her worn-out boots slapping erratically on the concrete. Her heart thundered against the cage of her chest. The wet denim of her jumpsuit stuck to every crevice of her body, slowing her run so much more than she would have liked.

      A shuffling noise made her glance back.

      Philly was halfway to throwing himself at the pair, whose stances were unconcerned as ever. A desperate, hopeless action. Surely, he knew it would be in vain? He didn’t think of actually sacrificing himself… did he? Oh, no.

      Naila froze in her tracks, leaving her standing no more than a few feet before the light of the window. Her only escape from the unpromising dark of the basement…

      Philly lay upon the floor, his face creased in pain, as he grasped his shoulder. Blood soaked the whole of his white sleeve.

      “Philly,” Naila gasped.

      All thoughts of running evaded her. She stumbled back to her friend. There was simply no world where she’d ever leave him behind.

      Naila reached for Philly’s sleeve, his hand, his shoulder, not knowing what to do. At last, she settled on pressing her hands against the wound to stem the bleeding.

      “What are you doing?” Philly groaned. “I told you to run.”

      The hooded man pointed his flaming sword at Philly. “Nobody is leaving without me saying so. She is coming with us.”

      “I’m not.” Naila’s gaze darted from the pair to Philly and back. “Y-You’ve got the wrong one. My name is Naila Groenhart, not this Stormhold.”

      Naila clasped her bloodied hand over her mouth. She’d just spoken in the odd tongue of the strangers.

      How?

      And why did no one, not even Philly, think this strange?

      The man cocked his head.

      “The feylana does not know what she is, Daena.” The same musical highs and lows as his partner’s underlined his otherworldly accent.

      Daena stepped into the dull rays of the incandescent lamp, the man following suit. “Unexpected, indeed.”

      As the light unveiled the strangers’ appearance, the remnants of food inside Naila’s stomach threatened a backflow to her throat.

      Underneath their robes, dark leather covered their necks and jawlines, finishing in a row of black metal fangs. Their grayish skin was covered from head to toe in strange scars—cuneiform characters, perhaps?

      It wasn’t only their strange attire that drew Naila’s eyes, however, but also their unnerving eyes. She blinked once, twice, but her mind hadn’t fooled her.

      Ice-blue flames danced upon her attackers’ irises. The very same flames that had burned around their scimitars moments ago. Flames, oddly reminiscent of the gilded flames that sometimes lit up her own eyes.

      “W-Who are you? No, scratch that, what are you?”

      Philly dug his fingers gently into hers, but whether it was to calm himself or her, she didn’t know.

      “Naila, they—” Philly grunted.

      “Who we are is none of your concern,” the man stated flatly. “Are you certain we have the right one, Daena? This one breathes and smells damsel in distress.”

      Naila flinched at the sharpness of his insult. How dare he? She may have cried countless times in private after her bullies’ cruelty, but she had never cowered before them.

      “The Shadow Šar is never mistaken, Colios.” Daena narrowed her flaming eyes on him. “And we should try not making another mistake, after you almost got us exposed at that beach.” Daena’s eyes shifted to Naila’s forehead. “Besides, she bears the mark of Ishtar.”

      That beach… as in… Nesselande Beach?

      Naila squeezed Philly’s hand.

      The hostages behind Colios and Daena moaned and writhed. They were tied up, mouths duct-taped, like Philly had been. Colios pushed his prisoners forward, and they fell to the ground with loud thuds.

      Their identical eyes were wide with fear and their similar masses of mahogany curls were soaked in sweat. Twins. The same ones plastered over the news as the missing victims of Nesselande Beach. Bryan and Patrick Kromoredjo.

      “Colios…” Daena continued.

      She said no more than that, but apparently, nothing had to be said. The flares in Colios’ eyes rekindled, but his ashen lips tightened into a grimace, much to Naila’s surprise. As if he didn’t particularly enjoy what was to come.

      Colios unsheathed a crystalline, hollow dagger from the broad belt around his tabard. It came alight, flaming tendrils moving around its edge.

      Naila jerked back, but Colios didn’t head for them. Instead, he stooped over Bryan and Patrick, who squirmed like worms in a can.

      “Feel honored. Your sacrifice fuels the winds of fate,” said Colios.

      The cloth stuffed in Bryan’s mouth fell away. He glared at Colios and barked a selection of choice swear words.

      Colios thrust the dagger into Bryan’s heart with one swift movement. Blood spattered on his midnight cloak and all over the concrete floor.

      A metallic tang spread through the basement; the same nauseating scent that made Naila avoid anything to do with hospitals with a wide berth.

      Bryan’s heart pulsed his blood straight into the center of the dagger. With every heartbeat, his skin dried and crumpled, until nothing more than remains akin to a mummy were left.

      The dagger’s flames morphed from azure to royal purple to ruby until they were no more. At the top of the hilt, a single crimson crystal appeared.

      Shiny, perfect, the proceeds of blood.

      An ear-deafening scream echoed in the room. It was only when Philly pressed his fingers into her upper arms, she realized that scream was hers.

      “Naila, get a hold of yourself. Do not show weakness before your enemy.”

      Philly shook her again, and Naila nodded with a sob. By the time she forced her breathing to calm, Patrick lay dead on the floor…

      And Daena hovered over them.

      The woman pressed the tip of her dagger into the softness beneath Philly’s Adam’s apple. A drop of blood welled up and slid down his snow-white throat.

      “No, please don’t,” Naila cried.

      “Rise. Both of you.”

      Naila’s hands trembled around Philly’s good arm. Her eyes never left the murderous stranger or the accursed dagger threatening her friend.

      Outside, the neighborhood clock tinkled. Once, twice, until it struck twelve. Happy eighteenth birthday to her.

      “It is time,” Daena said, her voice devoid of any emotion. “Open the gate.”

      The gate?

      Colios sauntered toward the spiral carved in the wall. Within its center were two oval scratches, illuminated by the moon shining through the window, the perfect fit for his newly created blood crystals.

      As soon as he pushed them within those crevices, the spiral shifted into a moving swirl. Faster and faster it spiraled until the center of the wall exploded into… nothingness.

      It was literally nothing.

      Just a swirling black hole in the middle of the basement, burning spiral markings onto the floor. The very same markings that had been burned into the sands of Nesselande Beach.

      Naila whimpered. “What is that thing?”

      Philly’s mouth hardened. Daena pressed her dagger into his skin in a silent warning. “It’s a portal through the stars… a road that leads to another world.”

      “Which world?” Naila whispered.

      Philly’s eyes met hers; an unreadable look hid within their depths. “The one that dreams and nightmares are made of.”

      That did not sound reassuring.

      Without warning, Philly pushed Naila behind him, standing firmly between her and Daena and Colios, his features scrunched into a frightening scowl, as he evaded Daena’s dagger.

      Colios twirled his two scimitars in his hands, a determined expression etched on his scar-ridden face. The swords blazed into a blue inferno, as did his eyes.

      Right before the two collided, Philly moved lightning fast to the side and shifted behind Colios. He kicked the colossal fellow toward Daena.

      The woman, however, jumped before he hit her.

      Colios crashed onto the concrete with a loud bang. If any neighbors were at home, they had no doubt heard the ruckus.

      Naila clutched her necklace. Where did Philly learn to fight like that? She glanced about the basement for anything that might aid her friend.

      Philly didn’t stop. He threw himself at Daena. The woman’s dagger flew into the air and clattered on the ground next to them.

      “If you want her, you’ll have to get through me.”

      “If you insist.” Colios sharpened the edges of his blades against one another. “If it is a fight you want, it is one you will receive.”

      The crash hadn’t put a scratch on Colios. He cracked his knuckles and brushed off some dust, as if plummeting into stone didn’t at least break a bone or two.

      Colios spat out a phlegm of blood. Red like Naila’s. Somehow, this surprised her even more than him being alive after the crash. It made him seem oddly human…

      Naila’s gaze flicked to Colios, to Philly wrestling with Daena, to the dagger lying upon the floor. She darted to the weapon.

      Before her mind came up with a plan, her hands took the lead, pressing the blade to Daena’s throat. The same way the woman had done to Philly.

      “Drop it,” Colios ordered.

      His swords pointed at Philly’s back.

      “Don’t listen to him. Do it, Naila,” Philly said, his eyes pleading with her. “Forget me and get out of here.”

      Naila’s lip quivered. “What are you saying?”

      “Do it, damn it. Now,” Philly cried out.

      “Do you want to die so badly?” Colios sneered. “There is no glory awaiting you in the afterlife.”

      “I do not care what happens to me. My only goal in life is to keep her safe.”

      The dagger trembled in Naila’s hand. The thought of taking a life made her sick to her very core, even if it meant saving her own. And she knew full well if she killed Daena, Colios would kill Philly.

      “Never hesitate,” Philly whispered, but defeat laced his voice. He knew she’d never sacrifice friend or foe to save her own skin. “Even if it’s someone you love. Even if it’s me.”

      Colios grabbed Philly roughly by the neck and pulled him off Daena.

      Naila still held the blade in her hands, still held it to her enemy’s neck.

      Daena studied her with a calculating gaze. “We mean no harm,” she finally said, the harshness in her voice turning sweeter than sugar. She opened her palms in a peaceful gesture. Braided black metal twirled around her hands, the fingertips ending in metal claws. “If you do as we say, he shall live.”

      Naila’s tear-filled eyes flickered to Philly in question. Philly shook his head and mouthed, no.

      Her hands grew shakier. What was she to do?

      Sirens blared in the distance, getting louder and louder with every second. Sure enough, alternating blue and red lights flashed outside.

      Daena pinned Naila with a determined look. She slapped the dagger out of Naila’s hand.

      Naila yelped.

      “Daena, to the portal,” Colios barked.

      Everything went by in a flash. Daena jumped up like a graceful cat on the hunt. She grabbed Naila’s arm and pushed her to the portal, whilst Colios seized a struggling Philly.

      Daena murmured an incantation in a long-dead language, the words equal parts musical and haunting.

      In the middle of the room, the sphere beat with the rhythm of a soundless heart, the surrounding air vibrating, reminiscent of the heated wind in an Arabian desert; the inside ever a space devoid of light… like the dark behind the stars.

      So cold, so empty.

      An endless night.

      The beating sped up, faster and faster until Naila found she couldn’t take her eyes off it. Her mind screamed to get away, but the portal’s hold on her body was too great. This is how Proserpina must have felt when she was seduced by pomegranate seeds in Pluto’s underworld.

      The noise of a struggle snapped Naila out of her reverie. Without realizing it, the space between her and the black sphere had turned to nothing. Before Naila could distance herself from it, Daena pushed her hard, and she fell into the pit of darkness.

      “Naila, no!” Philly yelled.

      It was too late.
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      Like the ever-changing waves of the wind, images, moments, and sparks of memories yet to come played before Naila’s eyes.

      Did she ever tell Philly how much she appreciated that he embraced her into his life and became her first friend? Had she cuddled her grumpy cat Tigri enough? I never even told Ma I know how hard she works to give me a better life. That, despite our differences, I love her. I do.

      Naila braced herself to hit the endless wall of darkness, but it never came. Nothing, she felt nothing… When she opened her eyes, the world was black.

      The inside of the sphere was surprisingly warm, but she spared it little thought. She had to get out of there, had to go back. Those murderers had Philly, and she had failed to save him. Guilt and anguish surged through her.

      After her eyes adjusted to the dark, she realized it wasn’t actually a sphere.

      It was a tunnel.

      A very large one.

      The darkness pulled at her navel and sucked her into its unending swirl. Brief flashes of pastels appeared, illuminating the passage into an enchanting black druse.

      Then something odd happened. Throughout the blur of twinkling stars, flashes of Earth passed by. Spring melted into summer and fall froze into winter. The seasons changed so swiftly she lost count of the time passing by.

      In between the fickle seasonal skies, people from around the world spun in and out of her vision. One moment Naila darted like an arrow past the canals and neo-Renaissance mansions of Amsterdam, and in the next, she weaved through the busy roads and skyscrapers of Dubai.

      She tried to hold onto the wall, anything to stop its movement, but it wasn’t a hard surface like she expected. In fact, when she touched a little starlight, static electricity buzzed through her, the light trying to tug her inside.

      Naila withdrew her hand at once.

      Her heart thumped so wildly, she was sure it would stop beating any moment from her fright. Around her, humanity grew as restless as she felt. Peaceful dining and smiling people turned into the crying and mourning of a full-blown war. Then another war started, and another, and another, and then there was light at the very end of the tunnel.

      A clash was imminent, inevitable, and nothing she could do would stop it. She closed her eyes, tried to breathe away her panic. Far too soon, her journey ended.

      Naila crashed onto a wintry landscape. The tunnel had spat her out and closed its gate. In its stead stood a pillar taller than a house. And snow. Quite a lot of snow. The familiar tribal spiral was chiseled near the top of the stone, its last tendrils of darkness fading into the snowy wind.

      Naila’s gaze darted around her, trying to make sense of her surroundings, but a thick cloud of mist obscured most of the setting. Her breathing grew shallow, hurried, erratic, leaving a lingering trail of frosty clouds. Wherever had those murderous monsters sent her?

      Naila brushed away a curl that had fallen into her eyes, only to see her brown fingers turn ashen. The air was so cold it felt like swimming in a freezing ocean. The only thing that kept her from succumbing to the cold, was her unwelcome acquaintance—panic, that numbed her mind from coherent thoughts.

      After minutes—or was it hours?—the mists slowly dissolved to reveal a breathtaking forest of giant trees rooted in the thick layer of snow. Naila glanced wildly about, but none made their presence known. Only she and that strange stone pillar. Through the snowy branches she caught a glimpse of the sky.

      She gasped for air.

      Waltzing between the twinkling stars in the night’s sky, wasn’t one, but two full moons.

      She fell to her knees, her fingers curling around clumps of dead moss underneath the snow.

      “Impossible.”

      Her fingers grew numb as she watched the twin moons with equal amounts of horror and fascination. Was she dreaming? She had to be… The snow-filled wind frosted the damp curls to her temples, as the bewitching scent of chrysanthemums and ice-covered pine needles hit her nostrils.

      She pushed herself to her feet. With every beat of her racing heart, a familiar current leaped to her fingers. She opened and closed and opened and closed her fists. Anything to keep the gilded sparks from forming. Anything to keep the panic at bay.

      She had to get a grip on herself. Had to find her friend.

      “Philly?”

      No answer.

      Tentatively, she took her first steps in this strange new world.

      The forest was unlike one she’d ever seen, not even in the countless photos of Philly’s faraway ventures. The trees had trunks in the deepest cinnamons, reaching higher than even the Euromast. Naila squinted. Their branches bore flat, needlelike leaves, snuggling red cones underneath coats of ice.

      The moons’ rays swept over the wintry landscape, brightening the forest to the point she could make out everything as clear as if it were dawn.

      She tried to rub the chill out of her quivering arms. It’s not real. It’s not real. It’s not real. It just couldn’t be real. This had to be a dream. She dug her nails into her forearm until they drew pain and blood.

      The sight before her never changed.

      “Philly? Please,” she sniveled.

      Naila edged around the pillar, her boots crunching in the snow. Her fingers grazed the massive coldness of the stone. Philly was trapped on the other side with Colios and Daena, and she had no clue how to get there. There was nothing she could do to save him.

      She gnawed on her lip. Philly had spoken the truth: that her hallucinations were no lie, that is. A sliver of triumph elated her for a flicker of a moment. She had been right! Dr. Peeters and her mother had passed off an absurd reality as an illusion. But the cold soon brought her back to the present. To think she thought her life had ended with RIDA’s rejection. How trivial it seemed but hours later.

      What do I do now?

      Naila sized up the pillar.

      She couldn’t climb the stone until she reached the spiral’s carvings and didn’t know how the gate worked. She wiggled her numb toes in her shoes. It was also far too cold to stay in the forest.

      She glanced at the giant trees around her. There was no choice. She would have to find her way out of the woods. Look for something that could keep her warm.

      The faintest hint of a sound hissed through the winds.

      She froze in her tracks.

      Between the rustling of leaves, snow crisped. Something headed her way. Every muscle in her body tensed. She let out a breath in relief when a fluffy white bunny inched its way out of a snow-covered bush. Naila smiled at the bunny as it cocked its head curiously. It was a tiny little thing with big lavender eyes.

      The bunny’s ears pricked up, and it leaped back into the bushes. The crunching of snow grew louder and louder. Far in the distance, a solitary figure appeared on a horse, with dozens of what seemed to be dogs following closely.

      Naila jumped up and down, smiling widely, before swallowing back a cry for help. Relief warred with apprehension. She had thought herself to be alone in this world, but now that she wasn’t, the question arose: who would she meet, friend or foe?

      Her joy made way for dread as the figure neared. The person wore the same dark robes as Daena and Colios, and underneath the hood, she glimpsed that very same scarred grayish skin.

      The horse was in even worse shape, with milky eyes burning with familiar flames and skin like leather drawn tight over the outline of its bones. Its hooves burned in the same ice-blue flames as its eyes.

      Naila trotted backward until her back hit the cold of the pillar. Painful goosebumps covered every inch of her body as she took in the creatures following the stranger. They weren’t dogs. Far from it. Bigger than wolves, with fur the color of snow, these canines had ruby eyes and large, saber-shaped fangs with lips too thin to cover their teeth.

      The stranger murmured something incomprehensible. It was a woman, and she spoke in the same foreign tongue as Daena and Colios. One of the creatures howled, its cry a mixture of a wolf’s deep yowl and a hyena’s mocking whine.

      Naila’s forehead grew heated—a faint tingle in the two little marks. Odd. The flames usually pricked angrily at her fingers when they wanted out, never at her scars. The forest scent that hung in the air burned until a faint sweetness lingered. The scent of her flames, of her hallucinations. Or were they?

      “You are Stormhold?” the woman tried again. The same language, and again, Naila understood every word.

      “No, I’m not!”

      Why did they keep mistaking her for this Stormhold person?

      Naila shook her head. Whoever this person was, she was no doubt an ally of Daena and Colios. With her back pressed against the stone, she inched farther away from the stranger.

      “Do not run or I’ll send my ice-crawlers after you,” the woman warned.

      Slowly but surely, the moons revealed the woman’s face until Naila’s bright, brown gaze met the stranger’s flaming one. A moment passed without either talking.

      Then Naila dashed into the forest.

      “Ut ahsyl feylana!” the woman screeched. Get the girl.

      The ice-crawlers howled, their paws crunching in the snow, oh so close behind her. Naila’s heart thundered. Every nerve in her body was on full alert. Her boots sank into the snow, slowing her flight through the ancient trees. She knew she could not outrun those creatures, but she would die trying.

      Something stirred inside her, a familiar tingle she dreaded, yet for the first time welcomed. It burned through her fingers, ignited in her limbs, her ears, her eyes. Her vision turned twice as sharp, as if someone had pulled open a curtain. She could see it all. The fine lines in the bark of the trees, a curious silver owl hidden behind icy branches… and a city!

      A city atop a mountain far in the distance.

      Naila glanced back and realized the distance between her and the ice-crawlers widened. They snapped their jaws in anger, their crimson eyes glowing with ferocity. Their frothy gums emphasized their sharp fangs even more. She swung her head back to the hill ahead.

      Maybe, just maybe, she could make it.

      Her legs felt powerful. Somehow, even the uneven snowy ground could not obstruct her flight. She heard better, too, heard the nuances in the noises the ice-crawlers’ paws made upon the snow. Could make out the difference in their sizes just by those sounds. Faster and faster, Naila went, but so did the canines.

      An ice-crawler appeared through the trees to Naila’s side. The beast jumped, his jaws foaming. It missed her by a hair’s breadth. She had to change her course when yet another ice-crawler surprised her from the sky-high tree branches. The ice-crawlers knew these grounds like the back of their sharp-clawed paws.

      Little beads of sweat formed on Naila’s temples as the growling and snapping of the ice-crawlers’ mandibles grew louder. To make matters worse, she could also hear the dampened clip-clops of hooves. They were cornering her, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      “Halt,” the woman said. “And I’ll rein in my ice-crawlers. This is your last warning.”

      Last warning, right.

      The top of the hill was so near Naila could almost smell it. She could already see the outline of a turquoise lake, its calm surface reflecting the ever-watching twin moons. A path of snow-tipped mountains led from the lake to the mountain with the city. If she could make it to the lake, she had a good chance of shaking her pursuers off. The possibility of freezing to death in the no doubt ice-cold water was a risk she’d just have to take.

      Naila yelped as a sharp pain shot through her ankle.

      She tried to tug her ankle back, but an ice-crawler clenched it in its jaw, its razor-sharp fangs sinking deeper into her flesh. Naila fell on the wintry forest floor. She scrabbled around her and threw snow at the ice-crawler. It did no good. In fact, the rest of the ice-crawlers would be there any moment. Fear seized her. She did not want to die.

      Naila’s hand stumbled upon a rock.

      Determined to get away from the creature, she gave the flames free rein. Heat flooded her nerve ends, and her fingers… They burned with golden flames. Free, at last.

      The stone sizzled in her hand, the flames licking at its surface. She felt its core of rock as if it were a part of her, willing it to mold to her liking. Needle-sharp spikes burst out of its surface. With a cry, Naila threw the stone at the ice-crawler.

      It hit its mark with a deafening crack. The ice-crawler whined before dropping dead. The heated needles had scorched half of its face away. Pieces of bloodied brain sullied the surrounding snow.

      Naila tried to crawl upright, but the pain in her injured ankle was too great.

      “No,” she groaned.

      Her jumpsuit turned dark and wet with blood. Acid burned in her throat when she saw the ripped flesh of her ankle. Her eyes flicked to another ice-crawler in mid-air, ready to pounce. She held her breath as she looked death in its eyes. It was over for her.

      The hit never came.

      With a thud, the beast fell before her, the sight leaving its red eyes forever. Another ice-crawler followed suit. Embedded in the back of each of their heads was a single dagger with a black and crimson hilt. Tendrils of dark flames encased the daggers and evaporated in the icy wind.

      Naila’s head shot up in surprise.

      Hidden between the thick tree trunks, far from the woman, was a great black stallion with eyes of the devil. A man sat upon the formidable animal, but Naila couldn’t see his features, only his eyes that flashed darker than ebony. His dark, hooded cloak hid the rest of his face, but he was not like the woman, for his tan skin bore no scars.

      The man unsheathed more daggers from beneath his cloak. Naila snapped out of her dreamlike reverie as she realized why. The other ice-crawlers were inches from throwing themselves upon her.

      “T’ilaa ni gloria!” a feminine battle cry suddenly echoed behind her.

      An arrow wrapped in teal flames swished through the air and entered an ice-crawler’s skull between the eyes. The unknown woman landed on her boots between Naila and the dead ice-crawler. She was dressed in olive leathers, vines of black metal curling around her limbs and gloves. Her cloak floated in the freezing wind, obscuring her face from Naila’s view.

      Fast and graceful as a cat, the newcomer nocked another flaming arrow to her bow. One after another, she let arrows loose on the ice-crawlers, killing them swiftly and mercilessly. Her movements were precise, confident, unwavering. The ice-crawlers stood no chance.

      The woman on the horse halted in the distance, taking shelter between the giant trees. Her features scrunched in fury as she watched the scene unfold.

      When all the ice-crawlers lay dead around them, the girl, at last, pointed an arrow toward Naila’s attacker. The woman on the horse, however, was long gone. Only a trail of melting hoofprints in the snow betrayed her earlier presence. Naila glanced toward the trees, but the man who saved her had disappeared too.

      How strange.

      The flames engulfing her savior’s arrow extinguished into nothing. She turned around, the hood of her cloak slipping off in the process. Wild locks the color of burning whiskey were unleashed from the cloak, and a pair of fiery eyes stared straight at Naila.

      Naila was too stunned for words, for she had never seen someone quite like the woman. Not that she was particularly beautiful, but the way she
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