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Chapter one

1





There is an urgency in the air as darkness surrounds Onmai, the Sage Ruler. The drumming of her temples matches the pounding of her heart as she meditates on a dilemma that has haunted her for thirteen months. Housed in the towering oak tree known as the Elders’ Villa, Onmai looks for guidance on the fate of her people and the land of Zodia. The fire is cool as its embers beg to be fed as wax from the candles threatens to drip to nothingness. Its flickering glow is the only source of light amidst the unlit night. Not even a lone star shines in the skies to guide weary travelers through the night. There is nothing to chase away the darkness that keeps worried souls up until the break of day. 

Sitting on the stone balcony floor, she tries to connect with nature and the heavens. Inside felt too confined, when all her soul desires is to be free. Free of the images of fire, death, and Talia’s menacing glare. But outside does not bring freedom; it stirs tormenting reminders. Squeezing her eyes tighter, she resists the temptation to look upward into the night, where the timer of calamity becomes more visible. 

Fluttering, burning eyes open as she turns to the skies, the outline of the Crimson Sun slowly becomes transparent as daylight approaches. A whimpered groan catches in her throat. The Crimson Sun appears to be days from eclipsing the Rising Sun. When that happens, will destruction unleash and ruin our land, like the prophecy foretold? Or has the force been with us all along, waiting to turn? 

A tear falls from Onmai’s eyes—she can sense the pain and anguish on the horizon. Though she is not sure if these are her own feelings or insights from the ancestors. For months she has called to them, but they only send reminders of the dream she had thirteen months prior—a tormenting vision of Zodia consumed with fire, death-begging screams, and the figure of the one she considers a child. 

“Talia,” the sage murmurs as her lips taste fresh tears. 

For months, the sage could not understand the vision of Talia’s fingers wrapped around her throat. She shudders as the ancestors pull her back into the vision. 

“Look at me,” Talia demands.

Onmai shakes her head feverishly, casting tears across the scorched land. 

“Look at me!” she demands again. “You owe me that, Mother.”

The word lingers like a brutal curse as Onmai turns to the pain and anger behind Talia’s eyes. Eyes that once carried love and hope. 

“Talia, dear one. Follow the stars back to the light.” The sage urges, but Onmai’s words abruptly end as Talia squeezes her neck. 

“No more prophecies. No more lies. I will make my path and destroy everything in my way.”

Talia’s fingers increase their pressure against Onmai’s neck.

The popping sound of cracking bone shakes the Sage Ruler from the vision of her death. 

Tears flow like waterfalls.

Sage Onmai has been like a mother to Talia, but she did not birth her, nor has Talia ever called her such. Talia manipulates water and struggles to build a blazing flame. So how can she be the destroyer of fields and mountains?

“You know what it means, but you refuse to see,” echoes a voice in the ether. 

Onmai is not afraid. She welcomes the voice and the visitation from the Elders living in the after realm—a place she senses she will walk among soon. 

“Tell me what I refuse to see!” she calls back, welcoming the scent of lavender and honey. Her soul becomes more at ease the deeper she seeps into the after realm. 

Afraid her eyes will draw her from the moment, she closes them and listens intently to their voices. She can feel their presence; too many to count—spanning the time since the beginning of the Elders. 

The same one who spoke before speaks again. “You refuse to see.” 

The words echo and sound more painful. Like a scolding to a pupil who has disappointed their master. 

“I have seen the prophecy of old, like all of you of the past. I have felt the pain and chaos that are supposed to engulf our lands. Seen the vision of the faraway land from which the Chosen One has come. I accept that the one I cherish like prized gold will be our destruction. What do I refuse to see? Please tell me. Please tell me why this new vision makes the former feel wrong?” Onmai begs, but the voice is silent. 

The scent of lavender and honey remains strong, like the most vibrant of fields. Her body feels the touch of lavender petals against her potter’s clay red skin, so she knows the Elders remain present.

“Why do you refuse to speak? Why does my ignorance offend you so much?” Her voice, usually strong and warm, trembles with overwhelming grief.

It stirs the voice to speak, “Because we saw too late and you still have time, albeit just days.” 

The scent of the after realm dissipates, and she can feel the electric pulse of Zodia. Coastal waves perfume the land, and the sweltering heat of the humid day dampens her brow. The Elders’ consuming power has vanished, leaving her with emptiness and a haunting reminder that her time in this world is drawing to a close. 
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2





“Hmm . . .” Talia moans as the warmth of the shower runs down her shoulder and meets with Eli’s lips. Wrapped in this sensual dance so long, the pulsing water is losing its heat; yet, the two lovers’ slick bodies continue to glide against each other. “My love, if we stay like this much longer, the children will have no warm water for their evening wash-up.” 

The warrioress tries to pull away, but Eli deepens his kiss on her body, sending a delightful shiver through her. Drawing his lips away, he stares into her eyes, round, chestnut, and drowsy with passion. “My heart, I will draw them a bath and ignite the flames if I must. But know I am not releasing you until I am done with you.” 

Eli slips a hand around the small of Talia’s back and draws her closer. His fingers tighten on her bronze skin so she cannot slip away. His lips find hers, muffling the sound of each other’s impassioned murmurs.

The two lovers have been stealing off for private moments as the eclipse approaches. Both are familiar with the unpredictability of war and the finality of death. As such, they have spent every moment outside of being parents and warriors, as lovers. However, their moments do not always go blissfully undisturbed. 

Bang. Bang. Bang. Goes Alora’s fist against the door. 

Burying herself in the crook of Eli’s shoulder, muscular and firm, Talia groans. 

Dropping her leg from around his hip, Eli whispers. “It’s wrong to portal our firstborn across the island, isn’t it?”

Talia chuckles. “Yes, people would frown upon that. Though her powers are getting stronger; she may simply portal back to us.”

“Life was simpler when they were babies,” he runs dripping fingers through his locs. 

Pulling back to meet his eyes, Talia says, “My love, when did our little ones become eight, nine, twelve, and fourteen?”

Holding each other’s gaze, they stay wrapped in timeless affection until Alora yells, “Would you two finish already!”

Eli looks to the door to shout back, but Talia’s gentle fingers on his lips stop him. “Don’t. She has been on edge as of late. Stay a while longer, and I will see if I can calm her spirits.”

Wrapping his fingers around her wrist, Eli raises Talia’s palm to his lips and kisses it tenderly. Lingering with his lover a moment longer, Talia expels a breath then pushes the curtain aside. 

Forgoing the round of oils and moisturizer she wanted to lather over her skin, Talia dries herself and swiftly places on her clothing before tending to her daughter. 

Stepping outside the bathroom, Talia hears the water turn off, and she tugs against the desire to return to Eli. 

“Mom!” Alora shouts, stomping from the kitchen. 

“What is wrong, Alora?” Talia asks, keeping her voice calm and even. 

Talia walks to the kitchen, and her daughter rushes after her. “Mom, how can you and Dad be having sex at a time like this?”

“Alora!” Talia shouts, more in surprise than anger. The warrioress is not ignorant enough to think her children do not know the word, but she has never heard it spoken through their lips. 

With a grounding breath, Alora’s shoulders rise and then fall. The young one takes a second to remember herself, as her mother takes an apple from the counter and bites. 

Once she feels her words are less sharp, she continues, “I just mean the Crimson Sun could eclipse at any moment. When that happens, war is supposed to start. What if that happens immediately and you and Dad are, you know . . .” Alora gestures to the bathroom, and Talia swiftly acknowledges she understands. 

“I understand, Alora. But you have nothing to worry about. If war ensues, your father and I will be ready to defend you and your siblings. Let that not be a worry for you.”

“But it is!” Alora shouts, though she drops her voice and quickly continues. “I am fourteen now. I wear a real blade when training. If something happens, I could be called to fight with you and Dad. Then what will happen to Tobias, Ellie, and Jane? And what if you can’t fight because you’re pregnant?”

The word sends a shutter through Talia and nearly makes her choke on the piece of apple in her mouth. Talia waits for her daughter to move on, though she waits for an answer. Placing the apple on the counter, Talia takes a moment, and then responds, “You have yet to begin your tutelage at the training yard. While your father and I have trained you well, you will need to do that before you are absolutely war-ready. There are many warriors far older and more prepared, so your need on the battlefield will be a last resort, my love. If war is to take place, it will be like the last, where you and your siblings—”

“But what if I don’t want it to be like the last time!” Alora interrupts with tears glistening in her eyes. 

The sight of her daughter so pained and refusing to let the tears flow twists Talia’s heart into a deeper agony than if her opponent had bruised her in battle. Before she can offer comfort, Alora speaks with such rapid fire. “We nearly lost you and Dad the last time. We were in the training camps waiting for months for an answer on whether you two were dead or alive. This time they will separate me from my siblings since I am older and could get asked to fight. The prophecy says this battle is going to be the worst we have ever faced. I’m . . .” The young one’s words trail off.

Talia steps forward and wraps her daughter tightly as Alora’s body quivers with her effort to hold back tears and fear-filled words. Tenderly, Talia caresses her child’s back and head, hoping it will wash away every worry. When the shaking eases and Alora’s body feels less tense, she says, “My child, have I ever told you how frightened I was before my first battle?” 

Alora’s head remains buried in her chest, but she feels her child shaking her head no. Talia nods and continues. “Young one, I, like you, was terrified. My body shook like our trees in a windstorm. I told myself I was prepared for whatever fate had in store, but my body quivered as I lay in bed waiting to be called for battle. It is okay to be afraid. But even if your foot is unsteady, we step forward as warriors. Do not hesitate in saying the word fear, but know you have trained enough, and that if needed, you will protect your siblings. As for me and your father . . .” Talia takes Alora’s head in her hands. The warrioress guides her child’s face to meet hers as she says, “This time we are much stronger and wiser. We are better prepared for battle. And there is a secret weapon.”

Alora draws her brows together, waiting for her mother to reveal the answer. Talia smiles and explains, “It is Tabatha. She is the Chosen One and has become incredibly strong in these last months.”

Rolling her eyes, Alora pulls away. “I can’t believe you. You’re sounding just like Tabatha. I bet you’re going to say something ridiculous like ‘just believe and it will work out.’” 

Talia smiles warmly, then returns to her apple on the counter. Toying with her child, she says, “Oddly enough, I was. I guess the Chosen One is rubbing off on me.”

Alora shakes her head. 

Taking another bite, Talia asks, “Where are your brother and sisters?”

Alora throws a thumb over her shoulder toward the window. “They are out there ‘training’ with the Chosen One.” Alora uses air quotes, mocking her siblings’ laid-back approach to war preparations. Talia does not brush away the rest of Alora’s irritation, though she is pleased to see the heaviness her child bore has somewhat shifted. 

“Shall we join them?” Talia asks.

Alora violently shakes her head. “I am going to do real training.” 

With that, Alora marches to the door and thrusts it open wide. Talia braces herself for the slamming door, though her child does the opposite and closes it with a light pull that only rattles the frame. 

Taking the win, Talia breathes. “Thank you, ancestors, for small wins.”
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Outside the house, there is a much different mix of emotions. Nestled on the hardened ground, Ellie, Jane, and the Chosen One, Tabatha, sit cross-legged watching Tobias. The two littles and Tobias have been accompanying Tabatha during her morning training, but today the young warrior had a lesson of his own. 

Captivating his audience with extra spiraled curls and pants hovering above his ankles, revealing his growth spurt; he moves his hands apart like parting a wave, ushering his three audience members to scoot a little further apart. 

“Give yourself more room. That way you won’t be close enough to cheat.” His broad smile widens in anticipation of his trick. 

“Tobias, hurry,” Ellie groans. “Jane and I want to have a tea party, and you’re making us late.” 

“Uh huh,” Jane contributes as a light grin rests on Tabatha’s lips. In these last months, she has enjoyed watching the siblings interact. They remind her much of the dynamic between her and Daniel, her older brother in her world. When she was a child, like these three, she too enjoyed tormenting her older brother. Much of the little one's interactions bring her joyful memories and rare homesickness. Now that she considers it, she rarely feels like her world is home. 

“Okay, you three are far enough away. Now, a brief lesson.” He holds up his finger as if he’s a mini college professor waiting for his class’s attention. With their eyes fixed on him, he brushes a fallen curl back, revealing how the sun has tanned his deep cocoa brow. “We often overlook the wind element. But its invisible nature makes it the perfect weapon for sneak attacks or whipping up a dust storm to blind your enemies.”

“Hurry, Bias!” Jane taunts. The little one recently celebrated her eighth birthday and has begun teasing her older siblings a little more. While the little one tries to assert her big-girlness, her older siblings, Ellie, nine; Tobias, twelve; and Alora, fourteen, remind her she is the runt of the family.

Tobias gives his sister a sullen glare and then continues his mock lecture. “You three might have thought I had been playing these past few weeks. But I have been honing my elemental skills with science.” 

He raises his eyebrows, and his sisters giggle as they move like furry caterpillars. “Okay, this is the moment you have been waiting for!”

Wind whistles by, leaving a bristling feeling on their skin. The gust is mighty, rattling the tops of the trees. The towering greenery shakes and hums to the melody of the wind, giving thanks for its gift of movement.

“Wow!” Jane and Ellie stare with wonder, while Tobias becomes bashful.

“That wasn’t me, but this is.” Cupping his hands over his lips, the three onlookers watch as his cheeks move. They do not hear a word. When he brings his hands away from his mouth, he blows out the air like pushing a bubble. His three onlookers sit confused and uninspired until a whistling sound brushes past their ears. At first, it seemed as if the whistle was nothing, but then their brains registered the tiny wind whisper. 

With their mouths agape, Tobias beams and dances in place. 

“You can speak through the wind!” they simultaneously exclaim, getting a triumphant laugh from Tobias.  

“What was the message you heard?” 

Ellie places her finger to her nose, and quickly darts her eyes to Tabatha, “Not it.”

Jane leans forward. “I know what the message was! You said Alora is a poopie head.” 

Tobias snorts and doubles over with laughter. “Sure is. Did you two hear it t—”

The young boy stops talking to throw himself to the ground and out of the way of a massive fireball that slams into the rock just behind him. They turn to look at the blackened center, evidence of the scorching attack. 

When they turn from the rock to Alora, she is heaving up and down, and her anger warms the air. 

“Say it to my face!” she snarls as her eyes darken. 

The sight of the young warrior so menacing sends a chill through Tabatha, who pushes herself from the ground. “Let’s all take a step back. Alora, what Tobias said wasn’t kind, but we don’t need this level of anger. Not for this.”

Alora glares at her brother like she doesn’t hear the words, like she doesn’t even see him. The young warrior stares as if she sees an enemy. 

Observing his sister itching for a fight, Tobias does not back down. “Fine, you want me to say it to your face, I will. Alora, you are a poopie head who is so afraid you ruin everything.”

Tabatha’s stomach drops at the hurtful words. Over the past few weeks, with tensions running high, both sides have hurled hurtful words at each other, but this attack cut the deepest. She steps forward to correct the situation, but Alora throws Tabatha to the side as she barrels past to wrap her hands around Tobias’ neck. Gritting his teeth, he shoves her back, and she winces at the impact. 

“Stop!” Tabatha yells, but this battle is far beyond words, as Alora charges again and the two siblings fall to the ground. Jane draws into a ball as she cries for her siblings to stop. 

“Ellie, go get your mom or dad. I will try to pull them apart.” The little one sprints back to the house before Tabatha finishes her instruction. 

Fists connect with cheeks and teeth bite into arms as the siblings tussle, neither wanting to yield to the other. Tabatha forces her arm between the siblings, trying to separate them, but as soon as she creates space, one of them slips around and pulls the other back to the ground. A kick to her spleen jostles Tabatha, and one sibling reaches through her curls to grab the other person. It is a chaotic jambalaya of attacks and sibling-saving interventions that yields nothing but bitter insults and bruises. 

Suddenly, like a ray of light peeking through grey clouds, levity comes as Eli removes Alora from Tabatha’s back. The torrential teen thrashes and grunts as Eli keeps her from the ground. Talia rushes by in a blur as she goes to Tobias’ side and places a tender hand on his swelling eye. He tries to rise, but Talia pulls him into her grasp. 

“What is wrong with you two?” The warrior mother breathes as Tobias stills in her arms. “You two do not harm each other, not like this, not ever.”

Eli rests Alora on the ground, and she steps toward her sibling, but the mountain man towers in front of her, and his tone is halting as he commands, “Not another step. You heard your mother’s instruction. Do not make her repeat herself.”

“But he—” Alora begins, but the big man silences her. 

“I do not care what he has done. Nothing should make you draw blood from your sibling.”

The air is tense with Alora’s heat and the commanding presence of her parents. The teen enters a stare-down with her father, but he is unyielding. For a moment, it seems like Alora will not back down. Fearful this will escalate into another round of arguments, Talia says, “Alora, come with me, we will—”

“No,” Eli says, ending his wife’s intervention. The look Talia gives him signals she will war with him in a far greater manner than the sibling’s altercation, forcing the big man to shift his tone. “I mean, Alora and I should speak. You tend to Tobias.” 

Talia’s nod is curt as she submits to Eli—this time. Alora opens her mouth to protest, but Eli’s gaze quiets her objection. His broad hand is gentle as he places it on her shoulder. He waits for her anger to ease before he brings forth a portal. 

The air shifts as particles fuse and energies meld into a blueish-white hue that leads to a mountainous and barren landscape. They step forward and allow the portal to fizzle closed like an exhale of a heavy breath as the remaining families stay behind to clean up the broken pieces. 
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“Tobias, run soap and water over your wounds. Use a clean rag and ensure there is no dirt left on your scratches. Ancestors forbid you get an infection,” Talia orders as she rubs her forehead with one hand and strokes Jane’s head with the other. Ellie still holds Tabatha’s hand as they cross the threshold. 

The forehead rubbing turns to circular grinding as Talia’s head shakes. When the warrioress lets out a deep sigh, the little one grasping her leg, Jane, says, “Sorry, Mama.” 

Ellie grips Tabatha’s hand tighter and mimics her sister; “I’m sorry too, Mama.” 

Tabatha’s heart tightens, and she can only imagine the agony Talia feels. But the warrioress places a gentle smile on her lips as she turns to her little ones. “It is fine, my little one. It will all be fine. I was just thinking, that’s all.” Reaching out her hand, Ellie leaves Tabatha and goes to her mother. Talia squeezes and rocks her children. “Tell Tobias I said you two can wash your hands, then I will bring you a snack for your tea party. I am sure your dollies are waiting.”

The littles brighten at the thought of their party and immediately release their mother. Sprinting to the bathroom door, the patter of little feet transitions to both children shouting, “Mom said we can come in!”

There is the clasp of the knob as it opens, and the sound of rushing water trails down the hall and into the kitchen where Talia and Tabatha migrate. Resting her hip against the half wall dividing the living room and the kitchen, Tabatha watches as the warrior mother retrieves a tray from the fridge. It’s a silver one, as reflective as crystal waters, and contains multiple bite-size pastries that even the most refined bakeries would envy. Adjusting the treats so there are two open spaces, Talia stacks two teacups in one of the openings. Pushing the tray to the side, she pops the lip of a glass container, and roasted cocoa beans perfume the air. Tabatha’s lungs expand deeper as she tries to hold the delectable aroma. The soft grinding of stone on stone as Talia crushes the beans in the mortar and pestle adds a calmness to the tense gravity lingering in the atmosphere. Pleased with the consistency, Talia moves to the stove and places a tentative hand on the pot, ensuring its coolness. Nodding at the temperature, she places it in the remaining open space of the tray. When she lifts the teapot lid, a waft of warm cinnamon fills the air, causing Tabatha to lick her lips. Immersed in her task, the warrioress adds the ground cocoa beans, then retrieves palm sugar and the innards of a vanilla bean. All the items get added to the teapot, and the meld of flavors is thick like honey, pushing the remaining tension from the air. The porcelain lid closes at a barely audible level. Putting the finishing touches on the tray, Talia grabs some linen and takes the contents to the little ones’ room. As Talia passes, Tabatha notices the way the linen complements the color of the pastries. 

The thoughtfulness touches Tabatha. “You care for your children so deeply. And they probably don’t notice half of what you do.”

Without missing a step, Talia says, “Life as a mother, Chosen One. Life as a mother.”

Her words hold a lightness and an understanding, but Tabatha considers—how many little acts of love her mother performed, and she never noticed?   

The shutters near the table jostle, and tiny peep sounds come from the other side. Investigating, Tabatha rests her hand on the shutter. “I think I know what’s on the other side. Are you going to come in if I open?” 

Excitement coats her words as she prepares to open the shutter and welcome the chattering bird. The red-breasted finch hops to the side as Tabatha pushes it open. 

“Pretty little thing! I’ll have to add you to our guidebook.” Tabatha found an animal guidebook on Alora’s shelves, and ever since then, Tobias and the littles have encouraged her to mark off all the animals she finds on the island. “We don’t have you in the city. Are you coming to check out the sweet treats?”

The little finch’s head tilts as it hops along the windowsill.  

“Well, he will have no treats from us today, shoo,” Talia claps her hands twice, sending the creature away. 

Tabatha pouts playfully. “Be nice. I enjoy having nature around. It’s so peaceful.”

“Humph. We’ll see how peaceful it is when they nest in the roof and Eli must attach new shingles.” 

“You could be wishing away a good omen, Talia. Birdies can symbolize new beginnings.”

“We have enough beginning, Chosen One. We need not invite anymore.”

Grabbing a knife, Talia cuts some pieces of ginger and places them in a glass, then removes a pitcher of water from the fridge, and fills it. “Would you like some water?” Talia offers before sipping slowly. Her eyes close gently as the cool contents coat her insides. 

Tabatha waves her hand, and Talia returns the pitcher to the fridge before joining the Chosen One at the table. 

“You okay?” Tabatha asks as Talia places the cool glass to her forehead. 

“These children have been driving me crazy these last few weeks. Hopefully, this ginger will settle my stomach.”

Tabatha bites down on her lip as she reaches for a linen napkin and folds it into pleats. A sly grin peeks through as she releases the hold on her lips. “You were sick last week, too. And I believe I heard you throwing up a few times.”

Pressing the glass deeper into the center of her forehead, Talia replies, “I must have a wretched illness that the little ones brought back from playing with the neighborhood children. Only the ancestors know why someone would let their child be so disease-filled and still allowed to play with the other children.”

Tabatha raises her eyebrows and folds a few more pleats. “Or do you think the new beginning the birdie is talking about is you? And you know.” Tabatha flicks her eyes to Talia’s belly. 

At first, Talia does not notice, but the Chosen One continues to move her eyes from her to her center. The glass makes a hard thud as the warrioress slams it to the table. “Chosen One, I am not with child. Let us not even joke about such fates.”

Tabatha is now beaming. “I have you know I have great baby-dar.”

“Baby-dar?”

“Baby radar, of course.” 

Talia rubs her pulsing temples, but this conversation only intensifies the pounding. “A baby is a blessing, but not at times like these, so do not wish a pregnancy on me, Chosen One.”

“I am not wishing anything on you, but I am confirming what might already be inside of you.” Tabatha releases the napkin and then takes hold of Talia’s hand. “Have you spoken to Onmai? This seems like something she would immediately know.”  

Talia looks out the window, then moves to reach for her drink. Beads of water make her fingers slick as she considers Tabatha’s suggestion. “Things between me and the sage have been different these past months. I find her distant and quick to leave when I am in her presence.” 

Tabatha leans closer, her fingers playing with the hem of the napkin. 

Rolling the glass between her fingers, she continues, “The eclipse is on her mind. The threat of war always brings stress to the Wise Sage, and it takes much effort on her part to remain neutral-minded. I am sure it is difficult reconciling that each person she engages with may not be here in the coming months, yet the village continues to need her diligent guidance.”

“Kind of like you, looking at your children and worrying about what’s ahead.”  

The gravity of the Crimson Sun and Rising Sun eclipsing silences the conversation. They are in the times the prophecy speaks of, and everything after these moments feels grossly unknown. Placing a hand over her stomach, Talia whispers, “I will speak with Onmai. She has always known when I was pregnant. Let’s pray she does not confirm your suspicions.” 

Eyes twinkling like sunlit gems, Tabatha squeals. “I know it’s not ideal, but a baby in the house! OMG, babies are the b—”

Talia clasps a hand over her mouth. “Would you be quiet? The last thing I need is the children overhearing and telling their father.” 
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