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Dedicated to my mother—for everything I have been and will ever be, I owe it all to her.

Mummy, thank you for showing me the true meaning of compassion.
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Prologue

Mari Miyahara clutched onto Akari and tried to maintain their balance on Zephy, their zephanerix, as the gigantic double-horned eagle whirled desperately through the night sky. Mari tore her gaze from her six-year-old daughter and looked anxiously behind. The Harvesters have given up pursuit—

A bolt of violet lightning shot toward them from the uninhabited Moira Island, cutting short her sigh of relief. Mari immediately realized why the Harvesters weren’t chasing. They were shepherding her and Akari to where Zatori and the remaining Harvesters were waiting.

Tugging brusquely on the reins, Mari navigated Zephy into a sharp swerve, narrowly avoiding the attack. They were not so lucky the second time. A quick successive bolt of violet lightning struck his left wing. Unleashing an unbridled cry of distress, Zephy spiraled toward the ground.

While little Akari clamped her eyes shut and hollered at the top of her lungs, Mari instinctively wrapped her arms around her daughter, bracing them both for the fall. Despite his incapacitated wing, Zephy tried to land as steadily as he could, but to no avail. He lost his balance, twisted his right leg, and crashed into the ground chest-first. The force flung Mari and Akari into a clearing.


A dense encroaching forest, long untouched and forgotten by humans, surrounded them. Plunged into darkness, the brooding full moon was their only light.

Mari scrambled toward Akari, who was sprawled out on the grass beside Zephy. “Akari, my baby! Are you alright?” she whispered anxiously as she sat her daughter upright.

Akari seemed too shocked for words, her eyes wide with fear, her body shaking. Mari touched her daughter’s face and hands before she could respond. As a soft white glow suffused Mari’s hand, the cuts and bruises on Akari’s forehead, cheeks, and palms healed instantly, leaving no trace that she’d been injured just moments before. Yet, despite Mari’s gift of healing, it still worried her incessantly to see her daughter hurt even in the slightest.

Mari set Akari on her feet and hastily dusted off her daughter’s mangled, elaborate red robe. In an urgent whisper, she instructed, “Akari, go hide yourself and stay quiet. Hurry!”

“Yes, Mama.” Akari scampered away obediently. She disappeared behind Zephy’s massive body, seeking refuge under his injured wing. For a moment, all Akari could hear were his strained breaths before approaching footsteps overshadowed them. 

Dusting off her own dusky pink robe, Mari was about to turn her attention to Zephy’s wounds when thirty-odd Harvesters, with their signature iron dragon masks and sweeping black cloaks, emerged from the trees and stepped into the clearing. 

The entire surface of their masks was plated with rugged scales and framed by jagged spikes that converged at the crown, while two rows of curved fangs lined their elongated muzzles. Perforations formed upturned eye slits, flared nose holes, and gaping mouth openings, reminiscent of the fire-breathing beasts. 

As she surveyed the Harvesters, Mari healed the cuts on her chin and arms with a touch of her hand. A cold lifeless laughter, accompanied by a patronizing round of applause, pierced the frigid air. Zatori!

Two Harvesters grabbed Mari and dragged her before Zatori Valakhan, who stood at the center of his pack. The only one without a mask, he was easily recognizable. His pale gaunt face gleamed under the moonlight. While rumor had it that Zatori was at least in his early three hundreds, his smooth skin barely betrayed a hint of wrinkles, like that of a man in his early thirties. Zatori’s protruding cheekbones, pointed nose, and chiseled jawline were handsome yet haunting. His black shoulder-length hair with stark white streaks was slicked back with artificial uniformity. Yet, the most unnerving aspect of his appearance was his sinister, sunken eyes—the left was entirely black while the right was entirely white.

Everything about Zatori sent a chill down Mari’s spine. But the most terrifying of all was his gift—the ability to harvest the gifts of others. That was exactly what he wanted from her, but Mari had no intention of complying. 

“We’ve already had a long night, Lady Mari. Let’s hurry, shall we? Do everyone a favor and give us what we want—quickly,” Zatori said with a monotonous drawl.

“I’ll never let you harvest my gift. I’ll never see it turned against innocents,” Mari declared.


Zatori laughed. “You don’t quite realize you have no choice, do you, my lady? I know you have company. Philippe, bring me the little one!”

Horror coursed through Mari. “No!” she pleaded. “Leave her alone!” Her desperate flailing was futile against the vice-like grips of the Harvesters holding her in place.

“Yes, Sire Zatori.” Philippe Sulech, the unusually short, bald man on Zatori’s left, immediately got to work. Armed with a deadly spear, he stalked toward Akari and Zephy with a stiffly straight back—a telltale sign that he was trying too hard to command the presence of a man bigger than himself.

Philippe swiped Zephy’s injured wing out of the way with the shaft of his spear. An anguished caw escaped the zephanerix. With her hiding place exposed, Akari stumbled backward to avoid the Harvester’s advances, but he lunged forward and lifted her by the collar, choking her. Amidst the screaming and struggling, Akari reflexively placed one hand on Philippe and the other on Zephy to steady herself. An unprecedented surge of energy welled inside her.

Philippe’s left arm convulsed and his right ankle snapped. He growled in pain. Dropping both his spear and Akari, he fell to his knees, clasping his chest as though he had been winded. She hit the ground, confused but otherwise unscathed, as a soft red glow emanated from beneath her clothes. An equally bewildered Zephy got to his feet, flexed his chest, and spread his pristine wings.

This wasn’t Mari’s doing—she was a healer. Akari had, albeit unwittingly, deflected Zephy’s wounds onto Philippe. Like her mother, she was gifted.


Everyone stared at Akari with a mix of shock and awe. Not even Mari had seen her daughter display her gift. After all, not only were they incredibly rare, but they showed sight only during adolescence. Akari just had a premature first-sighting—a phenomenon rarer than gifts themselves.

Zatori was the first to regain his composure. “Well, well, well... Look what we have here. A little deflector! With her first-sighting at age six... the youngest I’ve seen in all my years! An early bloomer with a special gift, taking after her talented mother—even surpassing her. This little one’s gift of deflection is exceptionally unique, and far more useful...” He gave a half-smirk, and ice filled Mari’s veins. Akari was now on his list of harvestees.

Celestine Lithezyne, a ruthless, deranged woman with spiky, mousy brown hair, stepped forward from Zatori’s right. As if she were preparing to work on some back-breaking chores, Celestine rolled up her sleeves to reveal ten metallic talons extending from her fingertips, tapering to razor-sharp points. Under the moonlight, they reflected an eerie, dark silver glint.

“Let me get her for you, my sire. I’ve mentioned countless times that we can’t count on this giftless midget,” Celestine scoffed at Philippe as she passed him, making a beeline for Akari. With gleaming eyes and a sadistic smirk peeking through her mask, she made no effort to hide her twisted desire to lay her hands on the child. Celestine wrapped her metallic talons around Akari’s arm, forcefully dragging her before Zatori.

“Hurry, Lady Mari. If not, our little deflector will pay for it,” Zatori stated.


“You know very well that her gift hasn’t developed fully. It isn’t ready to be harvested.” The tremble in Mari’s voice betrayed the cold dread running through her.

“She will die if you don’t comply. Now, quickly, my lady.” Zatori casually glanced over at Celestine, who had her metallic talons pressed against the soft skin of Akari’s neck.

When Celestine flexed her fingers, her gift manifested as a bolt of violet lightning that erupted from her talons and shot through Akari. A pitiful shriek tore from Akari’s throat as her body writhed uncontrollably in pain.

Celestine released a shrill giggle. “This is just my warm-up. I could scorch her if you let me, Sire Zatori!”

Zatori shook his head curtly.

“But I’m just starting to have fun...” she protested, indignant. 

When he cast her a hard glance, Celestine immediately grew silent, reluctantly loosening her strangling grip on Akari to a firm hold.

Zatori sauntered to Akari and bent over to examine her. His blood-drained face was mere inches from her radiant one, such that she was able to pick up his peculiar ancient scent—a musky mix of frost and dust—that made her nose wrinkle. As his black left eye and white right eye bore piercingly into her, he placed his icy hand on her warm cheek.

Akari’s face burned cold, as though she was being branded, but by a searing, frigid object. At the mercy of intolerable pain, she let out a blood-curdling scream that sounded like her life was being sucked out of her.

“Stop it! Get away from her!” Mari cried. “If you let my daughter go, I’ll give you what you want.”


Zatori raised his eyebrows but didn’t budge. With a smirk creeping up his thin lips, he continued cradling Akari’s cheek for an excruciatingly long moment, as though he wanted Mari to remember the sound of her daughter in pain.

When he eventually removed his hand, it took moments before Akari’s screaming was replaced by breathless heaving. But Zatori didn’t so much as give her a second glance before twisting toward her mother.

“You monster!” Mari spat as they locked eyes.

He flashed a chilling smile. “Now hurry, my lady. I’m afraid the little deflector won’t survive if I touch her again.”

“Alright,” she said stiffly. 

But when Zatori reached for her face, Mari closed her eyes and began mustering energy from within.

“Stop! Stop the healer! She’s using her gift!” Philippe shouted in warning. But it was too late.

When Mari’s eyes flew open, she sidestepped Zatori and directed the ball of energy toward her daughter. As it struck her, a blinding circle of white light flooded Moira Island, with Akari at the center of it all.

Zatori and the Harvesters shielded their eyes and staggered backward. Celestine recoiled from Akari as though she were burning white-hot. In stark contrast, Akari stood her ground unaffected, seemingly experiencing none of their discomfort.

The ground beneath them broke into tremors. Seizing the opportunity amidst the chaos, Mari grabbed her daughter and leaped onto Zephy’s back. As Zatori and the Harvesters recovered from the shock, the zephanerix—now rid of any injuries—had already taken flight.


From high up in the sky, Mari and Akari witnessed what became known as the White Blaze dilating rapidly until it seemed to reach its limit. For a moment, it quivered with a violent intensity, leaving Mari in breathless suspense, before erupting into an astronomical explosion, destroying everything in its way. Exactly where Akari had been standing just moments ago, the island crumbled and sank into a deep hollow, engulfing Zatori and the Harvesters.

Moira Island was no more.

		
	
		


1. New Beginnings


Ten years later...

Although it’s still dark outside, Mari gently nudges Akari to wake her. “Akari, my baby, it’s time to get up. We have a long day ahead.”

Akari doesn’t budge. Since getting home late last night after a tiring day of work, sleeping in is all she really wants. It’s far too early to get up...

Requiring no gift to read Akari’s thoughts, Mari tugs on the quilt, exposing her daughter’s side to the frosty air.

Unperturbed by the cold but disturbed by the interference, Akari doesn’t bother adjusting herself. “Mama... just a while more, please...” she groans groggily.

“Akari Miyahara! You’ve said that three times already.” Mari’s voice is firm now. “It’s time to get up.”

Akari rubs her sleepy eyes begrudgingly and stares at the aged wooden beams of her bedroom. With some effort, she sits up on her stiff bed.

Her room is bare but clean, and more than decent by the outskirts’ standards. Mari’s bedroom next door is similar to hers, albeit slightly larger. Outside, they have a basic living area and a simple kitchen. Downstairs, on the lower level of the two-story wood and stone shophouse they occupy in West Cheyvelenia, is Moonstone Apothecary, which Mari runs with occasional help from Akari.

The counter is covered with numerous neatly arranged jars of commonly used dried herbs, several bottles and vials containing a range of concoctions and brews, a weighty mortar and pestle, and a trusty brass weighing balance. Different fresh herbs hang by their stems to dry, evenly spaced out on pieces of twine. The back and left walls are lined from floor to ceiling with drawers that hold a generous variety of medicinal herbs, and a sturdy ladder is kept within reach to access the topmost drawers. A door on the far right of the back wall leads to a small consultation room, and beyond it is a little herb garden.

Their apothecary is a shadow of the ostentatious ones in Andelovia, Xylon’s southern capital where they had fled from. It’s still amply stocked and provides more than what most can afford in the impoverished outskirts. In Cheyvelenia, the northernmost outskie town where they’ve settled for the past ten years, Mari has continued her trade as a healer—only secretly using her gift as a last resort—and has managed to make a decent living.

Even so, she knew full well that their lives in Cheyvelenia would never compare to the riches of Andelovia. But Mari was willing to trade all that for Akari’s safety. Her daughter mattered more than anything in the world.

Today marks yet another monthly trek to gather wild herbs to replenish the supplies in Moonstone Apothecary An early riser, Mari has long been ready. She wears a belt with a few burlap sacks and a dagger hanging from it, and she’s slung a satchel containing more sacks and some food over her shoulder. A brown hooded cloak is draped over her hempen garments to keep her warm. 

Akari quickly gets ready in a similar fashion, throwing on a faded maroon cloak over a pilling woolen tunic and pants. Because she’s often late for these early morning treks, Akari doesn’t get the luxury of breakfast, not that she has much of an appetite at this time anyway. Once she’s dressed and equipped, they head out.

A crescent moon and a myriad of stars pepper the inky sky. The early morning chill envelops them. With a plain white paper lantern in hand, Mari walks ahead. Akari trails along quietly, still not fully awake.

Having grown up in the northernmost outskie town, Akari has long become accustomed to its freezing climate. But Mari is still used to the warmer southern weather. She remains scared of the cold, even after all this time.

When her nose twitches in the frigid air, Mari rubs it to warm it up—a habit she developed after coming to Cheyvelenia. She pulls her hood up and tries to do the same for her daughter, but Akari pushes hers back down, embracing the crisp winter morning.

Although Akari spent the first six years of her life in the capital, her early childhood has since become a vague, distant memory. She doesn’t remember much of Andelovia, except that it was more intricate, more lavish, more excessive in every sense.

To steer clear of unwanted attention and potential danger, Mari ingrained in Akari never to mention that they hail from the capital, instead letting others believe that they moved to Cheyvelenia from another outskie town. They also never speak of their face-off with Zatori and the Harvesters on the night of the White Blaze—more crucially, of Mari being the cause of it. Akari once asked how she’d created the White Blaze, but her mother shrugged it off and made it clear never to ask again.

Pivoting into single motherhood, Mari has become fiercely protective of Akari. Determined never to let her daughter come in harm’s way again, she has sheltered her in every way possible. When Akari was younger, she was neither allowed to venture to the slums nor be out after dark unless accompanied. It had been drilled into her to stay safe, lie low, and keep out of trouble.

Although Akari grew to share her mother’s thoughtful nature, she still views the world with a dash of hopeful naivety, a stark contrast to the shroud of watchful guardedness Mari casts. 
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Ten years ago...

Zatori Valakhan, the most powerful and dangerous gifted in all of Xylon, threatened to depose King Alvaro Ashgenov if he refused to hand over the Register of the Gifteds. The king surrendered the official records in a bid to keep the crown on his head, making Zatori privy to the identities and powers of every gifted in Xylon. 

Hard-pressed to protect the capital of Xylon, King Alvaro withdrew all military aid provided by the Andelovian Army to the People’s Protector, the army of the outskirts. Since the People’s Protector was significantly weaker than the Andelovian Army, the outskirts—the expansive northern region peppered with a hundred-odd towns—soon bore the brunt of Zatori’s harvestings. The gifted outskies were abandoned by King Alvaro and made the sacrificial lambs of Xylon.

Although the bloodthirsty and power-hungry Zatori had harvested gifts since the dawn of the Ashgenov Empire more than three hundred years ago, the early harvestings had been sporadic and disorganized. They became bigger and more overt as he amassed both gifts and followers—the Harvesters—whose infamy and cruelty became second only to his.

The worst happened after Zatori gained possession of the Register of the Gifteds—a ready-made list of harvestees. The hellish Great Harvest ensued, where Zatori systematically hunted down scores of gifteds—largely outskies, who made easier targets—and harvested their gifts. Gifted as they might be, they were no match for Zatori and the Harvesters—many of whom were gifted themselves—and their rare abilities became even more uncommon. 

The more a gifted resisted harvesting, the lower its likelihood of success. As such, Zatori and the Harvesters often brutally tortured their targets—and their loved ones—into submission. Many still refused to yield, but their defiance only exacerbated the suffering, culminating in a massive bloodbath.

Whenever a gift is harvested, a sin akin to murder, so are the gifted’s soul and life. They will end up insane if their soul is first sapped, or dead if their life is first expended. Historically, most gifteds who crossed paths with Zatori perished and the rare few who lived were never the same again.


This continued until the mysterious White Blaze abruptly ended the Great Harvest. Zatori and the Harvesters were known to be on Moira Island, situated north of the mainland of the Kingdom of Xylon, when it happened. Most were convinced they had no way to survive when the very land they stood on disintegrated beneath their feet that fateful night. While the entire kingdom took comfort in their demise, Mari refused to believe that Zatori was indeed gone forever.

After the Great Harvest, the aggrieved outskies, with the support of the People’s Protector, staged the Great Rebellion in an attempt to overthrow the king. Inferior in both strength and weapons, they were crushed by the Andelovian Army.

To prevent another uprising, the king erected the Great Divide, a towering stone wall hundreds of feet high, which cut off the outskirts from the capital. Since then, no one has crossed the impenetrable barrier. Left to fend for themselves, the outskirts have regressed deeper into poverty with every passing year.

Since the Three Greats—the Great Harvest, the Great Rebellion, and the Great Divide—gone are the days when the Kingdom of Xylon flourished, and the capital and outskirts were as one.
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Under the moonlight, their silhouettes would easily allow them to pass for twins. Akari bears a strong resemblance to her mother in her slender figure, middling height, and long straight hair. They also share lightly arched eyebrows that frame their almond-shaped eyes and oval faces.


Over the past decade, Mari has largely retained the same graceful countenance, save for a few fine lines that skim her forehead from her constant worrying over Akari. Her black hair, which contrasts starkly against her milky porcelain skin, is always held back by the same white ribbon. Although Mari’s dark eyes veer downward nervously if they catch someone looking at her, these same eyes burn with an ardent focus whenever she tends to her patients. Quiet and cautious, she keeps to herself for the most part, letting her walls down only when she’s with her daughter.

Having been brought up single-handedly by Mari for most of her life, Akari takes after her mother in many respects—most notably, her inextinguishable compassion. But built into Akari are permanent physical reminders of her father. 

As Akari treads along with a light-footed gait, her ash-brown hair sways rhythmically from side to side. Her light bronze skin doesn’t turn pink in the cold. And Akari’s most stunning feature—her inquisitive honey-colored eyes that people have said can look into souls—are identical to her father’s.

Akari had been told by Mari that her father died in the Great Harvest while helping them to escape. A nullus—someone without a gift—he must have just been a distraction to deal with in the Harvesters’ eyes. Aside from this, Akari knows very little about him. After settling in the outskirts, Mari made her daughter take her last name as a mark of their new beginnings. Akari has long forgotten her father’s name, and her mother has let it stay this way.

Mari said she once loved Akari’s father so much that it would be less painful to let him go rather than keep him in her heart. This is why she speaks so seldom of him. And when she does, her eyes are seared with sadness. Afraid to hurt her mother, Akari quickly learned not to mention her father, much less probe about him.

Despite Mari wishing otherwise, Akari often thinks long and hard to recall anything of him. She holds on dearly to any memory, however vague. Although she can’t quite picture his face after all these years, there are still snippets she clearly remembers about him.

In one of Akari’s last and favorite memories of her father, he’d come home with a present for her on the evening of her sixth birthday...
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Ten years ago...

Kneeling down so their eyes were level, Akari’s father smiled at her with those honey-colored eyes as he handed her a golden box carved with an intricate mandala pattern. His bronze skin was a shade darker than hers, his wavy ash-blond hair styled smartly above his broad shoulders and tall frame. He was perfect in Akari’s eyes.

She reached for the golden box excitedly, her heart skipping with anticipation as she opened it. Inside was a dark gold necklace with a deep red, teardrop-shaped jewel. The jewel, which reflected a million facets of light in every shade of red, was the most beautiful thing little Akari had ever laid her eyes on.

Transfixed, she reached for it gingerly with her tiny fingers. Even at that age, Akari knew this was something precious—something to be careful and gentle with. When she touched the jewel, it seemed to form an inexplicable connection with her, glowing a soft red in response. 

Mari froze in surprise, struggling to find the right words to protest. “This is too... too extravagant. It’s... inappropriate for a child.”

Akari’s father gazed at her mother with a light-hearted smile, retorting, “Anything for my little princess.” He took the necklace from the box and fastened it around Akari’s neck, whispering something into her ear she no longer remembers.

Akari stared blankly at him, not quite understanding his words.

Her father smiled adoringly, proclaiming, “No matter what happens, Papa will always love you, Akari. We’ll always be family.”

“I will always love you too, Papa!”

He scooped her up with one arm, embraced Mari with the other, and planted warm kisses on both their cheeks. Completely disarmed by his charm, Mari quickly relented, the three of them cozying up against one another. Akari let out a jovial laugh, and her parents followed in unison. Her family had once been whole and happy.

But not long after, Mari informed Akari that, regrettably, the necklace was lost while they fled the White Blaze. There is nothing else left to remind Akari of her father, or her life before the outskirts.
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Akari brushes away her thoughts as they walk out of town, heading toward the forested foothills. The Miyaharas disappear amidst the trees, embarking on a dirt path that’s barely noticeable between tangled, overgrown branches. Despite the poor visibility, they continue down the winding path sure-footed, knowing this route by heart.

When the boughs thin out, Mari and Akari step into a meadow, referred to as Havenswill by the Cheyvelenians acquainted with it. The frosted dewdrops coating the blades of knee-length grass have just begun to sparkle as they catch the very first rays of the day.

Dawn is brilliant. The waking sun casts a soft glow over the mountaintops and the glistening snow. The morning light dances with the shrouding mist. Feeling better now that the sun is warming the earth, Mari throws her hood back, blows out the lantern, and tucks it in her satchel.

Gazing at the mesmerizing sunrise, she cups her hands around her mouth and begins kulning. If the jeweled necklace is the most beautiful object Akari has ever seen, Mari’s kulning is the most beautiful sound she’s ever heard. Her mother’s voice forms an ethereal, euphonious melody that echoes around the mountains and drifts to the sky. This familiar tune is what Mari calls the ‘Summoning Song’.

With a decade of practice, Akari knows exactly when to join in. Looking up at the sky, she starts kulning the second verse as Mari’s echoes fade out. Over the years, Akari’s voice has grown astoundingly similar to her mother’s, though less tempered with age. When Mari first taught her to kuln shortly after they moved to the outskirts, little Akari had a voice of pure lightness. Back then, she took to it quickly—almost as quickly as she took to flying.


Far in the distance, a coo is faintly audible. Mari and Akari turn toward its source but see nothing except fluffy white clouds. As Akari finishes up the verse, the cooing draws closer. Excitement pulses through her veins.

Eventually, Mari and Akari kuln the last verse, their voices blending to produce an otherworldly, mellifluous harmony. Their smiling eyes meet as they savor this moment that belongs to only them.

A loud caw greets them as the silhouette of a zephanerix appears overhead. Both of them look up in joy. Zephy! Their beloved zephanerix circles Havenswill, flaunting his impressive twelve-foot wingspan, before making a smooth landing.

The champagne-gold feathers on his back glint gloriously under the rising sun. Mari and Akari take turns to greet the majestic beast, touching their foreheads to his cool beak and stroking his silky feathers. Zephy nuzzles them fondly, cooing affectionately in response.

After retrieving the zephanerix tack they keep hidden inside an obscured burrow, Mari fastens the bridle with well-practiced hands, while Akari deftly straps on the saddle. Then, they climb onto his back. 

Just like ten years ago, Akari sits in front of Mari, although the nearly sixteen-year-old now blocks her mother’s view almost entirely. While Mari used to control the reins from behind, Akari has taken charge of steering ever since she learned to fly eight years ago. 

She picks up the worn leather reins and kicks her legs eagerly. “Come on, Zephy. Let’s go!”

With a flap of his magnificent wings, the zephanerix takes off toward the splendid sunrise. He climbs swiftly but steadily—a testament to Akari’s flying skills. Her keen bond with him seems innate, having flown him from such a young age. With her unique ability to read Zephy’s thoughts through his every breath and movement, Akari soon established herself as a flyer superior even to Mari.

Zephy continues gaining height until they are among the clouds. Far above the rest of the world is the only place Akari feels absolute freedom—from the burden of her gift, the loss of her father, the worries of her mother... It’s only at seven thousand feet in the air that Akari feels completely herself. This gives her a thrill which even Mari can’t rein in.

“Here we go!” Akari announces triumphantly with another kick of her legs.

Zephy makes a vertiginous plunge beak-first for the bare winter trees below. As the cold wind rushes relentlessly against their faces, Akari’s heart races while Mari’s nose twitches incessantly.

“Akari! What did I say about safety?” Instead of rubbing her nose to warm it up, Mari wraps her arms even more tightly around her daughter’s waist despite absolute confidence in her flying skills.

Undeterred, Akari flashes a playful smile. “Mama, we had this conversation before. I need to practice flying Zephy regularly to ensure our bond remains strong. We don’t get many chances.” She tugs on the reins right before Zephy crashes into the trees. He executes a sleek hairpin turn, cutting it dangerously close, his feathery tail grazing the topmost branches before soaring toward the sky.

“I’m sure both of you already have an exceptionally strong—”


“It’s the same as having to regularly walk my dog— if I had one—to build a strong bond with it,” Akari states plainly. She’s been trying to get a dog for years now, but Mari has never agreed. Still, she never misses any opportunity to remind her mother, subtly or not so subtly.

“This,” Mari gestures to the flying before reattaching her hand to Akari’s waist, “is why you’re not getting one. I mean, why do you even need a dog when you have a zephanerix?”

“Well, Mama, I can’t exactly bring Zephy home or walk him down the streets, can I? Didn’t you say he has to remain a secret?” Zephy is another thing Akari has to keep quiet about. With feathers of varying shades of gold and wingspans ranging from eight to fourteen feet, zephanerixes, originally only found in Andelovia, are incredibly rare and inconveniently conspicuous.

Mari sighs in resignation. Akari can almost feel her mother’s eyes rolling behind her back.

She decides to give her peace of mind and navigates steadily for the rest of their ride. As Zephy cruises along, a snowy mountain range, expansive rolling hills, a winding river, large plots of farmland, and the neighboring town of Chlovaesia pass under them.

Beyond the clouds and mist, Akari wonders what Andelovia and the Great Divide look like. It would take at least a week of intensive flying to get there. Before Akari’s mind can wander further, she realizes that Zephy is hovering above their destination, patiently awaiting her direction.

She guides him to a smooth landing on a plateau, allowing her mother to dismount first before nimbly following suit. Leaving Zephy to graze in the vicinity, Mari and Akari hike to a nameless glade nearby.

Known to only a few, the snow-flecked glade is a vibrant tapestry of plants, each unique in shape, size, and color. While the touch or taste of some of these could prove fatal, among them are herbs that possess valuable medicinal properties.

When Mari first brought Akari to the glade, she warned her daughter to only collect the herbs she was absolutely sure about. “Some of these can kill you before you know it. If you’re unsure, I’d rather you leave it,” she’d instructed. Fortunately, Akari quickly learned to distinguish the useful herbs by sight or smell and soon proved to be extremely competent.

Now that the invigorating flight has dispelled her early morning grogginess, Akari, alongside Mari, spends the rest of the morning scouring the glade for herbs, filling her burlap sacks as she goes along.

A soft whimper reaches Akari’s ears. Spotting a trembling ball of red fur beneath a cluster of shrubs, she inches forward and discovers an adorable baby wolf curled up on the ground. Her breath catches when she sees one of its front paws twisted in an unnatural angle, jutting awkwardly from its tiny body. With great care, Akari scoops up the little wolf and hurries over to Mari.

“Mama, this baby wolf is hurt. Can you heal it, please?” she asks anxiously. Growing up, she’s never been able to bear seeing anyone—human or otherwise—suffering.

Mari nods and places a hand on its deformed paw. With a soft click, the bone snaps back into place, as though it has never been injured.


Realizing it’s no longer in pain, the little wolf moves its paw slowly to check if it has indeed been healed. Then it gives its tiny body the mightiest wriggle and tries to lick their faces. While Akari bursts into laughter, letting the pup do as it pleases, Mari skillfully avoids it.

“Can we keep it, please?” Akari begs as she caresses its soft baby fur.

“No, Akari. This is a wolf, not a dog.”

“It’s not like you were going to let me have a dog either,” Akari points out dejectedly, knowing full well she isn’t going to be able to convince Mari on this one.

Akari gives the little wolf a reluctant glance before setting it down on the ground. “Go, little one. Go back to your mama. Stay safe this time.”

With its round endearing eyes, the baby wolf takes one last look at them before scurrying away.

As soon as it disappears behind the shrubs, Mari grabs Akari’s wrist abruptly and pulls her down to the ground.

“Mama, what’s wrong—” Akari starts, but her mother shoots a hand over her mouth. She takes in Mari’s panicked expression and tense body, her attention focused on something—or rather, someone—in the distance.

When Akari traces her mother’s line of sight, she spots two people loitering at the far end of the glade, by the forested area. She’s surprised to see anyone around here, much less people who look conspicuously out of place in the outskirts.

A raven-haired boy is tending to his jet-black nequilous—a winged horse used by those who can afford it. A midnight blue cloak, made of a luxurious material with a subtle sheen, hangs sharply from his broad shoulders. A formidable-looking sword and a few daggers rest at his trim waist. He’s tall and well built, an indication that, unlike many in the outskirts, he hasn’t had to go hungry a day in his life. Even his nequilous, with its sleek mane and tail, looks more well groomed than the average outskie.

A dainty girl stands a fair distance behind him, accompanied by her ginger-brown nequilous. Her fiery red hair, twisted elaborately behind her head and cascading down her back, is complemented by her emerald green cloak. In stark contrast to both her hair and cloak is her pale marble skin, which accentuates her elfin features. Like the boy, this girl is well armed, with an intimidating spear and an array of daggers. 

Only one conclusion can be drawn from all of this—these people hail from the capital. Except there haven’t been any Andelovians in the outskirts since the Three Greats.

The Miyaharas watch them from behind the shrubs. Although Mari’s eyes are fixed on the arresting pair, her thoughts are elsewhere. Likewise, Akari is occupied with endless questions. 

“Are they really from the capital? From Andelovia, where we—”

Mari hastily presses her hand over Akari’s mouth again. After anxiously checking if the Andelovians have noticed them, she heaves a sigh of relief when it seems that neither of them has.

Despite the gagging, Akari can’t help but ask, her voice muffled but curious, “How did they get across the Great Divide? Why are they here? Where do you think they’re headed to?” Her mother shoots her a death stare and gives her cloak a sharp tug, urgently motioning for them to leave.

Placing one hand in front of the other, they crawl in the opposite direction of the Andelovians, toward the sloped path leading back down to the plateau. They have only covered several yards when Akari’s hand suddenly slips from under her.

Her face crashes into the dirt. A few jagged rocks break the skin on her chin, and blood oozes from the fresh wounds. Before she can help herself, Akari lets out a yelp.

Mari throws her a horrified look. While carefully avoiding her mother’s eyes, Akari props herself up as stealthily as she can manage, rising to dust off her hands and robe. She turns her head toward the Andelovians, checking if they have heard her.

Although Akari is certain the far end of the glade is beyond any human’s earshot, she finds the boy looking straight in her direction. Her heart lurches.

Neither carefully nor carelessly, he makes his way toward her. When the Andelovian boy steps fully into the sun, his dark, crescent-moon eyes lock with Akari’s honey-colored, almond ones. A strange sensation washes over her.

He isn’t what she expected. The boy seems nothing like the picture Mari has always painted of Andelovians —conniving, unscrupulous, dangerous. Rather, in his gaze, Akari is surprised to find familiarity within the foreignness, and warmth within the coldness.

This Andelovian boy doesn’t look like an enemy... Perhaps he could be... a comrade at least? Or possibly even... a friend? While Akari attempts to figure him out, he seems to be doing the same.

With a quick jerk, Mari pulls Akari back into a crouch. “Did they see you?” she whispers anxiously.

“No... no...” Akari splutters, not wanting her mother to worry.

Mari heaves a sigh of relief. “Akari, my baby, I told you to be careful... time and again... I just want you to be safe...” With a touch of her hand, she heals the cuts on her daughter’s chin.

Without any more accidents, the Miyaharas head back to the plateau where they left Zephy. They fly him back to Havenswill, calling it a day much earlier than usual.
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That night, Mari sips on her favorite telmezia tea, made from the rare, powder-pink, Andelovian flowers of its namesake. The tea is Mari’s sole indulgence, typically saved for unusually exhausting or difficult days like this one—and possibly the only remaining reminder that she’s from the capital.

As the pink tea cools in the teacup, Akari senses her mother’s thoughts drifting far away, although she can’t pinpoint where exactly. However, she’s certain her mother is worrying—again—and she doesn’t struggle to guess why.

Akari has tried telmezia tea exactly once in her entire life. Inquisitive and naive, she must have been around eight years old then. When she first drank the tea, she tasted a mild sweetness dancing on her tongue, which she didn’t mind at all.


It was only when the bitter aftertaste kicked in that Akari scrunched her face in a miserable effort to stop herself from spitting it all out. But she did, and the bitterness still clung stubbornly to her tongue. While Mari laughed in amusement, Akari vowed never to have the vile drink again.

“Mama, why would you drink something like that?” Akari had cried with a dour frown. “Telmezia tea is so bitter! It tastes so horrible!”

The laughter didn’t subside as Mari looked lovingly at Akari’s shriveled face. “Are you really tasting if you only taste sweetness?” There was a slight pause before she added, “Are you really living if you only feel happiness?”

This was one of the rare times Akari thought she saw a different person in her mother—a more carefree, spirited soul before she was weighed down by all the worrying. Now, Mari’s concern was not living, it was staying alive—and staying safe.

After a few glasses of water did nothing to wash away the grimace on her daughter’s face, Mari gently said, “Akari, my baby, it isn’t so bad, is it? It’s an acquired taste. Maybe you’ll like it when you’re older.”

“It’s one I’ll never acquire!” Akari snapped in conclusion. She’d been too young and too sure.

Akari has always wondered why Mari relishes telmezia tea so much. Is it more than just the tea itself? Is it everything else Mama loved about the capital, and everything else she’s had to give up from Andelovia? Does the bitterness of telmezia tea drown out her fears?

Mari worries often—about her daughter, mostly. Although Akari wishes her mother would stop, she understands Mari does it out of love, and she, too, loves her mother back with all her heart. This is the reason she tries her best to stay safe, lie low, and keep out of trouble—for the most part. This is also the reason that, despite all she does to be a good daughter, there’s one thing she lies to Mari about.

No, Akari isn’t working as an assistant at Tinkler’s Oddities and Antiquities, an antiques store in East Cheyvelenia. In fact, her work is of a completely different nature—one she knows her mother won’t approve of.

Akari Miyahara is part of the People’s Protector.

		
	
		

2. Best and Only Friend

“Why do you think those Andelovians were in the outskirts?” Akari asks Tyler Kane, her only and thus best friend. The duo, dressed in frayed garbs of varying raggedness, engages in their usual endless banter as they make their way to the headquarters of the People’s Protector.

Ty shrugs, scratching his head cluelessly. “Maybe because they’ve finally realized what a dreadful place the capital is.” He speaks of Andelovia with distaste despite never having set foot there. Then, with a goofy grin, he adds, “Surely the Andelovian boy didn’t travel all the way up north just to gawk at you from across the glade.”

Akari rolls her eyes. “Seriously, Tyler Kane! Do you think it has anything to do with the rumors... the rumors that Zatori has returned from the dead?” Fear seizes her as memories of her encounter with Zatori and the Harvesters on Moira Island flash through her mind. Ty is the only person Akari has entrusted her secrets and shared her past with.

“You don’t actually believe those rumors, do you? Zatori’s gone. Long gone! We’ll never again have to live in fear of being hunted down like we did in the Great Harvest!” He’s aghast, evidently unable to stomach the alternative.


Since Ty joined the People’s Protector, his life has begun to take a turn for the better, and the prospect of reliving the trauma of his parents’ harvestings and the hardships that ensued terrifies him. “You know how the rumors are in town. They are and will only ever be rumors!”

“I know you want to believe he’s really gone, and I do too. But surely, you don’t actually believe the White Blaze really killed the almighty Zatori, do you?” Akari asks, scrunching her lightly arched eyebrows. “He’d been around for over three hundred years, and the gifts and powers he’d amassed were unthinkable.”

Her expression has Ty breaking into a slight smile. “You look just like your mother when you do that,” he jests cheekily, an attempt to annoy her despite holding Mari in high regard. 

As expected, Akari returns a scowl.

Ty lowers his voice although no one else is close by. “Forgive me for saying this again, but I can’t believe Madam Mari was the one who conjured the White Blaze.” He knows full well how protective the Miyaharas, particularly Mari, are about their past. “How did she do it?” Ty asks for the umpteenth time, his curiosity inextinguishable.

“I’ve told you, my mother says she doesn’t know either,” Akari replies, her tone just as hushed. “I wish I knew too...”

“Well, it doesn’t matter now because she banished Zatori to the depths of hell!” he concludes optimistically. “Zatori is history!”

“If you really think so, why did you join the People’s Protector?” Akari challenges. “I mean, it has less purpose than before if Zatori’s really gone forever.”


“Why else, do you think?” Ty asks, his ocean blue eyes twinkling in amusement. He pats his stomach with one hand and rubs his fingers together with the other.

For the food and money, obviously. Akari rolls her eyes again.

Ty was born into a typically large Cheyvelenian family consisting of his father, mother, and seven older sisters. Growing up, there was simply never enough to go around. Like many children in the outskirts, he knows all too well what it’s like going to bed hungry for days on end, and wearing scraps pieced together from his siblings’ hand-me-downs.

Joining the People’s Protector provided a quick escape from poverty. It put food on the table and money in his pockets—a generous remuneration by the outskirts’ standards. In return, Ty has had to, quite literally, put his neck on the line, enduring the People’s Protector’s arduous training and deadly missions. Even following Zatori’s fall a decade ago, the People’s Protector has continued to face treacherous adversaries, bandits and pirates alike. There’s still a constant threat to the outskirts.

Even so, Akari knows food and money aren’t the most defining reasons Ty enlisted. The truth is that, like her, he also suffered losses during the Great Harvest—in a different but perhaps even crueler way. Both of them have since realized that they can’t depend on anyone else to protect the people they love.

The names of both of Ty’s parents were on the Register of the Gifteds. During the Great Harvest, seven-year-old Ty witnessed, from the slit between cupboard doors, Zatori harvesting Peter Kane’s gift of commanding metal, followed by Natalia Kane’s gift of commanding plants, after both had put up a fierce fight. Ty had been warned never to step out from the cupboard. However, after watching his father stranded on the brink of death despite surviving the harvesting, he disobeyed his parents and interrupted the harvesting of his mother’s gift, only to cause her to be lost to insanity.

Furious that the second harvesting was halted and rendered unsuccessful, Zatori lunged at Ty with a sword. With his last ounce of strength, Peter threw himself in Zatori’s way, losing his left arm in the process. Believing death was the easier option compared to the hopelessness life had in store for them, Zatori left the Kanes wallowing in misery. Burning with resentment, Peter participated in the Great Rebellion, thereby losing his remaining arm to the Andelovian Army. As such, Peter and Natalia, a blacksmith and a gardener, both lost their ability to support the family.

Like his seven older sisters who began working from an early age, Ty assumed his father’s trade as a blacksmith when he turned ten, starting off as an apprentice. But even then, he wouldn’t have been able to feed himself or his family without Mari’s help.

When Mari came to know about Ty’s tragic past, she always left the door open for him, keeping a spot for him at the dinner table. Often, even after Ty had eaten his fill, she’d send him home with leftovers for the rest of the Kanes. As Ty vowed to repay Mari someday, Akari learned from her mother the true meaning of compassion.

After quite a walk, they step onto a familiar pewter precipice leading to one of the gateways of the headquarters. It is perched at the apex of the highest snowy cliff, extending several thousand feet vertically from where they stand.

A majestic fortress built largely from dark brown stone and dark tinted glass, the headquarters is often referred to as the Quartz. Not only is it a sight to behold—though a pity it’s invisible to most—but the Quartz is also virtually impenetrable, impassable by land or water, accessible only via air or its gateways.

Beneath them, stretches of snow blanket the earth, interspersed with bare branches of the forest. A narrow river, now partially frozen, meanders through the trees and the white expanse.

Ty steps to the edge of the precipice and extends a hand toward Akari. She strides up to him, taking it firmly. When they link hands—something they’ve done countless times—his heart stirs in a way it hasn’t before. He fights to brush away this feeling, nudging her in mock reassurance. But Akari doesn’t notice anything amiss. 

As they lock eyes and share a fleeting smile, Akari and Ty leap off the precipice, free-falling into the snowy nothingness below.
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Nine years ago...

Akari and Ty first crossed paths when she was seven years old, and he was eight. Their similar ways—keeping their heads down and trying to stay invisible—almost prevented them from meeting.

Little Akari was sitting on a tall stool at the counter of Moonstone Apothecary sorting herbs while Mari was out running an errand. When she happened to look up, she saw three adolescents cornering a scrawny Ty in the alley across the street.

Although Akari couldn’t hear the bullies’ words, she knew right away from their scornful expressions and his terrified face that something was wrong. Remembering her mother’s words to stay safe, lie low, and keep out of trouble, she tried to resist the impulse to jump to his rescue.

However, Hanwell Weilcox, the trio’s leader and son of the mayor of Cheyvelenia, caught her staring. When she hastily buried her head in the herbs, the greasy-faced boy smirked and turned his attention back to Ty. From the corner of her eye, Akari saw the taunting escalate to shoving. It was the last straw when Hanwell flung him to the ground.

While Mari’s words lingered at the back of her mind, she also recalled how her mother had never once failed to lend a helping hand to the weak. Surely it won’t be so bad if I do the same... Little Akari flew out of Moonstone Apothecary, planting herself firmly between Ty and his bullies.

The unfortunate-looking Ty was so bony that his ribcage protruded from under his lacey, threadbare shirt. His unkempt blond hair stuck out in every direction, as though he had narrowly escaped the White Blaze. When Ty made an incoherent attempt to speak, Akari noticed he was missing more than a few teeth. He struggled to stand, and the crotch of his ripped pants started turning wet. 

“What happened over here?” Hanwell mocked in a slimy voice, pointing a taunting finger at the splotch on Ty’s pants. His two cronies, Prisci Kennigan, who resembled an underfed mole rat, and Aloy Tentacles, who took after an overfed blobfish, snickered in amusement.

“Haven’t you grown out of wetting your pants?” Aloy sneered.

Ty flushed brick-red as he stepped awkwardly behind Akari.

Hanwell’s eyes alighted on her. “Aren’t you the healer’s daughter? My father speaks well of your mother,” he said. “Surely you wouldn’t want to be caught taking sides with a boy in girls’ clothes, with an armless father and a crazy mother.”

Akari simply stood her ground, a blank expression plastered on her face.

“Why aren’t you going on your way? You’re going to get yourself hurt, you foolish girl! Leave while you can!” Looking down at little Akari with his beady, wide-set eyes, Hanwell scoffed at her seemingly futile attempt to come between a fight. She must have been at least two heads shorter than him, even though he was far from tall. His flat, oil-slicked hair did nothing for his height.

“I know this shriveled creature does look like some of your dried herbs, little girl, but I’m sure you want nothing to do with him,” Prisci squawked. “He smells like he might’ve gone bad.”

“And wet,” Aloy butted in. “Let’s not waste our time with her. If she doesn’t disappear by the time I count to three, she’s going on the ground with him. One...”

Ignoring the bullies, Akari slung Ty’s arm around her shoulders and began leading him away. “Let’s go,” she said softly. But barely a few stumbles in, she realized they were going nowhere with his limp. Ty had snapped his left ankle when he fell over, and his incessant wincing wasn’t helping.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Hanwell roared as he grabbed her wrist, crushing it with his grip.

As Akari let out a piercing cry, Hanwell’s left ankle buckled under his stocky body. He released her wrist and stumbled backward, landing on the ground where he’d flung Ty moments earlier. Hanwell screamed in agony, unused to being on the receiving end of abuse.

Ty gasped, realizing he was no longer in pain. He glanced at Hanwell with a mix of surprise and mild amusement before turning to Akari, his gaze brimming with newfound admiration. “How in the world did you do that?” He seemed half scared and half excited.

Although her eyes grew wide at the turn of events, she wasn’t completely taken aback. Akari knew she had unintentionally used her gift again, deflecting Ty’s wounds back onto Hanwell. Shame and frustration scuttled through her chest. He’d deserved it, but she’d once again lost control of her own gift.

I should have listened to Mama and stayed out of trouble. Akari stared intently at her faded red boots, keeping silent. She felt even more unsure of herself than when she was standing up for Ty.

“What... How...” Hanwell couldn’t find the right words to express his shock, his fearful eyes hovering between them. “Forget it... Let’s go! Now!” He frantically reached toward his cronies for support, the three of them leaving as quickly—or slowly—as he could hobble with his new limp.

As soon as they’d disappeared from the alley, Akari looked up at Ty.


To check his limp was really gone, he removed his arm from her shoulders and took a few careful steps. He was prepared to wince again, but quickly realized it wasn’t necessary.

“I think I’m all good now,” Ty concluded sheepishly. “I guess... I don’t have to ask if you’re alright?”

Akari gave a faint shake of her head before heading back to Moonstone Apothecary with the biggest strides her tiny body could manage.

“Hey! Wait up! How is it that your gift has already shown sight? Aren’t you a little too young?” Ty’s long legs allowed him to catch up easily with her.

Stopping at the entrance of the shop, little Akari glanced quietly at him before staring at her boots again.

“It must be nice, being gifted like that... and never worrying about being picked on or getting hurt... I bet that trio is scared of you,” he said enviously. “My parents are... were gifted too, and I’m waiting for my first-sighting.”

Were. Akari caught the sadness in his voice and wondered if he’d experienced something similar—or worse. She felt an inexplicable bond with the spindly boy before her.

“If you ever need anything...” Ty said, giving her a once-over before continuing, “Actually, I don’t think you will... Well, thank you for saving me.”

Akari lifted her gaze toward him. For the past year, she’d been told by her mother that her gift was something to be kept under wraps. No one else had admired it the way Ty had—not that anyone even knew about it. Feeling a little better about herself, and perhaps even the slightest bit proud, she gave a small smile.


Finally finding success in eliciting a positive response, he broke into a toothless grin. “I’m Tyler Kane. You can call me Ty. And your name is?”

“Akari Miyahara,” she replied softly before heading back into Moonstone Apothecary.

Ty followed Akari in, and then everywhere else for the next few weeks, worshiping the ground she trod on. The duo has been inseparable since.
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Their unlikely friendship drew them both out of their shells. Ty’s wicked sense of humor has been entertaining for the most part, though at times inappropriate and annoying, which Akari has learned to embrace—if not, tolerate. While she gave him newfound confidence to stand up for himself, he brought out her spritely nature, once hidden to all but her mother. In his company, she’s been allowed to venture out of Mari’s sight more frequently, occasionally getting up to mischief. All this time, however, Akari has always remained the more sensible of the two—although not markedly so in her mother’s eyes.

The years have been a great help to Ty. Besides gaining several inches and outgrowing some of his awkwardness, his adult teeth came through to give him a bright, goofy smile, his disheveled blond hair lending him an air of charm. He shed his effeminate hand-me-downs for the usual raggedy garments of the outskies, no longer sticking out like a sore thumb. Over the past nine years, he’d slowly but surely transformed from a gawky child into a lanky young man.


However, Ty never experienced the first-sighting he’d been waiting for. To his utmost disappointment, he turned out to be a nullus. Although he knew there was nothing wrong with being one, it still took much convincing from Akari before he came to terms with it. He’d wanted so badly to be just a little more like her. But gifted or not, Ty wound up joining the People’s Protector three years ago.

Established in parallel with the Andelovian Army at the dawn of the Ashgenov Empire, the People’s Protector originally guarded the outskirts from bandits and pirates, as well as Zatori and the Harvesters. The influence of the capital-based Andelovian Army wore thin in the outskie towns, even before the king pulled his troops back to protect the capital.

Prior to the Great Harvest, the Andelovian Army and the People’s Protector stood together against threats to the Kingdom of Xylon. However, the Great Rebellion marked the end of that.

Once viewed as an ally, the People’s Protector has since been seen as a foe that the Great Divide has helped to keep at bay. Weak in numbers and depleted in resources, the People’s Protector found themselves on the brink of ruin until a prodigious donation helped turn things around.

After hearing Ty’s stories of his missions, of which he often shared more than was allowed, Akari badgered him to let her join. She didn’t actually need his permission to enlist in the People’s Protector, but he’d threatened to tell her mother if she did. Ty’s unwillingness to put Akari in danger—in addition to his fear of incurring Mari’s wrath—had prevented him from relenting.


“Ty... you know what I want for my birthday this year. I want to join the People’s Protector,” Akari declared on her fifteenth birthday. “Alternatively, a dog would be good too.”

“I know, I know, Akari... You’ve said so too many times,” Ty said cautiously, not wanting to be caught in the middle again. “But we both know neither is going to sit well with your mother.”

“My mother... she doesn’t have to know... I’m fifteen now. I’m old enough to decide for myself,” Akari protested.

“Madam Mari would still think you’re too young. In fact, she’d never think you’re old enough for the People’s Protector,” Ty pointed out. “She has a point though. Enlisting is too dangerous. I wouldn’t have put my life on the line if my family wasn’t starving. But you, Akari, you don’t have to turn to this.”

“It’s the one thing I want to do. I want to be useful—to protect the people I love with my own hands,” Akari insisted. “You, of all people, should know how I feel.”

Ty stilled. Akari had a point too. This was the very reason he’d joined the People’s Protector—in addition to the food and money, obviously. But aside from the risk of Mari’s wrath, Ty knew he could never afford to lose Akari, or even bear the thought of her being hurt.

He looked around carefully, lowering his voice. “You know sometime in the future, if it turns out that you and Madam Mari are right and Zatori isn’t dead, you’d essentially be serving yourself to him for harvesting. Zatori has seen your face and knows of your gift. He’ll want to harvest it if he’s back.”


“If Zatori returns, I’ll make sure he’s gone—just like my mother did—except it’ll be forever this time!” Akari’s honey-colored eyes were ablaze with stubborn determination.

“Fine! I’ll bring you!” Ty relented, scowling. “I’ll fight alongside you against all our enemies—even Zatori—but you’re dealing with your mother on your own!” As he stomped away, Ty vowed to himself that he’d protect Akari at all costs—even at his own expense.

When she enlisted, Akari informed Mari she’d found work as an assistant at Tinkler’s, conveniently set in a part of town her mother rarely ventured to. Dread pooled in Akari’s stomach—she’d hardly ever lied. However, Mari was surprised but not suspicious, and everything went as smoothly as she’d planned.

With Mari accounted for, Ty kept his promise and brought Akari to the People’s Protector. They ventured out of town and into the foothills. In the dead of winter, they trudged uphill through the slippery snow, sliding backward with every step. Although Akari began bubbling with excitement, her patience eventually wore thin and restlessness took hold, especially without knowing where they were going.

“Ty, are you sure we’re going the right way? Where exactly is the headquarters of the People’s Protector?” Akari asked, heaving. She was familiar with the area and was certain there was nothing out there.

“Yes, I’m sure. It isn’t anywhere you’d expect. It’s up there,” Ty said, pointing toward the mammoth, snow-draped cliffs far above.

Akari’s jaw dropped. “And how exactly are we getting there? That’d take days by foot—weeks even.”


“Don’t worry, there’s a gateway,” Ty replied.

Akari scrunched her eyebrows in confusion and peered at the distant cliffs. “What’s a gateway?”

“It’s a portal that can transport us from one place to another. Come, I’ll show you,” he said. “I thought you wanted to join the People’s Protector so badly. Are you having second thoughts now?”

“No, it’s not that. It’s just that it’s impossible to get there on foot.” Akari scuffed her boot on the ground, wishing she was on Zephy. “Besides, I’ve flown over those cliffs. There’s nothing there but snow and rocks.” And knowing you, you could easily have gotten the directions wrong again.

Except Ty was right this time. “Of course, you can’t see our headquarters now,” he said, grinning. “But you will once you’re one of us.”

“Right...” Akari replied, with no clue what he meant.

Eventually, he led her onto a pewter rocky precipice she’d never noticed before. He walked to the edge and beckoned her over.

Akari tottered apprehensively toward him. “What are we doing here?” She glanced down to see how big the drop was. Far above the snow-capped trees, they were high enough that a fall would mean certain death.

“We’re jumping,” he said matter-of-factly. “This gateway is known rather fondly as the Leap of Faith.”

Akari’s jaw dropped again. “Tyler Kane, are you out of your mind?”

He registered her incredulous expression. “I know it sounds crazy. But look!” Ty kicked a small rock down the precipice. It fell about half the way before vanishing midair, a faint glow shimmering in its stead.


“Gifteds?” Akari whispered, half amazed and half scared.

“Yes, Akari. It’s people like you,” he said in a soft voice. “You know, sometimes, when you jump down, it can take you to a higher, better place. Now, will you take the Leap of Faith with me?”

“No.” She was still unconvinced to jump to what seemed like her death.

Disregarding her refusal, Ty did the unthinkable. He grabbed Akari’s hand and leaped off the precipice, taking her with him.

Although flying Zephy has her accustomed to heights, Akari had never fallen before. Her mind went blank, and her deafening scream ripped the brisk air. Somewhere around her, she heard Ty chortling uncontrollably. She wasn’t sure how long they’d been free-falling when they passed through a glimmering halo.

The snow-capped trees no longer hurtled toward them. Instead, they were hovering several inches above some tiled floor.

Ty stepped onto the ground with ease while she rolled clumsily onto it. A stifled laugh escaped him as he offered a hand. “Are you alright?”

“Tyler Kane!” Akari spluttered breathlessly. She grabbed his hand, allowing him to pull her back to her feet.

“You did much better than me when I took my first Leap of Faith,” he reassured with his best attempt at a straight face, not wanting to incur her wrath. “I may or may not have puked and had to rest in bed for three days.”

“How could you just take me with you? You should have at least warned me!” she heaved, her breath uneven.


“I’ve learned from past experience that the best way to do this is to leave as little time as possible for second thoughts...” he explained innocently.

Akari no longer paid him any attention as she began taking in her surroundings. The bizarreness of the Quartz intrigued her. Whatever she’d been expecting the headquarters to look like, it wasn’t this.

The Goethite Hall, the massive main hall with its jagged high ceiling, gave the impression that they were encased within a behemoth brown smoky quartz. The floor they had rolled onto was covered in dark quartzite tiles that gleamed faintly when the light hit.

A platform at one end of the hall lay before a rough-hewn wall donning the emblem of the People’s Protector—a two-headed lynx. It once represented their complementary role alongside the Andelovian Army in protecting Xylon. Carved into the wall beneath the emblem was the motto of the People’s Protector—Better to die with honor than to live with shame.

At the opposite end of the Goethite Hall was a vast window several stories high, a construct of tinted glass shards held in place by aged palladium muntins twisted into a peculiar pattern.

Looking out of the window, Akari realized she was indeed at a much higher altitude than before. The Quartz, situated in the northern parts of the outskirts—although not as far north as Cheyvelenia—overlooked the precipice she and Ty had jumped off moments before. She suspected she’d even be able to see Cheyvelenia and its neighboring towns of Chlovaesia and Maynerall, had it not been so foggy.


“How’s this possible?” Akari asked, bewildered. They’d fallen from the precipice to a place higher than they were before—or rather, a different place altogether.

“We have gatekeepers—Protectors gifted in illusion, invisibility, and telekinesis—responsible for maintaining the gateways and concealing the Quartz from the outside eye,” Ty explained. “There are a few gateways spread across the outskirts to access the Quartz from different locations.”

“Is it really necessary for the entrance to be so dramatic?” she said breathlessly.

He laughed. “It’s to prevent anyone else from stumbling upon the Quartz by accident.”

“The People’s Protector must have a lot of money,” Akari remarked, not quite believing her eyes as she surveyed the raw quartz chandelier hanging from the center of the hall.

“Lord Xavier Vykroux, the former grand advisor to King Alvaro who lost his wife and daughter during the Great Harvest, made a handsome donation in memory of them. This has helped rebuild the People’s Protector and kept us alive to this day. Lord Vykroux seems like the only decent person in the capital,” Ty said. “And if you think the People’s Protector is rich, just imagine how rich the Vykrouxes must be, being second only to the royal family—”

“That’s a great introduction, Kane. I’ll take it from here.”

Akari and Ty wheeled around to face the owner of the slimy voice. Hanwell.

Having joined the People’s Protector even before Ty did, Hanwell turned out to be the marshal in charge of new recruits. Akari hadn’t seen him around Cheyvelenia since their first and only encounter—probably a conscious effort on his part.

While she’d grown considerably, Hanwell hadn’t changed much—his flat, oil-slicked hair included. Even so, recognition—alongside something else—flickered in his beady, wide-set eyes.

“Why didn’t you tell me Hanwell is part of the People’s Protector?” Akari later asked her best friend privately.

“I couldn’t... We’re not allowed to discuss the identities of the Protectors,” Ty explained.

“Oh...” Akari saw the sense of this and supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised, even though she was unfamiliar with the code of honor of the People’s Protector back then. “Does he still bother you?”

A grin lifted the corners of Ty’s lips. “Although Weilcox is still very much the bully he used to be, he has steered clear of me.” His voice had more than a hint of amusement as he recalled his first meeting with Akari. “You know, I think you tamed him.”

Although Hanwell tried not to let it show, he always seemed to watch her during training—and made sure to put some distance between them for safety’s sake.

Not wanting to stand out, Akari kept her head down and trained hard. She had a quiet grit about her and proved to be an exceptionally quick learner.

Given her years of experience flying Zephy, she took to riding horses and nequilouses rather effortlessly. Her rare ability to read their every breath and movement made her an excellent rider and flyer.

As it turned out, Akari made a competent fighter as well. In no time, she wielded a kris Ty personally smelted for her with a natural deftness, despite having had a choice of superior weapons distributed by the People’s Protector. Although brute strength was not her strong suit, she fought with intelligence and dexterity, posing quite a challenge for her comrades during their training. On the infrequent occasion they landed a blow, she’d unintentionally deflect the wounds right back onto them.

Controlling her gift—or specifically, preventing its accidental use—was the one aspect Akari saw no improvement in. There was a mix of reactions to her unique ability—fear, intrigue, admiration—and Hanwell tracked every one of them.

Time has flown by since she immersed herself in training. Just days ago, almost a year after her enlistment, Akari has been marked combat-ready and assigned to Unit Eleven of the People’s Protector. 

While this will bring more food and money, it also means she could be put on her first mission any time now.

		
	
		

3. Return

Akari and Ty take the Leap of Faith for the umpteenth time, making an easy landing in the Goethite Hall. Barely moments after they’ve donned their dirt-brown People’s Protector uniforms, they are jolted by a deafening beating of drums that leaves the Quartz quaking. 

Although this is the first time Akari has heard the drums since she’s been marked combat-ready, she knows it means only one thing—an emergency calls for their immediate assembly. 

The duo exchanges worried glances and strides toward the platform, joining the throng of Protectors streaming into the main hall. As the last of them gather with their units, the thunderous sound finally draws to a stop.

The Protectors stand at attention, anxiously awaiting their leaders. Akari’s heart pounds furiously against her ribs. The tension in the air is so thick that her kris could easily cut it.

As part of Unit Eleven, she is in the middle of the Protectors from all twenty-one units, with One to the far left and Twenty-One at the opposite end. To her right, she sees Ty with his comrades from Unit Twelve.

“I heard that Madam Salam will be leading this mission,” Ethan Cook, one of the ten-odd Protectors in Akari’s unit who is friendly with Ty, says with admiration. The doe-eyed, floppy-haired boy is the kind of person who’s friends with everyone—almost.

Akari has only caught a few glimpses of Salam Esquenald, second-in-command of the People’s Protector and head gatekeeper at the Quartz, during the past year.

“They say she used to be part of the Royal Regiment, right?” she asks. The most elite troop within the Andelovian Army, it serves the royal family exclusively. Salam’s affiliation is testament to her exceptional prowess as one of the best fighters in Xylon.

“Yes. Madam Salam fights like a beast,” Ethan gushes. “She single-handedly took down some of the most feared Harvesters before the White Blaze.” 

“That woman is a beast!” Aloy, a part of Ty’s unit, spits in disgust, causing his droopy features and rotund body to jiggle. “Salam Esquenald has bear blood in her! She’s a filthy hybreed!” Hybreeds are characterized by the presence of non-human blood, which typically manifests in their physical appearance. 

“What does that matter!” Ethan snaps back, indignant. “We all know she’d be first-in-command if she weren’t a hybreed!” Akari agrees, but she also knows it isn’t that simple. Hybreeds have long been treated as second-class subjects and shunned by the masses.

“Are you dying to be one of her little cubs, Cook?” Prisci, also Unit Twelve, jeers as she flashes her long, yellowed buckteeth, the sole overgrown part of her shrunken body. “Salam should have stayed in the capital, if you ask me. No one wants a hybreed here, much less one from the Royal Regiment! Besides, you know as well as the rest of us that she’d never rise above Sir Maximus.”


Unlike Salam, who mostly works in the shadows, Maximus Fontan, who usually addresses the People’s Protector, is often the center of attention. Maximus has navigated them through some of its most arduous ordeals with his extraordinarily keen perception since he was promoted to first-in-command ten years ago, after his predecessor was executed for supporting the Great Rebellion.

Shortly after rising to this position, Maximus secured a donation from Lord Vykroux and recruited Salam to rebuild the People’s Protector. Since she began to lead the People’s Protector alongside him, there’s been talk that its emblem, the two-headed lynx, has taken on a new meaning.

“It’s funny how the two of you are so against hybreeds when you could pass for a mole rat and a blobfish,” Ty quips, offering a seemingly objective evaluation.

Fuming, Prisci and Aloy look like they’re about to jump on Ty when Ethan says, a little too loudly, “Better a hybreed than a treasonous rat! Didn’t Maximus participate in the Great Rebellion? He’s probably biding his time for another opportunity to overthrow King Alvaro.” By now, quite a few people have turned their heads toward them. “For the past decade, it’s been firmly established that this isn’t the purpose of the People’s Protector. Our purpose is to protect, not to rebel, and never to kill.”

“Our purpose can and has changed with time. Sir Maximus has the guts to do what has to be done for the greater good,” Aloy hisses. “Without a new king on the throne, do you think Xylon will ever flourish again?” 

“But overthrowing the king—” Ethan is quickly cut off. 

“Would you rather Xylon stagnate and rot away?” Aloy challenges. 


“Besides, the People’s Protector has attempted it before, and we can attempt it again,” Prisci hisses.

“Hasn’t it occurred to you that Maximus is eyeing up the throne—” Ethan tries to interject.

But Maximus and Salam walk onto the platform, followed by Hanwell, and the hall instantly falls silent.

Standing at the center of the platform, the silver-haired and silver-eyed Maximus Fontan, clad in a robe of deep bister, sweeps the People’s Protector with a somber look. His chiseled but weathered face hints that he must have been quite good-looking back in the day.

After taking a deep breath, Maximus addresses the People’s Protector. “We have received intelligence regarding the rogue bandits’ hideout.”

Gasps and whispers ripple through the Goethite Hall.

“Silence... silence, Protectors!” Hanwell commands, and the Protectors quieten.

“The outskirts have been plagued by bandit raids for a very long time,” Maximus continues. “Now we know where they’re hiding, we can take them by surprise and root them out once and for all. We’ll not live at their mercy again!”

While the rest of the Protectors break into cheers, Akari finds herself shaking with anticipation.

“Tonight, led by our very best Protector, Salam Esquenald, we’ll rid the outskirts of these rogue bandits. I’ll now leave her to instruct you on the mission.” Maximus steps back and Salam takes his place, the two barely looking at each other as they pass.

As Salam takes center stage, Akari studies her with childlike curiosity. She’s one of the few hybreeds Akari has seen. At nearly seven feet tall, Salam dwarfs Maximus, who’s of well-above-average height. Her extraordinarily prominent presence is made even more commanding by bulky muscles cording every part of her body. However, it isn’t Salam’s build that sets her apart the most, but her pronounced bear-like features.

Deep brown fur coats most of Salam’s dark skin. Her ursine face, topped with small round ears, elongates into a muzzle with a moist black nose. In place of nails, Salam sports claws at the tips of her stumpy fingers and toes. Her oversized paws are incompatible with any gloves or footwear—not that she needs either for protection.

When Salam scans the crowd, she notices Akari scrutinizing her. Abashed at being caught, Akari immediately drops her gaze. Although she’s too intimidated to look up, Akari senses her superior’s eyes lingering on her. All around, the hall stills before the second-in-command addresses the People’s Protector.

“We’re going on a mission tonight,” Salam growls, revealing four ferocious-looking canine teeth. “Units Six to Ten—Eleven—will be deployed. The rest of you may take your leave.”

Realizing she’s been put on her very first mission, Akari’s heart thumps wildly. Nervousness and excitement make her insides throb. All the incessant pestering and grueling training have culminated in this moment. I’ll finally get to protect the outskirts with my own hands. A tingle slithers down her spine.

But Akari’s heart also sinks when she realizes Ty won’t be with her for her first mission. She’d always assumed he would be by her side, just as he’d always been. The thought of facing the rogue bandits without him terrifies her.


As the dormant units march out of the Goethite Hall, Akari catches Ty wearing a worried look, mouthing to her to stay safe, before he’s swept along with the rest of the Protectors and pushed out of sight.

As soon as they’re gone, Salam launches into the briefing. “The rogue bandits are hiding out in an abandoned farmhouse on the fringes of Casserica...”

The remainder of Salam’s instruction passes in a blur. Once it concludes, she dismisses them, and Akari—along with the other Protectors—begin filing out of the hall.

“Akari!” A gruff voice calls after her. When she wheels around, Akari finds Salam prowling toward her.

Although surprised that the second-in-command knows her by name, she’s more preoccupied with the fact that she could be in trouble for gawking at her. Akari hesitates slightly before walking over, meeting Salam before the massive patchwork of glass panes.

Although there’s no hint of displeasure on her face, the sheer presence of the bear warrior is staggeringly imposing.

“Yes, Madam Salam?” Akari says meekly, pondering the reason she would want to speak with her.

Concern weaves into Salam’s furry features. “Are you ready for your first mission?” she asks.

“Yes, Madam Salam!” Akari salutes rigidly in true military style.

Her superior erupts in rambunctious laughter. “Just Salam, please. You can drop the formalities when it’s just us.”

“Yes, Madam... I mean, Salam!” Akari replies, shifting around awkwardly. Despite being baffled by the reason Salam Esquenald, the mighty second-in-command of the People’s Protector, has granted her this exception, Akari doesn’t question her.

After Salam contains her laughter, she raises a paw, pointing her index claw to Akari’s heart. “By ready, I mean here...”

Akari looks at her blankly.

“You can train the hardest and longest, or be the strongest and fastest, but you can never really prepare your heart for battle,” Salam cautions with a low rumble. “Akari, you have to be hard-hearted at times. There’s a saying in Andelovia—Kill or be killed. Do you think you can do that?”

Akari purses her lips as she contemplates Salam’s advice. Looking out from the window, she notices how even the precipice she’d leaped from seems insignificant compared to the cliff the Quartz is perched on. Akari wonders where in this white, wintry mess the rogue bandits could be, and the reality that she’ll likely have to take lives—and hopefully not the other way round—starts sinking in.

She brushes away her thoughts, eventually finding her words. “I’ll try my best,” Akari promises, this time catching her superior surveying her instead.

“Has ten years flown by already?” Salam asks. “Has it been that long since you left Andelovia?”

“How... how do you know?” Akari is surprised—shocked, even.

“Though I haven’t seen you in a while, I’ve known your mother for a long time,” Salam explains. “Don’t you remember me?”

Akari thinks hard but nothing comes to mind. She shakes her head, her brow furrowed.


“Quite a while back, your mother saved my life. She healed me when it otherwise wouldn’t have been possible,” Salam continues with a knowing wink.

Akari’s hit by surprise once again. She wonders if Salam’s knowledge of Mari’s gift implies her trust. After all, her mother has always been extremely careful about her gift, only using it on others with utmost discretion. If Salam’s aware that Mama is gifted, the two of them must have been close... But why haven’t I heard her mention—

“I owe her a debt I can never repay.” Salam’s impassioned growl interrupts Akari’s thoughts. She looks up to see her superior holding apart her fur, revealing a long, puckered scar running from her chin down her throat and chest, extending beneath her tan linen tunic.

Akari stiffens at the sight, unable to imagine the brutality that had been inflicted to leave such a scar. “What happened?” she gasps.

“Don’t look at me like that. At least I have some fur to hide it. Lucky me!” Salam jests, ruffling her fur to conceal the scar. “This was from one of my many battles. Your mother found me on the brink of death and healed me.”

Akari shudders, but quickly reminds herself that she may see similar wounds tonight.

“So, how’s your mother doing these days?” Salam continues casually.

“She’s doing well enough.” Akari replies. “She’s kept busy with the apothecary... collecting and selling herbs... healing the sick and injured...”

“Good to hear. It’s been a while since I’ve seen her,” Salam says before breaking into an amused smile. “Speaking of which, I’m guessing that she doesn’t know you’re here?”

Akari’s heart skips a beat. Realizing she’s been exposed, she hangs her head guiltily, the sight drawing a deep laugh from her superior. “Like mother, like daughter! She’d probably wish she’d never healed me if she knew you’re here now.”

“Will you please help me keep this a secret?” Akari implores.

Salam’s laughter fades, her face quickly growing serious. “Only if you promise that self-preservation will always be your priority. Your mother has tried very hard to keep you alive, and I can’t be the one to let her down.”

Akari nods fervently. Relieved that Salam is a jolly old soul instead of the scary bear warrior she’d expected her to be, she finally relaxes a little.

“So, is it true you’re from the capital too? Like me and my mother?” Akari probes.

“Yes,” Salam confirms with a nod.

Warmth wells in Akari’s chest. “I’ve never met anyone else from there. You’re the first...” As the words leave her lips, her thoughts stray to the Andelovians she’d seen in the glade, but she quickly pushes the memory aside.

“Andelovia wasn’t a bad place...” Salam recalls.

“I’ve always wanted to know more about the place I come from, but my mother doesn’t like talking about the capital very much,” Akari says sadly.

“What’s it you’re curious about?” Salam asks, her voice steeped in caution.

“My past... my early childhood... everything...” she confesses. “If the Great Divide didn’t separate us, I’d have loved for a chance to visit the capital...”


Salam’s features twist into a horrified expression. “That is not a good idea, for goodness gracious sake!”

“I know...” Akari says softly. “Do you think the outskirts will forever be separated from the capital? And will Xylon never be one like it was before the Three Greats?”

“It won’t be possible unless the three royal regalia are reunited,” Salam replies. “But they’ve been missing for years...”

“The three royal regalia?” Akari blinks.

“Don’t you know what they are?” Salam asks, surprise woven through her tone.

Akari shakes her head. “What are they?”

“It’s been said that the one who unites the three royal regalia—the Jewel of Compassion, the Mirror of Wisdom, and the Sword of Courage—will have a legitimate claim to the throne.”

Now that Salam has explained the royal regalia, they sound familiar, somewhat. But Akari has no clue where she’s heard of them before.

“Over a thousand years ago, the archivians were the first to do so,” Salam continues. “With the three royal regalia in their hands, they established the Zo Empire.”

Akari’s jaw drops in disbelief. “Archivians? Aren’t they just creatures that exist in children’s stories?” She’s been surprised plenty today, but learning of the existence of a special type of hybreed who carry dragon blood takes her a step past that—into incredulity. Supposedly, unlike the usual hybreed, archivians are able to forge between their human and dragon forms.

In human form, although indistinguishable by physical appearance, archivians are said to exhibit sharper senses, quicker reflexes, and greater strength than even the best of humans. In dragon form, they are outwardly identical to those beasts, but breathe frost instead of fire. While gifts are exceedingly rare among humans and most hybreeds, the reverse is true among archivians. Magnificent but deadly, the archivians in the tales Akari’s mother told her are both staunchly worshiped and terribly feared.

“There’s some truth in every story...” Salam points out with a hearty laugh. “And yes, the kings of the previous empire weren’t your typical humans. I’m not all human either, am I?”

“But you... you’re... you don’t form-forge!” Akari splutters awkwardly. “Wouldn’t form-forging allow archivians to live among us without our knowledge?”

“Yes, except they’re already extinct,” Salam replies. “When the first king of the Ashgenov Empire reunited the three royal regalia, he took over the throne and exterminated the archivians. This was how the Ashgenov Empire was born. Unfortunately, during King Alvaro’s reign, the royal regalia have gone missing and our kingdom has degenerated into a state of turmoil. It hasn’t helped that Queen Jocelin has not borne an heir. As King Alvaro is sat upon a rocky throne, there have been speculations that history could repeat itself.”

“Where are the three royal regalia? And who has them?” Akari’s curiosity is piqued.

“I can’t say for sure. No one has seen them for years,” Salam says, her voice turning solemn. “But I do know many have killed to have them, and many more will—Zatori included.”

“And so will Sir Maximus?” Akari blurts. The squabble between Ethan, Prisci, and Aloy has filled her with doubt.


“You know you could be punished for saying that about the leader of the People’s Protector, right?” Salam grunts in disapproval, though Akari senses it may just be for show.

“But it’s true, isn’t it?” she presses, throwing caution to wind. Although Akari recalls Ty recounting a public flogging for theft, she’s yet to witness a punishment during her time at the People’s Protector.

Salam takes a good look at Akari but doesn’t answer her question. “So, tell me,” she continues after a moment of silence, “why did you join the People’s Protector?”

“To protect the outskirts with my own hands,” Akari says from the bottom of her heart.

“Then that should be what you’re focusing on,” Salam concludes. “Remember what Ethan said about our purpose being to protect, not to rebel, and never to kill? He couldn’t have been more right.”

Akari, thoroughly taken aback, wonders how it was possible for Salam to have overheard their conversation.

As though she can read Akari’s mind, Salam explains, a cheeky smile hanging from her snout, “Bears have good ears, and noses for that matter.”

Just as Akari’s about to return a smile, she realizes Salam must inevitably have heard the degrading way Prisci and Aloy spoke of her.

“There are times I hear more than I want to, but I’ve grown used to it,” Salam adds. “It doesn’t bother me anymore. Coming from the Royal Regiment or the capital doesn’t help the fact that I’m a hybreed. There’ll always be people who’ll never accept my leadership.”

“Aren’t the Andelovian Army and the People’s Protector enemies now?” Akari asks.


“We didn’t start out as enemies, and we don’t have to be. That was the agreement I had with Maximus when I joined to help rebuild the People’s Protector. We came to a consensus that we’d protect the outskirts like we always have, and never again participate in another rebellion or waste innocent lives.”

Akari ponders Salam’s words quietly.

“You may already have noticed that there are two schools of thought within the People’s Protector.” Salam’s gruff voice recaptures Akari’s attention. “The first and original intention of the People’s Protector is to help with what King Alvaro has been incapable of—to protect the outskirts. And the second is to entirely replace the king with one capable of doing this.”

A moment of silence settles as their eyes meet, before Salam turns toward the emblem and the motto of the People’s Protector. “For a two-headed lynx, it may only be a matter of time before one of the heads bites off the other. The question is, which head do you belong to? And more importantly, which head will bite off the other?” she asks. “Which head will die with honor while the other lives with shame?”

Akari remains hushed, clueless as to the answers.

There’s a slight hesitation before Salam adds, “Or possibly, which head will live with honor while the other dies with shame?”


[image: image]



As the night draws near, the pit of Akari’s stomach twist in knots. She starts preparing, polishing her kris and armor, as though going through the motions can help distract her. When she’s done, Akari finds herself tugging at her uniform, rudimentarily embroidered with a two-headed lynx. Although she’s worn it countless times in training, doing so for a mission gives it an unusual weight.

Akari doesn’t have a chance to see Ty again before embarking on her first mission. When the time comes, alongside Units Six to Eleven, she exits one of the other gateways—nothing nearly as exciting as the Leap of Faith—and heads to the fringes of Casserica for the very first time.
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