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Prologue
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One day, Das was walking along and found themselves in a new area they had never seen before. They didn’t remember walking out of the woods, and yet everywhere they looked, there were no trees. The only thing they could see in the near distance was a tall rickety stone-looking tower. As they walked closer, they saw an opening near the bottom.

“Help!” Someone called out. They sounded so small and weak. “Is anyone there? I need help.” They called out again.

“Hello? What is wrong? Why do you need help?” Das called out as they got closer.

“Please, help me. I’m trapped in here. Can’t you help me?” The trapped one said.

“I can. Hold on.” Das looked around and saw a symbol etched into the bricks.

“There seems to be something written on the side of this tower. [image: ]

Do you know anything about it?”

“Yes, it is what is keeping me trapped in here. I have no food or water. Please, can’t you help me?”

Das thought.

And Das looked.

And then thought some more.

And as they thought, they saw a loose brick with part of the sigil etched into it. So Das pulled it out.

“What is your name?” Das finally asked. As they did, the small opening became larger and larger and larger. Until it was the height of the tower. And from the darkness inside the tower, Das saw two great big eyes looking down on them.

“Grriste Krrolko, and I am ever so hungry.” The creature inside the tower said. Their voice much deeper than it had been before. A sense of dread crept across Das’s body as the eyes got ever closer. The last thing Das saw was a large mouth with sharp pointy teeth.
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Chapter 1
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Melisa awoke with a start, her face drenched and illuminated by a flash of lightning from outside. Melisa put a hand on her chest, hoping to calm her heart. The dreams were growing more vivid with every night. But dreams were just dreams. That is what she had to remind her self of.

If they were capable of more, then her family's circumstances would be different. Her own conditions would be different.

Melisa knew that being sold into servitude was never what her parents had in mind for her, but they had three younger mouths to feed, and no one would just hire her. Everyone in the town and as far as three vilages over knew Melisa’s dreams. There was no guarantee of a worker when they know that she would never be seen again as soon as she had the funds. Life of adventure. A life filled with love. A life filled with exploration. A life filled with life. Gurgenshtine was not a town known for such ideas. The most exciting thing to ever happen was its founding. Its forefathers settled for the night and then never left. The town only grew in the same way. These days most of the population is only the older generations; as the younger generations reach maturity, they leave if their family can support it. More often than not, those who leave never come back.

Some parents try to keep their children at home so they don't disappear, but most sneak out, leaving notes of apology and promises to return. No one has kept said promise. Melisa has no intention of making such an empty promise, or rather she had no intention of doing so.

That option is now removed from her. All she can do is hope that her younger siblings will make it out and live the life she wishes for. That does not mean she does not still dream of what lies beyond the town. As she falls asleep, she dreams of the world beyond the Shield Range—where the stars disappear and reappear from. Ever-changing yet always the same. Nothing beyond the hills and mountains is a constant.

“Melisa,” Bradfurd yelled up the stairs trying to be heard over the storm. “Confounded’, girl, wake up! I need your help. Waters’ gettin’ into the studio.”

Melisa sat up, moving her legs off the bed and onto the side. She let out a shaky breath with her back hunched and hands on the edge of the mattress. With her next inhale, she braced herself and pushed off the bed. The stone of the floor was as cold as ever. She quickly found her shoes and put on her work clothes.

“Melisa, if you aren’t down here-”

“I’m on my way down, sir.” Melisa cut Bradfurd off before he could make an actual threat. She had tried to warn him of the coming storm, but he wouldn’t listen. She would have even prepped the studio, but out of what she figured was spite, he had kept her working well into the night. Melisa could hope that any damage that did befall the structure and works inside was minimal and easily fixed or replaced.

Melisa rushed down the stairs. At the bottom of the stairs, she could see out the window to the back. It looked as if a river had formed and had placed the studio right in the center of it. Melisa still had some semblance of hope that the studio's internal damage would be minimal, but it was small and shrinking fast.

The rain had come down fast in the night and with a vengeance. There was no water build-up, leaving the ground unprepared for the amount of fluid rushing onto it—this left at least a foot of dirt to be shifted from the surface. Although Melisa knew that it was morning or close to it from the tree canopies' opening, the sky portrayed nothing but darkness, with lightning being the only avenue of light from the storm-darkened sky. A lamplight illuminated the inside of the studio, casting the shadow of Genavive, the wife of Bradfurd, onto the far wall.

As Melisa stood at the back door trying to determine a safe path, Bradfurd chucked a sack filled with sand to her.

“Take this. Create a dam to the studio. We need to get Gen out of the studio and back inside the main house. We'll make a circle back after that.” He was difficult to hear over the howling winds and pounding rain, but Melisa knew what to do, even if it had been a few years.

Melisa made her way to the studio, noticing how the ground was clay-like beneath her feet. Both solid enough to walk across and, if still too long, immersive. The sacks of sand she had to carry did not help with the risk of sinking into the ground. At the very least, she was glad that Bradfurd was meeting her halfway to lessen the distance. After ten minutes, two layers were done on the dam at the door.

“Sir, I think we should add another layer. Give extra support.” Melisa suggested, trying to yell over the storm.

“We don’t have the bags for it. As it is we-”

“What?” Melisa shouted over the storm.

“I said, we don’t have enough for a third,” Bradfurd punctuated his words with hand gestures. First pointing to himself, then Melisa crossed his arms over each other before spreading them while shaking his head no. Lastly, holding up three fingers. “We are going to have to hope it’s enough. We need the second damn at the doors.”

Melisa hoped he was right, or all of this would be for not. The two got ten more bags in when Bradfurd slipped and landed on his back. The sandbag he was carrying landing on his chest. Bradfurd is not a frail man, but he is not as young as he once was. And with the water rushing, he struggled to get up and keep his head above water as he began to sink further into the ground.

“Sir!” Melisa cried, wading her way over to him. He was gasping for air, trying to lift the bag off of himself. Right as she was about to reach him, a crack of lightning struck a tree right next to the house. The force knocking her down.

*
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Fog pooled around Melisa’s ankles emanating from some far unknown source. Distant calls came from right behind her, no matter what direction she faced.

“Melisa...,”

Echoes of people she hasn’t seen in years. Sounds of people she has never met.

“Come to us, Melisa...,”

Spinning. Round. Round. Round.

“Find us...,”

No breath. No sound. Gasping.

“Melisa...,”

Sinking.

Falling.

Fog seeping into her throat. Seeping into her pores.

Reaching.

Clambering.

Searching.

“We need you...”

Tightness grips her chest.

Hands climb her body.

Darkness envelopes her.

*
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Melisa wakes up once again with a start. Out of the window over the kitchen sink, Melisa can see that the sky was mostly cloudy with the sun setting in its normal beautiful green and purple hues. Genavive stood at one of the counters chopping vegetables while a large pot hung over the fire. Frostine lay in front of the hearth, off to one side. The long cat let out a “murrp” causing Bradfurd to look up from his book.

“Oh, good. I was worried you wouldn’t wake up. You gave Gen quite the ol’ scare collapsing like that. Slept the day away you did. Not that any work could have been done. Only stopped raining about forty minutes ago. Don’t suppose you remember anything from this morning?” Bradfurd remained sitting as he rattled on. He only made eye contact with Melisa when he made his remark disguised as a question.

“No, Sir. I remember waking up and seeing all the water, but it’s a bit of a fog after that.” Melisa tried as she could to remember more, but the harder she tried to remember the denser the fog in her memory got. The stronger the phantom choking feeling around her throat got.

“I thought as much. Not to worry. I don’t remember most of it myself. Gen is the one who witnessed it all. I’ll let her explain over supper. With my luck, I’ll forget something and never hear the end of it,” Bradfurd looked over to Genavive fondly before turning serious eyes to Melisa. “Is there anything you want to share? You seemed agitated in your sleep.”

“Simply a nightmare, sir. Nothing more.” Melisa did her best to retain her gaze but ultimately looked away.

“These been happening frequently? This why you’ve been haggard in the mornings as of late?”

“Pardon my frankness, sir. But with all due respect, what do my dreams and sleeping habits have to do with you?” Melisa stood trying to assert herself, but instead, Bradfurd had to rush to her side to help her lie back down.

“Because, Girl. One, your health affects the work done in the house and the income of this household.

Two, it would explain some other things, that Gen will tell you about.

And three, we might have purchased your service, but I would think after the five years you have lived under this roof, you would have realized we do, in fact, care about you. As you. Don’t try and sass me saying its because you’re our property, ‘cause that's not the reason. Gen and I haven’t seen our children in almost thirty years now. We knew we wouldn’t, but that pain never goes away. We-” Bradfurd is cut off by Genavive, who is now standing behind the couch one hand on Bradfurd’s shoulder. Her other hand reaching out for Melisa’s.

“We missed having someone else around the house besides our selves. You have been a joy to have around Melisa. Really brought light into our hearts.” Genavive looked down at Melisa with such love; it almost brought her to tears. Squeezing her hand Genavive walked over to the fire to continue making dinner.

“This is all very sweet. And again, pardon my bluntness, this is also a little frightening. I’d ask if one of you is dying, but I’m the one who can’t seem to stand. Would someone please explain to me what is happening. Sir, you have never spoken to me in this manner in the five years I have lived here. Why now?” Melisa was now sitting up curled into herself furthest away from Bradfurd, who now is sat on the couch.

“Well, Melisa,” Bradfurd sat back, facing the fire across the couch, no longer looking or angled at Melisa. “You are correct in that neither Gen or I are ill. And frankly, I don’t believe you are either. To continue in my straightforwardness. I don’t think after tonight you will be here with us much longer. Gen has some theories that I can’t seem to poke holes in. And if she is right, you will finally get your wish of leaving Gurgenshtine. Though I wonder if you will be happy in the end?” Bradfurd trailed off with his final musings. Melisa’s excitement of the prospect of finally seeing the outside world slightly dimmed by such an ominous thought. Ultimately her curiosity outweighed the dread that began to build in the pit of her stomach.

*
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The three occupants of the Wichkosk house sat around the immaculately carved wooden table done by Genavive Wichkosk herself. The wooden chairs that the three sat in were carved by the Wichkosk children. Two other chairs sat empty as they always did. During her five years in the house, Melisa helped with a few custom orders but mostly assisted in the pottery side of things. Helping move heavier things from one location to another. Filling and emptying the kiln.

Genavive found working with clay in her older age easier than wood. She had learned both crafts in her youth but loved the wood's beauty more and as of late discovered a new appreciation for clay works.

The bowls that they ate their stew from were made by Melisa. They could not be sold as they did not meet the standards that Genavive had set for her clientele. After hearing their confession of actually liking her, Melisa realized that they kept the bowls in the same way they kept the chairs.

The spoons and cups they used were from a collection that Bradfurd purchased from a merchant in his youth. He took such good care of the set that they looked new. Melisa once asked why they use the collection all the time if they are so special. His simple reply, “For they are special.” He winked and went back to polishing them. To this day, she still did not understand.

The three ate in silence for a while before Melisa could stand it no longer.

“Can you please explain to me what is going on? You both are beginning to scare me with your sorrowful glances.”

“I’m sorry, dear. I figured you might want some food in you first, as you haven’t eaten all day.”

Genavive reached a hand over to Melisa.

“I understand that, but with all this build-up, it’s making it difficult to eat.” Melisa took Genavive’s hand to aid in her plea. Genavive gave it a light squeeze.

“I was in the studio when the rain started. There was no warning. No, build up to the storm. Just out of nowhere, sheets of water, I began patching holes that sprang up to the best of my ability. Had to light one of the evening lamps; it was so dark. I heard a cry and rushed to the window to see if I could spot anything. Then there was a flash of lightning. I was able to shield my eyes from most of it. That's when I noticed my Bradfurd under the rushing water,” Genavive reached for her husband without looking. He took her hand in both of his kissing her knuckles before setting their hands on the table. Bradfud absently rubbing small circles with his thumb on the back of her hand, then resumed eating with the other.

“I was so scared. Melisa, you then got up from the water and went over to him. It was as if the water was not there with the ease in which you walked to him. You knelt next to him, blocking what view I had of him. Then the next thing I see is you hugging him and helping him into the house. You then finished both damns in no time, picking up multiple sandbags at a time. The water its self seemed to make way for you. When you helped me inside is when I noticed everything. The water did indeed part for you. And your eyes were different. They shone silver,” Melisa sat back in amazement, reaching a hand to her face.

“When you got back inside, you collapsed to the floor. We carried you to the couch. I checked your eyes, but the glow was gone, but they were glassy. If I couldn’t see you breathing, I would have thought you dead.”

Melisa released her hand from Genavive, leaning back in her chair and wrapping her arms around herself.

“You said,” Melisa started after a few long minutes of silence. “Sir, you told me before that there were theories.”

“You remember how I told you how this collection of mine was purchased off a merchant?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, it was not one in our village. Genavive and I are not like the rest of the folks here. Gen is not even from Gurgenshtine. I met her while on my travels. It was only after a great injury that I returned home.”

“But I thought no one returned from beyond the village?” Melisa asked, bewildered.

“That's only been in your parents' lifetime. I am the last of my lot to come back. I’m the only one, actually. By the time I had returned, all of my friends had left or died from illness or accident. Those who knew me tended to not recognize me. I left here an average-looking man and returned strong and injured with a beard on my face no less. I was unable to grow one before I left. The village had changed while I was away. There was now a fear of the outside. The council is the one who decided for only merchants to leave. Out of fear. Those damned fools never left here out of fear, and now they’ve ensured the same for their grandchildren.” Bradfurd stood up and began pacing out of frustration.

“I’m still confused, sir. What does this have to do with me?” Instead of Bradfurd responding, Genavive did after handing him a cup of hot tea. Melisa never understood how she could just seemingly materialize a cup of hot tea for him.

“When I was a little girl, I was told stories about an old family that hid away their greatest shame. That shame is what brought storms, fire, and the quaking of our planet's surface. Some believed that there was a way to placate this entity. But only someone with enough compassion and power would have the abilities to do so.”

“I’m sorry. I’m still having trouble figuring out how I fit into all of this.”

“When depictions of this person are made, the placater I mean, they have silver eyes. Considering normally yours are brown, I would call that some kind of sign.” Genavive gave Melisa a cheeky grin trying to lighten the mood.

“But why me? There is nothing special about me.” Melisa was now out of her chair, sitting on the nearby window sill. Genavive walks over to her.

“My dear, I know this is hard to take in. But I saw you do things that no one from this village can do. I’ve seen it out there. People in my family have some kind of sway with the reality around them. This isn’t the first time you have shown signs since living here. You may not have noticed, but you have a way with plants, and it seems water. They respond to you when you least expect it.”

This was becoming too much for Melisa. Because sure, she could tell which plants needed more attention and which were sick, but professionals could do that. She was unsure if it was a gut feeling or training that allowed this. She also always seemed to know when it would rain.

“This is a lot to take in.”

“I know, but this would also explain your draw to the world beyond the village.” Genavive was trying to calm Melisa down, she could tell, but nothing seemed to be working.

“Do you want to see what's out there, yes or no, girl?” Bradfurd had set down his mug and looked Melisa right in the eyes.

“Yes, sir, I do, but-”

“No buts. We are going to gather what we can and get you on your way.”

“Sir, I-” Melisa’s objection was cut off not by Bradfurd but by Genavive.

“Dear, here you will not get the training you need. You need to go to my home town of Fillpine. Even if you are not the one from the stories of my youth, you can’t be contained here.”

“Is this your way of getting rid of me?” Bradfurd was already gathering things from around the house. At Melisa's question, he stopped, put everything down, and sat next to her.

“I know I have not been the most informal with you, Melisa. The most open even. But don’t you dare think for a second we don’t want you here. I only kept my distance to protect myself from heartache like when our own children left. Not that it did a damn bit of good. If I could bring myself to be selfish, I wouldn’t let you leave. I’d keep you here to make sure you never got hurt. The biggest concern I have for my kids is that they are hurt, and I can’t help them, or that somehow they have passed on before us, and we have no way to mourn them or say a final goodbye. I don’t want to go through that again, but as a parent, that is how this gig goes. You do what you can to prepare your kids when you have to send them out into the real world.” By the end of his little speech, tears prickled at the edges of his eyes. For Melisa and Genavive, the tears flowed freely.

“You’ve never used my name like that before.” Before Bradfurd could say anything in response, Melisa was hugging him. That was all it took for the tears to finally flow over as he hugged her back.
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Chapter 2
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The new morning broke over the Farview Mountains, casting a beautiful purple hue over the horizon. For the first time in three weeks, Melisa awoke of her own volition and not in a panicked state. This was also the most unsettled Melisa has felt upon waking. When you know the terror is coming and then it does not show...is that not more terrifying?

The tree canopies were opened wider than usual, indicating the next Equinox. New things were on the horizon; today was the best day to begin a journey.

Last night had been filled with frantic packing and preparations. There was still a lot to be gathered for Melisa's journey, but at least she had an expert on her side. Other than grabbing some more food for her trip, there was one stop she had to make. She had to say goodbye to her family. There was no guarantee that she would ever see them again. She was going to miss her siblings the most. It had been a while since she last saw them, Melisa being busy and all. They would be happy for the visit, she was sure.

Even though she knew her family would be happy to see her, that didn’t quell the trepidation she had growing in her stomach.

She stood at the front door for a bit before knocking, working up the nerve. It was unlike her, but her feelings were hers, so even if abnormal, they were real.

When the door finally opened, Melisa could hear her younger siblings fighting and horsing around.

“You three quit it before I come back in there,” Jena yelled before looking at the person in her doorway. “What can I-”

“Hi Momma, can I come in?”

*
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Melisa’s mother seemed genuinely surprised to see her. Jena Grajca stood for several moments, just looking at Melisa.

“Momma?” Melisa, her mother, stood in the doorway, not moving.

“Of course, of course, come in,” Jena moved out of the way, allowing Melisa inside. She remained bewildered at her daughter's presence.

“So dear, what brings you here? Aren’t you supposed to be working?”

“That’s kind’a why I’m here. Is Papa home?”

“Your Pa-” Jena was cut off by her other three children, Joryan, Kera, and Nico. The eldest, Joryan, standing a foot taller than their other two siblings yet still shorter than Melisa. Nico and Kera are twins, though the kids' only trouble makers were Joryan and Melisa when she still lived at home. The twins mostly keep to themselves playing outside and showing great aptitude for the medical professions. Their parents were trying to figure out if they should apprentice them or not. Joryan is slated to take their father's place at the Blacksmiths. They are not interested in blacksmithing, but the family business has to be upheld. Their father refuses to entertain the idea of letting Joryan go to become a scholar. He doesn’t want any of his kids to leave the village.

“Mel, your home!” Joryan said, putting down their book.

“Sisa’s, home! Sisa’s home!” Nico exclaimed, releasing his jaw from Joryan’s arm.

“Big sis, your back,” Kera said in mild shock, dropping the stick he had poised to hit Joryan with.

Melisa engulfed her three siblings in a hug when they bum-rushed her.

“How are three of my favorite people? You’ve all gotten so tall, J; you’re nearly my height now. Oh, I’ve missed you all.”

“We missed you too, Mel,"  Joryan responded for the three of them since the twins were more concerned with hugging than speaking.

“What brings you home, we were-We were really missing you.” Momma says from behind Melisa still in the entrance of the room.

“I’d really like to tell you all at once. Where is Papa?” Joryan was still hugging Melisa when she posed the question again. Although Joryan could have hidden their shock at a distance, while in an embrace is an entirely different story.

“J, what’s wrong?” Joryan had stiffened ever so much in her arms at the mention of their father.

“Melisa, why don’t you have a seat. Boys, go play outside,” Jena instructed the twins.

“But Big Sis just got home after ages...” Kera had always liked Melisa tending to go to her for comfort as an infant and a toddler.

“Joryan and I just need to talk with her for a bit. I‘m sure it won't be long.” Solemnly the twins went outside Kera, picking up his stick from before.

“Momma, what's wrong with Papa? Why didn’t you send for me?” This secrecy around her father was beginning to worry her.

“Your Papa is fine. I really think you should sit.”

“You are sure he is fine?”

“Mel, Papa is as healthy as the trees outside.” With Joryan’s reassurance, Melisa took a seat. Joryan sat next to her and their mother.

“Now, please let me know what is going on.”

“Well, as I’m sure you noticed, you haven’t seen us in a while.”

“Yeah, I figured I’d just been too busy, or you all had been.”

“Not exactly. How do I put this...Your-” Before Jena could pose her sentence, Joryan cut her off.

“Papa sold you out of embarrassment and to keep you from leaving the village. Also, you might not even be his.”

“Joryan!” Jena exclaimed, before letting out a long suffering sigh. She reached out a hand for Melisa’s face.

For Melisa’s part, she just sat there. She knew that her parents didn’t want her to leave. But embarrassment. Her Papa was always distant, but she figured that was just because of how he was raised. Melisa also remembered how she would hear whispers from the adults about being the Merchant’s kid when she was younger. No one else in the family had brown eyes, not even Momma.

“Breath, dear. You need to breathe. Joryan, try and calm down your sister; I’ll grab her something to drink.” Joryan put one arm around their sister and let the other stroke her arm. They also tried to mimic slow breathing. It took a minute, but Melisa’s breathing did eventually slow to a regular pace. When she took the glass of water from her Mother, she gave a grateful nod.

“I know this is a lot to take in, but I should add that we stopped seeing you because your Papa would not allow it. Even told the twins you had left.” Jena looks to the window to her youngest children solemnly.

“Papa wanted to be rid of me that bad...then why not send me out of the village? Then we’d all be happy.”

“Because your father wanted to spite me. I never wanted to stay here. I also wanted to explore the world like you and Joryan.

“Such inquisitive minds, the both of you... But it is true, Papa is not your blood father. Your father by blood was one of the tradesmen from one of the neighboring villages. I was actually supposed to marry him, you know. Live with him. Not quite the world, but someplace new.

“When the council found out, they were none too pleased. Even then, you see they did not want people leaving. Before I could even protest, I was married to Papa. I was devastated. I felt trapped. When you were born, I was so happy to see the eyes of the man I loved. You had his spirit, curiosity, and his fight. Your Papa didn’t like that. Not any of it. When you finally became of working age, he sold you.

“Fed you the lie of making a sacrifice for the family. In reality, it was just another way of keeping me here. I hoped you could escape, but he made sure that couldn’t happen.

“Yes, Joryan, that is why Papa won’t let you leave either. He is a spiteful man under the thumb of the council. My only joy has been you kids, but you are also what is keeping me here. My hope is to at least figure out a way to get the twins out of this hellish place.”

Melisa sat stunned at her mother's confession. At no point in their lives did they ever think their mother was unhappy.

“Momma...,” Melisa said after some time.

“Yes, dear?”

“I think I might be able to bring you some solace.”

“How so, dear?”

“The reason I came today was actually to say goodbye: I’m leaving for Fillpine later this afternoon. Joryan...If you would like and it is okay with Momma, come with me. I’d rather have someone by my side than travel on my own.” Joryan’s face lights up, and they quickly turn to their mother. Jena, for her credit, simply cries.

“Momma, I didn’t mean to upset you I-”

“Quiet you, I’m not upset, dear. I’m happy and relieved, and...Oh, my babies are going to see the world.”

“Does that mean...” Joryan asked hesitantly.

“Yes, yes. Go pack your things. You two need to get going before your Papa gets home. Melisa, follow me, dear. I have something you might be interested in.” Jena did her best to dry her face. While leading Melisa to her study, Jena’s shoulders seemed to relax. Melisa was intrigued. Her mother’s study was off-limits to the kids, no matter the age.

*
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The study was a modest room, one high window to let in light, a desk, and chair, a small couch for naps, and a night lamp for evenings. Jena gestured for Melisa to sit while she searched for something. Once seated, Melisa realized the walls were painted. Not in a single coat or color but in a mural. Bold colors and shapes. The longer she stared, the more emotions she seemed to feel emanating from the seemingly random colors. The longer she looked, the more of a pattern began to form.
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