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You can also find me on Medium !








  
  For every imaginative soul who reads these words. Hold on to your dreams; they’re powerful. 
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  Daggers & Destiny


A strange stone. A pursuit for power. A new beginning.  
An orphan with no job, no home, and no last name, sixteen-year-old Mala scrapes along day by day with her younger brother, Baz, in their small village.               
But when she discovers a mysterious stone, her whole world comes crashing down.
Suddenly, she faces massive adversity, a quest for bloody revenge, and a power so great she fears it.
Will she find peace amidst the chaos?
Or is her world fated to burn?
Brimming with magic, action, and a riveting quest for revenge, Daggers and Destiny explores a world of ruination and renewal. This prequel is an exciting, epic YA fantasy adventure exploring the wondrous kingdom of Althuria.






  
  Chapter 1


“You need to leave.” 
I can’t seem to meet Mrs. Dean’s glare as I maneuver around her stall. The soft tinkling of polished jewels follows in my wake, drowning the echo of her words in my head.
She crosses her withered arms over her chest, limp hair swinging to and fro as she nods toward the streets. Despite being so old—or perhaps because of it—she commands authority with every movement. She’s my boss, after all. If she wants me to leave the jewelry shop, I can’t very well refuse her orders.
But did I do something wrong? Why in the world would she fire me now, during the thick of the selling season? I glance back at her, wringing my hands.
I must look pitiful, because she shakes her head and sighs. “There simply isn’t enough money to go around, girl. You know what the harvest has been like. When there’s no food, no one wants to buy my jewelry, and I have six mouths to feed…”
I nod and silently grab my satchel, then head out of her jewelry stall and into the dusty streets. The hot summer sun weighs down on me, and sweat runs down my back. It isn’t until I round the corner that I let my shoulders slump. The weight of the day’s events hammers into my limp body, and I close my eyes.
A lump forms in my throat. With no job, I can’t make good coin. With no money, my younger brother and I will starve. It’s no secret that village orphans are destined for an early death.
I just hoped we could last a bit longer.
The smell of fried meats and boiled sweets hits my nose, and my stomach grumbles. Another reminder of my impending doom. I can’t help but feel relieved that my brother isn’t around. He would be whining for food right about now, and I hate having to refuse his eager demands.
As if on cue, a tuft of ginger curls rushes past me and into the thick of the crowded market.
“Thief!” someone yells. “Get him!”
My feet are moving before I can even register what’s going on. I quicken my pace until my malnourished body screams in pain, looking frantically for the ginger curls I saw just moments before.
Distracted, I don’t notice a fruit seller wheeling his cart out. But it’s too late. I barrel right into the perfectly arranged mangoes, landing face-first in a pile of fresh grapes.
“S–sorry,” I manage to mumble before scrambling to my feet and ducking away.
I regain my momentum, chasing after my brother like my life depends on it. Perhaps it does. Who knows what he’s stolen?
Curse that troublemaker.
I catch a glimpse of ginger once more and pump my legs harder. I’m catching up with him! I run faster and faster, my entire body aching until we’re only a hair’s breadth apart. Then I grab him and pull him into a nearby alley. He tries to escape, but my grip is firm.
“What do you think,” I say, catching my breath, “you’re doing?”
“Mal, let me go!” He continues struggling in my hold, then lowers his voice. “If we stay here, they’ll catch us.”
Despite the secluded area we’re crouched in, he’s right. Anyone could find us.
Sweat runs down my face, stinging my eyes. I glare down at Baz. His freckled face, red hair, and tanned skin—similar to my own features—is full of youth and bright with innocence, though his brown eyes carry grim determination. He knows the punishment for stealing will be great, more so because of the shoddy harvest this year.
“What did you steal?” I whisper. He averts his eyes, his shoulders slumping. A sigh escapes my lips. “Come on, out with it.”
He opens his chubby fists to reveal a delicate silver chain. Attached is an ornate gem, as dark as the night sky itself. I gasp, first in awe of such a beautiful trinket…
And then in despair.
This is Mrs. Dean’s craftsmanship. Having been employed by her for the past six months, I’ve come to recognize the elaborate grooves in her metalwork. I’ve also become familiar with her exorbitant prices, especially for such a lovely piece. The punishment for stealing this won’t just be harsh—it might very well be our doom.
“Why?” I croak. He’s never done something like this before. “Baz, why would you do this? You know how tight money is for Mrs. Dean.”
His cheeks turn bright pink. “I’m sorry.“′
I cross my arms. “That’s not an answer. You know this is going to get us in trouble—”
“It was for your birthday, all right?” If possible, his cheeks turn even redder. “I just wanted to get something nice for you, for once.”
I’m stunned into silence. My sixteenth birthday is in two days, but I would never expect him to get me anything, let alone a piece of jewelry. We need food these days, not gems. I’d end up selling it anyway. But seeing the guilt and good intentions in his round eyes, I can’t muster the energy to berate him.
I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t notice the sinister shadow fall across us. Slowly, I turn to see Mrs. Dean and a marshal at the alley entrance. My heart jumps, and I place myself squarely between them and my brother.
“Well, look who we have here,” the marshal says. “You thievin’ orphans think you can get away with this?”






  
  Chapter 2


The shiny silver buttons on the marshal’s dark gray uniform stand out in the dust and dirt of the alley. His gleaming locks of black hair stick to his sweat-drenched face. And his tiny eyes, grim and devoid of compassion, zero in on my brother behind me and the necklace in his hand. 
“I stole it.” The lie spills out of my mouth smoothly. “I told him to take it and run, but my brother wasn’t aware it was stolen. He merely obeyed my request. He didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Mal—” Baz tries to contradict me, but I turn and shoot him a look. Then I slip the jewelry out of his hand and kneel before the two adults before me, offering the chain.
“I deeply apologize. I’ll take my punishment.” I keep my head bowed and my hands raised as I speak. Mrs. Dean’s worn leather flats come into view as she leans forward and retrieves her necklace. “Just spare my brother, please.”
A note of desperation seeps into my voice. I withdraw my hands and raise my head ever so slightly, waiting.
After what seems like an eternity, the marshal clears his throat.
“Right,” the marshal says. “Off you go then, Mrs. Dean. I’ll handle these two troublemakers on my own.”
She looks like she wants to stay and defend me, but defying a marshal’s command is as good as signing your own death certificate. She backs away out of the alleyway, clutching the silvery chain. I catch her gaze, and for a moment I feel like I’m drowning in the pity filling her eyes.
“Mala is a good girl. I’m sure she has her reasons…” she whispers. Her voice breaks a little. “Thank you, Officer.” She turns and leaves.
I start to stand, but the marshal’s hand lands hard on my cheek. I fall backward, my elbow landing hard on the ground. My cheek stings with both the harshness of the blow and the burn of embarrassment.
He heaves me up to my feet and marches out of the alley, keeping a harsh grip on my arm. It takes me only a few moments to orient myself and realize where we’re headed—the town square. My stomach clenches. The town square, where the flogging post is.
I glance back at my brother, who’s following us closely. His eyes tear up. If I am really about to get flogged, I don’t want him to witness it. And if I’m too weak to get up afterward, I don’t want him to be alone at night.
“Baz,” I whisper. “Go to Old Yelena’s hut. If I don’t join you by nightfall, ask if you can sleep there.” When he hesitates, I sharpen my tone. “Now!”
He nods, sniffling, and makes his way in the opposite direction toward the forest.
Old Yelena has a soft spot for Baz—she’ll let him stay the night for sure. Whether or not I’ll be able to join them is a different question. I shudder, dreading the pain to come.
The marshal increases his pace, lugging me down roughly to the center of the town square. A crowd is already gathered, curious to see who’s committed such a dastardly crime. A collective sigh of relief ripples through the crowd when they spot me. Of course, they’re probably thinking. It’s just that dirty orphan girl. Not someone I care about.
It takes the marshal only moments to erect the flogging post. It’s an ugly wooden thing, rickety and stained with age. Two holes at the top are designed to hold the criminal in place so they can’t run when the whip crashes down on them. I shiver. In a few moments, that will be me.
My stomach heaves as the marshal drags me in front of the two holes and pulls my arms through each hole. My shoulder protests this rough treatment. But he doesn’t do it sadistically—no, to him, this is a chore, like cleaning a trough or organizing market produce.
He leaves, and I try to twist around to see where he’s going. But the movement makes my shoulder throb in pain, so eventually I give up. Before me, the crowd grows larger until I’m surrounded on all sides, and someone throws a pebble at me. It grazes my cheek, and I flinch.
“Filthy thief!” someone yells.
There’s a shift in the crowd, and their gazes turn to something behind me. The marshal must be back. I break into a cold sweat at the thought of being in such excruciating pain in front of all of these people. I bite my lip and hope I don’t end up a wailing mess by the end of this.
In the distance, I spot Mrs. Dean. A strange look gleams in her eye. Guilt, perhaps? She meets my eyes, frowning
Please, I think. Please, please, please.
But she doesn’t come over. I guess I can’t blame her; she’ll be putting herself and her reputation in harm’s way to protect me. Her children will suffer from her actions as well.
I know it’s futile, but still, I struggle against the wooden structure surrounding me. Splinters cut into my wrists. Tears form in my eyes. As I blink them away, I spot something black swirling around my hands. Smoke? But when my vision clears, it’s gone.
A clamor rises above the din of the crowd. Has something fallen? I crane my neck but fail to see anything beyond the swell of people before me.
“Oh, no!” someone cries out.
“Is that Mrs. Dean?” another says.
A stout woman at the head of the crowd gasps. “First, her craftsmanship is stolen, now this?”
What’s happened to Mrs. Dean? My heart sinks, fearing the worst. Is she injured?
The marshal steps into my view, clearing a path in the crowd so he can assess the situation. As the crowd parts, I glimpse the scene beyond—Mrs. Dean’s stall is tipped over so her jewelry is buried in the dirt and muck. A few sneaky children have already slipped away some of her pieces. When I finally see her beside her destroyed work, she turns to face me.
And winks.
As the marshal clears the commotion, I feel my entire body shaking. Did she cause this disaster on purpose? But why? The marshal will come right back and continue where he left off in a few moments.
Sure enough, it’s only minutes later when the marshal manages to catch one of the thieves, a surly boy of about my age. He rights the stall and consoles Mrs. Dean, then heads back toward me with the boy in tow.
As the marshal ties him to another post opposite me, the boy glances at me. A flicker of terror reaches his eyes. Of course, who wouldn’t be scared of the contraption I’m tethered to?
And then the marshal turns to me. He takes hold of his leather strap, stretching it between his hands. I take a deep breath, bracing myself for the sting of the lashes, the sting of embarrassment, the sting of tears in my eyes.
But it never comes.
Instead, a weathered voice rises above the crowd. It snakes down the square, around the flogging post, and into the marshal’s ears.
“Stop!” the voice says. “Stop this nonsense right now!”
Once again, the crowd parts, and a withered woman makes her way toward the center of the square.
Old Yelena has arrived.






  
  Chapter 3


As she walks toward me, the crowd falls deathly silent. Despite the layers and layers of metal bells on her trailing dress, her movements are quiet—something I know is a mere parlor trick. Each metal bell is fake, an empty shell to awe people as she enters their line of vision. Her dangling earrings swing to and fro with each step. And her eyes, sharp and calculating, focus on the marshal behind me. 
“You are all,” she rasps, “making a terrible mistake.”
She turns her back to the marshal and addresses the crowd. Baz follows her movements, seeming unsure of what’s going on.
“The necklace this young lady stole…” She pauses to add dramatic effect and gestures to me with a flourish. “Is cursed.”
A ripple of murmurs washes over the crowd. They glance at each other, then at Old Yelena, then at me. I can’t blame them—I’m just as confused. A curse? What in the world is this madwoman talking about now?
“I know you must think me a madwoman,” she continues. I blush. “But I must speak the truth.”
She walks over to Mrs. Dean’s stall, where her jewelry is still covered in muck. With a wave of her hand, the dirt lifts from the metal and falls to the ground. My brother trails behind her, and when he reaches the stall, he picks out the necklace he stole earlier and hands it to Old Yelena.
She gives out a melodramatic gasp and clutches the necklace to her chest.
“Cursed!” she says once more. “Cursed, I tell you!”
The crowd’s murmuring grows louder, until they’re buzzing with fear and excitement. The marshal, sensing the growing tension, steps closer to me.
“I can sense the evil in this jewel,” she says, raising it above her head for all to see. “But it is not from Mrs. Dean’s work. No, I assure you it is not.”
“Where is it from, then?” someone yells.
“′Tis a punishment from forces unbeknownst to us,” she says. “They have seen our hard work, and their devilish natures have caused them to trounce it!”
She moves toward me as she continues, the necklace clutched in her fist.
“This orphan girl,” she says, pointing a bony finger at me, “is not a thief! Her deeds may very well have saved us all from this awful curse!”
She stops right before me and lifts the wooden blocks so they are no longer holding my arms up. The marshal moves to restrain me once more, but she stops him with an icy glare.
“Release her,” she says, ever so softly. Though the words seem gentle, malice drips from her mouth. “She will aid me in removing the curse.”
The marshal steps back. I almost can’t believe my eyes. I rub my raw wrists and stand straight beside Old Yelena and Baz. The two start walking out of the town square, so I follow them. For a moment, I feel invincible.

      [image: image-placeholder]We arrive at Old Yelena’s hut just as the sun begins to set. The sky washes pink, and a brilliant golden glow graces the earth. It’s so blindingly beautiful that I hesitate to step inside the hut.
“What’s wrong with you, girl?” Old Yelena croaks. “Goodness, just get in.”
I startle and rush inside like my life depends on it. Baz follows hot on my heels, and Old Yelena firmly shuts the door behind us.
Light streams in from a small window in the corner, but other than that, the room is dark. Old Yelena ignites sets of candles as we walk farther into her abode. When she’s finished with the candles, we’re cast in a dazzling amber glow.
“Are we really going to get rid of a curse?” Baz asks in a tinny voice.
Old Yelena chuckles. “Of course not.” Her smile quickly turns sour, though. “If I hadn’t come up with that lie….”
I feel myself shrinking, knowing full well what would’ve happened. The thought of how close I came to getting those lashes sends a shiver down my spine.
“I’m sorry,” my brother says. His bottom lip trembles. “I–I’m really sorry, Mala.”
I give a sad smile. “There’s no need to be—”
“You should be,” Old Yelena says. Her voice is as sharp as steel. “Boy, your sister almost suffered twenty lashes because of you!”
He pouts, his gaze skating against the floor. She tsks.
“Go to bed,” she says to Baz. Still glum, he shuffles toward the back door and opens it, revealing a small room with three straw mattresses. She must’ve set them up when she heard we were coming.
I follow, but she stops me. “Not you. I need your help.”
I sigh. “With what?”
She doesn’t reply. Instead, she lugs over a large pile of herbs for me to rinse. A thin knife lies beside her to slice the rinsed plants.
The leafy smell brings me comfort, sending my mind to the warmer memories of my childhood. No matter how cranky Old Yelena is, I can’t deny that her hut has become something of a home to me over the years. Baz and I never knew our parents, and we have no home—unless you count the makeshift tent on the village outskirts. Usually, we live off the pity of others and the rare instances of kindness from strangers. But whenever times get tough, Old Yelena is bound to step in and let us stay with her.
Many in my village call Old Yelena an evil witch; others revere her as a powerful sorcerer brought to save us from our doom. Both are wrong.
Old Yelena is a healer. She is the one you want to go to when you have a sore throat or a terrible cough. She is kind and thoughtful and…certainly not a witch, of that much I’m sure. I’ve known her long enough to know her remedies are born from her own deep knowledge of nature, not some ancient mystical magic.
I scoop a bunch of herbs and dunk them in the water. The little bits of dirt separate from the leaves and float freely. As I work, I notice Old Yelena is less talkative than usual.
“What’s wrong?” I ask. I hand over my rinsed herbs to her for slicing.
“Nothing.” She accepts the herbs. “I was just thinking about your parents.”
In an instant, the room goes cold, and I frown. “My parents? Why?”
“I’ve heard news from the east,” she says. Her fingers deftly move the knife, keeping a steady pace with each slice. “The Ostani are advancing across the shore, and soon they’ll be crashing through our village.”
“What’s new?” I can’t hide the bitterness in my voice. “They’ve done many raids since they killed my parents.”
The Ostani regularly raid our village and the villages nearby. There’s nothing we can do. We have no manpower, no weapons, no magic. They, on the other hand, have everything. All of it was stolen from innocents. Innocents like my parents.
“They’re arriving with more force. Some of the stories…” She shakes her head, and her rhythmic herb-cutting halts. “If they come, I don’t think we’ll survive.”
I shiver. “What do we do?”
“What can we do?”
A solemn silence falls over our work. I continue rinsing herbs, and she continues slicing them. But somehow, our rhythm seems broken now.
Old Yelena slices through the herbs with scary precision and speed. I struggle to keep up with her until my fingers ache to the bone from both the repetitive task and the chilly water. After what seems like an eternity, she finishes slicing the final herb and stands. I suppress a sigh of relief.
“We need some nra paste,” she says before whisking out of the room.
As I wait, my eyes wander and fix on a small black object on her worktable. Having frequented her place so often, I can tell that it wasn’t there before. I stand, make my way to the table, and pick up the lightweight…stone?
It certainly does appear to be a stone, but it’s so polished. As I hold it up to a nearby lantern, it shines brightly. I turn it in the light, fascinated. Somehow, my eyes seem drawn to it, possessed by it. The longer I stare at it, the heavier it feels in my hands, as if it’s important. As if it’s monumental. Dark smoke appears around it, swirling about my hands.
“Put that down!”
Old Yelena’s screech startles me. The stone flies out of my hand and bounces off the worktable. I scramble backward, although my hands still itch to reach for the stone.
“What do you think you’re doing?” she says. “Don’t touch that!”
Eyes wide, I retract my hands from where they were reaching for the worktable. Old Yelena closes her eyes. Her chest heaves several times as she takes in deep breaths. Then her eyes flick back open.
“Didn’t I teach you to keep your hands to yourself?” she says. “Step away from my worktable. There’s work to be done.”
A strange note of fear rasps out of her mouth. But she’s already turned away.
I gulp and make my way down to where she’s standing, then sit by the pile of herbs.
“Out,” she says. “I don’t need your help here.”
I furrow my brow and stand up. “But you said—”
“Go get water from the well.”
I sigh and grab a bucket, then move for the door. When my fingers touch the woody handle, I turn back. Old Yelena is standing right where I left her, shoulders slumped.
As I turn the handle and exit the hut, I uncurl my free fist to reveal my prize.
A small black, shiny stone.






  
  Chapter 4


The darkness swallows me the minute I step outside. I curse myself for not having the foresight to bring a lantern. I stumble across the branches and rocks, almost dropping my bucket in the process. 
After what seems like an eternity guided by the faint moonlight, I reach the well. Despite the sweat forming on my forehead from lugging around the bucket of water, I find myself shivering. I pull my cloak tighter around my body, and the stone in my pocket shifts. Is it always this freezing?
I set down the bucket and take a moment of rest, mentally preparing myself for the strenuous trek back to Old Yelena’s hut. Unease creeps up on me. But as I cup my hands together in a feeble attempt to keep them warm, something rustles behind me.
I spin around, on high alert. The rustling grows louder, and I struggle to see what could possibly be causing it. An animal? A person? Whoever or whatever it is, I pray they aren’t hostile.
I reach around me for anything that could be a weapon. My hand hits the metal bucket full of water, but it’s too heavy. If my opponent is quick, I won’t have time to hurl it at them. I have nothing to defend myself with, except…
My fingers hit the stone in my pocket. Could I injure someone with this? But there must be bigger, sharper rocks here, right? If only I could see more than a hair’s breadth in front of me.
The rustling stops. I wait for many tense moments, breath trapped in my lungs. My heart beats so loudly, I hear it pounding in my ears. My mind runs a mile a minute, going through everything I’ve learned over the years when fighting on the streets.
Finally, my muscles begin to relax. I exhale, my body deflating, and a nervous giggle works its way up my throat. I must’ve gotten all worked up for nothing—
A loud snuffle from behind me interrupts my thoughts. I turn just as a large, dark shape barrels toward me. Startled, I fall backward, and the shiny black stone slips out of my hand. The figure takes a step closer until the moonlight outlines its features. I can barely make them out, but I know instinctively what it is. A knot forms in my throat, tightening painfully with pure terror. 
A werewolf.
Desperate, I scramble on my hands and knees for the bucket of water nearby, my only defense now. I grab it and hurl it at the dark creature, and it whimpers in pain. But it’s not long before the werewolf recovers and stares down at me. A low growl emanates from the base of its throat. It grows in intensity, and my fear grows with it.
I’m frozen.
No. I have to move.
It takes only a moment to decide. I roll to my side, grab the shiny black stone, and then face the werewolf. I have a good aim. If I hit it in the eye, maybe it will give me time to escape. My breaths come in heavy spurts, and my arms are slick with sweat. I start to back away slowly, keeping my hands up in a gesture of goodwill.
“Please,” I whisper.
But fate is not on my side tonight. The werewolf leaps forward, jaws gaping wide, so fast I don’t have time to react. Arms still raised out before me, I squeeze my eyes shut.
What else is there to do?
I expect to feel something. An explosion of pain in my arms or the sensation of fur against my skin. Instead, I feel nothing.
I crack one eye open, then the other.
The werewolf is gone. In its place is a tall barrier of smoke. It rises high up into the sky and shields the moonlight. It then swirls and twists around my fingers, fascinating me. The stone in my hand glows. But my awe quickly morphs into fear, and I drop the stone like I would a lump of hot coal.
As soon as my fingers lose contact with the stone, the barrier of smoke dissipates. I’m left alone in the darkness of the night sky, wondering what in the world just happened.






  
  Chapter 5


When I arrive back at Old Yelena’s hut, I brace myself for her harsh words. I stifle a dry laugh, thinking of how I scolded my brother for his thieving ways just moments ago. Now I’ll be on the other end of the reprimands. 
But what worries me more is the werewolf. What could it have been doing in this area? Werewolves tend to stick with their own, deep within the shadowed coves of the forest, and rarely venture out of their territory.
Before I can think more about it, the door to the hut swings open to reveal Old Yelena’s scowling face. That scowl deepens when she sees my empty bucket.
“Girl, why don’t I see any water?”
I bow my head. “Sorry—”
“And don’t waste my time with empty apologies. Where’s the stone?”
At those words, I look up and stare straight into her fearful eyes. My curiosity gets the better of me.
“What is it?” I ask. I retrieve the stone from my pocket, and she snatches it from my hands.
After the barrier of smoke dissipated, I tried to recreate it. It was evidently connected to the stone, but I couldn’t seem to figure out how.
She might know what’s going on, though.
Once we’re settled near the large pile of sliced herbs we finished earlier, I set down my empty bucket and relay my story. I start with when I filled up the bucket of water and end with the barrier of smoke. When finished, I wait for her reprimands.
Instead, I get shocked silence. Her hands shake slightly, and her breath trembles.
“You…” she whispers. I swallow. “You foolish girl. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
I shake my head.
“By bringing that stone out of these walls,” she motions to the hut around us, “you’ve put us all in danger!”
“H–How?” I splutter. “I just wanted to see what got you so worked up about a silly stone.” Heck, I wanted to know what got me so bewitched by it.
“It is not,” she lowers her voice, “a silly stone. Not at all. It is the final barrier between us and oblivion. It will restore balance to this world.”
“Balance? What are you talking about? And why not just tell me this earlier?”
She ignores me and continues. “When you stepped outside of this hut with this stone, you also stepped outside a special protective barrier that was shielding this stone from others who may use it for evil. If we’re lucky, no one will notice…” She sighs. “But with your description of that werewolf attack, I fear it’s too late. It will take days to reform the protective barrier.”
“How would the werewolves even sense it? And why would they want it?”
“The stone harnesses ancient, rare magic. And werewolves, as you already know, are quite adept at sensing magic. As for why they want it…” She sighs. “Yes, the purpose of the stone is to keep the energy balanced. But in the wrong hands, its power could be used for great destruction. I call it an Eternos stone—an item that connects all beings on this earth.”
I furrow my brow. “How did you acquire such a thing? Why not just destroy it?”
“It’s our last defense.”
“Against who?”
“The Ostani.”
Once again, the room goes quiet. The name hangs in the air like a bad omen. Old Yelena leans forward and continues.
“This stone has been passed down through my family for generations,” she says. “I do not possess the ability to activate it, so my job is merely to protect it until I find someone who can.”
“How will you know when you find that person?” I ask. “What if they never come?”
“It’s fated. It has been prophesied that someone in my bloodline will meet the chosen one to activate this stone one day. Until then, all I can do is wait.”
I nod. “What do we do about the stone now, though?”
“Ah, yes.” Old Yelena cradles the stone in the palm of her hand. “I must prepare the protective spell around this hut again, since taking the stone outside has broken it. Until then, I have a pouch…” She stands and moves for her worktable, then searches through her massive disorganized piles of things. Finally, she emerges with a small leather pouch.
“How will that protect the stone?” I ask, eyeing the pouch’s flimsiness.
“It has a special lining so that not even the strongest seeking spells can find it. Animals won’t be able to sniff it out either.”
I raise my eyebrows, impressed. Old Yelena slips the stone into the pouch.
“Now,” she says. “Did anything else happen today? Did you notice anything about the werewolf, perhaps, that could indicate what clan it was from?”
“No, it was far too dark.” Then I think about her question some more. “Something strange did happen today, though.”
“Tell me.”
“At the flogging post, there was a point where I thought I saw…”
“Saw what?” she huffs. “Come on, girl, I don’t have all night.”
“It was something like black smoke around my hands.”
Her eyes grow wide. “Black smoke?”
“Yes,” I say. “I know, it sounds crazy. But it happened, I swear.”
“I believe you,” she says. “I’ve always seen a special light within you.”
Special…light? Has Old Yelena finally lost it?
“I’ve always had a connection to the earth and its properties,” she says. A pensive spark shines in her eyes. “But I’ve never witnessed anyone with the potential for such power. Black smoke… That can only mean one thing.”
Mean what? I’m so stunned by her sudden shift in mood that I don’t know how to respond.
Old Yelena turns to me, seeing the confusion in my eyes. “You might be the one,” she says. “The one who will save us.”
She glances down at the leather pouch in her hands and fiddles with the string. Then she presses the pouch into my hands.
“Keep it safe,” she says.
“Me?” I croak. My vocal chords feel frozen in disbelief.
“Yes. If I’m right, you are the only person who can.”
“I–I don’t understa—”
“You will,” Old Yelena whispers. “You will.”
I fiddle with the pouch in my hands. Why would she give me this stone when it contains such power? Thinking of how I was so enamored of its presence earlier, I suddenly feel the urge to hand the stone back to Old Yelena. I don’t want this responsibility.
“Go to bed, Mala,” Old Yelena says. “In the morning, we will discuss this further.”
Reluctantly, I walk toward the door my brother went through earlier, to the sleeping quarters.
“Goodnight,” I say.
She doesn’t reply immediately. Instead, a small smile curves her face.
“Goodnight, Mala.”






  
  Chapter 6


The following morning, Old Yelena and I don’t discuss anything that happened the night before. The minute we wake, she ushers us out the door with a basket of goods. Dried fruits, two rolls of bread, and a few blocks of cheese fill the basket, which is made complete by a gourd of water. She then presses the necklace Baz stole yesterday into my hands. 
“Return it to the jeweler. Mrs. Dean, was it? Tell her we’ve removed the curse, and her stall will now bring good luck to all who buy from it,” she says.
The path to our village is short, barely half an hour’s walk. But it feels like an eternity when trying to sort out all my thoughts. I try to concentrate on the scenery before me. Majestic pine, gentle leaves, bright flowers. But Old Yelena’s words continue to spin around in my head.
So I’m the chosen one? I’m almost tempted to reach for the pouch tucked away in my cloak, to see the shiny black stone once more. It all feels like a strange dream that I might wake up from any moment now, laughing at my own wild imagination.
The fear from the night before clings to me. I find myself shivering and clinging to Baz for reassurance, despite the bright sunshine. In the little time I managed to sleep, I had nightmares of him getting ripped apart by werewolves while I could only watch helplessly from the sidelines.
The sound of chewing finally interrupts my thoughts. I glance to my side, where Baz is munching on the food Old Yelena gave us.
“Baz!” I say. “We should be saving that!”
He gives a sheepish smile and puts the bunch of dried raisins back into the basket. I sigh, but I can’t help but feel immense relief that he’s still by my side. Anything could’ve happened yesterday if Old Yelena didn’t turn up. And with the werewolf attack right after that, I worry for him.
I pull his hand into mine, and we continue down the forest path. I’m grateful for the cool morning breeze. As the day goes by, I’m certain it’ll get blistering hot.
“When can we eat the food?” Baz whines. “If we don’t eat it soon, it will rot.”
“We can eat the fresh food,” I say. “But don’t you dare touch the dried fruits.”
He pouts, kicking at the dirt. But then his expression hardens. “I know.”
There’s something mature in his tone that makes me glance at him. Often, he acts childish and foolish, on par with his ten years of age. But I know he’s aware of our situation and how hopeless it is. How little we have. I squeeze his hand, and on we go through the forest.
“Mala, do you want to hear a story?”
I sigh. “Sure.”
I already know the story by heart, since it’s the only one he knows, but his eyes light up every time he tells it. It’s about a young girl who plants a seed of life into the earth and receives great riches in return. She creates a world of peace and harmony using her bounty and calls it Althuria. A word from the ancient languages for all the good things in life—the laughter and love and all that nonsense. Pretty boring, if you ask me, but Baz seems to hold hope that one day he could achieve such a feat. I wouldn’t want to burst his bubble.
Around halfway through our trek, the back of my neck prickles with awareness. I glance around us into the trees, and I swear I see a flash of fur. I remind myself that the forest is full of wildlife, and it’s certainly not a werewolf, but my heart beats faster nonetheless.
I quicken my pace, dragging my brother along with me. The leather pouch in my cloak pocket feels like it’s burning into my skin. If Baz notices my strange behavior, he doesn’t mention it. He keeps up with my brutal pace until we reach the village, where I finally slow down.
The village is bustling this morning, and I immediately notice something is off. Eyes seem to follow me everywhere, and their whispering reaches my ears. But to my relief, it’s not hostile.
“Is that Mala?”
“Thank goodness she’s here!”
“She must be bringing good luck to this place.”
I almost can’t believe my ears. Are they…praising me? Whatever for?
“Mala!”
I look over to see Mrs. Dean approaching me. I cringe, remembering the distraction she caused yesterday to give Old Yelena time to save me. I owe her a lot more than just the necklace resting in my pocket.
“Mrs. Dean,” I say. “I apologize deeply for the events yester—”
“There’s no need to apologize!” she says.
“I—what?” I splutter. “But, I’m sure you’re devastated—”
“No, Mala, my stall is doing better than ever!” She smiles at my baffled look. “Old Yelena said that because of that necklace, my business was failing. When people heard the necklace was being cleansed of curses, they flocked here. All my lucky charm jewelry is sold out! In fact, I have enough sales to get me through the next month!”
I’m stunned into silence. “Really?”
“Yes, really!”
Did Old Yelena’s lies really do all of this? I feel like I’m in a dream. Baz seems to be in the same state of astonishment.
“Well, here’s the…” I fumble for the right word as I pull the necklace from my pocket. “The cleansed necklace.”
Mrs. Dean accepts it gratefully. “Why, thank you. I’m sure my customers will love to see it.”
She practically skips away, leaving us speechless.
As we walk farther into the village, more people approach us.
“Thank you so much, Mala,” one lady says. “Curses are finicky things, aren’t they?”
One older man hands us a paper bag full of sweets from his stall. “For our savior,” he says.
I awkwardly accept it and hand it to Baz, then turn to the older man. “Thank you very much, sir.”
By the time we reach the outer edge of the village, where Baz and I sleep, I’m dizzy with all the praise. The minute we step inside our home—a flimsy tent discarded by a nomadic tribe that once traveled through this area—Baz eagerly lets go of all the gifts weighing down his arms.
The gifts take up half of our living space. Sweets, meats, fruits, cakes. Wooden trinkets, metal spoons, pressed paper. Tears form in my eyes. Part of it is from guilt—after all, what did I ever do to deserve this?—and part of it is from relief. Baz and I won’t be starving anytime soon, not with Old Yelena’s and these villagers’ kindness.
I crumple to the ground, clutching the leather pouch in my cloak. How did I go from having nothing to having all of this?
It almost feels too good to be true.

      [image: image-placeholder]I send my brother to barter for soap in the town square around midday. What I didn’t tell him, though, was that I really wanted time to experiment with the stone Old Yelena gave me.
Something happened in the forest, I’m sure of it. If I can replicate that, maybe it will explain why Old Yelena was so shocked when I told her about the black smoke I saw.
I open up the pouch and tip it over so the small black stone falls into my palm. For a few moments, I just stare at it, mesmerized. I turn it in the light, dazzled by its shine.
Then I close my eyes and think back to last night in the forest. The silence and darkness, the werewolf launching at me, the radiant barrier protecting me.
I focus my energy on that last bit: the glowing barrier. Whatever it is, it must be made of powerful magic. A feeling of incredible strength came over me in those moments, along with a rush of adrenaline and fear. Could I recreate that?
After a few more minutes of unsuccessful concentration, I’m ready to pull out my hair in frustration. I know I’m not crazy—I did see that barrier, didn’t I? Then why can’t I do it?
I try again, wishing I could tap into the terror I felt when the werewolf leaped toward me.
Mala.
I concentrate more deeply, and a calming sensation washes over me. My body feels almost weightless.
Mala.
The voice starts pulling me out of my serenity, but I force away the distraction. I glance around the room briefly but see no one.
Mala, you must build the towers.
“What towers?” The words fly out of my mouth before I can stop myself. I glance around the room again, but it’s empty. It’s almost like the words are coming from inside my head.
Maybe I am going mad.
You are not mad, Mala. You are talented. You must use those talents to restore balance to the world.
Restore balance? Old Yelena mentioned something about that. But before I can figure out who this strange voice belongs to, a different noise pulls me out of my state of calm.
Ringing.
I shoot up immediately, scrambling to hear the sound clearer. I’m opening the flap of the tent in an instant, straining my ears.
The emergency bells.
My mind immediately jumps to the worst scenario—that I led a clan of werewolves here, and they’re after the stone clutched in my hand. If werewolves are here, we’re doomed.
Then I remember Baz. He’s still in the town square.






  
  Chapter 7


I run as fast as I can toward the market square. Desperation courses through my veins. Panic clouds my mind. Terror pumps my legs forward. 
It takes me less than a minute to reach the town square, but by then my addled brain is convinced I’ve doomed my whole village. It can’t be a coincidence that the emergency bells started ringing just as I was messing with the stupid rock. The Eternos stone feels heavy in my pocket, as if it, too, is condemning me.
The town square is ablaze. It was already hot with the midday sun—now it’s suffocating. The villagers are running, their mouths open in silent terror. The stench of blood, sweat, and fiery smoke hit my nose. Their screams are mostly incoherent to me, but for one word: Ostani.
The Ostani are here? As soon as the realization hits, I start to pick out Ostani garb through the smoke. Light gray uniforms, splattered with blood. Polished swords buried in the bodies of my fellow villagers. Bile rises in my smog-coated throat.
I wade through the sea of panicked villagers, searching for my brother’s familiar freckled face. His shock of orange hair should make it easy to spot him, but there’s too much chaos here.
“Baz!” I scream.
My foot catches on something, and I go flying. My hands scrape the ground, rubbing my skin raw. I steady myself, patting my cloak to check that the Eternos stone is still there. Relieved that the pouch is still lodged in my pocket, I turn to see what I’ve tripped over.
Or rather, who.
The old man who gave me and Baz sweets earlier is now lying on the ground. Blood trickles from a deep slash in his neck, soaking the soil. His lifeless eyes stare up at the sky.
I scramble backward, a scream building in my throat. I take a few moments to catch my breath, then stand and run. A heavy weight presses down on my chest.
My need to find Baz heightens. Images flash through my head of Baz lying like that in the dirt, his eyes devoid of life.
I need to find him.
I need to find him.
I need to find him.
I use those words as a mantra to keep on moving, keep on searching. I clamp down on the urge to run away from everybody and everything.
It soon becomes apparent that my brother isn’t in the square. He must’ve run off when the soldiers arrived.
Maybe he’s back in the tent, in which case he’s close enough to the forest to be safe. He can seek refuge in Old Yelena’s hut.
But what if he isn’t? What if he’s lost between the villagers’ homes? Terrified and alone?
I need to find him.
So I move from the square and into the rows of homes. A uniform-clad Ostani soldier comes my way, so I duck into a nearby alcove, breathing hard.
After the soldier passes, I slowly creep through each row of homes. A few close encounters later, I’ve searched around each tiny abode there.
Where else could he be?
I climb up onto one of the rooftops, artfully maneuvering so I’m hidden by a large oak. I take a few moments to catch my breath and wipe the sweat from my forehead. From this vantage point, I can see the whole town square.
Angry tears form in my eyes as I watch it burn. All of it—the marshal’s station, the flogging post, the withered trees, the once-vibrant stalls. No matter how cruel and unforgiving this village can be, it’s still my home.
Old Yelena is right. Raids have happened here before, but not like this. Not with this much devastation. Is this really the end of my home?
I catch sight of something in the corner of my eye and turn to get a closer look. As I do, the wind changes direction to beat against me—and assaults my nose with the stench of burned bodies. I gag, clutching the branches of the tree before me.
When my vision finally clears, I see what caught my eye. An Ostani soldier clad in the brightest silvery-white suit. The outfit doesn’t look durable, yet his steps into the chaotic village square are confident. The most notable part of his ensemble is the metal mask firmly clamped to his face.
That mask snaps in my direction, and for a few moments I swear he’s watching me. I shrink farther back into the shadow of the oak tree.
But then the masked person turns back to survey the village square. He barks orders to the Ostani surrounding them. One of the soldiers bows to them, and I read the soldier’s lips: Commander.
The Commander motions for the soldier to rise, and an exchange seems to occur. Then the soldier starts grabbing the remaining survivors of the village and placing them in orderly lines. His comrades do the same while the Commander surveys their work.
Before I can ponder the meaning of it all, a yell from below me puts me on high alert. I look down to see two Ostani soldiers staring back at me. One of them starts climbing up the roof while the other stays below if I decide to drop down.
I’m trapped.






  
  Chapter 8


I’m brought into the line with the rest of the villagers. With a curious mix of disappointment and relief, I realize my brother is not yet among them. If he’s not here, then the alternative is… 
No. He may have escaped. He may be with Old Yelena.
He’s safe. He has to be.
The villagers here are just as battered as one would expect. Many sport significant injuries. Even if the Ostani don’t kill them now, they may die from their injuries later. The realization twists my stomach. The square is devastatingly silent but for the barking orders from the Ostani soldiers.
Finally, the Commander steps forward.
“One of you,” he says, “is holding a precious artifact of ours.”
Dread curls in my chest.
“If you have it, kindly hand it over and turn yourself in,” he continues. “If you do not cooperate, we will have no choice but to use force.”
It was already silent in the village square. But now, the silence is thicker, more fearful.
“The artifact is a stone,” the Commander says. “In stories and rumors, it’s said to be a dark, shiny stone.”
My heart drops. Guilt weighs me down. My fingers hit the stone in my cloak. Would I be saving my village if I gave the stone up now? Or dooming them? From what Old Yelena told me, the stone is incredibly powerful.
“None of us know what you’re talking about,” Mrs. Dean says. “This is ridiculous! You came all the way over here, slaughtered our friends and family, and for…for what? A stone?”
I want to reach over and tell her to be quiet, but it’s too late. The words are already out of her mouth. And every Ostani soldier now has their eyes on her.
Including the Commander.
“As I stated earlier,” the Commander says, slowly making his way down the line of terrified villagers, “if you don’t cooperate, we will have no choice but to use force.”
His steel-toed boots carry him right before Mrs. Dean, who is now quaking. Still, she raises her head defiantly. He draws his dagger and places it gently against her throat.
“Do you mind repeating what you just said?”
Mrs. Dean whimpers. He presses the knife into her skin, drawing a thin line of blood.
“I–I said,” Mrs. Dean whispers.
“Louder,” the Commander says.
“I–I said this is ridiculo—”
It takes only a moment for him to slit her throat. One swipe of his dagger, and she crumples to the ground. He wipes the blood from his knife onto her tunic, then sheathes it.
I avert my eyes from Mrs. Dean’s lifeless body.
“Any more objections?” he asks.
The square is silent.
“Good.” He walks back up the line to the front. “Now, you will be searched and questioned. Any attempts to resist and you will end up just like that old cow.”
The soldiers move down the line, searching every villager one by one. Others comb through the remains of the burned-down homes. When the search is finished, they are taken away separately into an orange tent to be questioned by the soldiers.
Terror explodes through my body. My muscles tense, but there’s nowhere to run. I’m surrounded. I’m lucky to be near the back of the line, but they will search me eventually. And when they do, they will certainly find the stone. Perhaps I’ll end up just like Mrs. Dean.
A lump forms in my throat. Mrs. Dean, now dead in the dirt.
I glance back to see how many people are behind me in the line, and that’s when I spot him.
Baz.
He’s at the very back of the line, so he must’ve been caught later on. Relief and dread war in my mind. Relief that he’s alive; dread that he’s here.
If I get caught with the stone, will they take him too? Will they recognize him as my brother? With our hair—his ginger, mine red—it won’t be difficult to put the pieces together.
I can’t afford that.
I shuffle down the line, my eyes glued to the Ostani soldiers. They don’t seem to register my slight movements, their focus on the villagers being interrogated nearby. Eventually, I reach him and envelop him in a crushing hug.
“Baz,” I breathe. “Are you all right?”
He nods tearfully.
I turn back to the winding line, which is getting shorter by the minute. At the very end, the interrogation process for each person continues. After being searched, the villagers enter the orange tent. Whatever happens inside must disorient them, because they come out looking like they’ve had one too many glasses of ale.
Baz clutches my hand. “You have it, don’t you?”
I nod. Baz is not blind—he must’ve noticed the stone I’ve been carrying around.
“What are we going to do?” he asks.
“I don’t know.”
And it’s the truth. As the line continues to shorten, and more and more villagers emerge disoriented from the orange tent, forming a huddle on the other side of it. Soon there are only a few people between us and certain doom. I’m now close enough to see inside the orange tent.
The next person goes inside, and I watch as they are dragged and tied to a seat across from a hooded man. Their mouths move, but I can’t make out the words. Then the hooded man takes the person’s hand and, as quick as lightning, slashes it. The person cries out as the blood drips into a vial.
This is…blood magic.
They must be using blood magic to ensure that we aren’t lying. Who knows what the blood oath will do to us if we do lie?
Baz and I will be found for sure if we stay any longer. They’ll bring us into the tent, and they’ll find the stone. Seeing what they did to Mrs. Dean merely for speaking up, I shudder to think of what they’ll do to Baz and me. I reach into my pocket for it, running my thumb over its smooth surface.
Only one person stands between us and the orange tent now. I grip the stone harder, feeling its jagged edges cut into my skin. I pray for some miracle to save us.
The stone grows warmer in my fist, and a voice enters my mind.
Mala.
You hold great power and strength in your hands.
Use it.
As if in a trance, I bring the stone out of my pocket. It’s hot now, scarily so, yet I feel it all as if from a distance.
And it’s glowing.
Smoke pours out of the stone until the entire village square is covered in it. I grab Baz’s hand and pull him through the smoke, away from the crowd. Despite my pounding heart and shaky legs, I navigate the square easily. The stone seems to guide me and brings me confidence—even if my body struggles to keep up.
It’s as if I’ve brought night itself upon the village. Smoke swirls around us, caressing Baz’s ginger curls. In the distance, shouts erupt from the Ostani as they lose sight of us. I quicken my pace, dragging Baz along until we’re full-out sprinting.
We’re just about to reach the edge of the forest when the smoke clears. I shove the stone back into my pocket and look back at the Ostani. Bewildered, they don’t notice we’re already disappearing into the trees.
But as I turn back to enter the forest, I swear I can see the Commander staring right at us. He doesn’t say a word, but his presence looms over us.
Still, I run. It’s too late to think. All I can do is escape.
Baz starts to slow as the trees grow denser.
“Are we heading to Old Yelena’s hut?” he asks, out of breath.
I nod. “She might be able to help us.”
We walk for a mile or so in silence. My ears are tuned for any sign the Ostani are tracking us—and I’m sure Baz’s are too.
When we’re just a ten-minute walk away from Old Yelena’s hut, we hear it.
Not men’s voices, or footsteps, or rustling.
Snuffling.
The same sound that I heard last night, just before I was attacked by a werewolf.
“Baz,” I whisper.
He turns to me, eyes wide in fear. He’s heard it too.
“Run.”






  
  Chapter 9


We make our way through the forest with speed and stealth. A cluster of strongly scented flowers catches my attention, and I motion to Baz to stop. We rub the bright petals on our skin, hoping to cover our scent and slow down the werewolves. They must not be far behind us. 
The early afternoon sun lights our path to the hut. Normally, I’d take my time to enjoy the light summer breeze and the fresh scent of earth. But today, I can barely breathe with the anxiety racing through my body.
I knock on the door to Old Yelena’s hut. Once, then twice. When she doesn’t answer immediately, I just barge in.
“Help us!” I say. “Please!”
She emerges out of the back room at an alarming speed.
“Mala? Baz? What’s happened?” Her hands are covered in a strange fluorescent substance as if she’s just been mixing a potion. “Are you two all right?”
Heavy tears trickle down my face at the sight of her. I hug Baz, who hugs me back tightly. We both crumple to the floor, the weight of everything finally coming down upon us. A crushing feeling rips through my chest, carving a hole in my heart.
“Yes,” I finally tell Yelena, “we’re alright. But the village has been raided by the Ostani. It’s just like you said; it was terrible. They didn’t just steal this time; they killed in great numbers.”
Old Yelena’s eyes grow wide. “It’s just as I suspected.”
“They were searching for this.” I pull out the stone from my pocket, ignoring the pit of guilt growing in my stomach. Right now, my priority is to protect Baz. “What do I do? I’m sure the Commander can track it.”
She seems to ponder this for a few moments. “He must have had an advanced seeking spell set up—probably using some form of blood magic to strengthen it—which was activated the minute the stone exited this hut. And the protection spell around this hut is gone, so you won’t be safe here.”
“Can’t we just destroy the stone—”
“No!” Old Yelena says. “I did not protect that artifact all my life just for it to be destroyed.”
“Then give me a solution. Werewolves are tracking us as we speak. The Ostani are after us as well.” I wipe away my tears and stand. Baz mimics my actions. “We don’t have time.”
Old Yelena sighs. “There’s a safe place, just a few minutes’ walk away. Less if you run. You and Baz will be safe from even the most powerful of seeking spells there.”
She gives us a quick rundown of the directions: take the path down to the lake until we reach a tree marked with blue dye. At that point, we should turn left and take a few steps forward, where we’ll eventually see a large boulder. If we push the boulder, it will reveal a hidden alcove where we can stay. We will remain hidden as long as we place the boulder exactly how we found it.
Old Yelena starts rushing about the hut, grabbing things and shoving them into a pair of satchels. Once she’s handed us the satchels with some food and water, she pushes Baz and me out the door. Baz looks like he’s still reeling from the Ostani raiding our village, but he stumbles after me with considerable speed.
Then we halt in our tracks, seeing the furry figures bounding toward us.
“Get back inside!” I yell.
We rush inside and slam the door shut. Old Yelena sees the panic on our faces and seems to understand. She ushers us to the back door.
“Go. Quickly,” she says.
The front door thuds. I hesitate. “Will you be all right against three werewolves? They’ll break that door eventually.”
She nods. “I’ll be fine. Go.”
Something strange glints in her eyes as she says the word, but I have no time to ponder it. Baz and I run, following the path Old Yelena instructed us to.
We hear a loud crash as we move farther away—Old Yelena’s door breaking. I cringe and turn, watching as Old Yelena pulls out a vial of purple liquid and throws it at the trio of werewolves. She braces her hands against the counter before her, and I glimpse a faint golden glow emanating from the ground at her
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