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SLAMMING THE DOOR SHUT behind her, Ellie threw her riding gloves on the wooden floor in rage as she stomped towards the table that sat in the center of the room. Mud filled the inside of her boots and squished between her toes. She plopped down on the bench and wrung her wet, jet-black hair. Brown water dripped down her arms and off her elbows, splattering on the floor at her feet.

The front door swung open as her mother stepped inside. “Ellie!” she gasped. “What are you doing? I just scrubbed the floors!” 

Twisting her head, Ellie watched as Mother roughly set down her basket, food contained in its woven material, on a table beside the sink. 

Mother thrust her hands on her hips as her eyes scanned the ruined floorboards.

Her eyes drifted down and Ellie realized she had left a trail of slurping mud from the threshold to where she now sat. She huffed and folded her arms tightly across her chest. Along with her younger brothers, now Mother was angry with her. 

She flung her hair over her shoulder, allowing it to stick to her soaked tunic. She jumped to her feet and marched toward their open window, jabbing a finger through the air as she shouted, “They pushed me into the mud!” She tried to keep from crying, but the tears grew hot as they filled her bottom eyelids. 

Mother’s shoulders dropped as she lowered her hands back down to her sides. “Oh, Ellie,” she said gently. She bent over, her black hair falling over her shoulder, and grabbed a rag from the drawer placing it inside a clean bucket of water that sat within the sink. 

Mother strode over to Ellie and gripped her wrist, pulling her back toward the table. As Ellie sat down, Mother knelt in front of her, her dress billowing around her. Slowly, Mother wiped Ellie’s face, peeling away the caked mud on her cheeks. 

“What happened?” Mother asked in the most tender and compassionate voice. 

Ellie gripped her knees, her blood boiling, trying not to shout as a few tears escaped. Her bottom lip quivered. “I just wanted to play with them,” she whimpered. “They never let me!” The tears started to fall in a steady cascade. “I’m only a few years older than Liam. I don’t understand what I’ve done.” She crossed her arms as she slumped forward. “They hate me.” 

Mother straightened her back and placed the rag down on the bench beside Ellie. She caressed her daughter’s cheeks and Ellie felt the warmth and calluses of her palm. “Ellie, your brothers don’t hate you. They’re boys. They’re going to have the tendency to cling to one another. They just don’t want their older sister messing with them.”

Ellie’s head drooped lower as her shoulders pulled together. “But what if I want to be part of what they’re doing?” she whispered. “They’re always leaving me out.” She sighed. “They’re the only friends I have, and they keep pushing me away.”

Mother sighed as she stood up straight. Tapping Ellie’s leg gently, she said, “Come on. Go clean yourself up with soap and water, put on a fresh shirt and pair of pants, then you go find those boys. Tell them I want to speak with them. We’ll sort this out.” 

Grinning, Ellie sat up straight and pushed off the bench, running to her chamber at the back left of the small cottage. Quickly washing the mud off her body and throwing on some clean clothes, she sprinted out the front door towards the field where she last saw her brothers. 

Liam was always so mean to her. She was his sister. She didn’t understand why tormenting her seemed to be his favorite thing. 

Reaching the clearing, she watched as her oldest brother leapt off a large rock and rolled into a somersault through the grass. “Liam!” she shouted.

Liam and her youngest brother, Barry, turned towards her. Liam rolled his eyes as he huffed and turned his back on her. 

Sliding to a halt beside her brothers, she sucked in a few deep breaths before pointing towards the village. “Mother wants to see you both.” 

Liam balled his hands into white-knuckled fists as he swung on his heels to face her, his anger clear by the shape of his brow. “What’d you do now? Tattle on us?”  

Ellie narrowed her eyes. “Of course not!” She crossed her arms. “But when you push me into a mud puddle, clearly someone’s going to notice.” 

Barry tugged on Liam’s arm. “Come on, Liam.” His five-year-old voice was hard to understand, but she could tell that he was just as annoyed to be around her. Liam was such a bad influence on him.

Liam gritted his teeth as he maneuvered around Ellie. “Tattling isn’t how we get what we want,” he scolded. 

With her back facing her brothers, she rolled her eyes. “All you had to do was let me play. Was that so hard?” She twisted her head around to notice Liam had stopped walking. 

He snarled and flung back around, facing her. “Why would we want to hang out with people like you? You’re always getting us into trouble!”

Ellie smirked. “You’re doing a good job of that on your own.” She lowered her hands, clenching them. “Just because you think you’re cool and want to impress Barry doesn’t mean you get to erase me from your life. I’m your sister.” She relaxed her hands as she calmed herself. “Liam, you and Barry are my brothers. I—”

Letting out a cry of frustration, Liam thrust his hands forward for the quickest second—just before a wild wind rammed against her petite body, knocking her off her feet.

Ellie was sure she had seen the irises of his eyes flash gold. 

She rolled backwards several feet, skidding along the grass, before her head and back collided with something hard. She slapped the ground with her palms, her ears ringing, and blinked several times trying to clear the blur at the edge of her vision. 

Cringing, she pushed herself into a sitting position and raised a hand to the back of her head where it throbbed. Her heartbeat quickened when she felt warm liquid. She withdrew her hand and found her fingertips coated in crimson. A burning sensation overpowered her left arm, and she winced as her gaze moved to her bicep. There she noticed a large gash had sliced through her plum tunic down to her flesh. 

Fear squeezed her chest as her eyes opened wide with horror, and she stared up at her brothers as they towered over her. “W-what did you do?” she asked, her voice shaking.

Liam glared and jabbed a finger towards her. “Leave us alone, got it?” He shook a fist in her face, and she flinched. “Or next time you face my magic, it’ll be more than just a little wind.” 

“M-magic?” Her brow knitted as she shook her head. “Mother and Father have warned us about the dangers of sorcery and magic.” She lowered her voice and spoke through gritted teeth. “What are you doing using it?” 

Liam smirked in a way Ellie had never seen. “You act as if I just found out I have magic.” Ellie’s jaw dropped with a gasp. “Let me make myself clear.” He leaned forward. “Tell anyone about this, and I might just make you disappear.” His eyes quickly flashed gold. He turned his back on her and traversed the tall, grassy field toward the village, Barry following close behind him. 

Ellie’s heart pounded against her chest as she glanced down at her bicep again, blood beading down her arm. He had magic? Liam had magic? 

Her parents warned them almost daily about how incredibly dangerous sorcerers were. If Father ever found out about Liam, he would be handed over to the Diren. But...wasn’t that a good thing? He was her brother, but he was also one of them. 

One of the monsters they were at war against. 

And he was living under their roof, right under her parents’ noses. She had to warn them. 

Liam had already proven he didn’t care whom he hurt. He may still look like her younger brother, but if she was being honest with herself, that Liam was long gone. This Liam had to go too. 

Startled, Ellie awoke to the sound of shouting. She pushed herself upright, her bicep screaming as she did so, and threw back the thin covers. Draping her legs over the edge of the bed, she pushed off and her bare feet landed on the cold wooden planks of her bed chamber. She splayed her fingers gently over her bandaged arm as she tip-toed over to her door and rested an ear against the mahogany. 

“What are we going to do, Victor?” It was her mother’s muffled voice. “We can’t just let the Diren have him. He’s only nine! They’ll—”

“What choice do we have, Mary?” Father replied, his gruff voice filled with worry. “Do you think I want to lose him? Knowing that the Diren will kill him? He’s our son!” He sighed. “But we have to think of Ellie and Barry too. I don’t like what he’s doing to Barry. He’s twisting his mind. And look what he did to Ellie. He could’ve killed her!”

“But we don’t know for certain it was him—”

“Wake up, Mary!” Father shouted lowly. “Do you think Ellie would lie to us about this?” Ellie’s face paled. “We’ve always known he had magic. We should’ve expected this.” 

“D-do you think he’s known about his magic for long?” Mother asked, fear shaking her pitch. “Is that why he’s the way he is? Why he treats us and Ellie the way he does? Because we’re not like him? Because neither you nor I have ever told him of his powers?” There came a long pause. “That doesn’t explain why he wouldn’t be the same with Barry.”

“Barry’s his brother,” her father responded. “Maybe he hopes Barry will be like him. We’ve tried keeping his magic a secret hoping that it wouldn’t manifest, but... We can’t put the others in danger. I don’t want to believe it either, Mary, I don’t want to see my boy go...but what other option is there? Keep him here under lock and key and pray that he doesn’t become like one of the monsters we fight in our wars? Pray he doesn’t kill someone?” The sound of heavy booted footsteps echoed the tiny house. “I’m sorry, but I’m sending for Lumara in the morning.”  

“No!” Mother shouted, and the footsteps stopped. “You can’t have her send for the Diren! We can’t lose our boy!” 

“We don’t have a choice!” Father whispered angrily. “All sorcerers are evil.” Another long pause. “No matter who they are. This isn’t what I want either, but if we gave him the chance, he’d grow up to be just as wicked as the ones we fight against.”

“Victor, please,” Mother sobbed. Ellie flinched as something hit the floor. “He’s my baby.” Her moans were louder than her words. 

Gently slapping her back against the door, Ellie panted as her heart raced and nausea boiled in her stomach. 

Mother and Father were handing Liam over to the Diren? Tomorrow? 

As great an urge as she felt to protect her little brother, Father was right. Liam was a problem. She couldn’t give in to the older, protective sister that tore her heart in half. 

Liam terrified her. 

She glanced down at her bicep. She had never seen magic used before, and if this was how sorcerers used their magic, to hurt people, then Father was right. The world needed to be free from them. 

Magic was vile! Her parents had always said there wasn’t a place in the world for sorcerers, and now, after seeing what it’d done to Liam, Ellie agreed. 

Many had tried to get rid of the sorcerers in the past, but they had all failed. Many, many wars had taken out thousands of sorcerers and men without magic alike, and yet sorcerers still remained. 

Ellie narrowed her eyes as determination swept through her veins. She knew what had to be done. She knew the Diren came every few years searching for new recruits. To join them in their fight against magic. 

And just to her luck, this was recruiting month. 

Tomorrow, when they came to take her brother, she, too, would go with them—despite what Mother and Father thought. Only she would be trained as an apprentice to fight for her people and destroy those who wielded magic.
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Lily 

JUMPING IN HER SEAT, Lily turned to face the door as her heart leaped from her chest to her throat. Blood curdling screams could be heard from the other side of the thin wooden door, yet here she remained, frozen in place by the fear that pumped through her veins.

“Give me the girl before anyone else gets hurt!” 

“Please! Let them go!”  

Her chest squeezed, recognizing the voice that fluttered in through the open window above. She gripped the thigh of the little girl beside her, and as Lily slid from her seat at the dining table, dragging Tara along, she ducked below the window to avoid being seen. 

Several thoughts raced to the forefront of her mind, but they vanished as Tara pulled away from her and ran to her mother. Lily glanced up and met the four frightened faces of the family who had taken her in for the past three weeks and swallowed, a lump forming in her throat at the look on Tara’s face as she cuddled close against her mother’s floury apron.

As she watched their petrified faces, the screams coming from outside ended abruptly and she choked back the urge to vomit. She stood up straight and chanced a quick glance out the window. Two lifeless female bodies lay in the street, a man clinging to them as he sobbed. 

She had known that family. They had given her food and water when she first arrived a few weeks ago. 

Her hands rolled into fists, and she placed her knuckles on the table. She sucked in a slow, shaky breath before stepping around the chair. 

“Where are you going?” 

Lily turned to address the family huddled behind her. “Nobody else should have to die because of me.”

“No, you can’t!” Tara shouted, lunging forward to grip Lily’s hand. Her small, warm skin brought an unfamiliar comfort. “He’ll kill you!” She buried her face in Lily’s tunic and the little girl’s muffled sobs brought a sting to her heart.   

Lily crouched, placing her hands on Tara’s shoulders and smiling as she stared at the teary, green-eyed six-year-old. “Everything will be okay. You have nothing to fear.” 

Lily tried to show bravery through her fake smile, though truthfully, she was terrified of what would happen once she left the safety of these wooden walls. 

But she was even more terrified of what would happen to the Hiltons if she stayed. 

She glanced at the mixture of fear and sadness that etched the others faces before lowering her gaze back to Tara. She pulled the little girl into an embrace and squeezed her tightly as tears pricked her eyes. Even though she had only been here for a short time, this family had begun to fill a void in her heart. 

The screams of the villagers filtered back in and grew louder with each passing minute as the Diren’s torment continued.

Pushing Tara gently away, she stood and took a step toward the door before Iris blocked her path, her golden ringlets falling over her shoulders. Tara was the perfect version of her mother. “Please don’t do this, Lily,” she begged. “If you’re gone then no one will be safe anymore.” 

Lily’s throat tightened, making her unable to form words.

“You’re our only hope of a free world,” Oliver clarified. She turned around to face the man, who bore no resemblance to his daughter. He balled a hand into a fist and took a defiant step as he shouted, “You can’t just give yourself over to that man!”

Frustration and sorrow fought for control, but in the end, both took hold. Throwing her hands out to the side, she shouted, “Then what do you want me to do? Just let everyone die?” Oliver’s face softened as she continued. “There are only a few families left in your village since the Diren’s last invasion. If you thought not giving them a few crops was bad enough, what do you think they’re going to do to everyone after they find me?” 

Oliver grabbed his wife by the hand and pulled her against his body, away from the door. By the look on his face, Lily could see the shame in his frown. He knew what she was saying to be true. 

“But...” Quinn, Tara’s brother separated by ten years, stepped around from behind his parents. Where Tara favored their mother, Quinn took after their father—his shaggy brown hair falling to the side over his forehead. “If you die, what will happen to us? The Diren will never stop harassing our village.” 

“There won’t be a village if I don’t give myself up.” 

His voice cracked as the sound of betrayal poured from his lips. “You’re supposed to be the chosen one! Keeping the Diren from doing exactly this!” He shook his head in disappointment and disbelief. “People like my family trusted you, kept you safe, and this is how you repay us? By turning yourself in?”

“What do you want from me?” she screamed, doubt sinking in. She scanned the Hiltons’ faces. “I am not your chosen one. I can barely save myself.” She shook her head, and a hint of anger sparked within her. “I can’t save the world.” Each word she drew out with sharp pronunciation. “You’re putting your faith in the wrong person.” 

Unexpectedly, Iris extended her hand, and Lily furrowed her brow in confusion. “Come. Use the back door,” Iris all but whispered. “You won’t be seen.” 

Lily glanced at the door, now to her left. “But I—”

“You may not believe in yourself,” Oliver said. “But we do.”

Quinn’s masculine hand slipped into Lily’s, and Lily didn’t resist his tug. Her shoulders slowly dipped, but Lily nodded in gratitude. Dodging the window, they made their way towards the back of the house, and she grabbed her faded brown leather satchel that rested against the wall just inside the chamber she had shared with Tara and Quinn. 

Placing her hand on the knob, her heart lurched as someone pounded on the front door. Their heads twisted towards the front, but Quinn’s soft and tender gaze returned to meet hers. She stared into his deep blue eyes as a smile pulled at the corners of his lips. “I will never forget you, Lily.” 

She returned the grin, opened the door, and ran out. She couldn’t say goodbye. Not to Quinn. Goodbyes were never her thing.  

It had been a few weeks since she’d sprinted this fast. She had almost forgotten the painful sting of wind burn. 

The tree line neared. There, she would be able to disappear among the shadows and trees. She gave a quick glance over her shoulder and watched as villagers ran away from burning structures screaming; some people toppling over one another in their haste. ￼

When she reached the trees the smell of burning straw flooded her nostrils. Skidding to a halt, she spun on her heels to face the village and her heart felt like it had stopped. To her dismay, what few remaining houses stood were now filling the sky with black smoke. The only house left not burning was the Hiltons’.

She held her breath as she watched a man, bald and wearing a distinct black leather vest, step outside of the house. In his hand he held a torch, bursting to life with bright flames. Her breathing picked up and her heart beat so quickly she thought it might bust. 

She focused on him, felt her eyes tingle, and knew her irises had glowed gold. Using her magic, she was able to hear the man as he twirled around to face the crowd that watched him and he shouted, “You think you can protect her? Give her food and shelter? Hide her from me? Traitors must face the consequences of harboring the witch in their homes!” He lifted the torch to the straw roof and waited for it to catch fire before throwing the torch at the bottom of the threshold. 

“No!” Lily shouted, clenching her hands into white-knuckled fists as the house lit up in flames like kindling.

No, no, no! 

Focusing her magic on the house, she closed her eyes and pushed past the walls. Inside the decrepit cottage that served as a home, she watched as Iris and Tara cuddled close to one another on the floor, while Oliver and Quinn did whatever it took to break down the door. 

Through her magic, she could sense the doors and windows were latched shut from the outside, giving them no means of escape. Quinn tried chucking a burning bench from the table at the window, but the glass remained intact. Flames danced around the inside of the house and licked their skin. 

Lily withdrew, her vision going dark, as Tara’s face twisted in pain and her agonizing screams echoed through her mind. Lily crumpled to the floor as tears streamed down her cheeks, and she clenched her eyes tightly shut. Digging her fingernails into the dirt, she gritted her teeth as anger boiled her blood. 

Unable to control her rage, her eyes shot open and she clambered to her feet. Fueled by anger, she thrust her hands toward the sky. 

That familiar tingle returned to her eyes, and she welcomed it.   

Dark clouds swirled through the atmosphere above the village as she slowly guided her hands down toward the burning structures. Seconds later, rain pelted the rooftops, dousing the fires. 

She waited several minutes until not a single flame remained. Her hands plopped to her thighs and she leaned forward, placing them on her knees as she panted—she wasn’t used to exerting so much magic, and honestly, she didn’t know she could. 

She watched the rain die down and clouds disperse before dashing to the village. She didn’t care if the Diren was still there. She didn’t care if she was caught. 

She just needed to know that they were okay. 

As she neared the edge of town, her heart nearly leaping through her throat, her world played out in slow motion as she raced along the dirt path. With the Hiltons’ house being one of the first in town, she didn’t have to go far. 

She kicked down the scorched door and it crumbled to ash beneath her boot. She took a step inside and her mouth fell open as her eyes immediately welled with tears. She found four burned, lifeless bodies piled in a heap. Her heart shattered as she saw that the family had accepted their fate. 

Peering through the blur of water, she glanced through the hardly recognizable bodies. The fire had burned so hot that it had eaten through their flesh in a matter of seconds. Seconds that Lily had wasted. 

Her eyes landed on the body of a small child. 

The color instantly drained from her face as her hands slowly moved to cover her mouth. She had been too late. 

Again. 

She shook her head as she turned around and stumbled through the threshold, nausea churning her stomach. Her legs buckled and she collapsed on her knees in the middle of the dirt path, overwhelmed by grief. 

It felt like losing her family all over again.

A shadow towered over her. She glanced up only to be met by a sudden pain exploding in her left cheek. Her hands slapped the mud feeling the sting as she collapsed on her right side. 

“Monster!” shouted a female voice. 

Fearing another blow, Lily flinched as she looked up and found a woman jabbing a finger at her. “This is all your fault!” 

“We never should’ve helped you!” a man yelled, and she recognized him as the man who had lost his wife and daughter. 

Accompanying the words was a hard smack to her back, sending her arching backwards in pain. She grimaced before turning around to find an elderly man in tattered garments grasping a couple of rocks tightly in his fists. He reared back and launched another, but she quickly swung herself around as it nicked her bicep. She cringed and gripped the mud, feeling it cake under her fingernails as she waited for the pain to subside. 

“Get out of here!” 

“We never should’ve let you in!” 

“You should’ve died with the rest of them!” 

“There is no chosen one!” 

So, this was how it was. After promising to protect her weeks ago, these people were ready to crucify her. To call her a monster and say she should’ve been slaughtered with the rest of her kind. She never should’ve trusted these people. But perhaps...they were thinking the same about her.

She staggered to her feet, hearing a string of curses behind her back. Straightening, she felt spit pelt her eyes and jerked back, rubbing them with the sleeve of her muddy cerise-colored tunic. 

As fresh tears pricked her eyes, she glanced back at the charcoaled bodies of the Hiltons. The only people she had come to love in years. 

Staggering away, she sprinted toward the forest, enduring more stones and spit as she pushed through people blocking her way. 

She ran and ran until she had climbed the steep incline miles away from the village. Her energy was depleted and her legs shook as she tried to take another step. Instead, she crumpled to her knees, and drew her eyes down towards the sting in her arm; she wasn’t surprised to see a thin trickle of blood. 

Wrapping her arms around herself, she broke out in a heavy sob and curled up with her nose to the ground. She had been warned to never stop running, but ignored the advice. She had been in that village for only three weeks. 

Three weeks too long. 

Now, the Hilton family, along with many of their fellow villagers, were dead. Tara was dead. A little girl who should’ve lived a long life. Lily would never get the sound of that little girls screams and the image of her blackened body out of her mind. Tara was yet another ghost that would forever haunt her. 

“I warned you, Fraya.” 

Gasping, she leapt to her feet, her eyes widening. Stepping from the shadows was the man she had been running from for the majority of her life. 

He smiled as he placed his hands behind his back. “But that’s the thing about you Fraya’s. Never could listen.”

Lily narrowed her eyes as her hands clenched. “Why won’t you just leave me alone? You’ve already taken everything from me. What more could you want?” 

His smile dipped and his eyes zeroed in on hers. “Your life!” Lily’s throat squeezed. “See, my mission of hunting down every last sorcerer on this planet can’t be over until you’re gone.” 

“Well, I’m not giving up that easily,” she stated with a sly grin. 

The Diren snorted, his grin returning. “That’s the type of foolishness that gets an innocent family killed.” 

Her fists loosened and her grin slipped. In a softer voice, she asked, “How did you know it was them?” 

He shrugged as he began circling her; like a vulture would its prey. “The five bowls on the counter to be washed. The extra blanket on the floor beside a bag of flour used as a pillow—” He ceased his circling as he leaned in from behind, inches from her ear. “The opened back door...” Her breath hitched and she closed her eyes. “They really don’t know how to cover their tracks,” he continued, making his way back to the front. His hands inched behind his back. “Maybe you should’ve picked a smarter family.” 

Screaming, she thrust her hands forward as her eyes glowed gold. Feeling the magic leave her fingertips, she watched the Diren fly several feet backwards until he slammed against a tree and slumped to the ground, motionless. Her heart dropped as she watched a dagger fall from his grasp, the tip of it coated in crimson. 

Panting from the quickened pace of her heart, she reached down with her left hand to find warm liquid trickling from a small gash in her side. 

She realized that if she had hesitated for even a second longer, the Diren would’ve succeeded in his mission. She hadn’t even seen him draw the knife. Hadn’t even felt the sting from the metal. Her adrenaline pulsed throughout her veins making the pain unnoticeable. 

She placed a hand over her side and stared at the unconscious body of the man she despised. She would give anything to finally be rid of this man; the man who destroyed her family. 

With a shout, she thrust her hand forward but found no magic left her body. She clenched her teeth and re-balled her fist. 

Of course. Of course! Of all times, it would be now that she couldn’t summon her magic. Narrowing her eyes, she knew she couldn’t just let him walk away. Not after everything he had done to her and other innocent people–her people. She eyed the dagger lying beside his palm and cautiously stepped towards it. 

Her heart leapt as he began to stir, and she froze. His fist tightened imperceptibly around the hilt of the dagger, and she had a split second to make a life-altering decision.

Become a murderer like him, or wait until there was no other option. 

Gripping her side tighter, she quickly turned, stumbling over her own feet in the process, and took off to get far away from the Diren before he could awaken. She could patch herself up when she was at a safe enough distance, but for now she would keep running.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Two


[image: ]




Andrew

DUCKING LOW TO AVOID a blow to the head, Andrew steadied his feet and repositioned himself. He blinked to clear the sweat from his eyes, and observed his opponent carefully, scanning him up and down. Andrew studied the way he moved, carried his sword, and attacked.

His heart was pounding so hard that he could hear blood thumping through his ears. A glimmer caught his eye, sending his brainwaves on high alert. His quick reflexes blocked his attacker’s downward swing. With one forceful shove, Andrew thrust his opponent backwards. The man staggered.  

His opponent quickly regained his feet and twirled his sword fancily in his grasp before aiming it directly towards Andrew’s breastplate. With a loud shout, his opponent advanced. 

Andrew twisted to the side to elude the jab. As his attacker passed, Andrew raised his boot and kicked the man in the back. He snorted and watched the man hit the dirt, his helmet flying off. 

Andrew laid his sword against his shoulder with a victorious smile, but to his amazement, the man sprung to his feet and quickly twirled with his arm extended. Andrew jumped back with a yelp, his sword dropping to the ground. 

He ripped his slick leather glove off and felt for the sting on his cheek. It was there that his fingers met a warm liquid that trickled from a small slash. His eyes narrowed as they locked with his opponent’s deep brown gaze. 

The man smirked and raised his hands out to the side. “Anyone can defend,” he taunted. 

Gritting his teeth, Andrew reached for his sword and gripped the hilt tight. He pulled his elbow back to the inward right pose and shouted as he advanced. 

His opponent smiled as Andrew thrust his sword left, right, down, and up, but each time the man deflected the blow easily. “Good.” 

With a spin, Andrew swung his sword towards his opponent’s head, and the two of their swords collided. A loud clank echoed throughout the camp. He then caught the gaze of the man’s eyes as they darted past his shoulder, and Andrew’s ears perked. Retracting his sword, Andrew kicked his opponent in the gut before twirling in a 180 where his sword clashed against another. 

“That’s enough!” 

Andrew’s gaze never left the man before him as they each bore down on their weapons—until his opponent glanced aside and eased up. 

At the same time, Andrew slowly lowered his sword and looked out of the corner of his eye as his previous attacker stepped up beside him. 

The man—the sun beaming off his sweaty, dark skin—patted Andrew’s shoulder. “You did good! Your master would be pleased with your progress.” 

Andrew snorted as he gently tapped at the blood trickling down his cheek from the cut. 

“You know, a helmet would’ve prevented that.” 

Andrew lowered his hand with a huff, balling it. “I can’t breath under those things, let alone see. Do you want me to get killed, Antwan?” 

Antwan chuckled in a low, deep tone. “That’s why we practice.” 

His reply only received another snort from Andrew. “I’ll take my chances. Thanks.”

Andrew grabbed a white towel along with a canteen full of water from a nearby table beside a rack of weapons. He quickly chugged from the canteen before gently wiping the blood from his cheek. 

The two began their walk down the dirt path, and Antwan glanced down, removing his black gloves. Smiling, he said, “You remind me so much of your father.” 

Catching his attention, Andrew’s head snapped in Antwan’s direction. Not wanting to lose his rare opportunity, he inquired, “You never talk about him much.” 

Antwan stopped and gave a deep, dramatic sigh. “My boy, there’s some pain in this world you’d just rather forget.” He smiled and slapped Andrew’s back. “But how can I when your his spittin’ image?” Antwan gripped his gloves tightly and strolled down the path in between several tents and other workers. 

Andrew released a long, soft sigh, his shoulders dropping as he watched his trainer disappear further off into the distance. There was so much about his father that he didn’t know. So much that that man could tell him...but he never could get him to talk. 

Shaking his head, Andrew looked down at the dirt covered in orange, yellow, and red leaves. He dragged his feet the opposite direction towards the tent he shared with his master. 

He passed a few others that gave a swift greeting, but he ignored them all as he kept on his journey. Upon his arrival, he wound his way toward the horses water trough that sat directly beside a large red tent. He gripped the edge of the metal container and leaned forward staring into the cool, rippling water. 

There he could see more clearly the cut on his cheek in his reflection. He heard the soft bubbling of a horse, and seconds later, his elbow was nudged. Smiling, he turned around and was met by the deep brown eyes of his mare. 

“Hey, girl.” He gently rubbed the white streak of her brown face and felt the warmth of her breath against his neck. “Don’t worry. You won’t be alone for much longer.” He gave her a pat on the nose before turning back toward the trough. He cupped some water in his right hand and began to rinse the remaining blood from his stained cheek. 

Once he finished, he made his way inside the tent and moved towards his bed along the right side of the open room. He knelt down and reached under the bed for a saddlebag before tossing it on the cot. To his left sat a chest full of materials and he quickly rummaged through it looking for a clean set of clothes to put on; the rest he would take home to his mother. 

He slipped off his armor, rotating his shoulder blades as they ached from the heavy suit, and unclasped his black leather vest. Stuffing what dirty clothes he could in the double-sided saddlebag, he then put on a fresh baby blue tunic, pair of brown pants, and his brown boots. He placed the armor in a second chest to the right of the bed where he would polish it when he returned in a few days. 

Grabbing his standard uniform black boots—which he had just slipped off—he grabbed a brush and stepped over to a long table with two benches at the back of the tent. He plopped down, the bench’s legs wobbling on the uneven ground, set the boots in front of him, and scrubbed away the dirt and mud. He needed to bring some new polish from home. He ran out yesterday.

A few minutes later, the material that formed the tents doors flew open as someone barged inside. Andrew’s heart lurched and he sprang to his feet until his eyes met the intruder. “Master! You’re back! I—” 

He was cut off as his master unexpectedly kicked several boxes at the front of the tent sending them—and the food contained inside—flying throughout the room. He flipped his cot and punched the wooden pole in the middle of the tent that kept it from caving in—thankfully, it was thick enough to stay standing. 

Andrew’s brow pulled together as he took a few steps toward his master. “Is...everything alright?” 

“Do I look alright?” Master yelled, spit flying from his mouth. “I had her!” He slammed his hands on a table full of battle plans before swiping his burly arm across the field, completely wiping the board, while shouting, “She was in my grasp!”  

“The sorceress?” Andrew asked, his mouth dropping and eyes widening. “You found her?” 

“Found her?” Master twirled around and Andrew saw his snarl more clearly. Swiftly, he pulled out a dagger from its scabbard on his hip. “Two more seconds and I could’ve rid our world from that monster.” 

Andrew squinted and glanced down at the dagger to find dried blood caked about four inches down the tip of the blade. “She’s wounded.”

Master snorted and shoved the dagger back into its scabbard. “She’s a witch. She’ll heal herself long before I can pick up a trail.” He marched to the other side of the tent where his own cot and chest of clothes sat now strewn all over the floor. 

Andrew watched his master for a brief moment, waiting for him to cool down as he unbuckled his gauntlets before softly speaking up. “Would you like me to go after her, Master?” 

Master drew in a breath and held it before slowly letting it out with a shake of his head. He flipped his cot back over and tossed his gauntlets down onto the blankets. “No. You’re not ready.”

Andrew’s brow dipped in offense. “Not ready?” He took a step forward. “Master, you should’ve seen me today. Antwan said—”

“Antwan has a soft spot for you because of who you are,” Master interrupted as his head whipped in Andrew’s direction. “Which is why he wasn’t appointed your master. I was. And I say you’re not ready.” 

Balling his hands into fists, Andrew stood up straight. He spoke sternly, but kept himself in check. “I’ve almost reached me year. I think I could be of some help if you’d just give me the chance.” 

“Go home,” Master commanded. He began messing with buckles on his vest. “Your week ended an half hour ago. You should’ve started your trek home by now.”

Relaxing his grip, Andrew replied, “I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye.” 

Master snickered. “Oh, I’m sure someone would’ve told me the prodigy had gone home. As you said...” He twirled around and sat on his cot as he slid off his black boots. “You can handle yourself.”  

Andrew’s cheeks heated with embarrassment. He gave a half grin and a nod before grabbing his pair of boots and brush from the table. He scuffled to his side of the tent and placed the boots in front of the chest beside his cot. He then buckled the two straps on both sides of his double-sided saddlebag and slung it over his shoulder. 

Pulling back the materialized door of the tent, he turned and gave one final look towards his Master. “See you in a few days,” he said, but his Master only gave a small nod in reply.

Rolling his eyes, he stepped out the door and quickly found his mare and his master’s steed drinking from the water trough. He patted her neck, set his saddlebag down beside the trough, and got to work saddling his horse. Several minutes passed before he finally pulled the last buckle through the loop and thrust his hands on his hips with pride. 

“You stupid girl!” 

Andrew’s head swung towards the tent across from him as one of the young girls in training tumbled out on her hands and knees, blood cascading down a cut in her cheek.

Seconds later, another man—who Andrew recognized as her master—threw back the material and towered over the cowering girl. “Get up!” he shouted. “A Diren does not shrivel in fear!” 

“I’m sorry,” the girl apologized in a shaky voice as she clambered to her feet, her knees knocking together. 

“If you want to stay a member of this pack then you need to grow some backbone!” the man shouted in her face. He flung himself around and stormed inside their dwelling. 

Andrew watched the girl for another minute as she brushed off her black pants and vest and pulled a scarlet handkerchief from her pocket to wipe at the blood on her cheek. As she shoved the handkerchief inside her trousers pocket, she glanced over at him, her brown braid swinging over her shoulder. He quickly avoided her gaze, pretending to have never noticed her. 

He grabbed his saddlebag, hoisted it over his mare’s back, and watched from the corner of his eye as the girl straightened and march back inside. 

He sighed as he unwrapped his horse’s tether from the trough. Placing his boot inside the stirrup, he pulled himself onto her back and adjusted his seating to be more comfortable. 

“Come on, Florence.” He tugged her reins and kicked her gently with the stirrup. Using the tether, he maneuvered her around the trough and his master’s horse. Before kicking her into speed, he gave a final glance back at the tent across from his. 

It was times like this he was thankful he was a man. He never could understand why a girl would want to become a Diren. The master’s always treated them differently. 

Turning his gaze, he kicked his mare once more and she took off in a steady trot down the dirt path in the direction of Hireta. 

Of home.  
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Lily

FOR MILES AND MILES, Lily walked until she stumbled over a rock and angrily glanced at her feet. She shouldn’t have expected anything else as she dragged her boots through the scorched earth, but she still resisted the urge to send the stone launching. 

Her satchel swayed at her hip and her wavy blonde hair fell over her shoulders. She had no idea where she was going; only that she was heading north, as far away from Pathla as she could get. 

Sorrow had taken permanent residence in her heart, where the last bit of joy had once resided. Every time she passed someone on the road, she saw one of the Hiltons’ faces—screaming in agony—replace whoever was riding by. 

She was sure some of the folk thought she was crazy when she ran away instead of giving them an answer to whatever question they had asked. But that’s all she did. Run. 

The minute you stop running, I’ll find you. 

She was a fool to believe she ever could’ve had a chance at a normal life. 

That man working with the Diren was obsessed with finding her. She had caused the people of Pathla so much pain, including the loss of friends and family. She shuddered, unknowing if it was from the bitterly cold breeze that blew by or the nausea churning in the pit of her empty stomach. 

It had been a couple days since she had eaten. A full week since the attack. She had given up hope on finding easy food. Word had already spread to other villages about the attack on Pathla; a few of them even had posters of her face nailed against the door of local taverns. What little food she caught for herself along the road was what she had to eat. For two days, it almost seemed the animals caught wind of who she was and were also terrified! 

Hot tears pricked the corners of her eyes and she could no longer keep herself composed. She fell on her knees and wept, shaking from the amount of pain she had concealed for days. She  came unraveled, pounding her fists into the dirt again and again, shouting as loudly as she could. 

A sudden sting rippled through her arm and she winced. She narrowed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and dug her fingernails across the dirt. Her eyes darted towards the healing scrape in her bicep. 

She could blame herself all she wanted for the Hiltons’ death, but it also fell on the Diren’s. The Tylewn, their leaders, were the ones who kept commanding this man to follow her, and he was the one who had burnt down Pathla. 

Balling her hands, she gripped a handful of dirt. She was going to make him pay—one day. One day she would be strong enough to go after this man who...hunted her. This...hunter who had slaughtered her family. But she needed to strengthen her magic before she could attempt such a deed. 

She glanced to her right and noticed a shadow looming over her. Recognizing it as her own, she stood, letting loose the dirt from her grasp—it caked beneath her fingernails. She couldn’t remember what it was like to have crisp white nails. The dirt had been her home for so long. 

She raised her head and looked toward the west to see the sun begin to disappear behind the tall oak trees. Another day had come and gone, and she sighed. Another day she was happy to have survived and be over with. 

Pulling her strap over her shoulder, she set her satchel down beside a nearby tree. Her satchel was the one belonging she kept close to her at all times. It was the only thing keeping her few possesses protected and hidden. 

It took her maybe an hour to gather what branches were lying close by and to throw them into a pile. She didn’t need a match to set the branches aflame, no. This magic was as easy as snapping a finger. She spoke a single word in the strange language known only by a few, and the flames burst to life. She felt her eyes tingle as the magic left her body.

Slowly lowering herself to the ground, she grimaced as she clutched at her side. It had been seven days since she had received her wound, and thanks to the healing properties in her magic, it was barely noticeable, but a dull ache still lingered. 

She lay down on her side, with her pack nestled under her head for a pillow, and settled down beside the fire for the night. Her stomach rumbled and gnawed at her insides, but ignoring her hunger had become easier through the years. 

Sleep was rare while on constant flight-or-fight mode, but to her surprise, her eyelids grew heavy as she stared into the embers, watching them dance into the dark sky. 

The peace was short lived as the soft sound of leaves crunching beneath a heavy boot bounced off the trees in the distance and echoed in her hypersensitive ears—her magic enhanced her ability to hear and feel the vibration in the ground. Her eyes popped open and her heart began to pound. 

Not wanting to give off her position to whoever—or whatever—was behind her, she laid still. She continued staring into the fire and once again whispered words not in the human language. She had a pretty good idea of who might be behind her, and he probably had an arrow aimed between her shoulder blades.

She quickly rolled and leaped to her feet, feeling a slight sting in her side. She thrust her right hand forward, sensing her eyes change to gold, and a beam of yellow light shot from her extended hand. The next thing she heard was a loud thud in the darkness along with a sharp yelp of pain.

She hesitated at first as she listened to the yell, realizing that it wasn’t the Diren’s deep-toned voice. Placing her hand out, palm facing the sky, her eyes swiftly changed color. No words were necessary as a ball of blue light—similar to a floating ball of water—formed in her hand and lit up her surroundings. She was more comfortable holding this than a living flame.

She inched forward, careful not to step on any leaves or sticks that would give her away. Narrowing her eyes as she came closer to the silhouette on the ground, she gasped as she recognized that this man was, in fact, not the Diren chasing her. 

Lily quickly extinguished the light in her palm and jogged to the young man’s side. She bent down to assist him and prayed he hadn’t seen what had happened. 

“Are you alright?” she said hurriedly, gripping the young man’s bicep and helping him rise. 

The young man, tall with dark hair, rubbed the back of his head. “I’m fine,” he replied with a wince. His eyes darted to her skeptically and he glanced her over from head to toe. Slowly lowering his hand, a puzzled look twisted his face. He twirled around as if looking for someone else. 

“You sure you’re okay?” she asked again, seeing his confusion.

The young man squinted and furrowed his brow. He stood up straight and readjusted his baby blue tunic and leather jacket. “Yes, I’m fine, but I just—” He glared down at her. “Did you do that?”

She gave him a quizzical look, trying to dismiss his accusations. “Do what?”

“You don’t have any weapons,” he continued, glancing from one of her hips to the other. “I thought something hit me.” 

She shrugged. “Were you mugged?” she asked, feigning confusion to deflect his suspicions. “Maybe you were hit from behind and didn’t see the assailant.” 

He bent down swiftly and rummaged blindly through a double-sided saddlebag resting at the base of the tree, as if checking its contents in the dark. Shaking his head, he said, “No, I don’t think so. It’s almost like...” He trailed off, and she met his distrustful glare. “Like it was magic.” 

Lily gulped before playing it off with a roll of her eyes. She folded her arms across her chest. “Pfft, please. You and I both know that’s unlikely.”

“Alright,” he agreed, his brow knitted in uncertainty. “Then what is a girl like yourself doing in the middle of the woods? You should know the woods are unsafe at night.”  

“I heard your scream,” she interrupted. “I thought someone was in trouble.” 
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