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※ ※ ※ ※

It was not supposed to be this way. 

I blink back tears as I run, barely noticing the beauty of the snow-covered terrain around me. The sun is setting, but it is still light enough for me to find my way out of the mountain pass and head up toward the forest with ease. My once spotless boots slap hard against the powdered ground; each step I take away from my home slinks me further into the mud and muck of the earth. A kindred sense of devastation engulfs me, and I am tempted to weep for my once-spotless, fur-lined boots as much as my broken heart.

I breathe in and out, hard and fast, desperate not to scream as I sneak away; I can feel my eyes burn at both the chill in the air and the unshed tears I am desperately trying to hold back at the thought of leaving my home. 

But I have no other choice; I can’t stay. 

Not after all that’s happened to me. 

My fingers are shaking along with the rest of my body as I scurry into the woods. The bag on my back swings with each step, urging me forward even as I face down my inner doubts. 

My robe’s hem catches on a hidden tree root, and I stumble forward, landing hard. 

I bite down on my lip, stopping any yelp from escaping. I hold myself still for a long moment, before slowly letting my breath out; it is as if the world goes still along with me, and I need to make sure everything is in order before I allow any movement to resume. 

As time reawakens, my hands sink further into the ground below; I can feel the warmth of mud on my dress. 

And then I hear a small chink, and the world stops once more. 

Dread pierces through me at the sight of the golden amulet laying on the ground. 

Quickly and tenderly, I reach for it. 

My fingers shake as I take hold of it and begin to untangle its golden chain. The charm captivates me, just like it always has; the gold is shaped in the form of a dragon, with its legs and tail curled around a singular sapphire gem. Ever since I first received it, I would look at it and see the Great Sea Serpent, Ceru. It wasn’t a baseless assumption to do so, either; the amulet was known among the Laenite Tribe as The Crest of Ceru, and the golden features of the dragon’s face carried the same long whiskers, as well as the same flared forehead. 

Now, as I study it, I realize it isn’t Ceru at all; there are no gills at the neck and no fins that branch out from its tail. The magic I’d felt before wanes and finally extinguishes itself.  

No longer am I captivated—instead, I am crushed. 

The sight of it sickens me as much as it once pleased me, and the depths of my humiliation and the darkness of my loneliness leave me momentarily breathless. 

Ceru ... how could you do this to me? How could you deny me the only thing I’d ever asked of you? 

My silent prayer cries out from the center of my being. 

But it is all for naught. 

I feel nothing; where there had been once warmth and certainty, there is nothing—and yet the emptiness I feel is so heavy and real, like a sea full of shadows, and I am drowning in its depths. 

I am not sure what power it is that compels me to stand, but I do. 

I put the amulet underneath my tunic and proceed to wipe myself off. The lapis blue and pristine white of my traveling gown are now splattered with muck and snow and even a smidge of spring’s earliest grass. The warmth I’d felt after my fall is gone, cloaking me with an even more bitter cold. 

It seems even the weather is mocking me, adding to the choir of other voices who have rejected me. 

A sob chokes me as I stand there, and I am tempted to give up and return home. 

“Thessa!” 

My eyes widen in shock, and then narrow in anger. 

Father Siah calls my name, the dying spark of my determination is lit anew. 

I take off running again, this time faster than ever before. 

He isn’t coming for me. He’s coming for the Crest.

As if in agreement, the golden pendant around my neck begins to hum. It pulsates against my chest, and even without looking, I can sense the power it holds. I press it further into my chest in silent defiance.  

The Crest marked me as Ceru’s Handmaiden, the one who tended to him directly—the one who was now set apart from the tribe and supposedly carried its future. 

Ceru. 

The design of the Crest is as mocking as the chill in the air. I used to curl up next to Ceru, just like the sapphire gemstone in the middle of the amulet. 

My eyes sting as I think of the great beast who had adopted me. 

As a younger child, I would sneak into his nest, as if to dare myself to look at him and be afraid. 

And I was afraid—at first. But then Ceru spoke to me, and I adored him almost immediately. He was still a fierce beast, with his long, dragon body, with his large, flared fins and the scales which would occasionally fall from his body. But he was also gentle—with a tenderness I didn’t believe possible, he would nuzzle my cheek and press his forehead against mine, and all my fear would disappear. 

My childhood was dotted with nights where I would creep down the stairs from the orphanage corridor in the Hallowed Mountain and seek him out. Sometimes he would sleep, and other times, he would talk with me, all while the other priests and attendants were away. He seemed to appreciate the company, and he never turned me away. I would eventually drift off to sleep. The following mornings, I would wake up and find Ceru’s long tail protectively sheltering me. 

Later, when I was twelve, Ceru did something no one had seen in years; he cried out a dragon tear for me when Davar, one of my friends, suffered from a broken leg. Ceru’s tears had the power to heal, and after witnessing Davar’s complete, instant recovery, the High Priests and Spiritual Mothers were quick to request more, and soon I was retrieving dragon tears at their behest. 

So when Ceru gave me Crest two years before—against the wishes of the High Priest—I never thought it was strange I would receive it. 

But then, I never thought I would hate it, either. 

The Crest had been passed down in the Laenite community since our patriarch, Laen, came to the northern continent—now known as Laena—and settled here, his family in service to Ceru, the Great Sea Serpent and Water Dragon, the Guardian of the Laenite Tribe. 

After Laen had proclaimed his allegiance to Ceru all those centuries ago, Ceru had gifted Laen with the Crest. It was a talisman made of the brightest gold and a small gemstone, and it was rumored those who carried it were deemed worthy to carry special blessings. 

While there had been reservations in giving the Crest to me, I have always carried it with me. 

And yet, despite everything, today is no exception. 

“Thessa! Thessa, where are you?” 

Father Siah is not giving up. 

I keep moving forward, but I slow down, trying to keep silent. The temptation to glance back grows suddenly and exponentially. 

Had I not been so irrevocably lost already, I might have given in, looked back, and given up. I might have even allowed Father Siah to catch up with me and escort me to go back home. 

But it is not my home anymore. After Garrison’s departure, there is nothing left in all of Laena for me now. 

Nothing, and no one. 

Not even Father Siah. 

“Thessa, please,” Father Siah calls again. “Thessa?” 

There’s a sense of exasperation in his words, but I know he is worried, too. He is not supposed to show me any favor over the others living in the Hallowed Mountain, even though I was assigned to his care as a baby and he has always been the closest thing I had to an actual father. 
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