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​Chapter 1: Emily


[image: ]


Emily thought there may be no better smell than that of a bakery, especially one first thing in the day. She loved the bakery. She had loved it ever since she first passed by it as a child barely old enough to remember. She begged her parents to let her inside and when they relented she hopped in and around gleefully.  

Though she was still a child, Emily had pursued her love of all things baking since then. She wanted to be a baker when she grew up, she wanted nothing else. As such, her parents had agreed to let her apprentice with Mr Luob, the baker from down the street. 

She was elated when her parents agreed. She loved everything about the bakery. She loved the smell, the way she got covered in flour, the people who came in, always happy and smiling and, of course, she loved the food.

She did not get to start out baking though. She did deliveries for Mr Luob, the baker, all around the city. It was difficult at first, as Emily did not know the names of places very well and despite being given directions by her mentor, she still often had to ask people on the way there whenever she got lost, which was often. 

These days she strode through the streets with confidence, her load of packages in her arms. On that day she was delivering buns to Mrs. Elren, a nice elven lady who lived not far from her own house. 

People had gotten used to her strolling by with her mass of bakery goods filling up her arms. She often smiled and waved at those who recognized her, despite the amounts she was holding. 

Mrs. Elren smiled as she handed over the few coins for the buns and thanked her as she made her way away. Emily hurried back to the bakery with only enough haste so that she would not break a sweat. Emily had learned quickly that sweating on food was a powerful negative thing to do. 

When she arrived back at the bakery Mr Luob had another package ready to go. Just one, which made Emily happy. It was so much simpler dropping one thing off at a time. It was in a box, wrapped up nicely. Mr Luob bent over the table to get a good look at the diminutive girl before giving her orders. 

“Alright Emily, here is the address,” he said, reaching down and handing it to her. “Be extra careful now, this is a two tier cake. It might be a bit much to handle. Take your time and just don’t drop it.  

“Of course Mr Luob,” she said politely. “I would never. I couldn’t stand the idea of ruining your baking.” Mr Luob smiled. 

“Of course you wouldn’t child,” he smiled at her. “Now get a move on. Birthdays only last the one day now, don’t they?” 

“Yessir.” She responded as she took the well packaged cake in her arms. 

She headed out with the address in her mind and walked briskly but not hurriedly to the place described on the note. It would be a ways away, but she knew, having been warned, that she needed to be careful.

She was moving down the side of a rather busy road when she caught, out of the corner of her eye, a young boy, likely around her age, was staring at her. It was not the most unusual thing, Emily had to deal with young boys from time to time. She usually spurned them easily enough. 

But this young boy was different. She could not tell how. He stood, rather slack, with his hands in his pants pockets and stared at her rather intently. Not the usual casual way boys did when they had interest in talking to her or spending time with her. She looked away and tried to forget the penetrating gaze as she moved on. 

It took quite a while to get to where she was going and she was glad to be rid of the package when she dropped it off. She happily took the pay and began heading back. But as soon as she turned around, off in the distance, there was that boy. At least she thought it was. She could not quite tell from her vantage point, but it felt the same. Something about his look gave her a peculiar feeling. But again, she continued on and tried to ignore it. 

She made her way back, this way slightly uphill, with some heft, and tried to think no more of the boy. However, she found she could not remove him from her mind. Something in the back of her mind was screaming at her that there was something important about the boy, perhaps, something dangerous. 

She made a few more deliveries that day and each time she saw the boy, or someone she thought was the boy, staring at her with that penetrating gaze. The one that made her feel like a reaction of some kind was called for. Each time he seemed a different distance away. One time she thought she saw him on top of a building. But over and over again she caught the boy staring at her meaningfully off in the distance. 

It was odd and filled her head with questions. But Emily had learned long ago not to be bothered by such things. There were all sorts of people who gave you funny looks or said upsetting things to you as you wandered the city. He was probably just some hungry weirdo. Sometimes hungry people would follow her around like that, maybe hoping she would fall and ruin what they could then scrape up. 

But delivery after delivery it stuck in her like her mind was itching. Finally, fed up with a combination of her own curiosity and a sense of urgency she saw the boy as she was heading back near sunset, after her last delivery. 

As she approached him his look changed. It was as if she was not real to him until that moment. He seemed confused, slightly disoriented and he made a peculiar face like he smelled something off. Bravely, Emily marched up to him with confidence. 

“What’s the idea, following me around all day, staring at me? Hmm?” Emily stood there with her hands on her hips, fearless as her mother had taught her to be. But the boy just stood there dumbly. He ran his hands over his head and sighed and said the strangest thing. 

“Sorry Da–Uh...Miss? Miss? Sorry?” It was outrageously peculiar. All day what had seemed a confident shadowy figure had become a complete wreck once pulled into the light. 

“Sorry? Is that all you have to say for yourself?” Again he looked at her dumbly. He not only did not seem to know what he wanted, Emily was not sure he knew where he was. He must be some sort of crazy person, she thought. But she had never seen a crazy person so young. 

“Yes?” Emily stood dumbfounded. Not one piece of this experience fit with the other.

“Well,” she said, “just knock it off. Alright? You are creeping me out and I have work to do. I don’t expect to see you creeping about and staring and peeping tomorrow, you got that?” The young boy stared dumbly one last time and nodded with uncertainty. Emily turned and left. 

An incredibly odd experience, she would likely have to share it with her mother. Her mother was intelligent and wise and always knew what to do. It was how Emily had grown to such confidence and capability at such a young age. 

By the next morning she felt well equipped to deal with the boy if she ran into him again. She arrived at the bakery at the usual time and waited out front for Mr Luob who appeared promptly, opening the door for her.  

Although Emily was not learning yet, she was allowed to watch in the early morning while Mr Luob and his son, who was near adulthood, were preparing that day’s goods, most of of which were simple loaves of bread. 

When her first delivery was ready Mr Luob packaged up some of the loaves and gave Emily a list of addresses for four customers who had ordered ahead of time. 

She hopped happily out of the bakery with her goods in her arms and headed towards the first address. It was not long before she felt eyes on her. She spun around and, to her surprise, no young men were looking at her. She brushed it off and continued on, considering it just nerves from the day before. 

However, as the day went on and Emily continued her deliveries she could feel those eyes on her. That intensity, that burning gaze that felt like it carried meaning. Every time she would look around but see nothing. Again and again and again. Her entire day was like that. But then, at the end of her day, making her way home she caught sight of the boy. He was standing in the middle of the road with his hands in his pockets looking silly. Emily again marched up to him with supreme confidence. She stopped just short of him.

“What is your problem young man?” She demanded, sticking a finger in his face. He lightly guided the finger away with his hand. 

“Look,” he said, sounding a tad exasperated. “I just need to talk to you.” Emily threw her head back and crossed her arms. 

“I don’t need another little boy following me around professing his love for me, understand? I’m not old enough for all that. I just want to learn to bake. I don’t have time for boys!” Emily stood there defiantly. The boy looked at her bewildered. He shook his head as if to shake something loose from his mind. 

“I had no idea you were such a headstrong, and popular, young lady.” 

“And why should you know anything about me?” He tilted slightly. 

“I...shouldn’t?” She did not understand why this weird boy liked to respond with uncertainty all the time. 

“Look weirdo, here is how it is. I got a job to do and you are getting in my way. You need to stop following me around, got it?” He tried to correct himself and stand up straight, perhaps trying to assert himself with some confidence. 

“Look Dan-I mean...uh, what is your name?” Emily continued to sour but could see no harm in sharing her name. 

“Emily. My name is Emily.” 

“Emily, of course,” he said as if it was something terribly revealing. “Umm, I just...” He stood and thought for a while. The young man seemed both like he desperately needed to do something but did not know how. He seemed to be figuring himself out more than he was figuring her out. “I need to...talk to you?” He shrugged. Emily sighed. 

“Can you please stop making everything you say a question. It makes you seem daft or something.” He ran his hand through his hair. 

“Well, I am feeling pretty daft, to be fair.” Emily did not know what to make of this either. The boy was an enigma. He was all over the place tonally. At a distance he was intense and mysterious and up close he was awkward, unusual and weird. 

“I am almost home and my parents will be expecting me. Do you have anything you need to say? If so, spit it out or be done with me please.” He looked at her oddly again, as if a calculation had gone wrong in his mind. A perception had been altered. 

“Your parents?” Emily stomped a foot in frustration. 

“Yes, PAR-ENTS, you don’t have any?” 

“No, I mean, yes, I mean...” He sighed to himself again and rubbed his face in his hands. “I just meant to ask if you have a mother and father.” 

“Yes, weirdo. What do you have? A sow and a boar?” He smiled at her suddenly, as if he liked being insulted. 

“No, I have both, same as you I guess.” 

“Is that all? You know I have parents. Can I go now?” He stepped aside to give way. 

“Sure, head on home now.” She marched past him. 

“Thank you and don’t let me see you staring at me all day tomorrow or else, understand?” He spoke after her as she hurried home. 

“Of course, no problem.”  

Emily was glad to be rid of the weird boy. She moved on home with a purpose, very happy to be done with such an werid experience. She hoped that he would not return again, though something was telling her it was not the last time they would interact. 

Just as she was thinking she was free of the odd experience one perhaps even stranger came from the most astonishing place. As plain as could be, right in front of her eyes. She saw black lightning shred across the sky in an instant, ripping through and tearing at the otherwise tranquil blue. It was there in an instant then gone just as fast and the sky returned to the blue amongst the sunset colors that it had been a moment ago. 

She stood frozen, trying to decide whether she had really seen it. But she could not shake the image from her mind. She was sure she had seen it. She had to get home. She burst out into a run towards her house where she could relax in the safety of her family dwelling. But as she ran it filled her with fear, urging her on into faster and more desperate steps. She was sure she had seen it. She was sure. 

Black lightning that tore the sky.  
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​Chapter 2: William 
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William had always known he was going to be a soldier. His father was a soldier, his grandfather was a soldier, his grandfather’s father was a soldier and so on as long as his family could remember. None had ever ascended to greatness or even that high a rank, but all served with great distinction, honor and loyalty. It gave William great pride to follow in their footsteps. Every once in a while an older, higher ranking soldier would even recognize his last name. It made him stand out amongst the other soldiers, which he enjoyed. 

Carasta was not a large nation, but it was one well bound together. Its people had a powerful shared identity that they felt through culture and tradition. Carasta, like the nations around it, constantly fought battles, mostly skirmishes. There had not been an all-out war between any of their neighbouring nations for more than two generations. 

Nevertheless, those skirmishes continued and there was much bad blood between them and every country Carasta bordered and those countries felt no better about the countries they bordered either. Somehow trade endured between nations regardless. Which somehow made it more tense, not less. 

As William passed through the courtyard he could see the sun getting ready to set. It was his shift to stand watch upon the wall. He would do so with one other man, who he wasn’t certain was assigned to him. He climbed the stairs and nodded at the two men in his
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