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Prologue​

Good evening, traveler. I suppose you're lost. Haven't you? Then what are you doing at my doorstep at this hour on a night like this?

Have you come to learn the rest of Luna's story? It's been a long time since anyone came here with that request. I suppose if you've come to find me, it's because you already know the beginning of the adventure, Luna's initiation into this world. Is that right? Then come in, come in... It's too cold to keep talking out here.

I knew something extraordinary would happen tonight. The forest is restless, the wind blowing fiercely, showering the windows with rain and dead leaves, as if trying to get my attention and beg me to let it in. It's not a night for wandering these dark paths, but it is a perfect night to sit by a fire, a warm bowl in hand, enjoying a good story. Are you ready? Let's begin then...

As you probably know, Luna was an ordinary girl who decided to spend the summer with her Aunt Emma, whom she hadn't seen in years. Once there, she discovered that her aunt was a witch with real powers and that they both descended from a line of sorceresses that stretched back centuries.

Emma tried to initiate Luna into the secrets of magic that summer, but strange events were about to interrupt them. For weeks, Emma had felt an unknown being stalking her, trying to break into her mind, and despite using her most powerful spells to banish it, she couldn't get rid of it.

One night, in a dream, a woman asked Emma for help to save a world called Eilean, whose magic was running out. To do so, she only had to perform a plane-shifting ritual that posed no danger. However, something went wrong during the ritual, and Emma fell dead, struck by lightning, before her niece's eyes.

Luna picked up her aunt's Book of Shadows, the place where she wrote down all her spells, and wrote in it the promise to find the being that had stalked her and avenge her death.

Emma awoke in Eilean, wounded and disoriented. There, she was told that she wasn't the chosen one they had hoped for and that she must help them find the right woman among the women of her family to save Eilean's magic. However, Emma began to suspect that the intentions of those who had lured her to this strange world might be far more sinister...

Meanwhile, in Madrid, Luna discovered, beneath what she had written, three new words, written in Emma's handwriting: "I am not dead." Upon discovering that her aunt Emma was imprisoned in a parallel world, Luna decided she had to find the ritual that would allow her to reach her there and rescue her from the clutches of her captors.

In Eilean, Emma remained steadfast in her decision not to reveal any information about the women in her family to Aradia and her henchmen, despite the deceptions and torture they subjected her to. However, the witch queen's patience had its limits, and Emma was condemned to die at the stake.

Just as Emma was about to be executed, Luna managed to perform the ritual to transfer to Eilean, and a huge blue comet streaked across the sky. Aradia suspended the execution, determined to continue using Emma to lure and control Luna, but on Passage Island, the girl chose the wrong door and ended up in Tirean, the land of Aradia's enemies.

Luna encountered Arne and Agnes, the gatekeepers, who, despite feeling sorry for her, assured her that rescuing her aunt was impossible, as the two lands were separated by an impassable sea of mist. However, the arrival of Deneb, a young man sent by Aradia as an emissary of peace, made her believe her plan might succeed.

After convincing Agnes to take her across the sea of mist and obtaining a spell that made her resemble one of the ladies of the Council of Aradia, Luna managed to sneak into the castle and rescue her aunt. On the way back, after being attacked by a flock of griffins, they stopped to rest, and Emma had a dream in which a group of luminous beings gave her a tarot deck with five cards, five Major Arcana, their faces erased.

And that's where we left our protagonist, right? Well, I'll tell you what happens next. It's a long story, with its moments of light and shadow, of smiles and tears... It's a story in which someone like you has to grow and become strong to face their destiny. Are you ready? Well, here we go...

I. The prophecy
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1. The pact
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Luna woke up to the noises coming from outside the cabin. She thought she recognized the neighing and galloping of several horses. Had new people arrived to visit them? She got up, dressed quickly, and went outside. Arne and Emma were sitting on a log, while a group of more than a dozen horses circled around them.

—I like that gray mare—Emma remarked, pointing. —She looks strong and calm.

"Awarded then," Arne said. "But don't you think the tail is a little short? I could summon it again and improve that detail."

"No, I like it like this. It makes her look very cute." Emma stood up to approach her. As if she had understood, the mare separated from her companions and approached Emma, allowing her to pet her. "It seems she likes me too."

"Don't get too attached to her. Remember, she's not real," Arne advised.

—Well, even if she disappears every night, you could always summon her again for me, couldn't you?

"Of course, though I hope I can get you some real horses in Poscait," the old man turned to Luna with a smile. "Which one do you want, my child?"

Luna approached, happy to see that Arne's anger seemed to have vanished. She sat beside the old man and watched the herd run by in astonishment. She couldn't believe those animals weren't real. They were so perfect, down to the smallest detail...

—Thank you very much, Arne, but I've never ridden a horse and I think it would be a disaster if I tried.

"Well, you've already proven yourself an expert rider of hippogriffs and dragons, so controlling a horse shouldn't be too difficult for you," Arne replied with a wry smile. "Besides, I don't think you'd want to keep racing us all the way to Poscait."

—Are we going to Poscait?— Luna shouted excitedly.

"Yes, last night after you fell asleep, I had a conversation with Arne and Deneb." Emma sat back down beside them. "There are many questions we can't answer, and we believe the Council of Elders could help us."

Luna smiled and stood up to get a closer look at the horses. She was pleased by the idea of going to Poscait, of seeing one of Eilean's great cities and meeting the powerful mages who lived there and who might be able to help them return to Earth, but she was annoyed at not having been invited to the conversation. They still treated her like a child who was a nuisance and shouldn't be present in the adults' discussions. She decided not to protest, certain they would bring up her two escapes as proof of her immaturity. It was still too fresh in their minds. It would be best to leave things as they were.

"Do you like that black horse? The one with the white spot on its forehead?" Arne asked from behind him.

Luna turned around, confused, looking into the old man's white eyes, not knowing what to say.

"Excuse me, Arne..." she said shyly. "This might sound rude, but... weren't you blind?"

"Of course, little girl," Arne replied after letting out a loud laugh. "But I summoned these horses myself, I imagined them and brought them to life. I have every single detail of them in my head. If I didn't, they would vanish."

Luna nodded and looked at the animals again. The more she learned about magic, the more complicated it seemed. She would never be capable of such concentration, no matter how many years she trained. After a few minutes, she pointed to a chestnut horse with long, blond hair.

"I like that one, the one with the hairy legs," he said to Arne. "Could I have it?"

"Of course, I made them for you," the old man replied. He stood up, clapped his hands, and all the horses disappeared, except for the two they had chosen and a huge, tired-looking Percheron. "That other one is for me; I don't have the stamina to handle a spirited horse."

—What's mine called?—asked Luna, approaching the animal, which neighed happily, as if welcoming its lifelong owner.

"They don't have names, they're just invocations. I've already told your aunt it's best not to get too attached to them."

"Well, I think you're late," Emma remarked, seeing Luna hugging her horse. "Do they really have to disappear?"

"Well, I've already told you I could summon them again every morning... Wouldn't you prefer real horses?" Arne asked imploringly. "They're far more reliable and don't require any spells to maintain. It would be a great effort for me to have to..."

"I really like this horse, he's so cute!" Luna shouted as she tried to climb on. The horse was spinning around as if it were playing. "Doesn't he really have a name?"

—Lodden. You can call him Lodden—Arne conceded. —It means hairy in Norwegian.

"I love it. I'll leave him for a while to calm down." Luna looked at the horses, and suddenly her face darkened. "Isn't Deneb coming?"

"Yes, of course. She's gone to Dorsan to buy some things for the trip." Arne stood up with effort. "We'll leave as soon as she gets back, so you'd better get your things ready."

Luna entered the house, excited to set off. On the table, Arne had left a backpack for each of them. Luna picked it up and wondered what she could pack. All her things were in Madrid. She put in the Book of Shadows she had brought from Earth. Since her aunt had an identical copy that they couldn't explain, she had given her this one to use as if it were her own. Besides, it reassured her to know that with it she had a way to communicate with Emma if, for some reason, they were separated again. She considered what else to pack and looked under the bed. There were the four clay figurines that Deneb had given her. She thought she would have liked to have the Olwen figurine too, not to complete the "evil quintet" collection, but to have Deneb's likeness. But she couldn't find a way to ask him without it sounding corny, and besides, she wasn't sure he had forgiven her. She took out the silver rose he had crafted for her and twirled it between her fingers, smiling. It was exquisite. No jeweler in the world could have created something so perfect. She held it to her lips, not thinking about what she was doing, almost astonished by its cold touch and lack of scent. She carefully placed the rose in her backpack and slipped the pouch of coins she still hadn't been able to return into her pocket. They were the perfect excuse to start a conversation again. She closed her backpack, slung it over her shoulder, and left the house to say goodbye to Agnes. The dragon was still too weak to travel and had decided to stay and guard the door in case anyone crossed it in Arne's absence.

After a few minutes, she heard the hooves of another horse approaching along the path. She kissed Agnes on her rough muzzle and ran to join the others. The horses were already saddled and loaded. Emma helped Arne onto his horse and then mounted nimbly.

—Do you know how to ride a horse?—Luna asked enviously.

—Of course, I've lived in the countryside all my life—replied her aunt. —Do you need any help?

Luna shook her head and approached, congratulating herself on having chosen a short horse instead of one of the spectacular stallions Arne had summoned that morning. She glanced around for Deneb, hoping he would offer to help, but the young man looked away and turned his horse toward the path, its back to her. Luna snorted. She wasn't the only one in the group behaving immaturely. She raised her head resolutely, gripped the reins tightly, praying that Lodden wouldn't move, and leaped onto the horse. Despite feeling unsteady, she managed to keep her balance and set off behind Deneb.

The first hour was torture. Although they were moving slowly, she struggled to maintain her balance on the animal, which bounced constantly and tried to veer off the path. She watched Arne's calm horse with envy and thought bitterly that she should have chosen a less playful one. Her three traveling companions seemed to have no difficulty at all, as if they had been riding all their lives. Arne and his aunt were enjoying the ride as they chatted, and Deneb seemed to have been born with a horse between her legs. Her posture was as elegant as that of the knights in movies, her blond hair shining in the sunlight, her cape billowing in the wind... She looked like the embodiment of a prince charming. It was a shame that she resembled a frog hopping on the horse's rump more than a fairytale princess.

Little by little, she began to get the hang of maintaining her balance and even managed to get Lodden to obey her commands with the reins. She finally managed to stand upright in the saddle and contemplate the landscape they were passing through. The place was beautiful: gentle hills, green meadows teeming with flowers as far as the eye could see, the brightest and bluest sky she could ever have imagined... From time to time, they crossed through small, refreshing woods, their ground covered with a carpet of pine needles. Luna tried to observe every detail: the mushrooms growing in the dark, damp corners, the sound of the streams, the animals darting about as they hid, the scent of the air, so clean she was sure it must be bad for her city-trained lungs... Never, not even when she walked through the forests of Estella, had she been in a place so beautiful, so pure, so untouched by the corruption that humankind left in its wake. Realizing that, no matter how far she looked away, her eyes didn't stumble upon any power lines slashing across the sky like a knife, and that, no matter how hard she strained her ears, the wind wouldn't carry the sound of any engines, made her realize she was in a strange and distant world. This feeling was heightened by the unusual sheen of the leaves, the overly vibrant colors of the flowers, and a kind of crackling in the air that made her feel more awake than ever before. She wondered if it was due to the magic that permeated Eilean, if it was strong enough for someone as clumsy as her to feel it engulfing her entire being.

They spent another couple of hours in the same formation. Luna glanced back and watched enviously as Emma and Arne continued their conversation. It seemed that Emma, having finally managed to explain how trains and cars worked, was now trying, without much success, to convince him that enormous metal airplanes loaded with hundreds of people could actually stay airborne. It looked like they could spend hours talking about it, and Luna didn't feel like joining in, but she was starting to tire of having no one to talk to. She looked back at Deneb. He must be just as bored as she was. However angry he might have been, he'd appreciate a little entertainment.

Very carefully, she spurred Lodden on to pull alongside Deneb. The boy turned his head toward her and glared angrily. Then she reined in her horse and turned it to face Emma and Arne.

"I think it would be a good idea to stop for lunch," he told them, pointing to a nearby meadow. "That could be a good place."

Arne nodded and they all headed that way. Deneb spurred his horse to get there first, jumped off, and after tying the reins to a low branch, rode into the woods.

"I'm going to get some firewood," he shouted before disappearing.

Luna managed to guide her horse there and stop it. She quickly dismounted and followed after it, determined. She wasn't going to let Deneb continue behaving that way towards her, even if she had to chase him through the entire forest.

"I'm going to help Deneb," she shouted as she darted into the woods to prevent her aunt from objecting. "We'll be right back."

She searched for him for a few minutes without success, until she thought she heard the sound of his footsteps ahead. She ran towards him and found him piling up a large bundle of fallen branches. He turned when he heard her approach and frowned for a second.

"You can go ahead and carry this firewood," he said, trying to pretend that nothing was wrong. "I'll be right there."

"No, I didn't come all this way for firewood." Luna crossed her arms and glared at him. "I came to talk to you, and I'm not leaving until I do."

"Fine," Deneb said, dropping the firewood rudely and sitting down on the ground. "What do you need from me today? My horse, a map of the castle, any information I might have about the Council's secret orders? I warn you, I don't know much about the latter. My brother was very discreet. It's a shame they didn't send him so you could try to manipulate him."

"What's the point of all this? I haven't tried to manipulate you," Luna protested, hurt.

“No, of course not... The first night you convinced me to stay because you cared that Arne and I resolved our issues. It had nothing to do with the fact that, if I left, you wouldn’t be able to use the hippogriff to try to reach Cathcaill.” Luna started to protest, but he interrupted her, raising his hand to silence her. “And it wasn’t manipulation that you skillfully steered the conversation toward the members of the Council of Aradia and their powers so you could further your plan.”

"That's not how it was. I was really worried about you working things out with Arne, and I didn't want you to leave." Luna took a couple of steps closer, praying that he wouldn't run away again.

—Of course, if I had left, you wouldn't have had anyone to steal the bag from—Deneb gave her a cold look.

"Take your bag." Luna reached into her pocket and tossed it to her. "I'll give you back every last coin."

Deneb caught the bag mid-air and weighed it in his hand, surprised. He opened it and looked inside for a few seconds. When he looked up, he gazed at it in amazement.

"I hope you'll invite me to the mansion you must have bought in Cathcaill," he said with a wry smile. "I didn't think you'd want to go live there."

"I don't understand what you're saying," Luna replied, confused. "I just gave some coins to the tavern keeper who told me where to find an illusionist, and I bought a spell to make me look like Daiva."

"Do you know how much you've spent? With that money you could have lived in Cathcaill for months. The scoundrel who cast the spell for you tricked you."

"He didn't deceive me because he didn't ask me for anything," Luna said, moving closer and sitting next to Deneb, embarrassed. "I kept offering him coins so I wouldn't run out. I didn't realize I was spending so much money."

Deneb laughed, closed the bag, and dropped it beside him, shaking his head. Luna felt heat rise to her cheeks and turned her face away so he wouldn't notice.

"I'll give it back to you, I promise," he insisted stubbornly.

"You're going to have to work hard for that," he said, still laughing. "Don't worry, I still have plenty of money."

"Does this mean you forgive me?" Luna asked hopefully.

"No, you'll give me everything back. I wouldn't have minded giving you that money, but I can't stand being robbed, much less being lied to," he said, looking her in the eyes.

"I had to do it. You weren't willing to help me rescue Emma." Luna looked away, picked up a stick from the ground, and began drawing in the dirt. She couldn't hold his blue gaze if he wasn't willing to forgive her. "I couldn't leave her there knowing she was in mortal danger."

"I understand," Deneb said, reaching out and taking Luna's hand to stop her drawing on the floor and make her look at him. "I would have done the same for the people I love. That's why I'm going to give you the chance to earn my forgiveness and pay off your debt in one fell swoop."

"Really? What do I have to do?" Luna asked, excitedly.

"You have to promise you won't lie to me again or hide your crazy plans from me," Deneb smiled sweetly. "If you're going to get into trouble again, I want you to consult me first and give me a chance to do crazy things with you."

—For how long would I have to comply to pay off the debt?

"Forever," he replied.

—That's a very long time, especially considering you're immortal—Luna protested.

"You've spent a fortune," he replied, laughing. "I don't know if you'd prefer to exchange it for working as my maid for about six months. I warn you, I'm very messy."

"I don't think so, but you wouldn't want me as a maid either," Luna replied with a smile. "I'm terrible at housework."

"So, do you accept my offer?" Deneb looked into her eyes again. "Or are you afraid of making a lifelong commitment to me?"

Luna lowered her head, feeling herself blush again. The way he spoke almost made it seem as if he were proposing marriage. She couldn't explain why his bright gaze and warm, slow voice made her feel so awkward and nervous, or why this feeling didn't make her uncomfortable or want to get away from him.

"No, I'm not afraid," he said, squeezing her hand to seal the deal. "You should be the one afraid I'm trying to make you an accomplice in my crazy schemes. Friends, then?"

"Friends," Deneb said, getting up. "And now we should carry this firewood before Emma and Arne start wondering if we've disappeared."

Luna got up and picked up the bundle of firewood Deneb had thrown down while he continued searching for more. She walked back to their campsite, but after taking a few steps, she turned to look at him again. Yes, he would have been the cutest boy in school; all the girls would have fought over him like wolves. She wondered if he'd have so much competition in that world and found herself sighing like an idiot. She turned away before he could spot her spying on him a few steps away with an adoring look on her face, telling herself she shouldn't be having such stupid thoughts. She had come to Eilean to save her aunt and return to Earth together. It would be best not to complicate things any further than they already were.
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2. A walk through Poscait
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Night was beginning to fall when they finally spotted the town of Poscait from the top of a hill. After three days on horseback, Luna longed to dismount and kiss the ground. The prospect of a soft bed and a hot supper urged her horse onward, even though her three companions had stopped. Reluctantly, she reined in Lodden and stood to see what was holding them back.

He instantly understood Emma and Deneb's admiring expressions. The view of Poscait from above was breathtaking. He had expected a walled medieval city, its buildings altered by magic like those in Cathcaill, but this city was very different. Most of the buildings were low and scattered throughout the valley, leaving wild meadows, small, dark groves, and manicured gardens between them. The houses were built of greenish, yellowish, or brownish stones, blending seamlessly into the landscape. At dusk, the water in its many lakes and streams cast golden reflections, making the entire city seem to shimmer like a small jewel. In the center rose several towers that appeared to glow and change color depending on the angle from which they were viewed.

—Welcome to Poscait, the jewel of Tirean—exclaimed Arne with a theatrical gesture. —Whenever I accompany someone and they become as mesmerized as you two are now, I feel sorry for being blind.

"It's beautiful," Luna exclaimed, surprised. "Why are the buildings so shiny? Is it magic?"

“No, this city is a tribute to the goddess and the treasures she bestowed upon us in nature. All its buildings are constructed from quartz of various colors found in nearby mines,” Arne explained. “You’re lucky to have arrived at this hour. They say it’s when Poscait is at its most beautiful.”

"Yes, but it will soon be nightfall," Deneb interrupted, urging his horse back on. "We'd better hurry."

Luna spurred Lodden on and matched her pace to Deneb's horse, all the while gazing in rapture at the city. It felt like a dream, as if something like this couldn't possibly exist.

"What does Poscait mean?" I ask Deneb. "Does it have something to do with quartz, with shine, or is it a name for the goddess?"

"No, not at all..." Deneb replied, laughing. "It means 'the cat flap' in Gaelic. You'll soon see why."

They crossed a bridge of translucent, greenish stones whose gleam blended with the reflection of the water, creating the impression of flying. As they drew closer, Luna began to hear strange sounds, like the sobs of several children. She went to ask what was happening, but Deneb, with a smile, gestured for her to follow him to a nearby meadow. When they stopped their horses, Luna was so surprised that for a few seconds she was speechless.

Hundreds of cats scampered across the meadow. They chased each other, jumped, or basked in the last rays of sunlight. The air was filled with their meows, hisses, and purrs.

"See these meadows? They're full of catnip, I think it's called catmint," Deneb explained, pointing with amusement. "It's believed that these cats may have arrived here after the persecutions they suffered throughout Europe in the Middle Ages."

"Cat chases?" Luna asked, confused. "I've never heard of that before."

"Yes, they were considered demonic animals, so the villagers searched for them everywhere, put them in sacks, and burned them in the town squares, " Deneb explained.

"But they're adorable," Luna said, getting off her horse to pet a fat cat that had approached her and was trying to sniff her. "I'd love to catch those who committed those atrocities."

“Don’t worry, they got what they deserved.” Luna turned to Deneb, looking at him curiously. “Fewer cats mean more rats, and more rats mean more disease. It’s said that those indiscriminate cat hunts may have been one of the causes of the Black Death spreading across Europe. True or not, the first inhabitants of Poscait say that when they arrived here, they found the whole valley covered in this grass and teeming with cats. It seemed like a good place to live, especially since, as Arne probably told you, there aren’t many animals on Eilean, and it was reassuring to find the same cats they had shared their lives with on Earth. They built their first houses and tried to live alongside them. However, after a while, they realized it would drive them crazy. The cats invaded the houses and stole their food. Besides, I imagine you can imagine how difficult it must have been for them to get any sleep with all that racket.”

—And what did they do?—asked Luna as she watched, amused, the chasing of some puppies.

“They burned the fields surrounding the city, thinking that if they took away the grass, the cats would look for another place,” Deneb continued. “But when morning came, the fields were full of catnip again, and the cats were still there as if nothing had happened.”

"Really?" Luna asked, surprised. "I suppose the Dealbhanos had something to do with that."

"Perhaps. Cats have always been considered magical animals; maybe they're their protégés," Deneb said, laughing as he pointed to a huge black cat rubbing itself lustfully against one of the plants before continuing. "The inhabitants of Poscait tried to destroy the plants, but after several attempts, they decided to stop tempting the beings protecting the cats. They created a magical barrier around the city that blocks sound and appointed servants to bring them food every day to prevent them from entering the city to steal it. Even so, Poscait is teeming with them."

"Thank goodness I'm not allergic," Luna joked. Deneb looked at her, puzzled. "It's an illness that makes you sneeze or itchy all over. Typical of my time."

They rode back towards Poscait. After crossing a couple more bridges, the cats' meows subsided, allowing them to enjoy the tranquil atmosphere that permeated the town. Distant melodies drifted by, along with the sounds of artisans at work and the murmurs of conversations among people gathered in doorways to enjoy the breeze. The entire town exuded a sense of peace and quiet. It almost seemed as if the word "hurry" had been banished.

They rode to an inn near the center and asked for two rooms. As soon as they got in, Luna opened the windows to continue enjoying the views while there was still light. The facades of the houses, so polished and perfect they looked like gigantic jewels, continued to emit pearly reflections.

"Let's go downstairs for dinner, Luna," her aunt told her. "You should hurry if you want to take a bath and change your clothes."

—I can't change my clothes—Luna replied. —I don't have any more.

"Maybe we should go buy you something tomorrow," Emma suggested.

"I'm not going to wear one of those robes they wear here, they're ridiculous," Luna protested. "And I seriously doubt I can afford a pair of jeans."

"Well, at least you should wash it." Emma approached to examine her and made a face of disgust at the stains. "How many days have you been wearing that?"

—I haven't calculated it. At least a week.

"You can't appear before the Council like that. As soon as we finish dinner, we'll wash it and pray that it's dry by morning."

—The Council? When are we going to see them?—Luna asked anxiously.

"We'll request an audience in the morning. I hope they don't take too long to see us." Emma opened the door for him to follow. "Come on, let's have dinner as soon as possible. We have so much to do, and I'd like to be asleep before midnight. The horseback ride has left me exhausted."

When Luna woke up the next morning, her aunt was no longer in the room. She opened the windows wide and was surprised to see that the sun was already high in the sky. She gathered her now-dry clothes, which Emma had left folded on a chair, got dressed, and left the room, expecting to find them in the dining room.

The inn was almost empty at that hour. It was occupied only by the owner, who was cleaning glasses with a bored expression, and a young man dressed in a long, coarse hooded robe. Hearing her footsteps, the young man turned around, and Luna recognized Deneb's cheerful smile. She approached him, confused.

"What happened to your clothes?" she asked, sitting down opposite him and taking one of her rolls. "You look like you've escaped from 'The Name of the Rose.'"

"And what is that?" he asked, looking confused.

—Oh, well... A story from my time about Franciscan monks—she replied. —You know what Franciscans are, right?

"Of course. In Bergen, my hometown, they were in charge of St. Olaf's Cathedral," he explained. "I often thought that if I hadn't been the heir to the county, I would have liked to join them."

"I'm sure the county girls would have rebelled at the idea of you becoming a monk, " Luna joked.

"Don't you believe it. I've always been better with books than with women. Besides, they already had my brother running around town making them all swoon." Deneb picked up the last roll and stood up from the table. "Emma and Arne have gone shopping. The Council agreed to see us this afternoon, and I think Emma wanted to find something to wear. Would you like to go for a walk?"

Luna got up immediately and followed him out of the tavern. It seemed that Poscait was a bit more lively at that hour. Many people were walking along the street, and in the distance, the bustle of a market square could be heard.

—Do you want to go shopping too?—Deneb asked her.

"No, I don't need anything, and from what I've heard, I've already spent enough money for a good while," she joked. "I'd rather you show me around the city."

Deneb nodded and set off toward the large plaza surrounded by tall towers they had seen from the hill the night before. As soon as they arrived, Luna was astonished, paralyzed by the sight. The plaza was a gigantic replica of a protective circle. The ground, constructed of some kind of pearly stone, displayed the design of a pentacle, across which lines of light of different colors moved. Each point of the pentacle was occupied by an imposing building.

"This is the center of power for all of Tirean, the place where magic and wisdom are concentrated," Deneb explained. "Look, that circular building with columns is the seat of the Council of Sages, where we will come this afternoon."

Luna watched him, feeling very small before that whitish mass. She imagined herself in the center of that building, surrounded by dozens of men with very long beards and sullen expressions dressed in Greek togas, and thought that perhaps there was some possibility of convincing the others that it wouldn't be necessary for her to be present at that meeting.

"That roofless building is something like an astronomical center. It's used to calculate our calendars, the holidays... And they also make small adjustments to the weather to prevent floods or storms that could damage the crops," Deneb said, pointing to the different buildings as she explained. "And that tall tower is the surveillance center."

Luna raised her eyes to the top of the tower to spot the watchmen. The tower walls had no large windows, nor was there a lookout point at the top from which to keep watch.

"And how are they keeping watch?" he asked after a few seconds. "I don't see anyone up there."

Deneb took her hand and guided it toward her. Luna felt nervous at his touch, but she didn't resist. There was nothing wrong with him holding her hand; in fact, it seemed more like he was treating her like an older brother. She tried not to think about whether it bothered her.

As they entered the tower, the temperature seemed to drop a few degrees. The air was cool without being unpleasant. It felt as if a light breeze were circulating inside, carrying the scent of moss and damp earth. The place was filled with strange, shifting sounds that shouldn't be there: the crashing of waves against a cliff, the murmur of an underground spring, birdsong, the wind in the treetops... The light was also shifting, as if filtering through the waters of a lagoon. Luna looked around and realized that what she had initially mistaken for statues marking the four cardinal directions were actually people who appeared to be in a trance. In front of each of them was a pedestal upon which rested a circular vessel filled with water.

Deneb put a finger to her lips to signal for silence and led her floor by floor. They all looked the same; on each one, they found four of those petrified spectators, their gaze lost in the water where Luna couldn't see a thing.

"What are they doing?" she whispered when she could no longer contain her curiosity.

"They watch every corner of Tirean," Deneb replied, leaning close to his ear to whisper. "They are all seers, and each of those vessels points to a village or an undefended coastal area from which an invasion could be launched."

—Why do they do it if no one is supposed to be able to cross the sea of fog?

“That’s the assumption, but the mages of Fasghaid are very powerful. There are villages in Tirean where there are hardly any mages, or if there are, their magic isn’t defensive in nature. A single Fasghaid mage who managed to cross could cause a real massacre,” Deneb explained. “Besides, the people of Tirean don’t trust that Aradia has abandoned her plans for conquest.”

—And what do you think?—Luna asked, her gaze still fixed on the vases in which she tried unsuccessfully to glimpse something.

—Well, he sent me here to assess the prospects for lasting peace. I hope that's a good sign.

—What would happen if someone saw something in the vases? I mean, if something happened on the other side of the island, they wouldn't have time to react.

"If any of the seers were to see something, they would all concentrate their power to send out a warning signal. The tower is designed to capture that alert and send a beam of red light into the sky, visible from a great distance. There are smaller replicas of these towers in every major village, which would send out the same signal. In a matter of seconds, all of Tirean would be warned of the danger."

"I still don't understand it. You'd know there's danger, but not where or what's really happening," Luna insisted.

"There are people with telepathic abilities scattered throughout Tirean. They would contact this tower to be informed." Deneb again took her hand to indicate that they should go down. "We'd better leave before they kick us out."

Luna nodded and followed him, thinking how much she'd like to see the towers in operation, their beams of light shooting skyward. They went back out into the large plaza, and Deneb pointed out another tower. It was a very tall, narrow ziggurat, windowless, towering majestically above the plaza, its dark amber surface reflecting the sun's rays.

—We call it the Tower of Babel—he told her—, although its function is just the opposite.

—What is it for?

"To translate languages," he smiled at Luna's puzzled expression. "Arne and I speak Norwegian, Agnes must speak some Gaelic dialect that fell out of use on Earth over a thousand years ago. Didn't you ever wonder how it was possible that we spoke your twenty-first-century Spanish so well?"

—Well, the truth is I had never thought about it— Luna admitted, astonished.

"There must always be people inside that tower maintaining the spell for all of Tirean. Without it, it would have been much harder for us to prosper, and we might have ended up scattering according to our languages. There's another tower just like it in Cathcaill."

—And that other building?—Luna pointed to the large mass of dark stone that dominated the fifth point of the pentacle.

"It's the magic school. I spent the best years of my life there in Eilean. They taught me to master my powers and make the most of them. Inside is all the knowledge we've been able to gather ." Deneb gazed at the building with a melancholic expression. "Would you like to go inside?"

"Sure, as long as you don't make me attend class," she joked, setting off.

“It’s not that kind of school,” Deneb continued, smiling. “There are no teachers, no classes, no schedules. Anyone who believes they possess knowledge they should share can do so with anyone who wants to listen. We are all teachers and students at the same time. I’m sure you know things you could teach us, too.”

—I don't think anyone would be interested in my knowledge—Luna replied, wondering what use those people could possibly get from subjects like "SMS language decoding" or "How to interpret Madrid subway maps."

"I think so, and that you would be a good teacher," he said, as he opened the doors for her. "I love listening to you."

Luna entered with her head bowed, feeling herself blush again. Luckily, as soon as she crossed the threshold, several people excitedly approached to greet Deneb. They spent several hours inside the school, during which Deneb enthusiastically showed her the gigantic, labyrinthine library, the rooms where spells were practiced, the alchemy laboratories, and the beautiful inner gardens where students enjoyed the fresh air and sunshine. In every corridor, they encountered people who remembered Deneb and who accompanied them with jokes. They told her the latest news from Tirean and asked about people who lived in Fasghaid and from whom they hadn't heard in years. Time passed very quickly, and Luna felt a growing unease within her. The time was approaching to appear before the Council and ask if there was any possibility of returning to Earth. Although she feared the answer would be negative, she realized that deep down she wished she could postpone her return. The idea of returning to her humdrum life in Madrid seemed very unappealing compared to walking hand in hand with Deneb through that magical world.
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3. The mirror of truth
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The gigantic doors of the Council of Sages opened, letting a sliver of sunlight into the vast chamber. Luna clung to Emma's arm, intimidated by the dark setting, the smoking torches, and the dozens of eyes fixed upon them. Arne led the way, his staff echoing off the wooden floor. Absolute silence followed him to the center of the circle. Luna was reminded of a pack of wolves waiting for the perfect moment to pounce on their prey.

After a few seconds, she dared to lift her gaze from the ground and observed the wise members of the Council. The people seated in the stands differed greatly from the image of venerable elders she had formed. Almost all of them appeared to be under forty years old; some even looked younger than the moon itself. Far from wearing the white togas she had imagined, they wore brightly colored robes.

"Aren't they very young?" Luna whispered, leaning close to Emma's ear.

"It seems that in Eilean, people choose the body they feel most comfortable in when they arrive," Emma replied, continuing to walk with dignity. "Don't judge them by their appearance. Arne told me there are people here who are over a thousand years old."

Luna watched them in amazement. A thousand years! She couldn't even imagine what it must be like to live such a long life. She felt intimidated by the experience and knowledge those minds must possess. Next to them, she was nothing more than a baby. She desperately wished they wouldn't make her speak.

"Most excellent Council," Arne exclaimed as he reached the center of the room. "I am Arne Jorgenssen, guardian of the gate of Dorsan. I am here with Emma Cortés and her niece Luna, both recently arrived from Earth. We are also accompanied by Deneb of Hordaland, who has been sent from Cathcaill on a diplomatic mission to strengthen relations between our peoples."

—Welcome, everyone—a young woman stood up and took a few steps forward, giving a graceful bow. —I'm Nélida, spokesperson for the Council. How can we help you?

Luna gazed at her in astonishment. She didn't look a day over fifteen, but the poise in her voice and her confident bearing belied that impression. Her blonde hair was so long it reached past her knees, and she wore a light blue tunic. Her cold, gray eyes watched them intently and suspiciously, contradicting the kindness of her words.

Arne gestured for Emma to come forward. She released Luna's arm and took a few steps ahead. After clearing her throat, she began to recount the whole story: the dream in which she was asked for help for Eilean, her journey from Earth, her imprisonment and torture in Cathcaill... She spoke of what she had been able to understand about the prophecy Aradia was trying to fulfill and about her search for a chosen one who would bring back magic and save Eilean. Finally, she recounted Luna's rescue under extreme circumstances.

—...and just as Daiva was about to shoot a fireball at us, Aradia stopped her, shouting that she could hurt the chosen one. Honestly, we don't understand who she could have been referring to —Emma finally finished and bowed her head before taking another couple of steps back.

"That seems pretty obvious," Nélida replied with a smile. "She had to be referring to your niece."

"Excuse me, but that can't be," Emma interrupted. "My niece has almost no magical training and, from what I've observed so far, she doesn't have any extraordinary powers either."

“That’s not important. Prophecies are capricious, and we often don’t understand the reasons behind their choices, ” Nélida replied before turning to some of her companions and waiting for their nods of approval, as if she were having a wordless conversation with them. “We must reflect on this matter. If Aradia intends to fulfill that prophecy, we greatly fear that her objective is not good for us. And since the girl could be the instrument Aradia seeks to fulfill it, we should prevent her from falling into her hands at all costs. Therefore, you must remain in Poscait, where you will be safe, until further notice.”

"Are you arresting us?" Luna asked, stepping forward. "I can't believe it."

"I didn't expect this from you," Emma interjected. "I just managed to free myself from Aradia only to be arrested again for no reason. You speak ill of the people of Fasghaid to behave in such a similar way."

"I will not tolerate such insults toward the Council," Nélida's voice was only a cold whisper, but it seemed to echo in the room. "You are not our prisoners. You are our guests and our wards. It won't hurt you to stay with us for a few days. In any case, I don't think you're in any hurry to go anywhere."

"We came here because we wanted to ask for your help to return to Earth," Luna interrupted, trying to sound reasonable. "If we manage to return, we'll be far from Aradia, as you wish."

Those words seemed to awaken the rest of the Council members. Some whispered among themselves, others looked at them skeptically, and some even laughed secretly. Luna felt rage surge within her.

"I don't see what's so funny about our proposal," she shouted to silence the incessant murmurs. "We don't belong to this world, we're not dead. No one has judged or executed us for witchcraft. We crossed over here with a spell, and there must be another one that will return us to our place."

Nélida watched Luna's furious face intently, then turned her gaze to Arne. She seemed weary of the conversation, as if she were annoyed by continuing with a topic she considered ridiculous.

“Didn’t you explain the peculiarities of this world to them, Arne?” he asked, separating the words as if to ensure his listeners could follow the conversation. “Didn’t you tell them that anyone who crosses the gates is dead on Earth and that it’s impossible to cross them again? Isn’t it part of your duty to make people understand and accept this before considering them ready to continue their journey?”

“That’s what I did, Nélida,” Arne replied, showing no sign of nervousness at the accusations. “But the way they crossed Eilean is unlike any of the previous cases. That, and the fact that the blue comet crossed the sky at the moment Luna arrived, made me think I should consult the Council.”

The murmurs grew louder as everyone watched Luna, some with suspicion, others with something akin to reverence. Did these people really think she could be the chosen one to fulfill an ancient prophecy, her arrival heralded by a comet? It was ridiculous.

"Let's end this discussion!" Nélida shouted furiously. Luna thought that, at least, she wasn't the only one who felt uneasy about the idea of having become a new Messiah. It seemed Nélida couldn't stand the thought of anyone stealing the spotlight. "Kore, show these women that her mortal body remained on Earth so we can finish this conversation."

—Of course, Nélida.

A tall woman with red hair stood up from the bleachers and exchanged a few words in a low voice with two of her companions, who hurried out of the room. The woman went down the bleachers and entered the circle, standing a few steps away from Luna and her companions.

“As soon as the mirror I requested is brought to me, we can begin,” the woman explained. “As my fellow Council members can attest, I am a renowned seer throughout Tirean. I will attempt to see your reflection in ten, twenty, thirty years... so that you may all witness it, I will project that image onto the mirror. If, as we assume, your mortal body remained on Earth, the image will not change.”

"Please, do you expect us to accept that as proof?" Luna protested indignantly. "If you do absolutely nothing, the image won't change either. A mirror is a mirror, and it always shows the same image."

"Are you accusing me of fraud?" The woman's eyes flashed. "I'll show you your own reflection in one hour. When that time has passed and you find yourselves in the same situation I'm about to show you, perhaps your insolence will vanish."

Luna nodded, trying to appear more confident than she felt. They brought the mirror and placed it beside her. Luna stood in front of it, her head held high. She placed her hands on her shoulders and closed her eyes, concentrating.

Luna watched her reflection, feeling safer as the seconds ticked by and nothing happened. Then she felt a chill run down her spine. The image of the fortune teller, standing behind her, gradually faded until it disappeared completely. Luna had to turn around to check that the woman was still there. When she looked back at the reflection, she saw that everything had changed. The mirror showed her a bed and an open window through which the soft light of the setting sun filtered. She recognized the place; it was her room at the inn. The door opened, and she rushed in, her eyes brimming with tears. She lay down on the bed and buried her head in the pillow to stifle the sobs that shook her entire body. What could have happened to make her so sad, so desperate? She felt her stomach clench with fear.

She turned back to the seer and nodded, indicating she was ready for the test. The image of the room vanished, revealing Luna's figure once more. Gradually, her reflection began to change. Her hips widened, her breasts grew, her face rounded. Years passed in a matter of minutes. The first wrinkles appeared, and a few shy silver strands gleamed in her hair. Despite being mesmerized by what the mirror showed her, she noticed the commotion around her. The murmurs grew louder and louder. Some of the council members descended from their seats into the circle to observe the transformation more closely.

The fortune teller released Luna's shoulders and stepped back a few paces, a look of incomprehension on her face. Luna was grateful that her reflection in the mirror was back to normal. She had no curiosity about what she would look like at eighty. Or worse: she didn't want to know when the image would disappear because she would no longer exist.

"This confirms that you could be the chosen one Aradia is looking for," Nélida said, having also approached and gazing in fascination at the mirror, even though it no longer reflected anything unusual. "We beg you to be our guest until we have some time to reflect and can give you an answer."

"I'm not one of the chosen ones," Luna insisted. "We've already explained that we crossed over through a spell and that all we want is to go home."

"We'll try to answer that question too," Nélida replied, before turning to Emma. "Would you mind if we checked it with you as well?"

Emma approached the mirror with hesitant steps. Luna stepped aside and let her take her place. Her aunt gave her a frightened look, and Emma answered with a reassuring smile. It wasn't pleasant to see yourself aging, but it would help those people realize they had nothing to do with Aradia's delusions. When they saw Emma's figure changing as well, they would understand that it wasn't possible for the two of them to be the chosen ones of the prophecy and that their being there was simply due to chance.

Silence had once again filled the room. Everyone gazed expectantly at the reflection in the mirror, while the fortune teller placed her hands on Emma's shoulders and closed her eyes to concentrate. A minute passed, then another, and another. And the image didn't change.
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4. Nélida's teachings
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The bedroom door opened slowly, as if the person entering were trying not to make a sound. Luna sat up in bed and wiped the tears from her eyes. Emma came in, offering a shy smile that wasn't reflected in her eyes, sat down on Luna's bed, and gently stroked her cheek.

"Are you feeling better, darling?" he asked gently.

—Yes, I'm sorry... I'm being selfish—Luna hiccuped, trying not to cry again—. You're the one who's... well, it's you who's had that horrible thing happen to you, and on top of that you have to come and comfort me.

"It's okay. I understand this has been a big shock for both of us." Emma approached Luna and hugged her tightly. "Everything will be alright, don't worry."

—How is it going to be okay? You're... you're—he stammered, not daring to pronounce the word, as if it wouldn't become a reality until he said it out loud.

"I'm dead, you can say that," Emma helped, pulling her back so she could look her in the eyes. "My mortal body is still on Earth, but it's not as horrible as it might seem at first."

"What do you mean it's not so horrible?" Luna protested. "You can't go back. I came all the way from Earth to save you, and it was all for nothing."

"Of course it's helped," Emma said, taking Luna's hand and squeezing it gratefully. "At first, I thought it was awful too, but I've been talking to Arne, and now I see it differently. You saved me from Aradia and gave me the chance to live an immortal life in this world, surrounded by magic and new things to learn. It's not a tragedy, Luna. It's a gift."

—But I'll have to go back to Madrid alone. When I leave, I won't be able to see you again— Luna protested, feeling her eyes fill with tears once more. —I've only got you back to lose you again.

"Well, we don't know how long until that day, so let's not worry," Emma said, reaching out to Luna's cheek and wiping away the last of her tears. "Besides, this time we'll have the chance to say goodbye, and you'll know I'm still safe somewhere, thinking of you."

Luna hugged her tightly, wishing she would never be separated from her. A few seconds later, she let go and tried to force a smile. Emma stood up and pulled her toward the door.

—Come on, it's time for dinner. Deneb has already returned from the Council and they're waiting for us downstairs.

"Is there any more news from the Council?" Luna asked, getting up.

“No, when you ran out of there, they told us they would look into our case and get back to us as soon as possible. Deneb wanted to run after you, but they asked him to stay and tell them about the mission Aradia had given him and the latest political news from Fasghaid.” Emma smiled mischievously. “The first thing he did when he got back was ask about you. Deneb is a very handsome boy, isn’t he?”

Luna hesitated for a moment before answering. She didn't know if her aunt was making fun of her, but she needed someone to share her thoughts with.

"Handsome, you say? Too much," she sighed dramatically. "Have you seen his eyes? And his voice..."

"Of course I've seen it. I'm older, but I'm not dead. Well, not quite," Emma joked. "It's a shame I'm so young."

"Well, actually he's much older than you. He's over four hundred years old," Luna replied, taking her aunt's arm to go down to dinner. "But don't get your hopes up. I saw him first."

Luna went to the window and looked outside. Those four soldiers were still strolling down the street, just as they had been doing for the past few days. She huffed in exasperation and sat back down at the table.

"How can they say we're not their prisoners and then put those four guards on us to watch over us?" she asked furiously. "This is driving me crazy."

"Why don't you try hanging out like the rest of us?" Emma asked, showing him her cards. "Do you think I should ask for another one?"

—It depends, I don't know what game you're playing—Luna replied, sitting down at the table and resting her head on the tablecloth to show her boredom.

—To twenty-one—Deneb replied. —Your aunt says that in your century you call it blackjack. Do you want to play?

"No, I don't want to play anything," she said, getting up again. "I want to get out of here."

"Well, we haven't tried to leave," Arne interjected. "Maybe those men are just there to protect us and won't cause any trouble."

"We should try," Luna said, heading towards the door. "That way at least we'll know if we're prisoners or not."

"Can I come with you?" Deneb asked, laying his cards on the table even though he was winning.

At that moment, the tavern door opened and Nélida entered, accompanied by two soldiers. The young woman surveyed the place with a frown, as if she had never seen a worse place in her life. Luna and Deneb sat down again and waited attentively for her to speak. Nélida approached the table and sat beside them.

"Good morning. I hope you are enjoying your stay in Poscait," she greeted with a smile. "If you wish, we could provide you with more suitable accommodation."

"It's not necessary, we're very comfortable here," Emma replied. "Any news from the Council?"

—Our seers have been trying to visualize the prophecy Aradia spoke of, but it hasn't been possible. We therefore suspect that the prophecy was entrusted to Aradia beyond the sea of mist, most likely at the oracle of Mortursan.

"An oracle?" Luna asked, surprised. "I thought those things didn't exist."

—In Eilean there are many things you wouldn't believe, child—Nélida said sharply. —As I was saying, the oracle is south of Griannoc, on the other side of the world, and it's impossible for us to reach it, either by physical means or through clairvoyance.

"So how are we going to learn about the prophecy and know whether it would be wise to fulfill it or avoid it?" Arne asked.

"We believe we've discovered an ancient ritual that reveals the fate of the one who recites it. Of course, that fate must be glorious. You shouldn't bother the gods to ask if you'll marry the neighbor from the next farm and raise half a dozen strapping children. It's a ritual designed for heroic warriors and powerful mages. If they are destined for great deeds, the prophecy that marks their destiny will be revealed to them."

"So... Luna has to be the one to perform the ritual?" Emma asked hesitantly. "I already warned you that she's received almost no magical training."

"Yes, it must be her. If the ritual works, we'll be sure she's the one destined to fulfill the prophecy, and we'll learn its contents at the same time ." Nélida fixed her cold gaze on Luna, examining her as if she were a piece of meat. "Let's hope she's able to perform the spell."

—Well, if you give it enough time...—Emma interjected.

—The ritual will take place in five days, taking advantage of Monday's full moon. I've come to take her so I can instruct her in how to perform it—Nélida stood up, ending the conversation—. She will live in my house until she is ready.

"I'm not going with you," Luna protested. "I don't care about that ritual and the prophecy Aradia thinks I have to fulfill. All I want is to know how to get back home, and you're not doing anything to help me."

—If the prophecy speaks of how you would arrive in Eilean, perhaps it also speaks of how you could leave here—Nélida replied in a flattering voice. —I think it would be good for everyone if you came with me.

—I want to talk to my colleagues first—Luna gave her a challenging look—. Alone.

Nélida watched her for a few seconds. Although her face remained impassive, her eyes reflected anger. Without saying a word, she got up from the table and left the tavern.

"I don't want to go with that woman," Luna said firmly. "I don't like her."

"You're judging her unfairly," Arne explained, trying to reassure her. "Nélida is a proud woman with a difficult personality, but she's wise and fair. She wouldn't do anything to harm you."

"I think she's crazy. And she looks at me like I'm some despicable insect," Luna insisted.

"If there were another way, we would try, Luna," Emma interjected, taking her hand to give her strength. "It will only be five days, and we will try to be at the ritual to support you."

Luna continued to look at them, praying they would come up with something to stop that woman from taking her away. It felt like a life sentence to have to spend five days under that woman's authority and surrounded by strangers. She fixed her eyes on Deneb, hoping he would support her.

"If you want to return to Earth, it seems that's the only way," the young man said, his gaze very sad. "Although I would prefer that you didn't leave."

Luna got up, resigned, and went up to her room to get her backpack. She checked that she had the Book of Shadows and felt calmer. She could communicate with Emma if things got bad. She took out the silver rose and gazed at it for a few seconds, wondering if Deneb's last words referred to the five days they were going to spend apart or to his return to Earth.

"No, no, and a thousand times no!" Nélida shouted desperately. "How many times do I have to repeat the same thing for you to finally understand?"

Luna sighed, feeling frustrated. They'd spent three days trying to memorize every step of the ritual, but it was impossible. She tried to calm herself. The ritual wasn't that difficult. She was sure she could do it without any problems if Nélida weren't standing right next to her, yelling at her every time she hesitated. She started again, closing the circle. At least she had that part under control.

She lit the candles one by one, trying to remember the correct order. She hesitated for a second, wondering whether to light the lavender or the green candle, and felt Nélida snort behind her. She opted for the lavender and waited for the young woman's reaction. There were no shouts, so she assumed she had chosen correctly. She approached the bowls of herbs, wondering what to do next. She tried to identify them. She knew there was sandalwood, bay leaf, and jasmine, but she couldn't distinguish them when they were reduced to powder. She picked up the first bowl and carried it toward the incense burner.

"No, wrong again!" roared Nélida, furious. "That's the bay leaf. What you should burn is the sandalwood. You should put the bay leaf in the water, along with the jasmine and the obsidian powder."

—Then why don't you put the sandalwood in the first bowl, separate from the others, so I don't make a mistake?—Luna asked sarcastically.

—Because a real witch doesn't need those tricks—Nélida replied dismissively. —She knows how to recognize the tools she's working with without any problem.

"But I'm not a real witch. I'm just supposed to be the chosen one who fulfills your prophecy, remember?" Luna turned and faced the young woman, sparks flying from her eyes. "Now I'm the one who's going to make a prophecy: at the next scream, I'll be the chosen one who walked out the door and was never seen again. Do you understand?"

Nélida opened her mouth to protest. Her face had paled, and she gasped as if she couldn't breathe. It was clear she wasn't used to being given orders or having her authority questioned. After a few seconds, she took a few steps back and went to sit in a corner of the room.

—Okay, do it however you want. We only have two days left and we can't afford to waste any time.

Luna smiled gratefully and called over one of the women supervising the ritual. She asked the names of the items in the bowls and arranged them in the order she would use them. Then she picked up the ritual knife and marked numbers on the base of the candles.

"Can I ask what you're doing, little girl?" It was clear that Nélida was making a great effort not to raise her voice.

—Making sure to do it right this time. I want the elements arranged exactly as they are now on the day of the ritual, and the candles to have the same number I assigned them according to their color—Luna replied confidently. —It will be the only way to ensure your chosen one doesn't make a fool of herself during the ceremony and that your ability as a magic teacher isn't called into question.

"Fine, it'll be done your way," Nélida conceded. "Anything to end this nightmare. Let's see how it goes your way."

Luna nodded and began the ceremony again. She found herself much calmer knowing she wouldn't have to remember the order of all the elements and could concentrate on other aspects of the ritual, such as her tone of voice and body posture. When she had finished pouring the last bowl into the water, she recited the ritual words without hesitation and gazed at Nélida, awaiting her verdict.

"It seems your method works," the woman said, approaching. "We'll rehearse it tomorrow to make sure everything goes perfectly."

"What's supposed to happen once I've mixed all the ingredients?" Luna asked.

—You will remove your ritual robe and enter the water. In a few seconds, the gods will lull you into a deep sleep in which you will be able to visualize the prophecy, which you will recount to us once you awaken.

"Take off my robe?" Luna asked, scandalized. "I suppose I'll be wearing something underneath."

"Of course not," Nélida replied, laughing. "Are you ashamed? It's just a ritual."

"If you think I'm going to get naked in front of a bunch of strangers, you're sorely mistaken," Luna said sharply.

—You cannot introduce any impure object into the ritual.

—Well, make sure the robe is pure because either I mess with the robe, or I don't mess at all.

Luna strode out of the Council chamber. As soon as she stepped through the building's doors, two soldiers followed her, escorting her to Nélida's house. Luna felt an urge to shout at them to leave her alone, but she continued on without a word.

She would have liked to go to the inn where her companions were, talk to her aunt for a while, and tell her everything. She was sure her aunt would find a way to change that stupid ritual so she wouldn't have to go through all that. She couldn't imagine her aunt, no matter how much of a witch she was, undressing in front of a bunch of strangers. And even if she had to, she was sure her aunt would find the right words to make it seem less awful.

She decided to walk for a while to calm herself. The guards followed her without saying a word. She left the busiest streets behind and crossed the bridges that marked the city limits. She immediately began to hear the meows from the nearby meadows. She approached and sat on the ground, watching the cats dart about with a smile. After a few minutes, she felt calmer. She hadn't wanted to do it; she felt she would die of embarrassment with all those eyes on her. But, after all, for those people, performing those kinds of rituals was natural; there was nothing dirty or pornographic about it. And it seemed she had no other choice if she wanted to find a way back home.

He thought about his father's worry and poor Cristina. He'd left her stranded in Estella almost two weeks ago, and she might be in trouble because of his disappearance. All that time he hadn't even considered how she was doing. There were people waiting for his return, and he couldn't abandon them. Compared to his father's grief or Cris's anguish, exposing himself to the stares of strangers he'd never see again didn't seem like such a high price to pay.
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5. The ritual
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Arne sat up in bed, confused. He didn't know what had woken him. A murmur from the next bed caught his attention. Deneb was tossing and turning in his sleep. Arne wondered if he should wake him. He decided to wait, in case the restlessness subsided on its own.

After a few seconds, Deneb seemed to calm down. He stopped tossing and turning in bed and began to murmur, his voice calmer:

"No, Luna isn't with me." Arne struggled to understand her words. "They have her; they want to know the prophecy. I haven't seen her in so many days..."

Arne felt uneasy, as if he were spying. He lay back down on the bed and turned toward the wall. If Deneb woke up at that moment, he didn't want to give her the impression that he was snooping around like a nosy old woman.

—Today it will all end—Deneb's voice sounded more cheerful—. Maybe I'll be able to see her again.

After those words, he remained silent. A few minutes later, Arne heard her breathing calm and even. He tried to go back to sleep, but found it impossible. He worried that Deneb was starting to become too attached to this girl, whose only wish was to return to Earth and leave Eilean forever. It could be very hard for Deneb to fall in love with her.

Arne had known him for a very long time. He knew Deneb was a man of strong feelings, who didn't give his heart away to just anyone. If he fell in love with that girl, it wouldn't be a passing fancy. He could spend years tormented by her loss. He tried to relax and not think about it anymore. Although he seemed like an inexperienced young man, Deneb was over four hundred years old. He knew how to take care of himself. Besides, it was quite possible that there was no way for Luna to return to Earth. They had both just arrived from distant places and could keep each other company. Perhaps it wasn't such a bad idea for their paths to cross. Once he had calmed down, he settled into bed, ready to sleep. The ritual would be performed that day, and he wanted to be well-rested.

The young women who had been helping her prepare left the room, leaving Luna alone with her thoughts. She looked at herself in the mirror, almost not recognizing her face. Her long black hair fell down her back, styled in soft waves. She wore a white cotton robe, open in the front and held by a wide belt. She tried to close it a little more, so that it covered her décolletage and legs, but after a few seconds, she gave up. It didn't matter how daring the robe was. As soon as the ritual was over, she wasn't going to leave anything to the imagination of those present. She felt herself blushing again and tried to think of something else. If she kept dwelling on it, she wouldn't even be able to enter the Council chamber.
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