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Collin

––––––––
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Collin Mann was a slave. He had accepted it now. It wasn’t like he had much of a choice, since he had prayed for death, but been denied. All he could do now was toil in the silver mines, chipping deeper into the earth, pebble by pebble, hoping there would be more to his life than this. Hoping there would be more adventures to come. Praying there would be more to show for his life than a few cart loads of precious metal.

For now, though, long gone were his dreams of exploring faraway lands. Rescuing damsels in distress. Saving his brother, Ethan. It seemed like so long ago that he had set out to find him. Somewhere between leaving Anistemia and winding up in a mine, he had: lost the rest of his search party, become a pit fighter, met a mysterious beauty with dark secrets, fought a man who was one-fourth giant, and been swindled by the one person in the City of Mal that he thought was a friend. 

Perhaps Collin deserved a life of solitude. He certainly didn’t seem a capable judge of character or adept in tracking down a long-lost brother.

“You ready?” Efran, his cellmate, lifted two buckets full of rubble and waited for a response.

Collin lifted his own two buckets. “Ready,” he said, and followed him toward the mouth of the cave. 

Efran wasn’t much for size. He was rather frail, but worked hard and kept his mouth shut—the secret to a long life in the mines as far as Collin could tell. And, though Collin refused to trust anyone in the City of Mal ever again, Efran had kept him alive for the most part. Each day, Brahm—a wart-covered, mountain of a man who swung a killer right hook—took Collin’s lunch from him. Sometimes Collin fought back. Sometimes, when the bruises were too fresh...he didn’t. Either way, Efran always shared a bit of his meal with Collin. It wasn’t much, but it was something.

Brahm and the other muscle-heads worked the deep end of the mine, hacking away at the rocky earth until they found silver and turned it over to an Alari soldier. Collin, Efran, and a handful of others, went behind and scooped up buckets of rocks and carried them to a pull-cart just outside the mine. That was his day. Every day.

Collin was embarrassed to realize that he’d lost track of those days. He tried to keep count at first, but somewhere after weeks turned to a month, counting didn’t seem to matter anymore. 

“Ay, mate!” A whisper came from behind as he made the long walk to the mouth of the mine. It was one of the new slaves who had arrived late the night before. He and his companion, a dwarf, were put in the cell across from Collin and Efran. 

“Name’s Kai. And this is m’ mate, Duff.”

Collin kept his head forward and eyes down as they passed an Alari soldier. When he was far enough past him, he whispered, “Don’t get caught talking while working. You’ll get lashed.”

“Oh...right. Thanks, mate.”

If Collin had to call it, he’d have guessed Kai and Duff wouldn’t make it long in the mines. Kai was probably around seventeen with a soft, round face and curly blonde locks. He was a bit pudgy and didn’t look like he’d strung together many hard days’ work. As much as he struggled with his buckets, Collin didn’t think it too farfetched to say he wouldn’t make it one day. 

Duff was a bit older with a full black beard, and seemed more hardened than Kai, but the Alari wouldn’t cut him any slack just because he was a dwarf. His buckets drug the ground every other step as he waddled down the long cave. But, although he grunted and wheezed with each step, he didn’t quit. 

After what felt like a thousand trips from one end of the mine to the other, a loud call came from the entrance, “Chow time!”

Every man, shackled at the wrists and ankles, fell in line and hustled down to the chow cart. The same wide-eyed, filthy slave sat atop the cart every day, and he began serving bowls of bread and broth to each slave as they passed by. Collin knew a little more about the “Chow Boy,”—as they called him—now. He was one of the longer tenured slaves in the mines, and some said he was one step from madness because of it. 

Pepe, was his name. He had lived a relatively wealthy lifestyle before he was arrested for dealing the Golden—a highly illegal and addictive drug that Collin had only heard of just before his own imprisonment. 

It served him right, as far as Collin was concerned. He’d seen what it did to Leeza, the sweet waitress who had helped him when he first arrived in Mal. She had seemed another person altogether when she showed the effects of the dangerous drug. He hoped she’d gotten away from it somehow, but the way folks talked in the slave world, that wasn’t likely.

Collin and Efran took their bowls and headed back into the mine to their usual lunchtime spot. Duff and Kai tagged along and sat cross-legged against the wall next to them. 

“Can we talk now?” Kai asked.

“A little. Quietly.” Efran answered.

“Ay, mate,” Kai whispered, “what’s with the bloody wart-covered bloke? I hear he beats the snot outta people for their chow.”

“That’s Brahm. I’d steer clear of him if you’re hungry. He’s taken my food more times than I can remember,” Collin said. 

Kai dipped his bread into his bowl and bit the soggy end off. “He’ll have to pry this bowl outta my bloody cold, blue hands if he’s gonna eat it. I’ve worked up a hunger worse’n a wee boy in a candy shop, mate. Ain’t no warted-up bloke gonna get it from me.”

Duff, his dwarven mate snorted. “Shush it up, Kai. What’s with all the big talk when you know you ain’t gonna do nothin’ but quiver in your shackles if that big lump o’ muscles gets in yer face.”

Collin liked Duff already. He seemed a straight talker, but had a kindness to his voice. Collin tried not to stare, but he’d never seen a dwarf before—only heard of them. And Duff looked just as Collin had imaged one to look like, given the descriptions he’d been told. 

Duff didn’t come any higher than Collin’s waist. He had bushy hair that formed an almost perfect circle of a head with his beard. His thick eyebrows almost completely shadowed hazel eyes that seemed just as friendly as his voice.

“G’head and soak it all in, mate,” Duff gawked back at Collin, who suddenly realized just how hard he’d been staring. “Not a lotta little folks where yer from?”

“N—,” Collin tried to force-swallow a gob of bread over the swell of embarrassment,” No, sir...there’s not.”

Duff held Collin’s eyes with a long glare before the corners of his mouth began to twitch into a smile.

“Oh, shut up, mate!” Kai spat soggy bread down his chest. “You know you like it! ‘Specially the way the Sheila’s in the brothel like to swoon over ye!”

Duff burst into a chuckle and slapped his knee. “Aye, fer sure, mate!”

“Hey! Quiet down there!” A guard yelled from the mouth of the cave. 

Collin dipped his last bit of bread into his broth and crammed it into his mouth. He held his breath until the Alari soldier turned his attention back to the front of the cave. 

“Lucky he didn’t drag us outta here and lash us for all to see,” Efran said between bites. “Gotta be careful, boys.”

Kai and Duff nodded and each turned up his bowl of broth and drank it down.

Collin felt stupid for not being more aware. He had prided himself on always knowing his surroundings lately, never knowing what Brahm or one of his lackeys might be up to at any given moment. 

And he almost kicked himself when he realized he’d lost track of Brahm while talking to Kai and Duff. Collin shot a look down the cave each way. He squinted to see Brahm and his boys deep down, the light of a torch barely touching them. 

They stood huddled together—six of them—talking quietly. Collin wondered if they were plotting a good beating for him, or if they had their sights on the two new guys. 

“Reckon they’re talkin’ about us?” Kai asked. “I didn’t think it would be long ‘fore someone came to test us.”

“I don’t know,” Collin drank the last few gulps of his broth and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Stick with us, though. Better to not be caught alone.”

“Well, I hope ye can have a man’s back better than ol’ Kai here.” Duff stood and wiped a hand down the leg of his breeches. “There was this one time he just bloody stood there while some drunk barbarian tossed me through a wall! Said he wanted to see how far I’d go!”

“In my defense, now, I was just as drunk as he was,” Kai said. “Collin, if ye ever get outta here, ye gotta try the peach wine at Manto’s brothel. I promise ye, it’s the best ye’ve ever had!”

Collin cracked the first smile he could remember in possibly months. Earlier, he’d thought Kai and Duff might not make it through the day. Now, though, he hoped they did.

The three of them finished off their food and started back up the cave to the chow cart. As they made the slow walk, their shackles jingling, Collin noticed a different feel in the air. The cave still smelled of dank earth, every face he passed was full of gloom, but something was just...different. 

It wasn’t until Collin, Efran, Kai, and Duff had dropped their bowls into the back of the chow cart and gotten back down deep into the cave that he got a whiff of what might be happening. Brahm and all his lackeys had started back to digging, but they really didn’t seem to be working. 

Brahm hacked at the rock with his pickaxe, but kept his focus more out of the corner of his eye and back toward the mouth of the cave. 

Collin didn’t want any part of what was about to happen. He didn’t appear to have a choice, though. There he stood between Brahm and whatever he was eyeing back up the cave. 

Efran must have noticed something was amuck, too, because he gave Collin a nervous glance before he walked closer and lifted a half-full bucket from the ground next to him. “Be ready,” Efran mumbled, “I don’t know what for, but be ready.”

Efran’s warning echoed in Collin’s mind as he lifted a bucket full of rubble from beside Brahm and turned to find three Alari guards walking toward him.

“Now!” one of Brahm’s lackeys whispered.

“What the—,” Efran grunted.

Collin spun to see another one of Brahm’s crew—this one skinny with twice as many warts as Brahm—clutch his throat and stumble toward the guards. “Help!” he wheezed before falling to his knees.

“What’s this about?” One of the guards asked. He gave Brahm’s lackey a kick, but it wasn’t hard enough, because the warted goon clutched the soldiers’ leg.

The other two Alari came to his aid. “Hey you! Get off him!”

Collin realized what was going on. There were only three Alari soldiers in the entire shaft at that moment, while there were normally seven or eight. He wasn’t sure why the shortage, and hadn’t noticed before, but Brahm and his men had. The chances at an escape were still slim, with swarms of Alari between slavery and freedom once they left the cave. 

Now that all three guards were distracted, Brahm double-fisted his pickaxe and charged them. His four remaining men followed.

Collin shuffled away and braced against the cave wall alongside Efran and watched the melee unfold. He shuddered when Brahm raised his pickaxe high over his head and brought it down on the head of the first guard he came to.

Though the soldier wore the serpent crested helmet of the Alari, it seemed almost as resistant as paper with the force Brahm put behind his weapon. With a quick crunch and splash of blood, the young guard fell dead to the ground.

Brahm’s men overwhelmed the other two guards before they realized what happened. They tackled them to the ground and began pounding them with rocks while Brahm readied his pickaxe for another kill.

“Halt down there!” Silhouetted against the bright sun of the cave opening came a squad of soldiers, swords drawn. They wouldn’t make it in time to save both of their fellow Alari, though. 

“Hold him still!” Brahm grunted.

Collin hated being a slave. Hated the Alari soldiers. But, he despised Brahm more. He couldn’t stand there and let the wart covered buffoon kill another guard who was only doing his job. 

Against the wall, just a few steps away, leaned a shovel. It seemed so long ago that Collin made a spectacle of himself in front of Ethan and his men with his own shovel...so long ago.

He snatched it and charged Brahm, spinning the shovel at his side. Though shackled, he still found it easy to wield the shovel almost as well as he could control Blackwind, his staff and most prized possession—that he may never see again. Brahm only had time to bulge his eyes and drop his jaw before Collin swooped the shovel at him and knocked him back with a clang.

Brahm stumbled back, but Collin charged forward with a strike to his gut and a slash to the side of his head. He refused to let up. Brahm never let up on him. 

As he fell to one knee, Collin spun the shovel at his side, hoping the faster he spun it the harder it would hit Brahm. The Alari soldiers were almost on them, but Collin had to finish him off. After all the beatings, he would have the last strike. 

Still spinning, he raised the shovel above his head and brought the spade down flat on the top of Brahm’s head. The warted thug went limp and crumpled to the ground as the Alari arrived. 

“Down on your bellies!” one of them yelled.

Collin dropped the shovel and did as he was told, intertwining his shackled hands behind his head. He looked back toward the cave entrance and laid his cheek against the cool earth. 

“Way to go, Collin,” he heard Efran whisper. “You finally showed him.”

“Yeh, Collin,” Kai followed. “Good one, there, mate.”

Brahm laid only a few feet from Collin, a river of blood running from the top of his forehead, puddling on the ground. He was glad he did it. Glad he had a reason to. So what if he’d put himself in the middle of the fight, probably getting himself into deep trouble. It was worth it.

“You’re all dead men,” one of the guards said. “Attacking an Alari is an automatic death sentence!”

“We weren’t in on—,” Duff began, but the soldier nearest him kicked him in the chin and shut him up.

“Not this one.” Another guard stood beside Collin. He stooped and gripped him under the arm. “Get up, slave.”

With the guard’s help, Collin scrambled to his feet. 

“I saw you fighting back against them, yeah?”

“Yes. I did,” Collin answered.

“You’ll come with me, then.” He took Collin by the elbow and shoved him on ahead as he started back up the shaft. “Take the rest of them back to the slave quarters,” the guard called over his shoulder. “They’ll await execution!”
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Felicia

––––––––
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Felicia held Anthony’s hand tight as they descended into the cells beneath the Courthouse. Autumn followed close behind, as she never ventured far from them anymore—especially since Felicia had thrown the entire council into prison and sent the whole city of Anistemia into panic. No, Felicia was not quite as popular as she used to be, so it made sense to keep her auburn haired—fire wielding friend nearby.

Speaking of the council, Felicia felt their cold stares as she rounded a corner and passed by their row of cells. None of them spoke, but their anger easily radiated past the bars that held them captive and fell squarely on Felicia. She kept her head high and strode past, though—one hand holding Anthony’s, and the other clutching the hem of her dress. It served them right. They got what they deserved when they betrayed her and put Anthony in jeopardy. If anything, Felicia felt they’d gotten off light. 

The nasty smell of the cells always made her stomach queasy. And when it mixed with the smoke of the torches that lit the underground cells, it made her head ache, too. But, she’d promised Jorose he could speak with Anthony in exchange for the information he’d provided them. Information that would soon send someone to a faraway land in search for help against the Feuren army that could attack any day.

She could have lied to Jorose. She easily could have taken the information he’d given her and never brought Anthony down there. It was certainly no place for a child. But a lie would make her no better than Jorose. And what if...what if he really was Anthony’s father?

Her heart pounded as they neared his cell.

“Hello, my queen.” Jorose’s filthy hands gripped the bars of his cell and his messy black hair poked through as he leaned against them. “I thought you’d left me here to rot.”

“I gave you my word,” Felicia said. “Here we are.”

Jorose looked past her and the slight smirk on his lips vanished when he saw that Autumn had tagged along. He no doubt remembered the fiery dagger she’d formed out of thin air and pressed against his forehead. Even in the days since then, it still amazed Felicia to see Autumn’s ability to create a flame and make it into anything she wanted.

“I see you brought my friend,” Jorose said.

“I’m no friend of yours,” Autumn growled. After what Jorose and his Saetos men put Autumn through when they’d captured her, it was strange to hear the strength in her voice when she responded. 

“No. I suppose you’re not.” Jorose sat cross-legged on the stone floor of his cell and looked up at Anthony. “Hi there.”

Anthony squeezed Felicia’s hand.

“It’s alright. Momma’s here,” Felicia assured him.

A twinkle came to Jorose’s eye when she addressed herself as, “Momma,” but Felicia ignored it. She’d remain calm for Anthony. If Jorose was, in fact, Anthony’s father, then she wanted to remain as civil with him as possible. 

“You’re afraid of me?” Jorose asked.

“Yes.” Anthony whispered.

“I understand that. I haven’t been the nicest person, have I?”

Anthony shook his head. 

“I wish I could tell you that I had a good excuse.” Jorose looked down at the floor in front of him. “And, at the time, I guess I thought I did. But, I was really just angry. Angry at the world, I guess. That’s no excuse for how I acted. I know that.”

“You were really mean. You hurt people.” Anthony spoke a little louder, now. The great and fearful Saetos king was nothing more than a caged animal in front of him. He was no longer the terrorizing warrior he’d been before. 

“Yes. Yes I did. And...I’m sorry for that.”

Anthony pressed his cheek into Felicia’s hip, but kept one eye on Jorose, studying him a moment. “Momma, I wanna go. I don’t wanna talk to him anymore.”

Felicia watched every bit of hope seem to melt out of Jorose as his shoulders sank. She would not feel pity for him. Not after all he’d done and put her people through. Maybe it was bad to have such hate for a person, but that was one flaw she’d have to live with.

“I understand,” Jorose sighed, “I just wanted to look at you a moment.”

Anthony buried his whole face against Felicia. She felt relieved that he didn’t want to get to know Jorose. Of course, he had no idea the psycho might be his father—which might change things—but, she was still glad she wouldn’t have to answer a thousand questions about it.

Jorose scrambled to his feet as Felicia turned to go. 

“Can I speak with you a moment?” he asked, as desperately as she’d ever heard him.

As much as she wanted to ignore him and go on about her day, Felicia nodded. “Sure. Anthony, go on with Autumn. I’ll be along shortly.”

“Okay, Momma.”

Jorose pressed his forehead against his cell bars and watched Anthony until he could see him no more. “Will you bring him again some time? After a while? Maybe he’ll change his mind.”

“Let me remind you of why he probably won’t.” Felicia wanted to reach into his cell and thump him on the forehead for being such an idiot, but kept her distance. “How about you think about all the people you’ve had killed? His people?”

“I’m his people.” 

“No. I’m not going to believe that. He’s way too good to be one of you. Sure, you might have had something to do with him being born, but I assure you Mister Saetos King, Anthony is not one of you.”

A familiar hatred came back alive in Jorose’s eyes. A look Felicia was all too familiar with. “Oh he is most definitely mine, my little queen. You may hate the idea, and you can look for any reasoning to tell you otherwise, but there is a part of me in him.”

“Maybe. But he knows much of what you’ve done. I don’t think he’ll ever want to come down here again. I’m sorry to have to break that to you.”

“We’ll see.” Jorose paced to the back of his cell and slunk down the wall until he was sitting with his elbows resting on his knees. “The day may come when you need me again. Remember, I’ve had dealings with all these new enemies you’ve found.” 

“You’re probably the reason they’re so hostile.” Felicia grew tired of a conversation that seemed to be going nowhere. “I’ll be going now. Good day, Jorose.”

“Have you sent anyone to Eltheria, yet?” he asked.

“That’s really none of your concern, Jorose.” Felicia was surprised by her own confidence when speaking to him, as well. It hadn’t been that long ago that even the thought of him would bring on a fit of anxiety. “I suggest you find something to do with all the time you have. Maybe you could...get right with your Creator.”

Jorose laughed. “Oh, don’t come at me with this made-up all-forgiving Creator of yours. What a crock. Might I suggest something, as well? Why don’t you stop believing in some fairy tale deity and accept that this is a kill-or-be-killed world? You’ll be much more prepared for whatever lies beyond those hills out there if you’ll realize there’s no deity going to save you.”

“What about that cow skull you worship?” Felicia asked. Her First Knight had brought the skull to her when the guards had swept the hills and drove the Saetos from their camps. “Malum, isn’t it?”

Jorose leaned his head back against the wall grinned. “My men needed something to believe in.”

Felicia looked into the cell to the left of Jorose’s, where his Shaman was jailed. Nicknamed, Fang, by Collin, she’d never known him by any other name. There was no surprise on his face, however, as he listened to Jorose’s revelation.

“So you lied to them?”

“Religion is the most powerful control someone can have. If you know how to lead the sheep, you can make them go wherever you want.”

Felicia stepped as close to his cell as she felt she could safely come. “And that’s probably why your little army fell,” she said. “My best advice to you—and I don’t know why I’m even giving it to you—is to search yourself really well, Jorose. Look deep inside and see if you’re just a part of a kill-or-be-killed world, or if there is a lot more to it. Ask yourself that. Honestly ask yourself. And maybe you’ll see what an animal you’ve been. Maybe you’ll see why that sweet little boy doesn’t want to talk to you.”

“You think I haven’t done that?” He remained leaned back against the back wall of his cell, his legs stretched out and crossed. “Do you know what I’ve learned? I’ve learned that no matter how much I ask for this fairytale Creator of yours to show himself, he doesn’t come. So, this tells me either he doesn’t exist, or he’s a coward. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather he not exist—because I don’t believe there could be anything worse than an all-powerful coward.”

“Maybe you’re just not looking. Maybe you’re not listening.”

“I don’t know,” Jorose sighed, “And at this point I hardly know if I care anymore.”

Felicia studied him a moment. There truly was nothing frightening about him anymore. Her people had beaten Jorose. He had lost. And now he was just a person in a cage. “Well, I pray you find it in you to care somehow. Good day, Jorose.”

She started back past the long row of cells and heard Jorose scramble to his feet and latch on to his bars. “You’ll bring the boy again, right? Some other time?”

“I gave you my word.” Felicia called back to him without slowing. And without another word, she walked back past the imprisoned, former council members and back up the steps into the front room of the Courthouse.

There she was met by her First Knight, Paul Winslett. How he’d changed from the farmer and builder he had once been. Now his broad chest was covered by a hammer-emblazoned chest plate and he carried a warhammer strapped to his back—a weapon that was most deadly when in Paul’s hands. He didn’t wear the bear symbol of the First Knight on his chest, however, because he was only filling the place of her true First Knight, Bliss. She was probably far away on her search for Ethan Mann—but hopefully she was safe.

“There’s something you should see, if you have a minute, Your Highness.”

“Paul, I’ve told you, you don’t have to call me that.”

He smiled his big, country grin. “Yes, and I’ve told you, you’re a queen now. You have to get used to it.”

Paul didn’t intend to, but he reminded her of the declaration she’d made weeks before when the council had turned against her. Anistemia, her little city, was a queendom now. Felicia was their queen. And a lot of people were unhappy about that.

“What do you have for me?” She took Paul’s arm and they made for the tall, wooden front doors of the Courthouse.

“It’s on the outskirts of the city. Do you want to walk, or ride?”

Felicia had always enjoyed a walk through the streets of Anistemia, for as far back as she could remember. Even before the town had a name. Those walks were much easier back when she was a respected school teacher in her section. But now, as a leader and queen, her every word and action was under scrutiny.

“I’d love a walk right now. Maybe we’ll make it to the outskirts without getting stoned,” She smiled up at Paul.

As he laughed, Felicia felt an incredible joy inside. He’d almost died right in front of her, his throat sliced by Rom Turan, envoy from the Firelands. Only Anthony could save him, with his gift of healing. And, now, that had brought even more scrutiny.

“We’ll walk, then,” Paul said.

Still, as a queen, felicia didn’t wear shoes. There had once been a purpose behind going barefoot, but now she doubted she’d ever feel comfortable any other way. It was just who she was.

The midday summer sun had warmed the stones of the courtyard to a degree that might burn most. But not Felicia. She was far past being used to it, and it would be months before the ground grew cool again. Summers were just so long in Anistemia.

Just as Felicia had suspected, she got many angry glares as she and Paul made their way north on Baker Street. But for every look of hate, there were just as many greetings. And even if some of them didn’t like her, at least no one screamed, “witch!” like they did when Autumn passed by. 

When they arrived at the edge of the city, Felicia clutched her chest and gasped at the scene that lay before her. A high, thick, stone wall stretched around the city—a giant upgrade from the weak fence that had once protected them from absolutely nothing. And, just inside the wall sat rows upon rows of catapults and some other large weapons that looked like giant crossbows.

“What are those?” She asked Paul.

“Scorpions,” came a deep voice from behind.

Felicia turned and greeted Julio Vasquez, once the city’s blacksmith, and now the apparent designer of amazing weaponry. “Julio, I know I tasked you with quite a lot, but you’ve really outdone anything I could have expected.”

“I’ve had a lot of help. As the city has grown, so too has our army. I’m sure you know you have an entire engineer company. They’re the ones who did all the work.”

Julio was not only a gifted craftsman, but he was also defying the odds of their time. Anyone Felicia had ever known, or heard of, had died of the Sickness near their thirtieth birthday—if something else hadn’t taken them by then. But not Julio. He was well over thirty years old, and still as strong and fit as any man in Anistemia.

“As for those scorpions,” Julio said, “I’m hoping they’ll prove to be a deterrent to any enemy advances once they’ve ripped through a few waves of attackers.”

“Very well done, Julio. We’d be doomed without you.”

Julio crossed his arms and looked out over the battery of weapons. “I doubt that. I can’t help but believe there is something special about our people.”

“Oh, yes, for sure. But is that a good or a bad thing?”

“What do you mean?” Julio asked.

“Well, what do you make of it all? We have a girl that can shoot fire from her hands. And a little boy who can heal with a touch. We even have a giant. And Dogs almost as tall as a man. How can this all be real?” Felicia’s head swam as she asked the question. 

There was no explanation for all that she’d seen, but she’d seen it all the same. In centuries past, it all would have been called witchcraft, or mutations. It would have been scientifically and theologically explained in one way or another. But she doubted mankind had ever seen anyone like Autumn. Or Anthony. 

“Yes, a lot of it is hard to believe,” Julio scratched at his beard, “but there have always been miraculous things. And there have always been people with gifts. Once, a man parted an entire sea. Another man was swallowed by a fish and lived to tell about it. There was another man who was thrown into a fire, but didn’t die. Some men in this world have had great strength—unexplainable strength. 

“There have been those born with gifts for as long as there has been life. Some have had beautiful singing voices that—as hard as one might try—cannot be replicated. Others have the gift of leadership, in that they can will others to follow them, even if it is into sure death. Some can teach. Others can build. Don’t you think three thousand years ago men would have thought a television was just as farfetched as a girl flicking fire from her fingertips? 

“Mankind has sent people into space. To other planets. He has moved at speeds that no one could have comprehended just a few centuries ago. Couldn’t every gift or accomplishment in history be considered unbelievable?”

Felicia smiled. “I suppose you’re right.”

“It isn’t that things have been unbelievable, Your Highness. It’s just that some people have been afraid to believe. And so many things are unknown, but I do know this: If there is a Creator—and I fully believe there is—then I believe this Creator will allow some things to happen if they are to advance a certain plan. That nothing is impossible...if one is only to believe.”

There was much sense in Julio’s words. And it gave Felicia great comfort to know that the miracles she’d seen could be gifts meant for good, instead of an evil curse. But, she hoped it was enough to help fight off whatever force the Feuren kingdom might throw at them. The last time she’d seen Rom Turan, he fled out of the Courthouse in a rage after being encaged in flames. He would certainly not give a good report to whomever called the shots in Feuren Port. 

And though she had gifted friends to assist in the defense of the city, Felicia couldn’t help but wish for the return of some of Anistemia’s bravest soldiers. Collin, Bliss, and Ty had been gone for weeks and weeks, with no word from the outside world. She prayed daily for their safe return, yet feared what they may be facing at any moment. 

If they could somehow find Ethan and bring him home, she’d feel that much better about their chances in a battle.

“Riders approaching!” a soldier called down from atop the wall at the North Gate.

His shout filled Felicia with both excitement and panic. “The Feuren?” she asked Julio.

“I think they’d be more alarmed if an army was coming,” he said with a shake of his head.

Of course. And no one had sounded the alarm bell. Immediately her thoughts went to Bliss. Or Collin. Or Ty. Maybe they’d found Ethan!

Felicia broke into a run for the front gate. She had no concern for the protocol of being protected everywhere she went. If Ethan was on the other side of that gate, she must see him that instant. She had to tell him how she’d missed him. How she loved him, even if all they’d shared were some sweet words and a kiss on her hand.

To longer conversations. Ethan’s last words echoed in her mind as she thought of the last words he’d said to her. A promise of more time together.

She came to a stop at the tall, wooden gate and clasped her hands at her chest. 

“Four of them!” the guard yelled down. “Three men and a boy.”

Paul and Julio arrived next to Felicia.

“Let them in,” Paul ordered. “Weapons at the ready.” 

He took Felicia’s arm and led her back a few steps, then stood in front of her.

Six guards slowly pulled the gates open. The riders were still approaching, a few hundred yards away in the dry, flat land between Anistemia and the surrounding barrier of hills.

Two of the riders were the scouts she had sent out many weeks before, in an effort to learn more about the Feuren and their army. The other two were a pretty sizable man with a bushy red beard, and a little dark-skinned boy.

When they arrived at the gate, and slowed to a stop, Felicia could see that the little boy wore nothing more than rags and was covered in dirt.

The big, red-bearded man dismounted from his horse and gave a half-bow. “I am Ansel Offelman. I am a friend of Tyrilius Guadalupe Espinoza-Rodriguez.”

Felicia brushed past Paul and walked to Ansel. “Ty! Is he okay?”

“Yes, miss. He is.”

“Where is he? Why isn’t he with you?”

Ansel pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “I ‘spect he’s somewhere in the middle o’ the Eastern Sea. On his way to the Asian Empire.”

“Wha—, where?”

“There’s a lot ye dunno about things out there. Tyrilius told me. I can tell ye all about it. But he asked me to give ye a message.”

“Yes?” Felicia couldn’t remember being filled with so much hope and dread at the same moment. “Tell me.”

“Tyrilius says he’s found yer friend. Name o’ Ethan,” Ansel gave a sure nod. “He says...says he’s gonna bring him home.”
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Bliss

––––––––
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Bliss was set to marry King Harrace of Kromenhome in three days. Though she’d had weeks to consider it, the thought still seemed like madness. She was Bliss Li, a fighter and defender of the City of Anistemia. She wasn’t meant to marry or be trapped in some far away land. Yet, there she was, sitting in front of a fancy mirror in her new chambers—a room as big as any she’d ever been in—while her handmaiden, Carin, braided tiny blue flowers into her hair.

And her hair was no longer black as coal since the moment she met the stranger in her cell, and he silently convinced her to marry the Ice King. No, it was as white as the snow that covered the Kromen Kingdom all around her. Just as white as Carin’s, maybe more so, and if one were to look at the two of them side-by-side, they might consider them sisters. The biggest difference between them, was that Carin covered her nose and mouth with a thin veil and wore simple dresses, compared to the countless beautiful dresses the king had sent to Bliss’ chambers the day she’d accepted his proposal.

“You are going to make such a beautiful bride for ze king, Bleess.” Carin said as she brushed out another section of hair to braid. 

Bliss was thankful to still have Carin. Though she hadn’t seen King Harrace once since she’d agreed to marry him, he had allowed her to choose her handmaiden. And he’d also let her bring Myrus inside the palace to serve as a sort of advisor. But mostly he was just there because he was one of two people in Kromenhome that Bliss trusted. And much to Bliss’ delight, he snuck in her sword, Vengeance, and her daggers, when he moved into the palace. 

“I still can’t believe I’m doing this.” Bliss met eyes with Carin in the mirror. “This is madness.”

“It was either zis, or rot away in a cell for ze rest of your life,” Carin shrugged, “seems an easy choice to me.”

“So you’d marry a short, pale, slimy fat man you’d just met instead of prison, too?”

“Oui...because I am much more dangerous when I am on ze loose.” Carin leaned forward until her lips were next to Bliss’ ear, and she whispered, “Ze men always think zey have all ze power. But...have you ever noticed ze one thing men crave more zan power? Women, my dear Bleess. And though zey believe zey are so much stronger zan ze women, it could not be further from ze truth. In reality, a wise woman who watches, listens, and chooses ze right time to act, is ze most powerful of all.”

Bliss thought on Carin’s words for a long while as her handmaid finished doing her hair, then helped her slip into a light blue, silk dress. She still felt strange letting her shoulders go bare, but as she stared at herself in the mirror she began to feel the full brunt of Carin’s advice. The woman who looked back at her was strikingly beautiful. So much so that Bliss did not believe it was herself. Either way, she could see the power that Carin was talking about. 

She promised herself to come up with a plan. One that would get her out of this blasted place and back to Anistemia—while finding and rescuing Ethan along the way. It seemed she could trust Carin and Myrus, but could they be trusted on this? They would have to be, because getting out of her situation would probably require the help of more than a few.

A quiet knock came to her door. 

“Yes?” Bliss called out.

Myrus peeked his head inside. “I have news, My Lady.”

Bliss rose from her vanity, near the far window, on the other side of her chambers from where Myrus stood at the door. A sprawling white rug covered the floor between her and her enormous four-post bed, where she went and sat on the edge while Myrus entered and closed the door behind him. 

Carin hurried to the wardrobe on the other side of the bed and pulled a selection of slippers out, then brought them around and knelt at Bliss’ feet.

“The queen wishes to meet you, My Lady,” Myrus said.

Bliss gave him a puzzled look. “Which one? I mean...there are only eleven of them.”

Myrus let out a soft, nervous laugh. Little beads of sweat had formed on his forehead, and he fidgeted with the sleeve of his robe. “The...one, My Lady. The one who everyone says could be your twin. And trust me, they’re correct. I saw her pass in the courtyard earlier this morning, and she is a spitting image of you. And, also, well, people talk, you know. And, well...”

Bliss laid a hand on Myrus’ causing him to stop his fidgeting. He raised his eyes to meet hers. “C’mon, man. Tell me. What is it?”

“He eez trying to tell you,” Carin said as she slipped a white slipper onto her foot, “Zat zis queen is not a pleasant woman. Everyone says so.”

“I’m afraid that’s the word, My Lady,” Myrus said. “She’s said to be quite the stern woman with a razor-sharp tongue.”

Bliss gave them both a curious look. “And why is this supposed to affect me in any way? Aren’t I going to be her equal in three days? She can’t do anything to me, can she?”

“Well, yes, you’re right, My Lady,” Myrus paced to the window overlooking the kingdom of Kromenhome. It was a view Bliss enjoyed—high in one of the palace towers—and had the best view of a sunset she’d ever seen. “But I’m told the other queens fear her. Perhaps she has the king’s ear. Maybe she’s his favorite?”

“Yeah, well, whatever.” Bliss stood as Carin finished putting on her slippers. She took a few steps and admired their comfort, something she’d never dreamed she’d do in her lifetime, and she almost laughed at herself as she realized it. “I guess if she needs to be put in her place, I’m not afraid to be the one to do it. When does she want to meet?”

“Today—” Myrus began, but a knock interrupted.

“Queen Viria, of Kromenhome, wishes for an audience with you,” a voice announced from the other side. 

“Oh dear.” Myrus rushed to the door and grasped the handle. “She’s here. Are you ready, My Lady?”

Bliss smoothed her hands down the front of her dress and turned to Carin, who put a hair or two back into place and smiled. “You look wonderful, My Lady.”

“Let them in.”

Myrus opened the door and two handmaids in lavender dresses entered. They both had long brown hair that fell down their backs, and faces caked with powder and makeup. “My Lady,” one of them curtsied and smiled, “I present to you, Queen Viria, of Kromenhome.”

Silence filled the room, as if no one dared breathe, while the queen stepped inside. Myrus was right when he said she was a spitting image of Bliss. The only difference was Viria still had the black hair that was now a part of Bliss’ past. But she had the same steel blue eyes. The same olive skin. The same look—of Asian descent—as Myrus had noted once before. 

In contrast to Bliss’ light blue dress, the queen wore a black dress, long and tight, with a furry black shawl draped on her shoulders. Her lips were painted a deep red, and they seemed fixed in the same angry frown that Bliss always wore on her own. 

She was a bit taller than Bliss, and Viria looked down at her with an expression that suggested she was unimpressed. 

“So,” Queen Viria sighed and looked around Bliss’ chambers, “You’re the...chosen one, eh?” She looked Bliss over, head to toe, and paced to the window by the vanity—sending Myrus scurrying out of her way.

“So they tell me,” Bliss answered.

“He’s obsessed with it, you know.”

“With what?”

“This...legend. Some madness about our family and their link to some sort of powerful magic.”

“Our family?” Bliss asked. “So you believe we’re sisters?”

“I knew as soon as I walked in the room.” Queen Viria continued to look out over the kingdom as she spoke. “Well...the white hair is different, but you’ve the same face I remember from all those years ago. Do you not remember?”

“No. I’ve tried, but I only have glimpses.”

“Well, you were young.”

“Why was I taken? What happened to our parents?” Bliss asked, a bit embarrassed at the impatience in her voice. She wanted to know the answer, though. What had happened that threw her entire life into chaos?

Viria stood silent a long while, her face stoic, then she finally spoke. “Someone betrayed our father. Someone he trusted. And when they overthrew him, he was hung in that courtyard right down there. Then they came for us. That...woman stole you away, and they were going to throw Dannette and I into prison, but Harrace had them spare us and we became his servants. At least until he took the throne, and then we married him.”

“Dannette?” Bliss asked. “Our sister. She’s here?”

“She was. But the Fever took her two years ago. At such a young age, too. It was very sad.”

Though she said it was sad, Bliss saw no gloom in her eyes, nor heard any in her voice. In fact, Viria’s every word came out as cold as the walls of Kromenhome. 

But Bliss couldn’t judge her older sister when she didn’t feel anything either. Her only memories of Dannette were those shown to her by the Face in the Fire. And who knew if the visions it had shown her were even true?

“And what about this magic our family is supposed to possess?” Bliss asked. “How did King Harrace get this idea?”

Viria blinked slowly. “You are of the Liang Dynasty, my sister. We were the most powerful family in Kromenhome for over ninety years. And some said we were so powerful because we had special gifts. Of course, it’s no secret that things changed when the world fell. Our scientists here say that the combination of some miracle medicines, plagues, nuclear war, and a ton of other variables, caused mutations on a scale mankind has never experienced. There are giant humans, giant animals—like that dog of yours, that somehow escaped the palace before the guards killed him. And I’ve even heard tell of people who can shoot fire from their eyes, or freeze someone solid with but a glance.”

The queen finally turned from the window and paced back to Bliss. “And some say the Liangs possessed some of these powers. But I don’t recall seeing Father do anything magical. And we were too young when our mother died to have any memories of such things.” Viria eyed Bliss up and down again. “What about you, sister? Do you have any special gifts?”

“Only killing,” Bliss answered, “I’m pretty good at that.”

Viria’s lips parted and a soft gasp escaped. Then she cleared her throat and gave the slightest of smiles. “I see. A gift we both share, I guess.”

This time it was Bliss’ turn to give a once-over look. “Yeah...you look like a fearsome warrior, all right.”

“Rest assured, sister, I may not be swinging a sword and screaming a Kromen war cry,” Viria stepped closer until Bliss felt her hot breath on her face, “but I am very...very dangerous.”

“Why would one need to be dangerous in this place?” Bliss asked. “You’re a queen. Your every need is met, and you have armed protection around every corner. It doesn’t look like anyone is starting a war with Kromenhome any time soon, so is there something I’m missing?”

“Do you really feel safe, sister? Our family’s dynasty fell easily enough after ruling for all those years. Any moment this one could fall as well, couldn’t it? And where would we be if we didn’t have a means to survive?” Viria brought her hand to Bliss’ cheek and gazed into her eyes. “Our family may not have left us any magical abilities, but it’s obvious we were given some gifts, even if they’re not so glamorous.”

Viria’s words were all true. Bliss thought back to Anistemia, where life for the people had been reasonably simple when the Saetos weren’t kidnapping folks to the hills. But that all changed when Ethan killed Jorose’s brother in that riverbed. That day had changed everything for her city. And it felt like so long ago, though it had only been a few months. So, her sister was right. Any moment this one could fall.

“At least we now have family, though, right?” Bliss only half-believed her own words. She didn’t know Viria from anyone else in this frozen kingdom, and she surely didn’t trust someone she’d heard nothing but bad things about.

Viria must have silently agreed with her, because her only response was a, “Hmph,” before she beckoned to her escorts and stepped past Bliss. The two young women with heavy makeup went before her and one of them opened the door, but the queen stopped short of leaving and turned back. 

“Trust no one here, sister,” she said. “And if things happen and it comes down to everyone for themselves...then I am truly sorry.”

Bliss felt her face fill with heat. She was certain Viria meant it as a threat, and even if she didn’t, Bliss took it as such. “Hmph,” she mocked, as she closed the distance between her and the queen until she stood close enough that it seemed to make her handmaids nervous.

Viria’s gaze stayed just as cold and disinterested as it had suggested the whole time she’d been in Bliss’ chambers. 

“Trust me...sister,” Bliss said, “I’m the last person anyone in this wretched kingdom wants to come across if things come down to everyone for themselves. You may sashay around this palace in your flowing dresses and peer down your nose at the peasants around you, but when it comes down to it your stature will have nothing to do with where you finish. Can you pick up a weapon and fight your way out of the turmoil? Will you run through someone without a second thought? Because unless you’ve felt death’s grip and fought yourself from it, I’m not afraid of you. Not even the slightest. Because...sister...all I’ve heard are words.”

The queen continued to gaze back, unblinking. And her lips even spread into the slightest of smirks. “I really wasn’t threatening you, dear. I do hope you marry King Harrace and are happy and healthy for all of your days. But, you should know that one doesn’t have to wield a sword to be deadly. No...you may think it is deadly cold here in the northern kingdom, but be assured there is nothing as frigid and fatal as me, when I have to be.” 

Viria didn’t wait for a response, as she turned and left once her words were spoken. Her handmaidens gave quick nods and followed behind. 

Bliss stood still for a while, her heart pounding. Perhaps she’d reacted too harshly. Maybe Viria truly didn’t mean to threaten, but there was something in her tone that suggested otherwise. They might have been blood years before, but Bliss didn’t feel any type of connection to her. And she could sense the same in Viria. There was nothing there.

“Miss, I—” Myrus began.

“Leave us,” Bliss snapped. She went back to the window and looked out across the distant mountain tops as the door closed behind her. Carin didn’t make a sound as she stood staring at the floor. 

Bliss breathed in the wintry air as she willed her heart to slow. And as she relaxed and tried to clear her mind, her thoughts went to her distant adopted son—the giant who had found his way into her life not so long ago and taught her to love again. 

Where could he be? Was he okay? And why did she insist on him staying in the south instead of going with her? It wasn’t her best decision as a mother. 

If something had happened to him, she’d never forgive herself. But she found comfort in the fact that he was three times the size of a normal man, and could hold his own in a fight. She’d seen him rip men apart, so he had to be okay. 

Bliss closed her eyes and sucked a breath of cold air into her nose. Oh, how she did love the scent of winter—as much as she silently complained about the place, it was obvious the frozen kingdom was her home. 

As she stood there, she fell into thought about her situation and how she should watch out for herself. King Harrace obviously believed she possessed some kind of magical ability to protect herself with, and as believable as that would be—given what she’d seen in the last few months—it just wasn’t true. And given that Queen Viria had told her to trust no one, Bliss had to be on alert. 

It was a shame there was no one she truly trusted. Yes, Myrus and Carin tended to her, but were they really dependable? 

What Bliss needed was someone she’d been through things with. 

“Carin, come with me.” She moved quickly out of her chambers and down the spiraled steps of her tower. 

“Where are we going?” Carin asked from behind.

Bliss quickened her step, thinking of the only other person or thing she truly trusted in Kromenhome. Another member to add to her team...just in case things did take a turn for the worst, as Queen Viria suggested might happen. 

She lifted the hems of her dress and raced even faster down the steps as she said over her shoulder, “We’re going to find my dog.”
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Ty

––––––––
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A strange sound came from the darkness. Or maybe it wasn’t a sound at all, since it was so quiet. Perhaps it was a feeling...a feeling of something alive and powerful, yet almost completely silent. 
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