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Indigo – Master of the Currents

Book 1 in the Cursed Island series 

	Prologue


Queen Martess Monterey of the cursed island of Whim and her husband look down in the crib. The baby is sleeping peacefully, yet muttering. His blue horns shimmer in the candlelight. He’s safe, for now, but what kind of life awaits him the Queen does not know.

She wonders if she and her husband feel the same when they look at her child. His chubby little face that resembles nothing of the man she lay with for one night. His hands, fists gripping the blanket tight. She has no doubt that they both see the leader the child is destined to become, but how can they feel the same thing? She is broken, he is hurt. But neither shows it, afraid to break the bond between them that’s hanging by a thread. 

Her eyes go back to the horns. They’re the first sign that her son is born with creature magic, bestowed upon him by his father, a God. Which God, she does not know. She didn’t ask. And it doesn’t matter: they will never see him again. The child will either choose to accept the powers to their full potential or not. If he does, he will become powerful enough to save the island from its terrible curse. It’s said that the Gods have put this terrible curse on Whim because the people have taken the island for granted. They cut down trees to build houses, they exhausted natural resources for their own benefit. The island is slowly withering away, but the people don’t stop. 

Because of the curse, the island is surrounded by deadly currents and impenetrable mist. Inhabitants are not able to travel too far from the island. If they try, ships are destroyed and people die. People from other places in the world don’t come here. The people of Whim have not been able to trade or procure products or food from other places. Farmers are not able to produce enough meat for everyone to eat, so winters are tough and long. The harvest is just enough every season to merely build up the stocks and get them through the winter.

But with a curse comes a cure. The Gods have promised to lift the curse if there is someone who proves to be stronger than the currents and forces of nature. A magical child, sent by the Gods and born into the royal family of Whim, the Montereys. Every Monterey has to choose: accept the powers and save Whim, or reject them and produce an heir, so the next generation gets the same choice. 

The Queen wonders what her son will choose. If he is stronger than she was.

With or without powers, Indigo will be the most fantastic leader Whim has ever known. And yet, the Queen cannot shake the feeling of terrible disaster. She has given birth to a son, his father a God he will never know, born with magic he will never understand. She looks up at her husband, Yob Gem: a farmer. A simple and kind man. A man she loves. A man she has betrayed. A man who, despite everything, has promised her that he will be there and that he will raise the boy as his own. 

A tear slides down her cheek. He thinks it’s a happy tear. She knows the truth. 

She looks at the man on the other side of the crib. He has red eyes, like hot steel, and ink-dark hair. She fell in love with him the moment they met. 

‘I’m sorry,’ says the Queen, not sure to whom.

Yob’s red eyes find hers. ‘Don’t apologize to me,’ he says, interpreting her words in a certain way. ‘It’s his life that will be hard. You’ve condemned your child to face the same things you have faced. And you have come up empty.’ 

‘I have him,’ she says, looking down and avoiding Yob’s eyes. 

‘And what about the price you paid?’ 

‘He is worth everything. He will be a better leader than I could ever be.’ 

‘It’s a heavy burden to bear and you know it.’ 

‘I wasn’t strong enough,’ she says, barely a whisper. ‘You know that.’

‘I think you are capable of much more than you think you are. But I don’t blame you for your decision. I just ask you to be there for him. That you teach him, guide him. I will, too. It doesn’t matter to me who his father is. I will never ask you. I will love him as my own.’ 

The Queen’s eyes waver back to the horns that have already changed since she observed them a minute ago. They are blue, yes, but it’s a deep dark blue like the night sky full of stars. They reflect the light from the room and sparkle. 

Yob is right, she knows. It’s her job to educate him. Tell him about the island of Whim and the stars above. The power that’s in the earth and the strength of the waters. Teach him about the people and tell him all about the Gods. Tell him about the mist surrounding the island and the curse that came with it. Only then, if he knows every bit of it and has seen a fair share too, will he be able to make a choice. He must choose if he will be master of the currents and act on the power that his real father and other Gods bestowed upon him – or if he will simply be the next in line of the Kings and Queens of Whim that tried to produce an heir to choose the right path and save the island of Whim from the curse. The path that she’s failed to choose. 

There is something in these horns that tell her this child is different. 

My child will choose the right path, she thinks. He must. We are running out of time. 
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Everyone from Nargos and the surrounding villages has gathered on the beach. They have come to watch my performance, my little trickery that I’m about to perform. I can’t shake the feeling that I’m lying to them, all of them. I’m their Prince, but I have to rely on shenanigans to win their sympathy. At least, that’s what it feels like.

‘Remember, just as we practiced,’ says Ellian, who’s right by my side. She’s my best friend, but even her comforting words can’t calm my nerves. 

She adds: ‘You can do this. Showing them what you can is not promising them anything. They have been waiting for hundreds of years; they can wait a little bit longer. Relax and try to have some fun. It’s as simple as that.’

Simple, I think. Things stopped being simple the day I met Ellian.

I give her a reassuring look. I’ve got this.

I walk up to the waterline. My feet don’t touch the water yet. When I do, there’s no stopping it. I look over my shoulder. Mother is here too, yet back on the main road in her carriage. Mother may always try to be a woman of the people, but she is still their Queen. She is always surrounded by a dozen guards. I’m glad she’s all the way back there. She and Ellian don’t get along so well and I am nervous enough as it is. I don’t need their constant bickering distracting me from what I’m about to do. 

I have done this a thousand times, but never with an audience. And sure as the Gods, not before an audience this big. It’s like all of Nargos has come out to the docks to watch me perform a little bit of creature magic. Gods, it’s just a simple trick. It’s not really magic at all, but they don’t seem to care. All they care about is Indigo, the mythical child. All they see is their saviour. But I haven’t even agreed to be. I haven’t accepted – nor rejected – any powers. And as I stand here, water running between my thighs, all I can think about is the fact that I’m not sure if I will ever know what to do. I know what they want me to do. I know what my mother wants me to do. I even know what dad would want me to do, and he was least interested in all of this. I push the thought about my dad away. I miss him so much, it hurts.

I breathe in and take a step forward. As soon as the water touches my bare feet, they disappear and are replaced by four horselike legs, with a hairy fur and thick hooves at the bottom. My pants are ripped open and torn off: Ellian grabs them before anyone sees. It’s not part of the show.

Unable to help myself, I smile. The creature powers, as my tutor Master Prowell calls them, that are inside of me have started to come out ever since my seventeenth birthday. Suddenly, I have these horselike legs whenever my feet touch water. Of course, there have been signs of these powers ever since I was born. The horns that grow out of my forehead being the most invasive, although they mostly come out when I’m asleep. And despite expectations that come with these powers, I have started to enjoy them. For instance, I can swim mighty fast with these legs. 

I look down at the water. The currents are extra strong this far down south. It’s a perfect spot for my performance. I know all eyes are fixed on me as I close mine and try to focus on the feeling of the tide. I shift my hooves to get a better grip in the sand. I start walking, putting space between me and the beach. It gives me time to steady my nerves, as Ellian is now too far away to tell me comforting things.

This demonstration has nothing to do with me accepting creature magic or not. This is simply me, showing off my skills that I have picked up along the way traveling the island. It’s an exam, of some sorts, where the examinators are all the inhabitants of Whim. No pressure there. 

I spread my fingers. It’s a motion that is solely for my benefit, it’s not part of the show as people can’t see my hands under the water. But I’ve noticed that this works better when I feel the water, the strong pull of the tide, against my fingers. It’s making the skin between my fingers vibrate, telling me exactly what I want to know. I can feel the tide, sensing it change direction. 

I nearly topple over when an unexpected waterflow crashes against my legs. I have four of them now, but they don’t do me any good to find my balance.

I regain my balance, using my furry tail to steady my stance before I move further. When I’m far enough, I stop and focus. With my hooves six inches deep in the sand, I can’t be swept away by this tricky current. It may be strong, it may have a will of its own, but I’m here to show it another path. The balloons, fixed on long ropes and tied to heavy rocks to make sure they stay in place, will help me do that. 

The water has risen just a few inches since the moment I took the spot in this sandbank. It’s nearly there. It’s almost time. I close my eyes and feel the power of the water. It can be devastating, we have seen this many times on the Island of Whim. There has been too much destruction. There must be a way to stop it. I know people think I am the way.

Growing up, I used to think my mother was weak for not accepting the powers. If she had, then I wouldn’t have to deal with it. I don’t think that anymore. She doesn’t often talk about her choice – choosing me over any powers. Whenever I asked her about it, she said: ‘I met your dad and fell hopelessly in love. I didn’t want to lose that. I wasn’t Whim’s saviour. So instead I had you.’ 

The water has risen another couple of inches, it’s almost up to my neck now. There are no fish here, haven’t been for a very long time. There’s only a handful of seaweeds that brush against my legs, not enough to distract me. I know it’s time when suddenly I feel cold water against my skin. It’s as if someone has opened the cold water tap in one of the lavish bathtubs in the palace. I can really enjoy a good ice bath, and this is no different. I shudder with satisfaction as the cold stream pushes back all the warm water. 

Theatrically, I raise my arms. When practicing, I suggested that I’d chant a few random words, but Ellian thought it’d be too much. I know she’s right, but it would have been dramatic nonetheless. 

I can’t resist to lift my chin a little, though. I imagine the sun shining down on my face must look spectacular. Not as much as the balloons that suddenly change position. They float along the current on the long ropes, but for the spectators it looks just like I’m the one who moved them. Well, it’s as if I’ve had influence on the current, when in fact it’s just a matter of knowing the tides by studying them in detail. 

Tricking the people of Whim was not my idea. It wasn’t even mother’s, who is the most desperate to reassure her people that everything will be alright. It was Ellian’s. And when I suggested it to mother as my own idea, she teared up. Of pride, she said. 

‘I know it’s just a trick, I know you’re not ready to accept the powers, but by the Gods – this will mean so much to Whim. If we show the people that you’re taking an interest, then I’m sure they will believe everything will be okay soon. They will give up their protest, there won’t be an uprising. This will work.’

I’ve been visiting all of Whim for the last couple of years and I’ve seen the signs of upcoming uprisings. People are not happy. They are poor and hungry a lot of the time. I’m glad mother let me take apprenticeships across the island, so I could get to know it and our people in a way I never could’ve had if I stayed in the palace in Nargos. I have been making an effort. Mother hasn’t left the palace in years, today was the first time in forever. I guess I can’t blame her for that. The people have not treated her in a way they probably should have. When she chose to produce an heir instead of saving the island, they felt betrayed. They have never held it against me, fortunately. I’ve been free to go where I please and no one has harmed me. It’s not a big island, and it’s not so big that I can’t wander off on my own. 

I follow the movement of the balls on the top of the water. Someone needs to come and cut them loose at the end of the day. Might as well be me because it’ll be the fastest. I have the best swimming legs, I’m the fastest one out here. Well, that’s not entirely true. There’s always Elwyn, but we’re not on speaking terms. I can’t go to her. She’ll conjure up a storm big enough to break all four of my legs when I try to enter her cave. And Ellian won’t be happy either if I try to speak to Elwyn. Gods, why do women have to make everything so difficult? 

I look at the shores and see the people dispersing. It’s better that way. The longer I stay out here, the better my chances are to avoid any small talk today. I’m afraid the betrayal is written all over my face. I see mother enter the carriage just as I suspected. She must have gotten tired of waiting around for me. 

I half walk, half swim along the shore. I don’t do this enough, I realize. The view of the land is so much different from here. I see the wide beach and the green and high trees in the back. In the distance, I see the mountains, half of the slopes wrapped in their own shadows. It’s magical. It’s one of the places I haven’t been to yet. It’s called Devil’s Peak for a reason, it’s the most dangerous place of the whole island. It’s not easy to get up there, due to all the sharp rocks and enormous boulders scattered at the foot of the mountains. There is no way up there. Dad tried once. He said he saw things climbing that mountain that he’d like to forget. 

The cold water, now below freezing, makes my body numb. It’s a good feeling. Whenever I think of dad, I wish I could feel nothing. It’s impossible. Thinking about dad and his death a few years ago floods me with a wave of longing and remorse. I miss him and I can’t talk about him with anyone. Mother doesn’t engage, Ellian never knew him and my grandmother – well, let’s just say whenever I’m with her there’s no way of knowing if it’ll be a normal conversation.

I sigh, it leaves my lungs cold and prickly. It’s not a nice feeling, but not unwelcome either. I prefer the cold over heat any time of day. 

The further I go, the smaller the last remaining people on the beach seem to become. Ellian is one of them, I’d recognize her red hair from several miles away. But she doesn’t move. She must sense that I need space. And time. She has that gift, even if she doesn’t like to call it that. It’s not unheard of for other people than myself and my family to have certain powers. I mean, we can’t expect the Gods to wait their turn until another member of the royal family decides she doesn’t want to accept the powers and to go ahead and produce an heir by sleeping with one of them. They sometimes pick someone else and sometimes that produces a child with powers. But never more than one power, never in the way that is expected from the royal family. And not a lot of those people with creature powers come out and tell others about their abilities. Ellian certainly hasn’t told me anything about hers, because ultimately it means something about her parents that she doesn’t want to know. But I have my suspicions. 

The beach makes way for dense foliage. It bristles in the wind, an eerie sound that makes me feel like I’m being watched. It’s not a feeling that I can easily disregard, I’ve been taught to pay attention to everything that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I swim a little faster, kick my legs a little harder. I don’t use my arms for swimming, I don’t need to. I use them to push water plants out of the way that now clad the surface of the water. I can’t see my hooves anymore and it gives me the shivers. 

Always make sure to have your eyes on your hooves, son, is what my dad used to say. He used to take me to the lake behind his cottage to teach me how to swim. First as a boy, later, when the horselike legs appeared, as a creature that we didn’t know what to call. Dad used to call me his little water horse, and I was so proud of it. He said horses were the most noble animals that he could think of, and in a way, he said that I could be noble. I wish he could see me now, because I’m trying to prove to him I can be, every day. 

As I climb up the shore, I feel them slowly disappearing. When I’m completely out of the water, my normal human legs are back. It’s a cute trick, but very impractical. I untie the parcel that I keep around my neck and pull out thin pants and some leather shoes that are rolled up into small balls. The Gods sure didn’t think about the practical side of being a human being when they decided to grant me this gift. 

While walking I put on the shoes and feel immediate relief. I’m not familiar with this part of Nargos. I should probably swim back to the harbour, but there is something that’s drawing me in. The foliage is thick, but there is a small path that seems to be man-made. The edges are trimmed, like the greenery was cut away with a sharp blade. The path seems new, too; the stems still drip with liquid, forming small spots on the ground. I know what these plants are. I’d be smart to keep my distance. 

Carefully, I make my way up the path. Soon I’m completely enclosed by trees and bushes and the sounds of the ocean die away. I walk straight into a spiderweb. I can’t help but scream out. I regain my composure and try to calmly remove the web from my face. It feels sticky, almost wet. When I swipe my hand across my face, it comes away with a white substance. I’ve never seen a spiderweb that’s so tangible. 

Too late, I realize what this is. This is not a normal spiderweb at all. 
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My face is numb. 

I try to open my eyes, but I can’t seem to. I don’t remember closing them, and I sure don’t remember falling – but I know for a fact that I’m lying on my back on the ground. I know, because except for my face I feel everything. I feel rocks and branches sticking in my back, I feel how my hands and legs are tied together, making it impossible for me to move. 

But the thing that is the worst in this predicament that I find myself in, is the smell. Too bad that the numbness of my face hasn’t eliminated my ability to smell, because I’m sure that if this goes on any longer, I will vomit in my mouth and die from suffocation. 

Bile rising, I hear someone muttering about and some feet shuffling closer. 

The numbness is wearing out because I feel the soft movement of my horns retracting. It’s a rather sensitive part of my body and it’s so intimate; I don’t feel comfortable that I don’t have any power over them. I wish I could sink into the earth right now and disappear altogether.

The shame must be written all over my face, because I hear a high-pitched voice say: ‘Oh, get over yourself, boy. It’s just some horns, it’s nothing I have not seen before. And besides, we are family. You shouldn’t feel ashamed around family.’

Red hot anger surges through me. I know immediately where I am and who has done this to me. I even know why. 

‘Grandma!’ I yell out, speech muddled because I don’t have full feeling in my tongue just yet. I yank my eyes open, feeling like I’ve been covered in a wet, sticky substance that still clings to my face. From the corner of my eyes I see a small cottage and I feel the warmth from a fire. 

‘Yes, yes,’ she says as she cuts the rope. ‘These might be a bit much.’

‘Gods, do you think,’ I say, biting my tongue accidentally. I swear out loud.

‘Watch your language, boy, I’m still your elder and you will behave in my home.’

‘This is not your house,’ I say angrily, but fully convinced. ‘What have you done to the people who actually live here?’ I sit up and rub my sore wrists. She’s left my legs bound so I start tugging at the rope. 

She shrugs. My grandma is a little old lady, hunched over when she walks and relying on a walking stick to even get anywhere. But make no mistake. She is the fiercest, strongest woman I have ever met. Not much will get her down and trust me, they have tried. 

‘They were away. How am I to know why they left? I think they abandoned it,’ she says, stirring in a pot she’s put over a small fire. If you’d see her, you’d assume she was just making some soup. Something tells me, I guess it’s the smell of it, that whatever is in the pot is far more sinister. I wonder what she’s up to this time, but I’m also not sure I really want to find out. Grandma’s ventures have left me bewildered before and I don’t want to get mixed up in some of them again. Not when I have so much going on in my own life that I need to figure out.

But grandma has clearly made up her mind. She has lured me into her temporary home for a reason – I’m sure it was a spell of her hand that made me come ashore here and follow the narrow path. I wish the Gods gave me the ability to see through spells. It sure would have saved me some drama over the last few years. 

She stops stirring the pot for a few moments and gives me the once over. ‘You’re skinny. You should eat.’

‘I eat!’ I say, always getting defensive whenever she says anything. ‘They have a lot of food at the palace. Not that you’d know. How long is it since you’ve last been there?’

‘She doesn’t look after you properly,’ she continues as if I haven’t spoken.

‘I don’t need looking after and like I told you: I eat. I’m just regular skinny, just like dad was.’

‘Your father was skinny from all the worrying he did,’ she’s quick to counter. I sigh. I walked into her trap once again. Whenever we start talking about dad, the more we fight. I’m not in the mood for this tonight, so I change the subject.

‘What are you cooking, anyway?’ I crane my neck to investigate the pot. Thick, greenish fumes make it impossible to see its contents. 

‘Don’t worry about it. It’s not for you,’ says grandma. Relieved – but also worried about who it is meant for – I sit back against a log. Using the poisonous web of a venom spider was clever. It knocked me out cold. I rub my hands over my face to make sure there is no trace of it left. 

‘Did it ever occur to you that you could just send word to me in the palace, if you want to talk to me? Or you could send a letter. Or, I don’t know, you could come to dinner occasionally, just as I proposed Gods know how long ago. You know where I live. There is no need for such dramatic methods,’ I wave my hands towards the trees to suggest all the horrible things you could do with the things you find in there. And I’m sure grandma knows all about them, seeing she’s spent most of her life in these woods. 

‘Where’s the fun in that?’ she snorts. I knew it would be below her standards. Grandma has always been like this. I’m not sure she even spent a full moon in the palace, back when she was Queen. I’ve heard people talk about her reign and that they were glad when it was over. I could try to ask mother about her, but she won’t even mention her name anymore, let alone reminisce over their time together in the palace. If there even was such a time, because I don’t recall mother ever telling a story about her and grandma together. Mother was brought up mostly by the palace staff and Master Prowell. I guess that’s why she thinks so highly of him. He was like her father and mother all at once, because neither were there to teach her anything. 

‘If it’s not for me, and you don’t have anything urgent we need to talk about, then you won’t mind if I’ll be on my way, now, would you?’ I say and I go to stand up. A hard gush of wind blows me back down. Bewildered and unsure of what just happened, I look up at grandma. She’s pointing at me with her wooden spoon, looking angry. 

‘All good things come to those who wait,’ she snarls. I have never seen her like this before. Angry, on edge, nervous.

‘Grandma, what’s going on?’ I say, folding my legs under me. It’s clear I’m not going anywhere soon. 

‘So impatient. So ungrateful. Just like your grandfather, you are. Made of the same wood, wired exactly like the other.’
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