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PROLOGUE    
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On the eastern front, where Lazareth’s banners scorched the sky, King Borumir stood. Every strike that neared him dissolved into dust, petals, sand, flame, water, or whatever his will demanded.

Beside him, darkness bled from the King of Nycira’s chest, a black tide writhing across the blackened ground to meet Borumir’s flames. They lashed outward, ensnaring enemy soldiers until darkness flooded their hearts and black tears streamed from their eyes.

To the west, waves of psychic energy radiated from the King of Aerilon, rippling through the chaos. Confusion spread as soldiers turned on one another, striking down their own allies in a haze of madness.

But when he reached deeper into the King of Nycira’s mind, the connection reversed, devouring him instead. Nightmares poured inward, endless black whispering and writhing through his thoughts.

Not far behind, the King of Ethervale commanded the ground itself, unleashing jagged shards of stone that rained upon the enemy ranks, shredding soldiers beneath a relentless storm of razor-edged rock.

A massive boulder surged toward King Borumir, yet the moment his hand brushed its surface, the stone dissolved into a cloud of pale seed-fluff.

“Damn him!” the King of Ethervale spat, his long black hair tied in a half bun. “I bend what nature yields, yet he changes what nature is.”

“We cannot win against such power,” said the King of Aerilon, his freckled skin pale beneath strands of red hair plastered to his forehead.

One moment, the King of Sylvanara was a falcon cutting through the air, the next, a massive wolf crashing through lines of soldiers.

As the beast slowed, its fur melted into flesh until his sun-warmed skin emerged. “You must press harder into his mind,” he commanded. “Seek the flaw that even he cannot conceal.”

“There is no flaw!” the King of Ethervale snapped.

“Then what would you have us do, brother?” the King of Aerilon retorted. “If we persist as we are, all shall be lost.”

"We cannot afford to give up. If we fall today, there will be none left with the strength to end him.” Without another word, his form blurred once more, feathers unfurling as he took to the sky.

He closed the distance between himself and King Borumir, wings folding inward as his body twisted mid-air, reshaping into the massive form of a black bear.

For a moment, it seemed King Borumir might waver beneath the ferocity of his three brothers striking as one. But then his hand lashed out, clamping around the beast’s throat and halting its charge, though the others pressed on.

“Stop getting in my way,” King Borumir spat. His grip tightened until the beast’s form withered away, leaving the King of Sylvanara’s human shape suspended helplessly in his grasp.

“Brother,” the King of Sylvanara managed to rasp.

“You are not my brother!” The molten glow of nearby lava cast his dark skin in hues of crimson and gold as he lifted the King of Sylvanara higher. “Had you been, you would have stood beside me, not against.”

“You... cannot play god, brother.”

“I do not play. I am correcting what creation failed to finish.”

“That kind of power... it is not correction.”

“It is not,” King Borumir intoned, the veins in his neck tightening as his grip did the same. “I call it ascension. Lands freed from weakness, reborn in power.”

His fingers twitched weakly against King Borumir’s arm, a futile attempt to pry himself free. Then, just as his final breath trembled on his lips, a violent ripple tore through the sky. The clouds convulsed and split apart, their forms twisting in agony as a black substance surged upward.

King Borumir’s attention snapped toward where the King of Nycira lifted his hand to the sky. “What... is he doing?”

[image: ]In one swift motion, the King of Nycira spread his arms wide, and a blinding wave of shadow burst outward.

He awoke to the acrid stench of dust clogging his lungs.

“Are you hurt, brother?” came the soft voice of the King of Aerilon, who knelt beside him.

“What... what has happened?” the King of Sylvanara rasped, blood staining his lips.

The King of Aerilon and Ethervale exchanged glances, as if neither could find the words.

At last, the King of Ethervale drew a slow breath and lifted his chin, urging the King of Sylvanara to follow his gaze.

Before him rose a colossal black barrier, its surface pulsing with a slow rhythm. It loomed over the ruined battlefield, so dense and absolute that not even sunlight seemed able to pierce what lay beyond.

Staggering to his feet, the King of Sylvanara stumbled toward the dark barrier. “No... no!” he shouted, voice breaking as his fists slammed against the dark surface again and again. “I must break it! I have to—”

“You cannot,” the King of Ethervale interjected sharply, hiding his bloodied knuckles behind his side. “We have tried every art and every force. Nothing works.”

“They are gone, brother,” the King of Aerilon murmured. “The explosion killed them all.”

“Wh—what of our armies? Our wives, the ones he took from us? How shall we face our children? We must act, we cannot simply...”

The only answer the Kings of Aerilon and Ethervale gave was the lowering of their eyes.

The King of Sylvanara’s heart pounded so violently, his ears ringing louder than the explosion that had ended it all. His vision swam, unfocused, until it settled on the still form of a woman lying beside him. “Is Esthera alive?” he asked softly.

“Barely,” the King of Ethervale replied.

The King of Sylvanara knelt beside her, his hand trembling as his fingers elongated into the hooked talons of a great black falcon. “Sister,” he murmured. “Forgive me.”
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Genafia  

––––––––
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The bow on my back didn’t just keep my eleven-year-old self alive through a year of eating crickets, spiders, and cockroaches in the forest, it witnessed everything that led to this.

Around me, the forest closes in from all sides, tall oaks drenched in a dampness so thick it smells like rain itself. This is where I breathe. Here, no one asks questions. The forest doesn’t care about who you are, only what you take, what you give. 

I step into view with the deer slung across my shoulders, its blood soaking into my deep purple cloak. Conversation falters as heads turn, casually dressed faces angling toward me and I don’t need to look to feel their stares.

“Whoa! Gena!” Evanee’s words are all cheerful. “That deer is huge! Like... massive! You’re basically some kind of forest goddess or something!”

“Better get ready for a feast, Eve,” I reply flatly.

She opens her mouth, but then Stepfather appears, cutting her off. His mustache is flecked with grey, but his grin widens as he surveys the deer. “Now that’s a catch.”

[image: ]“I saw a bigger one.” I shift the weight on my shoulders and brush past him. “Missed it.”

The sun’s still bleeding violet across the sky even at this late, circling endlessly, never rising higher, never falling away.

I move through Stepfather’s blade, carving the air clean. Every strike flows with precision, discipline etched so deep it’s become instinct. I don’t have to think when I move, my body remembers what my mind keeps trying to bury.

The sound comes, a disturbance in the rhythm of the wind. Soft, but not careful. I pivot before I register it fully, and the tip of Stepfather’s sword hovers just shy of the intruder’s jaw.

Evanee flinches, halting mid-step.

“Let me guess.” I lower the blade slightly. “Stepmother turned my deer into a feast?”

She smooths her green flowy long skirt with nervous fingers. “You got me,” she admits with a half-laugh. “Though it looks like you’ve already been feasting.”

I wipe my brow with the back of my hand, the crescent moon pins still holding half my hair in place. Turning away from her, I mutter, “Give me five minutes.”

But I don’t hear her footsteps retreating.

“You look like you’ve got something to say,” I say, glancing over my shoulder.

She swallows, then steps forward slightly, the low sun catching the red-purple of her corset. “So, um... we’ve been sisters since I was ten, now I’m eighteen, which, wow, is a long time and I still feel like you’re... this mystery person who I only know from, like, half-glances and the occasional pass me that.”

“And why do you think that?”

“I mean... I know you care. You protect us. Me. But caring isn’t the same as being close.” She bites her lip. “I told you everything. Like... embarrassing-everything. But you? It’s like you don’t trust me.”

I set the sword aside, sliding it back into the leather frog strapped at my hip. I turn to meet her eyes, my golden ones against her soft jade. “What do you want to know?”

The question stuns her. I can see it in the way her mouth parts. Maybe she didn’t expect me to open that door, or maybe she didn’t think I still had a door left to open. “I... I didn’t mean to push,” she stammers. “I just wish we could talk, like real sisters.”

“Alright... As your sister, ask me anything you want to know. And as your sister, I would gladly answer.”

The spark of her usual downturned smile returns. “Wait, really? Because I—uh—wow, okay. I don’t know where to start.” She taps her chin rapidly. “Oh! Why do you always practice at night?”

There’s no true night in this place because it’s always six months of sun and six months of moon, but I know what she means. I practice when most are asleep. “Because night is when the shadows of my past come closest. It’s when I seek the strength to face them.”

Evanee’s smile fades, replaced by something more uncertain. “Is this... about your brother?”

“It’s about everything. A life built on suffering, destruction and darkness.”

There’s a quiet longing in her voice when she speaks, “I wish I was a Crester. If I had power, I could protect everyone I care about... you.”

She’s still young enough to believe power means winning, saving and fixing, not yet knowing the rot it grows from. “Being a Crester isn’t what you think it is. It’s a curse just as much as it’s a gift.”

“I wish Esthera and her daughters had lived, if King Borumir hadn’t killed them.” Then, a question follows. “What happened to her?”

“When Borumir knew that only women could inherit the power of light, his rage devoured him,” I answer, recalling the story my mother told me. “It wasn’t the anger of a man denied, it was the fury of a man who believes he owns power.”

I pause, the memory settling in. “That fury lit a fire that became a civil war. The King of Nyscira stood with him, and Esthera had her other three brothers.”

She leans in, whispering, “But you... you’re the princess of Nyscira. You escaped the dark barrier, something no one in history has ever done.”

That word princess makes my skin crawl, so I pretend not to hear it. Royal blood means nothing when the throne you inherited is soaked in the sins of your ancestors. “The King of Nyscira realized his mistake. He turned on Borumir, trying to undo what he helped create. He died and the rest of us are still fighting through the mess he left behind.”

“But I thought Lazareth and Nyscira were allies. Isn’t that why people... hate you?”

“If the full truth came to light, the kind that rips away comfort and illusion, it would crush the people who still believe in hope. Fear would undo them more completely than Borumir ever could.”

She blinks hard. “Wait... are you saying King Borumir is still alive?”

“He uses his power to manipulate matter itself... to keep himself alive. He refuses to leave a legacy because he wants to be the only one who holds that kind of power.”

She forces a laugh. “Okay... but at least your barrier keeps us safe... right?”

I say nothing.

She pushes again. “Right. So... uh... what about Esthera’s son?”

“He was spared. He didn’t inherit her power, and even if he had daughters, it wouldn’t matter. That’s not how Crester works.” Then I reach for the only escape I trust. “Let’s eat.” 
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The night holds its breath, suspended in a silence too perfect to last, but sleep gives me no reprieve, and my dreams aren’t dreams. 

My eyes snap open at the faint sound of boots pressing into dirt, and I’m on my feet before thought has the chance to catch up.

I pull the curtain aside to look out the window between our beds. There are twenty glints of armor in their formation, with a few carrying black-and-grey banners trailing behind them—Ethervale.

My voice stays low but urgent as I hiss, “Eve.”

She shifts but doesn’t wake.

I grip her shoulder and tighten just enough. “Eve! Wake up.”

A groggy moan. “What now, Gena? Can’t it wait until—”

“No,” I cut in, already pulling on my cloak. “Ethervale. They’re here.”

That’s all it takes. “Here?! Why?!”

[image: ]I fasten my gloves, sliding the bow into the quiver at my back. “Get dressed.”

My gaze sweeps over the villagers spilling into the street in a nervous cluster, only to realize they carry nothing but bare hands.

The horses shift restlessly as the procession halts in front of my home, and from within the carriage steps the crown of Ethervale.

His fur-lined mantle sweeps behind him, with the embroidery on his tunic catches the light as he declares, “Seven years ago, Ethervale began to suffer beneath the weight of famine. By decree of the crown, each loyal subject shall render livestock as tribute to serve the realm in its time of need.”

I spot a man my age, the one Stepfather arranged for me. “Why should we give our livestock to a kingdom that has abandoned us?” he sneers.

Stepfather immediately places a firm hand on the man’s shoulder. “Javhi, mind your words.”

The King’s expression remains unchanged as he says, “This is not a matter of choice. Ethervale stands as one and in times of trial, unity requires sacrifice.”

His voice blurs in my ears, because I’ve stopped listening. My focus is elsewhere, searching for a way out. If he makes a sudden move, the guards will target Javhi first.

I glance toward the houses and spot a child creeping toward the window. There’s no time to pull every child to safety, not unless I take down the knight first.

Among the mounted knights near the carriage stands a young freckled kid with hair the color of rusted copper. Likely the king’s son, dragged along so he wouldn't cry at court, I comment quietly. But just behind him, half-hidden in shadow and laughing with the others, stands someone taller, older, and... familiar.

I’m no longer looking for an escape, because everything has narrowed to one focus.

“Gena,” Evanee murmurs, her puffy sleeves brushing against my arm. “Who exactly are you staring at? Because your face is doing that scary I might kill someone thing again.”

“That man.” My eyes stay fixed on him, certain that if I look away for even a second, he’ll disappear. “He’s the one who killed my brother.”

Her grip finds my upper arm, but my mind is already ahead, racing through ways to kill him. If I slip into the crowd, move slowly, close the distance, I could bury the arrowhead in his throat before he even blinks. But then... Everyone dies. No! That’s not an option.

What if I pull back instead, find an empty house, take the second floor, aim from a distance, strike before he even knows I’m there. I could leap from the window, vanish into the crowd. But then no one knows who did it, and my people suffer for it. Not that either.

Maybe, if I—

“Don’t,” she whispers, pulling me out of the spiral. “Not here. Not now.”

[image: ]And she’s... right. I’ve been a protector alongside Stepfather for years, but sometimes, I need her to calm me. Because she’s the only one who thinks beyond instinct and calculation.

Soldiers bark commands, herding livestock into the backs of carts as though they’re no more than objects. I tell myself to breathe, over and over, to anchor my thoughts in discipline.

I want to snap when they’re too harsh with my people, just like I did when that stranger came into our village and beat the shit out of them. But if I let go now, I might not be able to stop.

Even after all the effort I spent avoiding him, my eyes still flick toward his direction for half a second, and he’s laughing.

So I storm through the crowd, back into my house and I hate them even more for the simple fact that I couldn’t save my people.

I remove my purple cloak and reach for the fitted purple leather bodice. The brown trousers follow, and belt clasps around my waist lined with compartments, sheaths, and the small tools of survival. Then I slide brown fingerless gloves over my wrist, wind the bracers tight around each forearm, and slam my boots into place.

I grab the empty survival bag and begin packing: Stepfather’s sword, his dagger, my folding bow and a full quiver of handmade antler-tipped arrows.

Evanee appears in the doorway a moment later. She doesn’t speak at first, probably still trying to make sense of what I’m doing. “Gena, no!” she finally says.

I don’t stop, but I can feel her steps behind me.

“What are you doing?”

I fasten the last clasp on my belt, pull the strap over my shoulder, adjust the weight until it sits just right. “I won’t be long,” I say instead.

“What are you going to do?”

“I can’t take it anymore, Eve. Watching him laughing, as if my brother’s life didn’t end beneath his sword,” I answer, soft but cutting.

Her eyes begin to well with tears, something she’s done since we were kid, but I’ve never seen it as a weakness. The real weakness is the kind I carry: the inability to cry, to laugh, to feel anything at all.

“You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, you don’t need me in it. Honestly... your life would be so much better without me.”

“But you promised me,” Evanee quavers. “You promised to prove to the lands that darkness doesn’t have to destroy.”

My hands still, fingers brushing the hilt of Stepfather’s sword. That promise had meant something once, it had been real, but promises only hold as long as I allow them to. “Then maybe,” I respond icily, “destruction is the only legacy Nyscira ever gave me.”

She lunges forward, grabbing the bag with both hands. “No! I won’t let you go.”

If I wanted that bag, I could take it back easily. “Eve. Give it back,” I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose.

“If you—If your brother couldn’t defeat that knight and it got him killed, what makes you think you can? You’re all I have left, Gena. I can’t lose you.”

“He lost because he wasn’t ready,” I remark, reaching out with my other hand and pulling the bag back gently, but firm enough she can’t hold onto it. “I am.”

She shakes her head, and the tears slip freely now. “I need you, Gena. Please... Don’t leave me alone.”

The moment her hand grabs mine, it hits. I glance at her deeply and see the outline of a girl clinging to the last person she has left. She reminds me of myself and I know exactly how that feels. “Okay,” I murmur, nodding as I set the weapons down one by one, the bag included, leaving myself with nothing. “I’m not leaving you.”

Relief washes across her tear-streaked face, and then her arms flung around me, pulling me close.

I freeze, my arms hang stiff at my sides. Hugs have always felt like confinement to me, too much emotion packed into too little space. 

When she finally pulls away, her downturned smile is faint but carries hope. “Mother wanted me to deliver bread to the soldiers,” she states. “Let’s, uh... do it together.”

I nod wordlessly and reach for my blood stain cloak on top of my bed. She chooses a green one hanging behind the door, worn but still vibrant.

As we move toward the exit, I slow my pace. “Could you grab my sword—my stepfather’s sword—from our bedroom?” I ask, casting her a sidelong glance. “I want to practice later in the woods.”

“You never practice during the day, but fine,” she mutters, handing me the bread basket before disappearing down the hall. “Wait for me! I want to talk to that one handsome soldier.”

Typical Evanee... 

I stand there, basket in hand, the woven handle cutting into my palm. I didn’t want it to come to this, to lie to her. But what I want and what I owe are no longer aligned. 

I move quietly, my boots nearly silent as I step outside, my breath curling in soft clouds before dissolving into the cold.

I tell myself this isn’t revenge. I tell myself it’s justice. That I’m not being selfish, I’m honoring my brother. But the echo of her voice still lingers:

I can’t lose you.

I need you, Gena.

Don’t leave me.

I leave anyway.
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I slip through the underbrush with my eyes fixed on him, seated tall atop his horse. They move slowly and give me no reason to rush, unseen like whispers of wind brushing through the leaves and distant birdsong.

I don’t have a weapon at all in my hand, but I don’t need one. I’ve trained my body into something far sharper than steel for years. If this is the day I die, then let it be the last day he lives.

But the forest explodes before I can act, figures erupt from the shadows, and each one moves with the fury of desperation.

The Crester Rebels.

I see lots of rebels duck beneath a sweep of roots only to twist his spine in ways no human can. Shapeshifter Crester. He stands again not as himself, but as a mirror of the guard he’s just slain.

I press myself against the gnarled trunk of an oak, shifting to another each time I hide as the trees constantly reshape under the influence of Elemental Cresters.

I keep watching him through the chaos, but his focus is fractured and his precision gone, until I see where his eyes have landed. A Mind Crester has gotten to him.

Good. Let them break him down for me.

I move toward the fallen rebel after pulling the hood of my cloak low to hide my face, prying the blade free. A quick motion tears a strip of fabric from the rebel’s tunic, and I tie it tightly across my face, concealing everything but my eyes.

The timing is perfect.

The forest bleeding, the rebels storming the front, and his mind fraying at the edges. Ethervale will think his death was the rebels, just another knight fallen in battle.

His back is still turned, leaving him wide open as I close the distance. Then, I thrust the blade, expecting it to meet flesh and strike bone, but his body unravels into mist.

My breath stalls. An illusion. There’s a second, maybe less, where my body threatens to react on instinct as if to stumble or retreat but I refuse to let panic take hold.

I press my hand to my head, forcing myself to break the illusion. Slowly, the land drags itself back into focus with the clash of steel, the roar of voices, and the sharp stench of blood filling the air.

Just beyond the treeline a ten-year-old kid, maybe eleven or twelve, leans over the trunk of the big oak tree. I’ve seen him before back in my village, trailing behind the knights.

He waits... just long enough to be sure I walk toward him, then he runs.

I run him down through the forest, closing the gap inch by inch, until I’m close enough to strike. My shoulder hits hard, sending him sprawling as leaves scatter through the air.

My fingers curl into the collar of his little blue doublet. "Enough running, kid," I mutter. “Who the hell are you?!”

His thin mouth twisted into a smile that doesn’t fit the situation. “I’m the king’s son, of course, dragged along so I wouldn't cry at court.”

"Do you think I’m stupid?"

“Maybe. But you fell for that trap earlier, didn’t you, Genafia?”

I pull him closer. "Get the hell out of my head," I seethe.

“Or what?” he challenges.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Oh... I know. Knight Hqorthian killed your brother, didn’t he? What was his name again... Clyodhras?”

The name tears straight through my composure, hollowing the breath from my lungs. For a moment I just stand there, the sound still echoing in my head, before I drive him hard against the bark of the nearest tree. I do it knowing he won’t feel pain. “Look up, kid.”

His brows knit as he follows my gaze. He doesn’t see it yet.

“That’s a seagull, dumbass,” I bite out. “They don’t live in forests.”

A flicker of embarrassment crosses his hazel eyes. I see it, savor it, because that moment of shame was what made him lose control and let me slip free of his illusion.

My gaze finds him still lingering just beyond the tree line and this time, he doesn’t run. “If you so much as think about telling him anything,” I threaten, fingers locking around his fabric. “I’ll find you. And I’ll kill you instead.” I shove him back, letting him fall like the careless illusion he built.

He hits the bark with a soft thud, but I don’t bother to look down.

––––––––
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An iron-banded wagon creaks toward the gate, its wheels clattering over cobblestones. I slip from the shadows and fall into step behind it, matching its pace. 

One breath, then I leap.

I crouch lower as the wagon begins to slow, wedging myself between the boxes of mangosteen, eyes fixed on the narrow gaps between them.

Oh shit.

Still, I hold steady. Control is everything right now. One wrong move, one sign of panic, and I lose the chance to get in.

“What’s in the wagon?” a guard barks.

“Boxes of mangosteen from the western village,” the driver answers lightly.

I hear boots thud coming closer.

One step.

Then another.

[image: Sebuah gambar berisi hitam, hitam dan putih, monokrom
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But none of it comes. Then—“Move along.”

I drop from the side of the wagon, my boots landing softly on the stone while one hand quickly snatches a mangosteen as I touch down.

Ethervale exists, yes, but it no longer breathes. The city feels long dead. Houses crumble like brittle stone, trees have yellowed or stand bare, and the people move as if the water’s nearly gone.

In the crowd, I spot a woman, deep in conversation with her friend. They aren't laughing... Well, no one’s truly laughing in Ethervale except for the children that weave through restless feet.

At her hip, a heavy pouch swings, gilded at the edges and its clasp nearly open.

[image: Sebuah gambar berisi hitam, hitam dan putih, monokrom
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I stop in front of a building that looks built for war. It’s wedged between two crumbling structures, their paint long since stripped away.

I slip inside, quiet as a shadow, but filthy gazes still drag over me. Because I’m the only woman here and in a place like this, a woman’s silence speaks louder than any man’s noise.

Three men lean close at a table, talking fast. No weapons on them, I can tell by how their clothes hang, unwrinkled from freedom of movement.

Two others sit half-drunk, I can tell from the redness in their eyes. Small blades are probably hidden in their pockets, given how the fabric bulges near their thighs.

Across the room, four guards wrestle a homeless-looking man into a corner, and between them stands a young man, clean and composed in a way that even the wine glass in his hand can’t match. 

His eyes catch mine, lingering in a startled double take, and I glance away before he can look any deeper.

Candlelight gutters in iron sconces, casting wavering shadows across the tavern’s rough-hewn tables. 

One with scars lacing his hands, sits atop the table itself. I cross the creaking floorboards and let the pouch of gold drop onto their table beside him.

“I need a sword,” I announce. “Not some ceremonial scrap of metal. Something sharp enough to cut through bone.”

A fat man leans back. “Walking in here alone, you either got guts or you’re just stupid,” he drawls.

Tattoos curl across another man's skin as he pinches a cigar between his fingers and blows a stream of smoke toward me. “What’d you need a blade for, lady? Off to butcher pigs?”

Laughter breaks out around the table, loud and self-satisfied, they think they’re the punchline when really they’re the joke itself.

I pluck the cigar straight from the tattooed man’s hand, exhale slowly, smoke curling between us. His laugh dies first, fading to silence as I drop the cigar, grinding it under my boot. “Do you have what I need,” I ask again, unbothered, “or are you just wasting my time?”

All the laughter dies quickly, probably because they’re realizing how an unarmed woman just stepped into their place and shamed a group armed to the teeth.

The scarred man and the tattooed man both carried a dagger. The fat man had a cleaver strapped to his back, I could tell by the uneven way he sat. The other three, all skinny and twitchy, barely counted.

The fat man leans in, and the rest close the circle around me. “Leave the gold and walk away,” he says, all smooth threats. “Might save your life.”

“Might be the funniest thing I’ve ever heard,” I reply.

The scarred man and the tattooed man glance down, their hands reaching instinctively for blades they no longer carry.

Then I shrug off my cloak, dark purple fabric falling to the floor with a whisper and reveal the twin daggers. “Looking for these?” I ask, resting my palms lightly on the hilts right in front of their face.

The scarred man lunges, but I don’t wait for his move to land. My wrist catches his, twists, turns his body off balance. I go for the finishing blow, but just before the strike lands, another hand interrupts.

It’s the young man. His fist cracks into the scarred man’s jaw, sending him stumbling sideways. Blood blooms across his dark red suit coat, soaking through the same color vest beneath.

The young man loosens his black tie, yanks it off, and tosses it aside. He unbuttons the top of his black undershirt, revealing part of his chest, then turns sharply toward the tattooed man and hurls him into a table that splinters apart on impact.

He drives his polished black shoe into the ribs of the man crumpled at his feet. Blood spatters across his black trousers, vivid against the fabric, but he doesn’t look like trying.

A cleaver whistles through the air, thrown by the fat one for me. I sense it before it’s even close, and I don’t even bother moving, because I could’ve caught it.

But the young man steps in, planting himself in front of me as he snatches up a plank from the shattered table. The blade buries itself in the wood, close enough to almost scrape his fair skin.

In one motion, he flings the makeshift shield with a cleaver still lodged inside across the room. It lands hard, burying itself in the fat man’s neck.

The young man brushes loose strands of brown hair from his eyes and buttons his suit coat back, but leaving the shirt underneath unbuttoned. One sharp glance at the remaining three is all it takes.

My grip tightens around the dull daggers, because he stole my victim, and now I’ll never get to drive my knee-length boots into the face of the men who mocked me.

I let the twin dagger fall from my hand, then turn from this unimpressed scene to the door and slip into the shadows of the alley.

My steps are already carrying me away when the door clicks shut behind me. “You forgot these,” says a low voice of a man.

It’s distant, smooth enough to be a trap, yet something about it makes me turn. I stay where I am, and so does he, maybe waiting for me to come to him.

I don’t.

He’s the one who finally moves.

“I didn’t forget,” I say flatly, taking only the pouch and walking away. “Consider the cloak payment for... distraction.”

“A soft woman like you doesn’t belong in places like that.”

That stops me. I turn, not with words right away, but with eyes that narrow. He’s a year or two younger than me; it shows in the slim angles of his face and the high cut of his cheekbones. But when those ice-blue eyes meet mine, I see a darkness deeper than the one I carry.

“Women are weak,” he finally says, “naive, good even. Shouldn’t deal with men like them.”

I step toward him and the scent of wet wood soaked in morning fog reaches me like riverbanks that still remember the rain. “And men like you think you’re any different?” I ask, calm.

His mouth opens, maybe to argue. “Here’s the thing,” I cut him off. “Men like you need women to be weak. Without us, who would you measure your strength against?”

His mouth quirks on one side. “I think I like you. What’s your name, Amethyst?”

“I’d rather die,” I scan him, “Ruby.”

He gestures to his mouth, mock-casual. “You know you’ve got red juice on your lips—”

I wipe the mangosteen from my mouth with the back of my hand, then drop the pouch at his feet. As I step past, he calls out, “—and it's Almandine.”
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The castle rises ahead with limestone walls buried beneath layers of dark steel. Its spires lance upward into the sky, slicing through the mist as if trying to bleed the clouds dry.

Anyone with sense would’ve walked away by now, but my hunger for justice burns hotter than fear.

Inside, the air stings with the scent of hot metal, mixed with the acrid bite of scorched leather, and the heavy stink of burned cloth.

Knight uniforms hang stiff with soot, some forgotten in corners, others draped over chairs. I slip behind the statues lining the hallway as footsteps draw too close, pressing myself low beneath the stone ledge.

With each open chamber I pass, my eyes flick inside, nothing but weary guards drunk on false authority. They slump over dice games, trade hushed jokes, heads heavy with exhaustion.

My steps take me up the spiral staircase, winding higher until I reach the fifth floor and finally, I see him. Hqorthian—as the kid called him—stumbles forward, a half-empty bottle dangling from his hand.

He’s drunk, even better. He stumbles into a room, and I follow, close enough now that if he were sober, he’d feel the heat radiating off my skin.

I catch the faint slosh of the bottle tipping as he shifts, just enough time for me to slide the blade from the sheath at his hip and slash toward his face.

But he lifts the bottle just in time, crashing it into my swing, and the glass explodes, scattering in a chaotic spray.

A shard of glass from the bottle sails upward, kicked by my boot, and I strike it mid-air with a swift flick of the blade. The piece hurls forward, embedding deep in his shoulder, which makes him stagger for a breath. 

The wind slams into me from his hand, ripping me off my feet and flinging me across the room. I crash through a dresser, wood splintering beneath me as pain stuns my ribs and keeps me from standing.

I scan the room because the blade tore from my grip, searching for anything I can use before he gets to me. A vase flies through the air and I catch it mid-flight, hurling it at him. It misses, crashing into a glass oil bottle instead.

“Missed,” he remarks.

Hqorthian dives for his blade, but that’s when I speak, “Do you even remember me?”

Confusion settles deep in his brow, meaning he doesn’t know. He doesn’t remember. He tries to stab me but I roll aside and let his blade drive into the wood behind me.

My hand shoots out and grabs his wrist. I twist until I feel the grind of bone under my grip, then kick the sword away, steel skidding across the stone floor.

Just as he lunges for the weapon, I dive too, colliding with him mid-motion.

My fingers brush the hilt.

Almost... 

He yanks my hand away.

So I drive my elbow into his face, earning a grunt, but he recovers far too quickly. His hands clamp onto my arms, shoving me back until I’m hurled across the chamber, my spine colliding with the stone wall harder than before.

A heavy steel table lifts off the floor with a groan and hurtles toward me, but I charge straight at it, straight at him. I dive low, rolling beneath the slab as its scream cuts through the air inches from my face. My head tilts just enough for it to skim past the crescent moon pin fixed at the back of my hair.

A flicker catches when the oil spilled across the floor ignites, and the table slams into the wall behind me in a burst of fire, throwing him and me backward.

My left ear rings until blood trickles down, and the land turns muffled, as if I’ve been dragged beneath the surface of water.

Unfortunately he recovers first while I’m still blinking against the blur. His shape cuts through the haze, clothes scorched and the blade steady in his grip.

Pain flares beneath my left arm and my breath catches at the sting of blistered skin. I try to stand, every muscle screams but I force them to obey.

He’s already steady, though blood streams from both ears, and the sword rises again, aimed at my gut. It trembles faintly in his grip, whether from hesitation or weakness, I can’t tell. He steps closer and thrusts the blade forward.

I sidestep, grab the hilt at the last second, then twist, and his own momentum drives the blade not into me but into him. His gaze locks onto mine as my other hand catches his arm, pulling him closer.

I lean in. “Now do you remember me?” I whisper.

His lips part, forming a word that never comes. But his eyes don’t hold recognition, they hold something deeper, like he’s always known me and has been waiting for this moment all along.

“Genafia Morvandor, Princess of Nyscira,” I murmur and for once, I claim it.

I twist and pull the blade until something gives inside him, his body spasms then drops to the floor.

“And this is for my brother.”

This isn’t revenge, it’s justice. I’m not being selfish, I’m honoring my brother, I keep telling myself. 

The air thickens with the sharp stench of blood as smoke curls through scorched cloth and the last flickers of dying flame.

I stare down at him. This was supposed to mean something, to bring peace or justice or at least relief. My fingers tremble as they release the hilt, his blood warm and slick across my palm. It isn't the blood that unsettles me, it’s the emptiness that follows.

Then come the soft footsteps, then multiplying, echoing sharp against the corridor walls. Two, no—it’s more than six, with the telltale ring of drawn steel.

I shove the curtain aside, unlatch the window ready to disappear, but I freeze. I glance back, and there he stands in the doorway, firelight crawling over his face, the same ginger-haired boy who once read my mind.

The others are closing in fast so I leap from the fifth-floor window and land hard on the fourth.

––––––––
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I only get one hour to myself. Just one. Every other hour in my day is carved up: ten hours burned in bone-breaking training, seven more devoured by my duties as Captain of the Guard, six stolen by sleep just to keep my body from collapsing.

I used to hate my life, the weight of expectations that came with every swing of my training blade and every order barked in my name. But I’ve gotten used to it. No—I actually like it. The brutality, the discipline, the power... There’s something almost beautiful about the way pain shapes you when you stop flinching from it.

I lean back in my chair like I own the place, because tonight, for this one stolen hour, I do.

I let the sharp taste of beer linger in my mouth as I smile, while my hands rest on the shoulders of two women draped on either side of me. One leans in, her lips brushing against mine, while the other, unwilling to be left out, presses closer and joins the kiss.

Across the table, Eryxaloth, the eldest son of King Eshkalithar Caelothryn and heir to a throne he has never taken seriously, slumps in his chair. “So what you’re saying,” he slurs, squinting, “is some street rat woman knocked you flat? Made you look like a fool?”

I let the kiss linger another second before pulling away. “She didn’t just make me look like a fool. She tore me apart. Walked in as if the kingdom was hers and dared me to take it from her.”

Eryxaloth howls, nearly toppling his goblet and spilling wine across the table in a dark red stain. His black eyes crinkle at the edges when he laughs, their monolid shape making the expression seem sharper. “What the fuck was she drinking, liquid balls? Shit, I could use some of that.”

I absently twirl a lock of hair from both women between my fingers, their heads resting lazily on my shoulders. “Would’ve saved me the effort of proving her wrong,” I mutter.

Eryxaloth slaps the table, his straight black hair falling forward without a single strand out of place. “I bet she’s all bark, shit in bed.”

“You’d last ten seconds with her before she made you cry for your father. Long silver hair, catching light like a knife’s edge. Amber eyes sharp as shattered topaz, glittering with something that could slice you open before you even realize you’re bleeding. There’s danger in her.”

“Pfft. Danger huh? Sounds exhausting. If she can’t keep me entertained between the sheets, why bother?”

I drain my glass. “Your standards are still crawling in the dirt, I see.”

He points a sloppy finger at me, lips curling with an upper lip thinner than the lower in a lazy grin. “That’s why I’m happier than you.”

“Happiness and rotting fruit have the same stench,” I reply, standing. I flick a coin onto the table just enough for the women to reach for it, then buttons my dark red suit coat.

“There he goes! The dutiful bastard himself!”

“Better than the useless one,” I say without turning.

Just as I reach the massive door, the guard opens it with that silent deference I’ve grown used to. But before I can cross the threshold, I hear Eryxaloth call out behind me. “Oh man... do this again tomorrow at noon, okay?”

“Not a promise.”

“Miss you already!”
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Authority resonates in the rhythm of my stride as I walk through the shadowed corridor lined with ornate columns and a soaring ceiling.

The bricks glow a muted reddish-brown, and the walls are punctuated by large wooden doors. In front of each door stand sturdy iron pillars, not plain cylinders but intricately carved.

Guards pour in from all directions, voices overlapping in a flood of urgent reports, eyes fixed on me, waiting for orders. Then, just as one begins to speak, a sudden thunderous explosion erupts from the fifth floor.

Without a second thought, the guards and I sprint toward Father’s chambers. If that blast touched him, if he’s inside and burned, if there’s even the faintest bruise or the smallest scratch on him, then someone is going to bleed for it.

The doors to his chambers hang slightly ajar, blown crooked on their hinges, and the wood groans as I shove them open. Low sunlight spills through the windows, mingling with the flicker of firelight that casts everything in gold. And there he is, sprawled on the floor without a single movement.

The others rush to smother the flames, shouting commands and dousing cloth, but their voices blur. I step forward, and drop beside him. The blood beneath him is still warm, slick on my knees, which means he just died. I want to scream, to grab him and shake him until he opens his eyes and tells me I’m weak for feeling this at all.

I raise my head slowly, because I can’t feel my face. But there’s no room for grief yet or mourning, so I exhale once, then swallow down the scream still lodged in my throat. “Who did this?” I ask calmly.

But all I got in return was silence, laced only with fear. I rise, my hand shooting out to seize a guard by the front of his tunic, yanking him closer until our eyes meet. “Who the fuck did this!?” I roar.

“I... I don’t know, my lord,” the guard stammers. “W-We will search—” I shove him back with enough force that he stumbles.

My gaze drops to the shattered bottle on the floor, resting near the body. So... it wasn’t revenge or hate. Father died because someone got drunk?

His sword lies beside the shard, the very one he never let out of his sight. I approach slowly, each step measured, before kneeling to lift it from the floor. I never touched his sword. I didn’t even have one of my own, only a training sword worn dull, bare hands, bruised knuckles, and more scars than I could count.

I look down at Father one last time. “I’ll find him. And I promise you, Father... I’ll make him suffer for the rest of his fucking life.”

––––––––
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King Eshkalithar stands at the far end of the corridor, framed by a cold torchlight. “Ozias,” he calls before he walks toward me. “What has happened?”

“My father’s been murdered,” I declare, fucking clear. “The killer is still inside the village walls. I need your approval to lock it down. No one gets in. No one gets out.”

I notice the slight hesitation and the flash of panic that passes behind his eyes. “Knight Hqorthian... murdered?”

“Yes, and we don’t have time for grief. We need guards, knights. Doors kicked in. Search every house. Every single villager questioned. This isn’t the time for hesitation, Your Majesty.”
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My guards have done their job well. People stand frozen in their doorways or clustered in tight groups with bowed heads and eyes flicking everywhere except at me. But still not well enough.

“Report!” I roar.

I hear everything, from the crunch of his boots to the sharp hitch in his breath. “No leads, my lord,” he mutters. “We’ve searched several homes, but—”

“But?” I cut in, stepping closer. My presence alone makes the idiot shrink back. “Then search again. Or am I to believe your failure comes from laziness instead of incompetence?”

But I’ve had enough. I push past him and walk straight into the nearest house, the one they claimed to have already searched.

A man, his wife, and a boy stand pressed together, their eyes widen as my shadow spreads across the floor in front of them.

“You.” I fix my eyes on the man. “Where were you earlier?”

He swallows hard. “I was working at the house near the well. I’m a stonemason.”

“And your wife?” My eyes slide to her, and she stiffens, hands tremble where she clutches the child’s shoulders. “Was she with you? Or is she hiding something more useful than fear?”

She opens her mouth, but no sound comes out.

“My lord, I swear—” he tries.

I don’t let the begging finish.

With one clean thrust, I ram Father’s sword straight through the man’s gut. His breath catches midair, and that stunned disbelieving look frozen in his eyes.
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Whispers tangled through the night air, spreading like rot, passing from one cowardly mouth to the next. 

But then—

“I know who killed your father.”

The voice is small. And fuck, I know exactly who it belongs to. “You’ve picked a dangerous game, boy,” I say.

I turn with narrowed eyes, and sure enough, he’s standing right there. Eridan. Eleven years old, all wide hazel eyes and neat ginger hair.

“I saw her,” he says casually. “I saw her kill him.”

A short, sharp laugh escapes me. “Her?” I echo. In a blink, I reach out and clamp my hand down on his shoulder. “You think this is a joke? You think I won’t break your jaw for wasting my time?”

“I’m not lying!” 

“Alright.” I nod. “Then who, exactly, is her?”

His lips barely move, like he’s been holding onto the name, just waiting for the moment to drop it. “Gena.”

I let the silence linger, just long enough to watch him squirm, let his confidence waver beneath the weight of my stare. But he doesn’t look like he's lying, and I know he wouldn’t be.

I release him, and he stumbles back a step, rubbing his shoulder. “Come,” I bark, turning away. “You’re going to show me this girl. And pray to whatever gods your people worship, boy, that you’re not wasting my time.”
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I hate this morning. I’ve always hated mornings, because every single one begins the same way. No matter how early I rise or how much effort I pour into it, I always end up failing. In training, in sparring, in the way Father stares at me with that look of disappointment. I like the brutality, the discipline, the power, everything but the failing.

Gold-framed portraits of long-dead kings glare down from the stone walls, their eyes fixed on me as I sit in my father’s chair. Father once ruled from this very seat, but now he’s lying cold in a coffin, while I choke on the weight of a sword I once thought I wanted more than anything.

“Your Majesty,” I start, facing the king directly, “I seek your permission to hunt down my father’s killer.”

The king lifts one hand, as he says, “Ozias, grief clouds judgment. Justice must be pursued, but not in anger. You must temper your actions with reason.”

Reason. The word slides off his tongue, and it takes everything in me not to snarl.

The Chancellor—brittle, withered, one foot already in the grave—speaks, “There are whispers that the killer is a girl.”

I scoff. “Boy or girl, man or woman, human or Crester, it makes no difference.”

“We do not yet know the truth, Ozias,” the king leans forward. “Who is she? What drove her to this? You may call it justice, but if you act without understanding, all you’ll sow is chaos.”

His words slither through the room, and instantly the councilors, advisors, and spymasters all start scrambling to speak. They murmur about rebellions, uprisings, political repercussions, and even use the words like balance, order, and peace.

“She could’ve asked for a damn audience if she had grievances!” I snap, louder than all of them. “But she didn’t. She chose the blade. She chose war. And I’ll return the favor.” I turn as a gasp ripples through the room and walk out of that hall of cowards.

Back in my chambers, I hunt for anything to drown the fire tearing through me, and a castle whore answers the summons. This isn’t something I usually do. I’m not Juthalion, the guy who hauls random girls off the street and ends up with a different one in his bed.

But her touch does nothing for the fury inside me, and when she reaches for my almandine crystal pendant like she has any right to touch it, I shove her hand away. Halfway through, I toss a coin onto the bed as payment, turn away, and leave the room.

I find Eryxaloth lounging in the private room, sprawled across midnight cushions with a goblet dangling from his fingers. “Didn’t go well with the king, I take it?” he drawls.

I brush past the drink he offers. “He denied me the hunt.”

“Oof, ignore him. My father can be such an asshole sometimes. Also she’s just a girl. What bad thing could she possibly do?”

The castle whores approach with giggles, but I bark, “Out!” and they scatter.

“This isn’t about her being a girl,” I say to Eryxaloth. “My father was a goddamn warhammer in human skin. You don’t get drunk and kill a man like that. Someone set it up. Someone wanted him gone.”

“Then treat it like one. Make it a fucking hunt.”

The corner of my mouth twitches.

“As Juthalion would say...” He slips into an imitation of Juthalion’s voice. “...See that she suffers a slow end. But use her for yourself first.” Then he drops the act. “Meaning? Kill her slowly, but don’t forget to fuck her first.”

I take the drink he poured and down it in one swallow. “Ery... Thank you,” I say as I turn away.

––––––––
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A merchant lets out a scream as Eridan crashes into the fruit cart, sending apples tumbling in every direction.

"Eridan!" Conversations fall silent, fear tightening their faces the moment they realize I'm the one shouting.

He darts through narrow alleys, trying to lose me in the maze of walls. What makes it harder is that he’s a child, small enough to slip through tight gaps I can’t squeeze into.

But I’m done chasing.

Jagged stone spires erupt from the ground around him, rising into a cage shaped by my command. “You already know why I’m here,” I spit, stopping just outside the ring of stone.

“I do,” he speaks. “But what makes you think I’ll help you?”

“If you guide me there. I’ll return you to your precious family. Simple as that.”

“And what guarantee do I have that you’re not lying?” He has the audacity to sneer. “You know I can read your thoughts, right?”

The stones around him sink back, but I reach him first, closing the distance in two swift strides and seize his arm. “How about... you show me the village, and I burn it to the fucking ground with you in it.”

"Fine!” he winces. “I’ll show you.”

I ease my grip just enough for him to rub his arm. And with that, I step away.
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We ride for hours through the wasteland, until the yellowed leaves begin to look damp and the dry wood starts to seem as if something is moving within it. But never in a million years did I think I’d come across a small house.

The house is only half-standing with one side crumbling where a massive fallen tree smashed into the roof. I’m already sliding from the saddle before Eridan can ask something dumb. The soft ground muffles our steps as we approach, but I barely notice as I push the door open.

Light slips through warped cracks in the walls that are draped in moss, slashing across the floor in jagged patterns. In the center of the room stood a wooden table with two chairs on either side, one nearly falling over and the other tilted to one side.

My eyes land on a childish drawing left on the table, its paper the only clean spot on a surface thick with dust. I glance at the far wall and notice a rectangular patch where the dust is thinner, a clear sign the drawing was recently taken down.

The paper has curled edges and torn corners but the picture is still clear, showing a little girl in a red dress standing next to a tall man.

Eridan peering over my shoulder. “Who lived here?”

“Whoever they were, they left in a hurry.” I pause. “Or they didn’t leave at all.”

Something creaks outside, making my polished shoes scrape over the warped floorboards as I move toward the door. “Who’s there?!” I scream, my hand slowly wrapping around the hilt of my sword. “Whoever the fuck it is, get out!”

I search for whoever it is, weaving between dense green oak trees while Eridan hides behind me. No one’s there, but what I do find is a faint ripple in the soil and the closer I get, the more certain I am that it’s a grave.

“Way the hell out here?” I sneer, crouching beside it. “Who the fuck gets buried in the middle of nowhere, unless someone was too lazy to dump the body somewhere proper.”

The headstone leans crooked, partly buried by moss, but the faint engraving remains clear enough. “Clyodhras,” I read.

My eyes narrow at the disturbed soilbed, where faded cyclamen petals lie strewn, their dark red tips softening into pale. I scoop a handful of petals into my palm and crush it, but the petals are still soft, releasing a sweet scent, also a clear sign someone was here recently.

“You know who this is?” I ask, noticing the way Eridan tenses beside me.

“I read the living, not the dead,” he answers. “Maybe the pedophile finally got what he deserved.”

“Do you even know what pedophile means?”

"Not really. I just enjoy seeing how your mind works."

“Keep playing games in my head, Eridan. And I’ll dig through yours until there’s nothing left but silence. You hear me?”

He grows even more tense.
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Flames roar as they consume everything these pitiful fools once cherished. Homes built with calloused hands, fields tended through years of labor, and memories woven into every wooden beam.

They stand helpless, while I remain still at the center of it all. Every ember is mine. Every burn mark on their homes—mine. Every cry that rises up into the sky? Mine.

One brown-skinned man holding a dull axe steps forward, either brave or just stupid. It only takes one glance before I lift a single finger. He doesn’t even manage a full scream before the flames consume him, and within seconds his skin darkens and chars to black.

A few of the crowd gasps, “Javhi!!!”

One of them, trembling so badly he can hardly speak, finally manages to get a question out. “Who... who are-are you?”

“My name?” I echo. “I am Ozias, son of the knight of Ethervale. The man who was slaughtered by one of your own. A girl named...”

I frown, glancing sideways at Eridan. “Uh... Genafia,” he says, fast.

The moment the name leaves his lips, some glance around in panic while others try to hide their expressions behind shaking hands. All of them know the name. All of them fear her, or fear what I’ll do because of her.

“Where is the girl?!” I roar as the flames surge higher.

That's when one older man finally steps forward from the crowd. A pathetic girl with wavy brown hair clings to his arm. “Father, no!” she cries.

He doesn’t glance at her or offer any comfort, just quietly pries her fingers from his arm. “She’s my daughter, Genafia,” he says to me, “and she left.”

My lips curl into a sneer as I slowly take him in, from the hollow fear in his eyes to the trembling tension in his jaw. “Well, well,” I drawl, “the father of the girl who killed mine. You must be so proud.”

“We don’t know where she is.”

“Is that so?”

“She sought vengeance against your—”

“Liar!” Eridan screams suddenly.

I snap my head toward him, irritation flashing through me because how dare he interrupt these fun moments of mine. But I pause, noticing his face has lost its usual cockiness, replaced by real fear.

I turn my gaze back to the man. “You think I’m stupid? I could raze this village down to the bones and dig the truth out of your ashes if you keep lying.”

Then the long-haired girl with a double braid begins to sob. “Please... we don’t know where my sister is—”

“Liar!” I spit, lunging forward to grab her by the arm.

“Don’t you dare touch my daughter!” he yells, stepping forward like that’s going to stop me.

Well, it’s too late because my blade is already sinking into his stomach, and for a moment his mouth opens in silent disbelief before the blood starts to pour, which is always my favorite part.

“Father!”

I shove a rag between her lips, muffling her pathetic cries, and snap my fingers. The roots coil around her wrists, tightening until she whimpers from the pressure as their thorns scrape against her skin.

A woman charges at me, claws aimed for my face, but with a sharp flick of my wrist, a gust of wind knocks her backward. Her head hits the tree with a sickening crack, and the girl drops to her knees when she realizes that the woman doesn't rise.

I crouch down, one hand gripping her chin hard enough to bruise. “Do you see what happens when people lie to me? Your precious sister thought she could escape me too. But no matter where she hides... no matter how far she runs... I’ll fucking find her.” I shove her chin aside, then rise to my feet.
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