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      Curses are inevitable.

      

      Pray if you must,

      

      but fate offers no sympathy.
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        * * *

      

      Echoes of Enmity is the prequel to the Alliance series.

      It may be read prior to or after Book 1: Knights of the Alliance.
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      Roselyn was shivering when she came to life. She heard her mother’s voice screaming for her to get out of bed. A chilly air brushed against her arms, and she wanted to stay curled up, comfortable in this warm, almost fetal position.

      Something rough and thin brushed against the bridge of her nose. It had a refreshing smell, like the dancing waters of the fountain in her family’s courtyard, and a dash of the soggy dirt that would accumulate on her pastel-colored shoes.

      Was she outside? Roselyn had to open her eyes now.

      Nothing.

      It was pitch black. She blinked a couple of times to make sure she had not gone blind. Blades of grass tickled her hands and legs, and she knew now where that sensation had come from. Drawn to a cricket’s lullaby, she focused on the sounds around her — the staccato of notes filled the still night.

      “Joachim?” she called out, breathing heavily. Her voice rang through the darkness, returning to her in echoes of solitude. She wrapped her hands around herself, feeling small and lonely, like a canoe stranded in the Candela Sea.

      The world around her began to take shape, and she breathed in relief. But that relief only lasted a moment. She was not in her room, her soft bed nowhere to be seen. Huge, monstrous forms danced in the shadows around her, slow and rocking, darting to the tune of the blowing breeze. They surrounded her, and she saw no end.

      Roselyn wanted to cry, but Father said only weak people cry. That couldn’t be her. She was a perfect noble, a prodigy admired by every person across the alliance. Besides, she had the protection of the Gods; at least, that was what the heirloom around her neck was for. And her natural, lilac hair — though a much darker shade than her mother’s perfect pink — meant she was a favorite among the Gods. They wouldn’t let her down now.

      Her moist eyes followed the only source of light. It was hovering in the west, meaning it was past midnight. She was thankful she had learned how to tell time by looking at the moon, but she still had no idea where she was.

      What good was that information to her?

      She sighed, clasping onto the sides of her lacy dress that had blanketed the forest floor. She searched for her pockets. Of course, there were none… but she felt something crunchy. Her eyes darted to the spot — dark and hard like mud had dried there. Only it wasn’t mud that ruined her dress; the patch had been burnt.

      Even worse, she thought. Mother would be furious.

      Then it occurred to her that this was the dress she had worn to her viola performance for the Region Leader in Soli… Was that yesterday? Or maybe the day before. How long had she been sleeping?

      It all had to be a dream. Joachim had told her to never be afraid to dream, that dreams had the power to take her places. What he didn’t tell her, however, was that she might wind up alone, in the middle of nowhere.

      Her body curled in on itself, and she lay still in the cold grass, waiting, hoping Joachim would come to find her soon.

      She could feel her nose growing numb in the cold breeze with each passing minute. But the forest was calm; the night was still. Being outside didn’t feel like a prison, and the crickets weren’t scolding her.

      Her mind was slipping into the velvety darkness, eyes closed as she was ferried away into the lands of wishes and imagination. When she woke up again, it’d all be over.
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        * * *

      

      Except, it wasn’t.

      Morning birds were chirping noisily in the trees. Their yellow and blue plumages fluttered from branches to nests. The sun was glazing over the horizon; its bright yellow rays pierced the trees and lit up the world.

      Roselyn looked around again. She was sitting in the middle of a grass field, surrounded by an endless stretch of oak trees. Her brows furrowed when she realized there was no house in sight, nothing familiar in view. And she still had no idea which direction she came from.

      But she had to get home, even if the voice in her told her nothing good awaited her. She picked a direction – out of instinct – and started walking, trudging through the strange land.

      Minutes could’ve passed. Hours? She had no sense of time. Her dry mouth begged like a stray dog, desperate for food, as needles stung her stomach.

      The sun was ahead of her when she reached a cluster of berries. They were purple, bright, and looked like the best remedy for her aching stomach. But she recalled the time Joachim warned her that Taurin, the God of Land, sowed fake fruits to tempt and punish misbehaving children. She’d heard stories of wanderers being poisoned by wild berries all the time, so she knew it was true.

      She sighed at the cluster of beautiful poison and continued her journey to anywhere.

      Her legs felt like logs of wood as she dragged them through the forest one tired step at a time. Branches cracked and splintered, and leaves crushed under her feet. When the sky broke into a burst of golden orange, she realized she hadn’t accomplished anything.

      Her mind wandered between possible realities. Did walking in an unknown direction make her rescue less probable? What if she never found a way out of here? And most importantly, did she want to be rescued?

      The last time she saw her parents, they had been shredding her to pieces with their words. She could still hear their voices stabbing her eardrums; their words would sizzle her like a hot knife on flesh.

      Perhaps remaining lost was preferable to the fate that awaited her in the arms of her own parents.

      Part of her was relieved. At least she was finally free from her duties and her parents’ impossible expectations.

      The other part of her wondered if this could really be her destiny – stranded forever in a forest, having accomplished nothing, never to be remembered as anything but a disappointment.

      The golden sky made way for the blue of late evening. Cold crept into the forest, and the shadow monsters began gathering in the trees in ambush.

      “Joachim…” she whispered, trudging through the nameless forest. Tears blurred her vision. She wiped them with her muddied hands and buried her face in her arms. She didn’t want the orange glow of the sun to disappear, but it was fleeing beyond the mountains, her wishes unheard.

      “Joachim!” She yelled into the falling night. And like every other time when she called his name, echoes of her voice returned to her, reminding her she was alone in a big, empty world.

      She closed her eyes and, with trembling lips, begged to be found.
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      “I’m back,” Mirari said, stepping into the kitchen. Salathiel had just put out the fire and divided their supper into two plates. She joined her brother at the table, but before she could take a seat, she noticed something was off.

      Without looking at her, he let out a big sigh and picked up the fork.

      She knew what he was about to say. The sun was gone, and…

      “You’re late again,” Salathiel said.

      “Well, today some bum was harassing Miss Raina and⁠—”

      “When I ask you to be back by six, I mean it,” he said with grave intensity.

      Mirari stopped playing around. She sealed her lips shut, letting her gaze drift to the floor. The aroma of rosemary over crispy chicken thighs smelled wonderful, but she didn’t feel the least bit hungry anymore.

      Mirari tried to defend herself. “Take it easy. Shit happens, alright?”

      Salathiel sighed. A familiar look of disappointment washed over his features. “I can’t help it. You’re always stirring up trouble.”

      “The trouble is already there. I just put a stop to it when I can.”

      “And when you’re late, how do I know you weren’t knifed in some alley?”

      Mirari kept her gaze on the floor. She didn’t want to have to justify herself. “I can handle⁠—”

      His fist slammed the table. “How many times do I have to tell you to stop getting into brawls?”

      She mumbled, “Sorry.”

      It wasn’t the first time they’d got into a quarrel over this, and she knew there was nothing she could say to ease the tension. She kept quiet, letting the tick of the clock and the grinding of his fork against the plate fill the cottage. Her eyes drifted back to Salathiel. His anger was palpable.

      He had been like this ever since their home invasion three years ago. Mirari fractured three ribs and was bedridden for two weeks. It would’ve taken longer had it not been for their talented town healer – gifted with the elemental forces in kore. Salathiel took that incident as a reason to make sure Mirari came home on time, stayed out of trouble, and never got into fights. Yes, Mirari got hurt, but a few broken bones weren’t going to stop her from pursuing justice.

      While everyone was born with some sort of ability — most being elemental — the power of one’s kore was often limited by genetics. Mirari’s ancestors were inventors, not fighters, and the art of kore in her bloodline was lost over time. She knew how to play a few tricks with the wind, but that was all. Still, she knew the basics of physical combat as well as Salathiel.

      “Sal, you shouldn’t worry about me,” Mirari said. “You know I can handle them… Besides, it’s good sparring practice.”

      He took a bite and lowered his fork. “If you go looking for trouble, I can guarantee one thing. You’ll find it. The less attention you draw, the better. Whatever happened to laying low… Roselyn?”

      She jerked her head up. He was right. Though they lived in a small trading town in the countryside of Minetta, and she was very comfortable around the people of Solarin, she didn’t want rumors to start about a lady merchant who could beat up any drunken bastard.

      Still, she persisted. “Someone has to look out for those people.”

      “But it doesn’t have to be you. Sis, I know these street uglies are no match for you, but one bad encounter is all it takes to change the stakes. Besides, how do you think they feel knowing a little girl beat them up?” He picked up her fork, stabbed at a few chunks of carrots, and held the fork in front of her mouth.

      “I’m almost nineteen, Sal.”

      “You’re a baby. Eat.”

      Mirari pouted but accepted the carrots. He let go of the fork while it still dangled in her mouth.

      “Be a little selfish for once,” he advised. Salathiel’s anger had evaporated as soon as the fire was put out. He never stayed mad for long, and Mirari knew he just wanted to be the best brother he could be. “Sticking your nose in other people’s business is never a good thing. Trust me, I stopped doing that once I got to know my clients.”

      “Yeah?” Mirari probed. “And how do you think I feel about your job? You’re not the only one who worries.”

      Salathiel’s job was riskier than hers – that he couldn’t argue. All she had to do was carry supplies across town. Salathiel had to escort all kinds of shady people around. He was a scrawny young man who looked like he could be dragged off by the wind but could handle knives better than the finest dart players or the most skilled seaside chefs.

      “Now, should I be taking orders from my kid sister?”

      “We’re both adults now.”

      “Nineteen already, huh?” He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small velvet box, and tossed it at Mirari. She caught it with both her hands and opened the lid just wide enough for her to take a peek inside.

      “Early birthday present,” Salathiel said with his mouth still full.

      Mirari took it by the tip and lifted it out of the box. It was a beautiful bundle of white and gold feathers, secured together with gold gemstones. Her face beamed as brightly as the gemstones.

      “I love it. Thank you,” Mirari said, securing the pin in her ponytail.

      “We found you when you were, what? Six?”

      “Mhm. And this month marks ten years since Gaven left.”

      Salathiel fell silent, almost as if she had angered him again. But she knew he wasn’t angry. Salathiel looked like he was trying to hold back a flood of complaints. Hearing Gaven’s name always made him uncomfortable, and she couldn’t quite understand why. Mirari loved both of them as if they were her real brothers, but Gaven was Salathiel’s cousin by blood.

      For years, rumors had been circulating about an extraordinary young warrior in Althaea who could take down any Althaean fighter. He hadn’t lost a duel in years — remarkable for a man who had walked the earth for barely two decades — and his victories earned him the nickname of the Valiant Tiger. Even region leaders, the most skilled of all fighters and rulers of their respective territories, were afraid to challenge him. Most Minettans saw him as a threat, a new warlord in the making who may have had a thirst for victory beyond Althaean soil.

      The fear that Althaea would shatter the alliance and invade Minetta was on everyone’s minds. Mirari knew Gaven would never do that, but sometimes she wondered if Salathiel disagreed with her.

      “He became a region leader,” she said. “That was his dream. We should be proud of him.”

      “Yeah, a region leader of Althaea. Now he’s one of those people who blame Minettans for everything. Isn’t it ironic? Does it really not bother you that he abandoned everything just to become an Althaean?”

      “I thought you supported him.”

      “I do. It’s just…” Salathiel shrugged. “He never wrote to us once. Not a single time in ten years. We did nothing but support him. We took him in when his parents abandoned him, and you helped him make it to Althaea… and he never thanked us for any of that. We’re stuck in this shithole while he gets to live in a fancy estate and dine like a king…”

      “Sal…” Mirari frowned. “We don’t know what he goes through. I’m sure he has his reasons. You know how they treat Minettans over there. If anyone found a connection between him and us, we’d all be in grave danger. We can only hope that one day he’ll come back to us… when he’s ready.”

      Salathiel took a deep breath. “If that’s what you want to believe.” He took one last bite before putting his plate in the sink. “But until then, I have no choice but to assume he wants nothing to do with us anymore.”

      It was jealous rage, she knew. All of Salathiel’s life, Gaven always got what he wanted and never had to work for it. Meanwhile, Salathiel kept working as if he didn’t do enough for his family, always wanting to do better, work harder, provide more, take on bigger jobs. It was the only thing he could do, he once told her, for in this cruel world a peasant was forever a peasant… unless you got lucky like Gaven.

      Salathiel grabbed his coat by the door and ran his fingers through his hair in the small fogged mirror hanging by the coat rack.

      “You have a job tonight?” Mirari thought they were going to spend the evening together.

      “Yeah. The one I told you about.”

      Her eyes widened.

      Earlier that week, he had been offered an unbelievable sum of money to guard a meeting with some important officials in town. The details of the meeting were a secret, of course, but it paid tenfold the amount Salathiel would make in one night.

      “Sal! I thought you said you weren’t going to take it.”

      “We could really use that money to fix the foundation,” Salathiel said, gesturing to the squeaky wooden planks on the floor. “Or maybe build a new one altogether.”

      Mirari didn’t argue with that, but a refurbished home was a luxury that she was content living without. She would much rather have him safe. But unlike Salathiel, Mirari was the younger sibling, and she knew she could do little to stop him.

      “Please be careful. What time?”

      “I want to say midnight, but if I’m not back by two, you have permission to come look for me… and if the roof starts leaking again, use the chicken pot in the sink.”

      Salathiel walked back over to the table and hugged her.

      “I want to paint the roof blue,” Mirari said.

      “Deal. And we’ll use the rest of the money to celebrate your actual birthday.”

      “No!” Mirari blurted. “Don’t say that. It’s bad luck.”

      Salathiel chuckled as he waved her one last goodbye before he left.
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      Mirari couldn’t sleep that night. She tossed and turned, wide awake in her bed, listening to water slowly dripping into the chicken pot. She turned over and looked at the clock. Nearly one.

      Salathiel rarely stayed out this late and never overnight. She predicted he would be back any minute now.

      Mirari shut her eyes again, meditating over the pitter-patter. Ten past one.

      What would she do if he was not back by two? He said she could then go out looking for him, but he was kidding… wasn’t he?

      The dripping water was no longer peaceful but rather a reminder of every second that passed. She threw the blanket over her head and shut her eyes.

      She told herself not to think about it. But she couldn’t ignore the gut feeling that something wasn’t right.

      She pushed herself out of bed and peeked into the room next to hers. The door was still open. Everything was untouched in the living room. The front door only had a single pair of shoes next to it – hers.

      With every tick of the clock, she hoped he would come through that door. It kept ticking. Her mind ricocheted from one stupid thing to the next.

      Maybe the client insisted he go out drinking with them.

      Could have gotten food poisoning, and he’s puking his guts out.

      Perhaps he twisted his ankle and couldn’t walk up the hill.

      She was desperate to believe it, to believe anything except the terror that was clawing at her heart.

      She had made up her mind. If Salathiel didn’t return in three minutes, she would go look for him. She wanted so badly to hear the jingle of his keys, the turn of the lock…

      She watched as the clock went past its mark. She was having second thoughts about leaving. What if he came back and she was gone? He’d be furious. She could leave him a note. Tomorrow they’d laugh about how paranoid she was being, but…

      Something told her Salathiel was in danger. Mirari snatched her coat from the peg and pulled the front door open. A gust of fresh air brushed against her face and weaved through her hair. She closed the door behind her, welcoming the cold and dark night. The fireflies were resting under the bright moon that illuminated the hills around Solarin. She scanned the entire plain, but there was no one. She strode down the road Salathiel always took when he went to work.

      She arrived at the ramshackle security agency. As expected, Mirari could see a dim light flicker from inside the shack. A young man was half asleep with his head balanced on his arm. He sprang awake as soon as he heard Mirari’s knock. He sat up and leaned out the window.

      “Has Salathiel Zanette returned from his job tonight?” Mirari asked.

      The man tipped back to glance at his small clock on the table. He then sifted through a small stack of papers at his desk and ran down a table of names until he found the one.

      “He didn’t check out tonight… but his client has left.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “They left town. They were from—” He stopped himself. “…out of town. That’s all I know.”

      “Then shouldn’t Sal be back too?”

      “Maybe he forgot to sign out before going home.”

      “He’s not at home. That’s why I’m here.”

      The man yawned loudly, stretching his mouth as wide as possible. He blinked a few times to push his tired tears out of the way and shook his head.

      “Well… I’m sorry, Miss. I’m just as clueless as you are. You can talk to the boss tomorrow.”

      Mirari turned away. She had no other choice.

      She wandered around town for as long as the moonlight guided her way. She saw nothing but open fields and sleeping cattle. Not even the few houses she passed by had any candles lit. Normally she enjoyed the still night, but tonight was unsettling. She stopped at the edge of the forest, wondering if, for any reason, he would’ve been in there. Leaves shuffling above her set a haunting tone. It reminded her of the time she woke up in the forest alone. The memories of unknown creatures hiding in thick shrubs and stretches of trees that would go on endlessly triggered the fear of being lost again.

      But she
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