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I

Part One: The Witch and The Bastard







  
  
  Chapter 1: Search for the light

  
  




Selina 




There was no apparent reason as to why I found myself in this situation. 

Some people preferred to surrender their memories, whilst I had no choice. One sorrowful night, I found myself sprawled upon the cold stone floor in a narrow alley with nothing but my given name to remember. 

The following four years proved to be quite peculiar. Even worse, my nature differed from the mortals as I was of Elven Kin. Out of place, I drew the attention of troubled creatures that roamed the foul night. The scent of an Elven peer settled far stronger than any passing mortal, shaping me into a target for the creatures of darkness and the hateful mortals. One day, a needed saviour offered me shelter under his gentle care. Trust did not form easily, though. Even in my grateful state, I refrained from sharing my given name. The black head rag wrapped around my arm remained the only other thing I treasured. The last ornament of my forgotten past.

For, every smile can be laced with piercing venom.  

The tight rope around my hands tore harshly against the skin. It burned. My boots barely touched the floor from where I hung from the ceiling, but I could muster just enough leverage with my toes to lift myself from the dirty, bloodied water underneath me. 

There was no escape I could bargain for apart from the distant window half covered with a grisly brown blind. Given the festering filth of this chamber, the light refused to shine, leaving the lamp hung on the decaying cobblestone wall as the sole source of radiance. My nose wrinkled up as I pulled harshly on my upper lip. The blood on my nose did not aid either, as the itching only grew, forcing me to sniff the horrible sewage odour. 

Dozens of bottles of ale sprawled on the ground, with insects filling the narrow space. 

Clearly sweeping lacked priority for them. 

On most common days, I would be in the middle of practice by now, yet my presence was unfortunately found here. Running my mouth had come with consequences. 

The iron door shrieked as the man made his way back inside. The black leather gloves were an extension of his harsh motives, followed by his usual sinister smile. He stalked at a slow pace, taunting me as his gaze fixated on my weary state. 

He sneered, “Why must you force me to torment you?” Part of me wished to grant him an answer to his question since no larger force was compelling him. That would only delay my forthcoming freedom; thus, I bit my tongue. The moment his hand touched my face, pulling back the fallen stroke of my hair, a shiver ran across my body. His lips drew tightly, while his fist clenched. I could only brace myself for the quick and harsh blow to my ribs. My breathing tightened before I forced a sharp exhale. The pain was like a traveller returning to his lone home, familiar and unkind. My limbs were exceedingly numb to fathom any sort of ache, yet my head still spun.  

The scent of a Mutton stew with baked potatoes was a comforting distraction and a painful mistake. Hunger rushed in like a plague, forcing my stomach to growl. How foolish of me to dream of food, whilst knowing I shall be denied any for some time. I say that as if I had ever eaten a well-cooked warm meal in the last four years. I began inhaling the smell of sweat and filth, and kept my stare on his ragged brown boots, hoping to sway my hunger down. 

His dark eyes trailed across my body with a thirst for something more than pain, something additionally abhorrent. I had endured enough to know that he was far from satisfied. Do his muscles even tire? Could he possibly strike me harder? As if he read my thoughts, he began to punch me rapidly, leaving no means for my sorry self to taste the damp air. My hands clasped tightly around the ropes for any form of relief. I mustered every ounce of energy I had left to uphold a still face, conducting all my focus around the nagging pain from the ropes. 

His mouth drooled as the gleam in his eyes displayed his joy and sense of pride. The moment he retracted his hand, my head rose to meet his gaze. 

I ignored the swell of my lips and forced a taunting smirk. “Are we done here?” 

“If you dare to escape once more, I promise I will not be as kind.” 

“Didn’t realise you cared so much about me, Marcus.” 

He shot me a glare before untying me. Within seconds of my feet splashing into the brown water, my knees gave out, and I dropped into the filth I so wished to avoid. Every part of my body bellowed in agony.  

“Careful with your chosen words. I do not wish to give you another hour of torment,” he warned with his chin high. 

Thankfully, I remained focused on regaining my breath instead of talking back to him. Marcus cast away his leather gloves on the floor as he stared down at my kneeling figure. Waiting. 

My head lifted to find his hand extended to me. He was rather foolish to think I would ever take his hand like a crippled beggar. Marcus let out a sigh as I lifted myself back on my feet, a gentle hand placed in comfort on my ribs.  

“Get out. It is time,” he said, looking at his nails. 

My saviour disliked the decaying of time more than anything. As for me, I could not care less about his needs or the tasks he wished to be completed. Marcus claimed he built the guild for the purpose of protecting the mortals of Evergreen town. The execution was nothing of such. 

I failed to realise that I had rolled my eyes at him until my face was being grabbed forcefully. My nostrils flared, whilst I mustered every ounce of control I had not to lash out. 

Can he get his filthy fingers away from me? 

He sneered, “What did I say—” 

“Yes, I know. Do not roll my eyes, or you will pluck them out. Honest Mistake, Marcus, can you grant me a pass since my mind feels adrift from the lovely beatings?”  

Marcus narrowed his brown eyes before releasing his hold around my chin.  

As the door opened, the instant fresh breeze that danced around the hallway was a mercy from the filthy air of the chamber. Marcus remained near, whilst my ears ignored his constant chatter about what I assumed were more details regarding the task. My focus shifted to the familiar figure in a dark green shirt, who paced around the hallway. 

Avira twirled loops in her brown hair, her face wrinkled with worry. My eyes squinted as I tried to maintain a stoic expression. The moment she turned, her face relaxed and her mouth parted, revealing her teeth. Avira did not grant me time to speak before jumping straight at me, her arms wrapping around my body tightly. 

I ignored the stinging, sharp pain embracing her as she filled the absence of my heart. Her warm hands cupped my face as she held a pool of tears from sinking. At least one of us refused to acclimate to such torture. 

“There was nothing I could do. I…I begged him to spare you,” she whispered in a voice almost breaking.  

My heart ached just as much as my bruises. 

“I am sorry,” I said, not louder than a whisper. 

Marcus was leaning against the wall with a blank stare, “Are we done here, girls? William is waiting.” 

My lips pressed into a white slash. 

“Relax, we will get to it,” I said, glaring. 

Marcus’s eyebrows pulled together as he pushed himself closer. “Want another reminder, brat?” 

Avira placed herself in front of Marcus, her face firm and unyielding. With a hand gliding across his chest, she reassured him in her softest tone, “There is no need to waste time on that, we shall leave right away.” 

Marcus exhaled deeply, somehow Avira had managed to subdue his shimmering anger.   

Without waiting for his response, Avira grabbed my hand and led me to the gates near the end of the dark hallway. The guild shall forever bear the crown of sorrows, yet one cannot deny the beauty that resided underneath the shadows. 

“Hurry, Selina,” Avira giggle’s echoed around the hallow hall.

“Lower your voice! I told you not to use that name,” I complained, rushing after her quick steps.  

The garden of flowers was my favourite area to escape. I enjoyed the numerous plants and trees. Many mornings were spent underneath the cherry blossom tree with Avira, filled with readings. Some of the flowers that bloomed here were stolen from Anthoris, the land of the Elven kin. I had no memories of the place, but they still warmed me in a way that I can only imagine home would. 

From a distance, I could see the delicate brown hairs peeking between the long roses. The corners of my mouth lifted when I saw William pacing around the garden, his hands tucked inside the pockets of his brown trousers. The white sleeves of his shirt were smudged with dirt from gardening earlier this morning. His hair danced gently against the sound of soft wind. His hand shaded his eyes as he noticed our arrival. 

“You both took your time to arrive, as usual,” he said dryly. 

“Nonsense, we are right on time,” Avira replied. 

William’s eyes silently traced my exposed wounds, his lips drawing tightly as his brow lowered. His expression neatly changed into a joyful one, forcing his cheeks to rise. More than anything, I did not need his pity. He had managed to preserve his tender heart among the cruelty that gripped tightly around these walls, blindly believing he brought a sort of aid with the guild for his people. 

“I have found the culprit causing unusual activities near the bakery,” he said, dusting his hands. 

“Any theories on the nature of the creature?” I asked. 

“None.” 

I hummed, “So, we have nothing to work with?” 

“Do not start your complaints, Lena,” William said, placing both of his hands on his hips. 

“I am only stating the current state of our task.” 

Avira let out a sigh before heading to the direction of the iron gates, “I shall ready the carriage.” 

William’s gaze followed Avira’s figure briefly then a frown settled on his face when his attention returned. He swallowed before speaking, “I see Marcus has given you a hard time.” 

“He wishes for a reason to have me all for himself. I mean, I cannot blame him.” I winked. 

Marcus sought to punish me for running away from the guild with the constant reminder of my death if he failed to find me all those years ago. He truly believed that I owed him my life and that I was his, his property. I was forced to struggle to gain my longed freedom. 

“Enough with your lame quips,” William crossed his arms. “I know you are tough, but no sane person enjoys torture. It angers me how I failed to do anything to put a stop to it.” 

“You are here, and that is all I need,” I reassured, placing a hand on his lean arm.

William smiled before he grabbed a dagger from his belt and handed it to me, “I crafted this fine piece two days ago, the steel brought from the depths of Mount Greenway.” 

“What for?” I raised a brow while inspecting it. 

“Did you truly think I would forget?” 

“You did not need to bring me a gift, Willy,” I said, leaning in for an embrace. It was sweet of him to remember the day of my arrival at the guild, even if it meant nothing to me. 

“No, but you deserve one nonetheless.”

“Perhaps, I should get you one in return.”

“Surprise me.” William said, squeezing my arm lightly. Then, his gaze wandered to the opened gate, “We’d better join Avira before she unleashes her terror on us.” 

“She can be frightening at times,” I said with a soft giggle.  

The road to the heart of the town went by smoothly as Avira had carefully prepared all our needs regarding the success of the task. She even stole some food, knowing my growing appetite. The scenery of a magnificent field of poppies bloomed on our path, as I recalled the first time Avira ran across the field with wild laughter. 

After waiting for the sun to part and for the mortal to return to their homes, the hunt for the terrible creature began. My hand squeezed tightly on my head rag as the sound of my boots filled the empty street. A few corpses of birds were spread across the ground. William frowned as the sound waver began to tick. 

“I fear the creature might be some kind of demon,” he said dimly. 

“That is not possible,” Avira said as her eyelids tensed. 

“I have never faced a Demon, since they usually hunt on Elven soils,” William added. 

“Can it be killed?” I asked.

Along-troubled silence weighed on them. To face a demon was like crossing paths with death. I hoped William’s sound waver was mistaken in its calculation.  

My senses intensified, scanning every corner of the pathway for any sign of a creature roaming nearby or any odd scent. There was nothing, only the sound of my boots on the ground. Fast as a flash, something emerged from the depths of darkness with sharp claws aimed right in my direction. My eyes widened as I bared my teeth before quickly returning to my still composure. 

My mind lacked the ability in mustering any sort of plan. 

The creature growled, showing his black fangs. Avira managed to grab my arm in time to pull me away from its charge. 

“This thing is fast,” I hollered. 

William drew out his sword, attempting to sway away the creature, but it only made it bolt straight at me. 

The monster was clearly targeting me, completely ignoring Avira and William. Perhaps, I could use it to my advantage.    

“Focus!” William instructed. 

The smart approach was to run, knowing I could and not fight it. The beast did not hold back as it was persistent in choosing me as its meal. I found a means to climb onto the roof of the bakery until my foot slipped as the demon tugged harshly. 

Oh no, I cannot fall to my death, not like this! 

Thankfully, Avira hurled a dagger, hitting the demon, gifting me a needed second to finish my climb. 

“You must cease the running; it will only turn your death more gruesome,” the demon hissed. 

My shoulders stiffened at the insight that such creature can speak. For not much is known about demons on mortal lands. How was I supposed to survive this without any idea how to kill it? 

The demon leapt onto the roof and shoved me brutally. If it weren’t for the bushes below, I would have almost fallen to my death again. William rushed to my side, lifting me back to my feet. 

“I got you, Lena,” he gasped. 

“We must find a quicker solution to eliminate the creature,” Avira panted. 

“What a great suggestion!” I said as I grabbed my dagger. 

The demon growled again, “Death. Sweet Death.” 

He was certainly limited to a few words. I did not bother responding to the unsightly creature and kept my focus on finding a strategy to kill him.  

Before I could lift a muscle, the demon launched himself straight at me. William’s figure barricaded his attack, and blood became one with the shirt. 

What my mind refused to comprehend was the hand that stuck out of his back. It rescinded with a horrific squelch. William turned his face in my direction in a last effort to lift the corner of his mouth, before losing all his colour. My hand flew to my chest. My stomach twisted. I found myself rooted in my place. 

“William,” I whispered, my hands trembling. 

Not a sound surfaced from him until his limp body thumped against the cobblestone pavement. A lump in my throat formed as my eyes kept searching for a sign of life. I only needed the sound of a distant breath from him. Anything. I needed to hear him breathe, no matter how faint. 

Nothing. 

There was nothing but a heavy silence. 

The demon began to laugh, and the ringing almost bled my ears to death. He did not stop his celebration, and my heart began to thunder in my chest. 

Sweat crept up on my brow, and my hand clutched tightly around my dagger. 

“It feels delightful to be back among the weakling mortals! I am in need of a grand feast,” the demon squealed. 

At his words, my gaze snapped to William’s deathly pale figure. The light of his eyes sparked a little as he looked at me one last time before it faded into nothing. A tear glided down my cheek, burning against my skin until I tasted the salty liquid on my quivering lips. William was gone. He was taken from me. His blood stained my shirt, and the beast wished to feast on his flesh. 

I would rather die than allow that to happen. I would take his blood as mine just like he has stolen my friend from me.  

“You are no mortal! Young Elven, what are you wandering out here?” he said with widened eyes. 

“You took him from me!” I hissed coldly. 

Avira placed her hand on my arm, urging me to escape. 

“He shall be my first meal. I promise you will be my second,” he smiled wickedly. 

“No. I will be the one to send you back where you came from,” I promised. 

“Do so, more will follow.” 

The burning that ached around my core was much larger than me. I hated him. I wanted him dead. I wanted every last of his kind to wither into nothing, like William’s stolen life. 

I vowed, “Every last one of your kin will perish by my own hands.” 

The Demon laughed at my threat, “You? Against a demon, let alone the King of Haelis. Do not mock me, imbecile.” 

“We should leave,” Avira whispered in a plea. 

The demon licked his lips with his long tongue, “Oh! An experienced sorcerer, how pleasant.” 

The skin on my arms tingled, understanding the look in his raring eyes. A fate I will not allow. He would not take her away from me as well.  

Without even allowing him the chance to continue his sentence, I sent a precise blow to his face. My fist tensed at the contact with his rigid, cold texture. The Demon did not even bother to escape as he kept on laughing at my torment. I shoved the dagger right inside his temple while using all my strength. Shock stole his laughter as I twisted the steel deeper against the pale flesh.  

“I will—” he struggled. “You shall suffer,” he promised as he clicked his fingers and turned into a pile of dust.  

Avira’s face turned ghastly white. “You… You shouldn’t have killed it—” 

A portal spread behind her, sucking her inside with brute force whilst I screamed her name. 

No, please no. I cannot lose them both on the same night, I cannot lose her, I will not endure it! 

The light of the portal began to close. I realised the hope of finding Avira again was slipping with each passing breath. Without hesitating, I plunged into the portal, possibly to my death.








  
  
  Chapter 2: Arrival at Ravenfall

  
  




Adrian




I would have thought that after countless rides, I would be able to muster an efficient control over the saddle, but how wrong was I.

Was it the harsh wind that howled directly in my face or the frozen limbs from the cold?

The dragon flew faster than a brush of wind. Firmly in the saddle, I began swooping between the fuzzy clouds that animated solemnly against the wind, tasting the sheer ice on my lips. Her large wings flapped brutally, battling fiercely against each current. My hands had grown used to the frosty conditions, yet part of me wished I had brought a pair of gloves along with me.

“Levi, easy there,” I raised my voice, placing a hand on her neck and caressing gently.

Her lean figure granted her immense speed and agility compared to other dragons. Levi’s excitement was due to the familiar path, knowing our return to Ravenfall was imminent. She angled her wings, beginning to glide away from the clouds. The gentle caress of the sun kissed the trees below.

The scene underneath was breathtaking. I never grew tired of admiring it at this height. The kingdom that I held dear was as close as the woods that I chose as a home. My heart stumbled a beat at the thought of possibly roaming along the halls of my family’s home. 

The question that lingered in the back of my mind throughout this voyage came crawling back.

Would they even welcome me after my crimes at sea?

The wind shifted to a warm breath, and the clouds dimmed in the distance. It may seem like a bit of favouritism to claim Ravenfall as one of the most beautiful kingdoms in all Anthoris, but it was the only truth since every traveller has failed to oppose such a statement.

I ordered Levi in a soft tone to begin the descent between the trees. She shrieked in joy, increasing her pace whilst my heart dropped. A few curse words escaped under my breath as she did as commanded, a little too suddenly for my liking.

At the first glimpse of the waterfall, carefully hidden among the wooden branches, I broke into laughter. Levi’s tails twirled in loops. The dragon landed roughly on the ground and I almost fell onto my face.

The moment my boots hit the mossy soil, I fell onto my knees, taking a breath. Levi remained agitated, bouncing and feeling the earth on her back. I tend to forget I share a similar age with the beast.

I savoured the beams of light that shone between the thick branches, tasting the humidity and the green leaves. Listening to the song of birds, I leered over a couple of deer that ran smoothly toward the lake.

“We ought to fix that landing of yours, Levi,” I said, rising back on my feet.

The dragon’s deep and mesmerising eyes of rare dark blue glared at my remark, and a nervous laughter slipped from my lips as I gently patted her large head. Levi decided otherwise and shoved me onto the grass with her tail.

“You must accept criticism,” I exhaled.

Levi narrowed her eyes in an irked pout.

“Fine, I apologise,” I yielded with a light smile. I picked a flower from the flourished soil and gifted it to her. Levi’s nape parted, revealing her sharp teeth in an attempt to smile.

I began unhooking the belt of the lathered saddle, whispering a few comforting words to Levi, who disliked them so much that she kept on shrugging. Dragons are recognised as creatures of both freedom and terror. The task of taming one was rather difficult, if not impossible.

Among my family, I am the sole rider of the Dragon.

House Starvos had been gifted with the ability to tame dragons and easily form a connection with the beasts, thus granting Dethoris a forceful air arsenal that aids the royal house of Ardentas.

Levi’s size remained distinct from other dragons with a long and sleek figure. Her expansive wings tucked in and appeared like gossamer silver silk when stretched. I adored her silver scales when they reflected against the light. To me, she was the moonlight itself on a clear night.

The sound of cracking branches snapped my attention, assuming it was the arrival of a bear or a wolf. My eyes scanned until I met a tall figure that leaned against a tree. Wearing a serene blue Elven tunic, over a long-sleeved undershirt with neutral trousers, I recognised the man immediately despite the hood of the cloak.

“You have finally decided to journey back home, brother.” Draven removed the cloak, his features stern. He should have kept his hood on, I did not miss the sight of his irritating face. The word home dawdled for a holding moment. I cannot fathom any other place to claim as such.

The halls were where I spent most of my adolescent life; however, the people present, alike my family, made it rather more difficult to feel the essence of a true home.

Never have I been acknowledged as a member of House Blackwood, not even by my own father. He deemed me the living sin of his unfaithfulness to his wife, his greatest shame.

My hand reached for the necklace around my neck, clinging to it. I bore no protection from the king, and no respect was shown to me by the noble Elven of the kingdom. Everything I had was earned. I had become more and more consumed by achieving greater power, as it had proven to be the only tool one could truly rely on.

“What brings you here, Draven?” I asked in an arid voice, my focus now on Levi’s saddle.

Draven hurdled forth on the grass, walking closer. Levi’s demeanour shifted into a protective stance. His silky coal hair was longer than the last time I saw him, reaching his chest. His face sadly remained as graceful and fearless with the usual essence of joy. His piercing sapphire eyes mirrored father’s showing his keen wisdom.

My brother walked like a prince with his silver circlet shining on his head and his hands placed behind his back. It was rather natural, even expected, to carry a sense of rivalry among brothers with constant bickering and quarrels. Despite all the grave distress I endured around them, I would surely die for them if need be.

Draven’s face remained cold, yet his lips curled inward as his stare was dark. “Father is expecting you.” 

“He can wait a little more,” I replied dryly.

Draven placed his hand gently on Levi, stroking her. My eyes were glued to the set of rings on his hand, a gift from his late mother. “You dare coerce your King to wait?”

“Frankly, I do not care,” I said, raising my shoulders.

Draven’s eyebrows lowered, his voice turned assuring and harsh, “That is enough. In my presence, you shall refrain from disrespecting your King.”

There he was, the dutiful brother, the heir to the throne of Ravenfall. The ideal son of the King, while I was nothing but a bastard. It would take a lifetime to please my father, not like I was trying to. For it would be a waste of precious time.

Draven opened his mouth to speak again, this time in a much calmer voice. “You have been away for weeks; he wishes to speak to you.”

My mouth twisted in a scowl. Such fine phrasing that even he did not possess the guts to fully claim my father’s true intention, making me scoff in amusement.

“He seeks a scolding.” 

Draven remained quiet for a moment before shaking his head in disappointment.

“Your actions bear consequences, brother.”

“My conflicts that are foreign to Ravenfall are none of yours or father’s concern.”

Draven frowned, his hands now placed on his hips, “It is, when that particular exploit you committed tainted House Blackwood’s name.”

As if I cared for the Blackwood name that I do not even bear. Draven easily tugged on my nerves, causing my eyes to narrow. I had to collect myself from lashing out.  

“You surprise me yet again, for truly believing I care about the horrid reputation of such a House.”

“You have become rather difficult. Why do you insist on making things harder than it ought to be? Must you make me drag you back to the castle myself?”

My eyes snapped to my brother, cold and threatening. He has become even more foolish to think I would allow him to lay a hand on me. To lay a hand on my newly sewed vest. If anything, he turned this difficult for himself. He could have greeted me instead of provoking me.

Draven fell into a long silence, shutting his eyes. “Aurora felt your absence gravely and awaits your arrival with enthusiasm,” he finally said in a soft tone.

He was rather desperate to result in evoking Aurora. 

A small reluctant sigh escaped me, “Fine. I shall come to the castle.”

Draven took a step forward, placing his hand on my shoulder and granting me his first ever smile since my arrival, “Do not delay your arrival too long.”




***




The royal castle was located at the heart of Ravenfall, nestled into a small mountain surrounded by forest, with four cities built outwards of the castle. The pathway leading to the main entrance to the castle was not far from where I left Levi. The eight spires, built in white bricks of various sizes calling upwards into the sky, were already visible. The towers were interconnected with small straight pathways, allowing access across the structure. 

Atop each tower was painted a blue that mirrored the ocean colours, a symbol of the navy force of House Blackwood. I had come to realise I preferred it more when night came, as the castle was enchanted with a gentle glow that illuminated the structure.

While strolling on the curved walkway that led to a sphere-shaped white bridge covered in old mossy leaves, I caught a glimpse of the rushing river below. The birds sang elegantly as they flew by it.

The guards, who held the entrance of the bridge, granted me a slight nod as I walked by with my hands placed inside the pockets of my trousers. The main gates, made of old and tough light brown Elven wood reinforced with silver metal, opened. With people and guards restless in their daily manoeuvres, the wide court followed its usual routine. The main hall’s entrance double door never closed, and one was always greeted with a blue carpet that lay in a straight line towards the throne.

The glass dome under me was decorated with ravishing carvings alongside enamel inlays. Ascending from above, the walls brimmed with flattened glass with Elven inlays that turned the throne room into a more beautiful essence, and most importantly, radiated purity.

The purity of the Elven blood of old that my family held was paraded proudly. It had grown uncommon over the centuries, due to the repercussions of numerous wars and the constant arrival of mortals into the western lands of Anthoris.

The air was warm, yet the chamber never appeared more chilling. In most common days, Generals and Noblemen crammed the emptiness that fondled. 

My father remained on the throne, legs crossed, his piercing eyes not leaving mine. He bore his usual dark blue tunic best with a collar hiding his neck, along with a vest that he never wore on formal affairs. His hair remained as long as when I left it, dark as twilight. The ancient crown was placed on his head, a simple golden jewel in the shape of a thorned circle that fitted him to perfection.

The folk claimed Elven grew more graceful with the passing of time; however, if those folk witnessed my father in this very state, they would very much disagree. I thanked the three Rhaem every wake, for granting me the looks of my mother.

For some reason, I still appeared surprised that his face held no kindness, not that he was anything but tolerant of me. Part of me always hoped for a fracture of time that I was mistaken, and he would be kind for once.

Suddenly, I reverted to the young and fragile boy, terrorised by the sight of his wrathful father. He was king after all, and he was expected to possess a sort of engulfing essence around the common people.

His features showed no particular age to a wandering visitor. With one look on his face, one could depict the experiences my father went through, both the good and the horrid. His face was sharp like his tongue and sword, his words striking even harder than any Ironite steel.

He was blessed with both wisdom and strength in combat. Despite my estrangement from my father, I gained a sense of gratefulness for the passing down of such characteristics. They had served me well in my conquests.

My father rose abundantly, rushing towards in my direction and instantly gripped my face, harshly. To me, this was my father granting me an embrace.

“Your actions on Skone Island harmed my political advances, boy,” he growled, releasing his grip from my face, clenching his fist.

He must have really been touched by my absence.

As expected, after weeks passing by like a fast fly, the first action he took at my arrival was scolding.  

Amusing how Draven keeps on wondering the reason I leave so often.

There was no use in arguing with the King, as he would keep on scolding. Yet, I could not help but try.

“I did—”

“Do not dare and speak,” he hissed. “I cannot bear any foolish reasons for your doing.”

Predictable King, as he denied me the courtesy to defend myself. My jaw clenched as the corner of my mouth pulled downward.

“Reasons?” my voice slightly raised. “I have not come here to apologise for what was done.”

“You stand proud after the massacre of an entire village?” his voice thundered across the chamber.

He exaggerates. I did not harm the women nor children, not like there were plenty of them to begin with.

“Since when do you care about low-life mortals?”

“Do you even realise who the island belonged to?”

“Yes, Father. It is one of the reasons why I attacked it.”

Fury wrapped around him like poison at such a response that he struck me hard and fast before I could even intercept it. My face stung as I jerked my jaw to the side.

“You tainted the House Blackwood name, creating a foe with a Pirate Lord of the Seas.”

“Dimitri is no fool, he wouldn’t go to war with an entire kingdom over some bastard’s actions.”

“My bastard,” he yelled. “A bastard of House Blackwood.”

For once, he took a step back, composing himself, controlling the anger with quick breathing. I belong to no one and remain loyal solely to myself. I do not care about this stupid House, or whatever politics the King worried about. At the end of the day, I only have myself to worry about and my cousin.

“What reasons would compel you to do such things? What did the Island hold that you claimed worthy, boy?”

“Nothing of importance,” I lied.

My father struck me once more and shoved me to the cold floor. The blow stung, I could not deny it.

“You will no longer venture out of Ravenfall. The guards have already seized your ship.”

“You cannot—”

“I am your King,” he interrupted me with a raised voice. “You will serve the land like your brothers and even endure labours like the commoners. You remain a bastard after all and have no place at my court.”

I rose to my feet and dusted my trousers. I remained silent, not wanting to argue back, knowing it would only worsen the situation.

His voice turned low as his dark gaze fixated on me, “Now, get out. Get out before I kill you with my bare hands.”

The King did not have to repeat his words since I was not eager to remain in the throne room. It was strange for his hatred to be aimed toward me, while I remained the only offspring to succeed in any task given.

Without glancing, I headed toward the left door adorned with Elven carvings. It led me to a spiral staircase built in white marble. The peculiar piece of the castle was the way light always managed to penetrate between the halls. The walls were decorated with luscious tapestries with glowing lanterns secured on each roaming pathway.

My chamber was located at the end of the long hallway. The two double doors, made of old oak wood richly carved with an Elven sigil, were already half opened.

I found my little sister lying on my bed under the lit lantern as the wind brushed gently through the white curtains. The large round balcony displayed the beautifully enchanted forest that tasted of pine tree essence.

There was only one painting adding colour to the plain white scene, an artwork composed by my late mother, right over my leather settee. I leaned on the threshold of the door, listening to the distant sound of running water from the waterfall and admiring my sister’s reading.

“Rori,” I said enthusiastically.

Aurora abundantly turned; her face now lit up with eyes growing wide. She did not waste time, rushing in my direction and jumping into my arms. I held her tightly, savouring her sweet scent of lilies and realising how gravely I had come to miss her.

“You are back,” she cried.

“I got you something,” I said, kneeling. Her eyebrows raised at my words, whilst her eyes glimmered with curiosity.

From my pocket, I reached for the gift and handed her a wooden object carved into a dragon. Her soft raven hair fell on her gentle face while her eyes admired the gift, holding it tightly.

“The wood is rare from one of the islands I visited. I carved this while I was missing you on my distant journey.”

“It is beautiful, I adore it and shall guard it safely with me.”

“I do not doubt that.”

“I practised with my sword every day,” she said, returning her focus back to me.

“Have you now?” I said, raising an eyebrow.

“I have become strong, even Arthur claims so.”

“You have always been strong; the way you carry that power determines you as a person.”

“I want you to teach me how to ride a dragon.”

A small laugh came from me as I placed my hand on her head, gently patting it, “Grow a couple of more inches, and maybe I will.”

Her features frowned, punching me gently. She was always fascinated with dragons and wished to ride along with me on Levi’s back. A dragon rider remained a dangerous path to take, one I did not wish for my sister.

“Please, Adrian.”

“One day, Rori. I promise you.”

I placed my vest on the bed before opening the cabinet closet built with light wood. I began grabbing a bunch of clothing and arranging them in a bag.

Aurora seemed puzzled. “Why are you packing?”

“Because his departure is imminent,” Draven’s voice shifted the atmosphere of the chamber.

I turned my head slightly glancing at his figure, which leaned on the door’s threshold, arms crossed.

“You just arrived! You cannot leave so soon,” Aurora pleaded, holding the well of tears gathered in her eyes. A sight I tried my best to avoid since it broke my heart. But I must make her understand how important this journey was to me.

I leaned in, my features softening, “I must do this; I am rather short on time and must leave as soon as I can. I promise to journey back when it is done.”

“But it already took you too long to come back, why must you leave?”

“I fear I might not know the length of my absence, only the importance of such a task. If I am successful, you shall understand my reasons,” I explained before placing a gentle kiss on the top of her head.

A tear glided down her reddish cheek. Still clinging tightly to the dragon, she gave me a quick embrace before running out quickly to leave the room. 

I let out a long sigh, the silence became deafening.

“You have no shame in breaking the heart of your little sister. What have you become?” Draven opened his smart-ass mouth, wavering his disappointment.

Does he not think it is hard for me to leave Aurora again?

I ignored his comment, placing my focus on finishing the arrangement of my things.

“It is time to let things go. Four years have passed, and nothing has changed.”

My fist tensed around the bag, “I won’t let him die in there.”

“You have thrown your life away in a search for a futile solution. You must come to terms with his end. After all, the law is the law, and that will remain so.”

I firmly closed the satchel, shaking my head slowly at his predictable response, a noble one.  

“You worry about your own life. Worry about that crown you must bear one day.”

“Adrian, there will come a day when even I won’t be able to help you, to defend you. Tread smartly, because your departure will enrage father once more, and he won’t be as forgiving.”

My gaze now fixed on Draven, “I have been doing well without your help.”

At my answer, he closed his eyes, while I walked past him into the hallway.




***




After a long stroll between the luxuriant trees, bringing serenity to my mind, I arrived at the cabin near the seaside. Levi calmly rested underneath a tree shaded from the beams of sunlight. The instant taste of familiarity engulfs me with joy, only for it to shift instantly at the mess crowding the room.

Victoria jumped from the couch, almost dropping her glass of wine, “Adrian!”

“I see you have kept the place as I left it.”

Victoria rushed forth, giving me an embrace, “Oh, shush, it was rather dull with your absence.”

“I have missed you too,” I said, placing a quick kiss on the side of her face.

“I can sense your irritations from a mile away.”

My eyes wandered around the room, trying to ignore the misplaced clothing or the books that should be found on the shelves instead of the floor.

“Father was rather pleased with my arrival,” I said, placing the satchel on the table.

Victoria regained her seat, already sipping wine from her glass, “You have gotten used to your father’s cruelty, there is something else bothering you.”

I frowned, taking a seat beside her, “I keep on disappointing Aurora.”

“She cannot understand what you are going through, she remains young,” she patted my back kindly.

“Don’t you think I know that? It’s frustrating to see her shedding tears every time I announce my departure. And it shouldn’t because she is not alone.”

“If there is one thing you do not need to be worried about is Aurora finding herself alone. The perk of having numerous brothers,” she grinned.

“Time keeps on slipping underneath my fingers. And it feels engulfing.”

“Did you get it?” she asked.  

I took the item from the satchel and displayed it on the table.

“There is still one to complete the puzzle, and I have no idea where to start.”

“Well, you are in luck having me. I might just have an idea.”

“Explain,” I said, raising a curious brow. 

“I have done my share of research in your absence and might have a lead in finding the last fitting piece. Only you might not relish in such an idea.”

“Say it.”

“Fennic,” she said, pursing her lips.

“You find this amusing?’

“I did warn you, little cousin.”

I sighed at the thought of meeting Fennic to gain information regarding the last missing piece. Yet, one possible outcome remained possible.

“I fear, I am not that desperate to fly north, not when I still have one more hope.”

“Which is?” she raised an eyebrow, twirling gently the wine inside her glass.

“The old archives.”

“Aren’t you forbidden to enter?”

“I can sneak in, you know,” I winked.

Victoria pursed her lips, “You kept on whining about time slipping, and your solution is to read? Have a pleasant time.” 

My jaw tipped to the side. “They might have knowledge that could serve me further. I am willing to sacrifice my night for some dull readings. If not, then tomorrow at dawn I fly north.”

“Very well.”

“One more thing,” I said with an edging worry. 

“What’s the matter?” 

“I need you to find the location of my ship and be prepared to steal it.”

She scoffed lightly, “A punishment from your father?” 

I nodded.

“Then, consider it handled, little cousin,” Victoria promised.  

“Thank you.”

“Take a bath before heading to the archives, you reek of dragon.”

“I will, only if you fix the mess terrorising the room,” I retorted with a grin while she decided to display an unkind gesture with her finger.
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Selina 




The fall was longer than I anticipated. My guts began to twist from the inside and out. Luckily, my stomach was empty with nothing to throw up. The portal opened again, throwing me out onto dry ground. A giant beam of light blinded me immediately.

I groaned, slowly jerking my body around. With all my efforts, I tried to ignore the pain and the deafening shrieking ringing in my ears. My eyes slowly opened, trying to adjust to the light, until my vision began to clear more. Out of everything I had in mind (which was not much), this place was not one of them.

The arena was a huge circular bowl with a seating area made of yellow brick stones filled with loudly cheering spectators. On normal days, I would have waved and smiled at the chants of the crowd. Sadly, this time it was not meant for me.

I stood in total awkwardness; every pair of eyes now averting their attention to me, the lady who had popped out from a circular magical portal.

How wonderful.

The atmosphere appeared different from Evergreen. The instant taste of the dryness in the air was heavy as the humidity rushed the sweat on my brow. I was wearing a black outfit that lacked ventilation in such conditions.

The whole arena smelled of dust, blood and sweat. It was even worse than Marcus’s room of torture, which I never thought I would ever encounter such a thing. Now I thought of him, I wished to witness the look on his face when he realised I had escaped— again.

My gaze was averted to the two men in bronze armour sparring, sword in hand. What struck my attention even more was their ears.

They were just like mine, leaf shaped. 

My mind began spiralling in questions, as the beat of my heart quickened.

Did the portal just throw me into the Elven lands? Was this Anthoris or the lands that birthed me?

Even if I was of the same kin, it remained dangerous grounds, especially because my scent reeked of mortals. I recalled the tales Marcus shared with me during supper. Was my kin truly as cruel and vicious as people claimed?

Part of me hoped for my sake that their gracefulness remained even after their reputation of war and bloodshed established their downfall. No mortal dared to voyage across the sea to the east, since Elven strongly disliked mortals and could easily eradicate them. It was in times like these, I wished I had any trace of my memories.

My arm wiped the salty sweat of my temple that had started to reach my eyes, blurring my vision.

The only sign of possible escape was the far double iron gates at the edge of the arena. This is great! I am stuck with two half-naked Elves in the middle of a large spectacle.

My breathing began to steady as I rose back to my feet, dusting off my trousers. I could find a means to escape since the fighters appeared to miss my presence.

“Stop,” a commanding, wicked voice sent jolting fire around my body, increasing the pace of my heart once more. The voice held an eerie essence of twisted darkness; any person with a functioning mind would stride away from that unsettling sound.

“It seems an unexpected volunteer has ascended,” this time, a hint of amusement played in her tone.

Hold on, does she think I am a volunteer? This was somehow getting increasingly worse.  

I needed to think, only my brain chose to freeze at the worst possible moment. At least I remained calm and managed some sense of control over my emotions.

The metal clashing of the swords stopped; the two Elven males’ attention was now on me. I am no reader of the mind, but I was sure they were about to attack me. And, I had nowhere to run.

There were some piles of bread and fruits scattered around the ground, turning my stomach into a monstrous growl. This cannot keep on happening. Why does my mind only ever think about food?

One of the fighters, the tall one, grinned before charging in my direction at a speed I did not anticipate. He managed to surprise me with a jab to my face, stunning my senses harshly as I perceived my cheekbones crack. I began to blink rapidly, trying to compose myself against the loud ringing. His strength was far different from a mortal, almost equal to my own. No mercy was present on his features. I did, however, anticipate his next punch. 

My reflexes finally caught up, and I kicked his ribs, following with hard blows to his face that he did not appreciate.

As if he did not attack me first!

I ran close to the wall, keeping steady control over my breathing. His loud steps stomped behind me. Waiting for the precise moment, I leapt using the wall as support and harshly kicked his face. A few of his teeth flew out. Without wasting any more time, I knocked him out with a precise hit.

My breathing turned ragged as I began to search for Avira around the arena. She should be here. We entered the portal only seconds apart.

“What an interesting turn of events,” the ominous voice spoke again.

The gate opened following a loud noise of the metal cracking against the dry dirt. Four guards marched in unison, their silver armour reflecting the sunlight, spear in hand, and boots sounding like loud drums sending the crowd into a deadly blissful silence. 

My head shook in refusal. They were clearly heading toward me. Whatever they were planning, I would not partake in it. I grabbed William’s dagger and lunged at the closest guard within my reach. Blood splashed while I slashed the uncovered part of his arm. The rest of the guards surrounded me, cornering me like a caged animal. It may have seemed futile to fight them, but I had to try for Avira’s sake.

One of the guards grabbed me forcefully. If he applied a bit more pressure with his cold touch, the circulation would have blown from such a firm grip. I twisted his arm as I focused on the task to save my energy. Then, with a rehearsed move, I wrapped my legs around his neck, plunging the dagger inside his head.

Always trust a blade, for it will ensure a swift execution.

A wave of shock erupted from the crowd, while my insides twisted. Some people began to yell and throw curse words, seemingly unfamiliar with the sight of a weakling besting a warrior.

Whilst I took back my dagger, a guard managed to shove me onto the ground, hitting my head harshly against the rigid soil. On instinct, I threw my dagger, aiming for one of the guards, and surprisingly landed it between his eyes.

The last guard did not appreciate the act, placing his body on top of mine. Only, I proved to be quicker in wrapping my legs around his neck and brutally snapping it and crushing bones with each twist brought me satisfaction. My gaze spotted four more guards hurrying towards me.

They did not grant me time to rise before instantly pinning me down. 

My body did not surrender and kept on fighting. A guard approached with his hand under a cloth, attempting to cover my mouth. I greeted him with my teeth, tearing his fingers off as blood splattered over my face.

I smiled at him and his white eyes.

The last thing I remembered, before losing my senses, was a strict punch to the face.




***




The amount the aches my body sensed was unimaginable, assuring me that it was not a horrible dream. My arms trembled as my face flared gravely. My stomach called for food as my throat cried for water. There was no exact measure to determine the amount of time that passed since my eyes opened to a bland ceiling of stone.

The smell itself inflamed my senses as I gagged at the filthy scent of gutter sweat and washed blood. Hanging on the wall, the only source of light was the dimly lit torches. My hand touched the ground, and the stone felt cold, even hollow.

It did not need much explanation. This was a prison. A dead man’s prison, built to destroy any sanity a person had left.

I rested my back against the uncomfortable wall, letting out a dry cough. Solitude was not a worry in this cell, or maybe it was. Two strangers sat on the ground, distant from each other.

The woman gripped the thick, rusted iron bars with a slight lingering hope shining on her face. Her scars were fresh, like she had just finished a long battle. Covered in smudged dirt, her white shirt was barely recognisable.

There was no cell from across the iron bar, only another plain wall with a torch granting light to the narrow hallway.

My hand jumped to my trousers causing my heart to drop at the empty space left by my dagger. It was expected that they would strip me of weapons, yet I could not deny the void that was left within me. It helped me feel as though William remained beside me. And in his memory, it would grant the needed strength with the steel in my grasp. Without it, I was left alone. The hatred for the demon grew with each passing second, as the hole in my heart formed slowly.

At least I still had my head rag with me.

I took the black cloth and wrapped it around my belt in order not to lose it, this was the last remaining item I treasured. No traces of blood were apparent on my features. But when I touched my cheek, the contact sent an electric shock across my brain.

Like most prisons, this one probably didn’t have a bath, but that was surely the least of my problems. If I failed to acquire something to eat soon, I feared it might be the end for me. Unless I resorted to other methods, maybe they placed me in this cell to eat my mates.

I let out a long sigh while lifting my head toward the bland ceiling. Considerably understanding how foolish I was.

After all the hardship I faced to gain my freedom, I found myself yet again with it stripped from me. Even more infuriating, there was no sign of Avira, which was strange since we entered the portal only seconds apart.

How will I manage to find her again?

A part of me was relieved that Avira was not here in this grungy place, but the other part wondered if she was in a far worse setting. Every pulse in my body urged me to find her.

A pair of eyes beside me did not part their gaze from my figure. The young man radiated a sense of worry and prudence. He was inspecting my every movement. From my first glance, his figure gave me an impression of a power-hungry man, who possessed a love for the adrenaline, revealing it during battle. His exposed muscles only added to my impression. I was certain he was a soldier since the scars around his tanned body were old and earned.

He slowly moved his body closer to me, making me instantly shoot him a warning glare. His features softened, raising both of his hands in the air.

“I was examining your injuries. If they weren’t too severe,” he said with a slight smile.

“They are fine.”

“Words travelled of the spectacle you put on.”

His face was harsh and rigid, while his ears were similar to Elven but slightly shorter.

“You’re half mortal,” I pointed out, ignoring whether it was an insult to comment on such a matter.

“You have a keen eye,” he ran his hand through his hair.

“Can you tell me where I am exactly?”

The man nodded as he fiddled with his rigid fingers, “The witch’s blood pit.”

“The what?”

“You have never heard of the witch?”

“I must say, there are plenty of witches around, you have to be more precise.”

“This one is rather famous for her atrocities. She is wicked, that I can assure you.”

“And this place was her way to torture people?”

He shook his head. “This arena is for entertainment purposes only. She enjoys the games of slaughtering. Rumour has it, she even drinks the blood of the fallen.”

“We all have our peculiar diet.”

“I am assuming you are the girl who entered from a portal, is that correct?”

I responded with a slight nod. His question did not mention anything regarding a second person falling from the portal, confirming that Avira was not here. My brow furrowed. Avira could be lost on Elven soil, alone. For a mortal, that was dangerous, even deadly. My finger continued tapping silently on the ground.

The man spoke again, “Are you even from Anthoris then? I mean, you are Elven, I can tell, but are you from here?” 

“I do not know.”

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Eighteen.”

He fell silent at my response.

“Tell me about these games,” I urged further.

“Tournaments,” he corrected.

My eyes narrowed at his need to correct my phrasing, “All right, tournaments, is there a way out?”

“Either you win, or you die,” he said grimly.

His answer made me chuckle, turning his face perplexed. There was no chance I would allow myself to die looking that filthy, let alone rot in there alone.

“I could kill ya if you want,” the woman howled. “You weakling,” she gritted through her teeth.

“Do not test me,” I spat, being in no mood to be belittled.

Her white hair reached her shoulders with washed pink around the edges. On her left arm, the skin was marked with long, black inked writing in a tongue I could not decipher.

She laughed maniacally, “You have no weapons to use, weakling bitch.”

“My bare hands will be enough,” I hissed, not caring that she wanted to just get a rise out of me.

If I were stuck in this cell with strangers, who could kill me in my sleep, I should prove that I am no fragile thing.

“She doesn’t really mean that,” the man intervened in my defence, ignoring the part where I truly did mean it.

He shot me a warning glance, “Avoid making enemies with people sharing your sleeping cell, especially insane people like her. And might you kill someone outside of the tournament, you will be sentenced to a punishment. Rules are rules.”

Was being locked in this prison not punishment enough? And why did he think I needed his help… even if the last information was a bit helpful?

He remains just another opponent I might have to face. I let out a small groan of frustration, knowing it would have been more adequate if they threw me in a cell on my own.

“My name is Strider,” he extended his hand to greet me.

It was an unusual name for an Elven-born, a bit mundane in fact.

“My name is Lena,” I said, shaking his firm and sweaty hand. I would have to use his knowledge in order to obtain my freedom.

Strider softly smiled at me, “Such a sweet name.”

“Can you tell me more about this tournament? What other rules should I know about?”

The spiteful woman rolled her eyes and shifted her gaze back to the helpless wall.

“Well, if you ought to know, you are the first ever person to volunteer.”

“What an honour,” I said.

Strider pursed his lips, “No prisoner is here by their own accord. It is a sentence worse than death because there’s hope of walking away from it all. Mostly convicts or half-Elven are sentenced into the pits for either unpaid debts or as punishment.”

Hope. I did not even want to participate in their stupid tournament. Can a volunteer un-volunteer? I must find a way to spark the attention of the witch. I need to speak to her.

“But why, what would she even gain from hosting those tournaments?”

“It is said, she needs some offering to a demon king. She made a treaty with the Capitol to host low-life criminals, and in return, she will get to offer their corpses to the demon King.”

Oh. That was not at all concerning.

My curiosity got the best of me. “How did you end up here then?”

Strider sighed longingly, “I have made my share of mistakes, ones I do regret. All you need to know is that in my past, I served proudly as a king’s guard in Idris, and things escalated into an awful turn.”

Strider’s fast guilt was painted across his face, so I refrained from indulging further regarding his past. Or perhaps, I did not truly care about his sappy life story.

“The first stages are the easiest and test your raw skills. You are not allowed to kill. It is merely the qualifying. After you win at least two matches, you are set to pass onto the next stage, where each battle could end in your death.”

If I managed to obtain the attention of the witch in my first game, I might be able to grant myself an audience with her and find a foot out of this tournament.

“You must train in your free hours. Even if it is only physical, it remains necessary,” Strider instructed.

There he was again, giving me more unneeded advice.

“Yes, sure. Have you seen anything outside of these walls? Is the arena located in a wasteland?”

Strider shook his head, granting me a bit of relief, “The folk say the forest that surrounds us is of a dangerous beauty, one of temptation and of darkness, that embraces you blissfully.”

My heart skipped a beat at the thought that I might have to face him in battle. Strider was kind and gentle but annoying. In a sense, he and I were similar in our constant longing for the thing that people take lightly, yearning for freedom.

I sat lost in my thoughts, with only the sound of the distant drops of water, ignoring the growling of my stomach. A wooden plate was slid beside me.

“It is the last piece of bread. It is not much, but it can help with the hunger,” Strider said

“Have you eaten?”

Strider nodded, insisting I take the loaf of bread. His eyes turned wide when I devoured the whole loaf in two bites.




***




The sound of the iron doors opening grabbed my attention. Two Elven guards, dressed in similar silver armour with their long silk hair peering out from their helmets, dragged the body of a man into the room, throwing him harshly on the stone pavement.

They do not even grant him a second glance before shutting the door loudly.

“Well, well, well,” the other woman in the cell sang amusingly. “You are looking rather good,” she mocked.

“Eat shit Laura,” his voice was harsh and menacing, different to Strider’s gentle words.

The man slowly pushed himself up, struggling from the visible wounds on his body. His face immersed the peering eye, not able to part ways. The bright locks of his hair fell onto his eyes, shading him elegantly. Warmth and kindness trailed across his face, his smeared tight dark green shirt granted me a closer appeal regarding his body, which was leaner than Strider’s.

My eyes trailed down to the freshly cut wound on his arm as blood dripped slowly down his muscles. The moment his stare met mine, an instant smirk drew across his face.

“Looks like a new player decided to join,” he purred while rising on his feet.

“That is Lena, a volunteer,” Strider informed. 

Sebastian’s eyes sparked, still locked on mine, turning my body stale.

“Lena?” he cocked his head to the side. “Fancy having you here, my name is Sebastian,” he greeted. He was like a cat, eager to engage. Amusement glimmered in his eyes.

My response was nothing but a polite smile, not wanting to participate in a conversation with him.

“Enlighten me, was the loss painful?” Strider teased.

Sebastian leaned his back against the wall with his hands behind his head, a cocky grin appearing on his face. “On the contrary, Strider, I am victorious and might even qualify soon.”

They persisted on sharing more details regarding the fight. My ears decided to shut their chatter out. My stare remained on the dull stone ground, replaying the last moments before Avira had vanished. I could not understand how her presence was nowhere to be found. 

“So, Lena.” The two men’s attention shifted towards me, but it was Sebastian who asked, “When is your first game?”

“How should I know?” I answered.

“It might be sooner than expected,” Laura’s voice echoes from behind. “She’ll be killed soon enough.”

“I thought there was no killing in the qualifying,” I contested.

“Oh no, that is correct. However, you are nothing but a weakling, who will break with one look from the witch.”

“I did not break when I saw you,” I replied with an adherent smile.

“You little bi—”

“Enough,” Sebastian raised voice gesturing with his hand. “Her first game will be soon, for now take this spare time to rest.”

“I don’t need your help,” I spat.

“Do you want to die here?” His eyes went dark. “If that is the case, then I’ll happily give you a quick end. Because if they kill you out there, rest assured, it won’t be painless.”

I rested my head back on the wall, as my eyebrows lowered, “You just better pray to whatever gods you worship that you do not encounter me in battle, bastard.”

Sebastian smirked, “There are no gods left. That is what I firmly believed in. Well, before my eyes laid on you.”

I snorted. “You must have been hit pretty hard in the head in your duel.”

“Or maybe I have finally awoken,” he purred, whilst his face dangerously allured under the soft caress of the torch fire.

“Can you shut it?”

“For once, I agree with the weakling,” Laura rolled her eyes.

Strider sighed, “Let us rest, while we can.”

Rest? I had been passed out for a long amount of time. I wished to leave that mediocre cage as soon as possible.

The rest of the day or days, as I failed in keeping track, went by dully. Being forced to listen to their deafening chatter is a form of torture itself. Laura, thank the skies, gifted me with her sweet silence at certain times, apart from her constant piercing death glares. Their conversation shifted to politics, which fed my growing curiosity about the function of their world.

“Well, House Blackwood remains an issue for Idris, especially their allies.”

“That is false, they appear to have lost an important asset at sea. The pirate lord Dimitri broke the accords off,” Strider informed.

“Ah, the Bastard is destroying his own House from the inside. How pathetic.”

“The day will come for his forthcoming end,” Strider smiled darkly.

“Only by my hands, that I can assure you, my friend,” Sebastian promised.

“Who is this bastard?” I asked, turning my attention towards the two men.

“Are you telling me you haven’t heard of this imbecile?” Sebastian shockingly asked. 

“Well, she is not from here, Seb.”

“Ah, right.”

Laura broke her silence. “Sebastian is consumed with an unhealthy obsession with Adrian Black, can’t you realise that?”

“Laura, keep quiet and save whatever’s left of your pathetic energy to stay alive.”

“How sweet of you to worry about me, love.”

Sebastian rolled his eyes. “I do not worry.”

“You do,” Strider teased.

Sebastian’s gaze landed back on me, “Adrian’s reputation is rather wild as he wreaks havoc on his enemies, or maybe on everyone, depending on his mood.”

“A terrifying man,” Strider added.

“More like a problem for Anthoris, which does not include me,” I said.

“I am afraid that now you are here, if you managed to survive, everything shall be your problem, love,” Sebastian said.

The only problem I found myself facing was having Avira and William taken from me.

I laid on the ground, ignoring his voice as fatigue began creeping on me like a sedative. As much as my body wanted to collapse into a deep and needed slumber, my mind understood the danger that surrounded me, being locked in a drenched hole with three Elves with no trust in keeping my eyes closed fully.

If it was even night.

Why couldn’t they at least add windows in this cell, I mean, iron bars with a view of the outside?

Soon enough the cell turned into silence apart from their aggravating snoring. My eyes closed trying to get some sleep.

Everything is going to work out just fine. You just promise me to run when you can. This strange yet familiar voice spoke to me, and his dark violet eyes faded away from my vision.

I shook my head, trying to evaporate the unpleasant memory and tried to get some sleep.













