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The more I learn, the more I realize how much I don't know.
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POTENTIAL TRIGGERS

This book contains instances of graphic violence and brief references to implied sexual activity. 
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CHAPTER 1: NEW WIND


Mother always says, “Just when you think you’re strong, that’s your sign that there’s more work to be done.” She’s constantly in my head, her cold tone forever on the brink of rebuke, her icy stare and that frosty frown. Mother’s love chafes at me, even now, as I race down the road cutting through the evergreen forest. I’d rather let the sensation of flying sweep me on my run, not wondering whether I’m good enough.



So much she knows, I’ll get better. I’ll be more than good enough one day.


Grandma said, “When you think you know yourself, Nadheera, realise that you’ve barely scratched the surface. Don’t stop. Keep digging for the gold within.”

My guardian, my light, and my muse—she was one of the wisest women I knew. The power of her blood courses through my veins; every spell she ever cast, everything she ever knew, is locked away in my blood. At twenty-two years old, I’ve got my entire life ahead of me to find that knowledge, live up to the Lehtkist family name, and unleash my potential. That dog-gone, stubborn potential.

The climb seems long, but every step, no matter how small, gets me closer to glory.

A charge surges through my body, and I sprint harder. This is why I love morning runs: the kind of exhilaration I need to start the day. As the world blurs past me, I am fully present. Fully alive. Nothing and nobody can touch me. Nothing but the golden sun gilding the melanin in my skin.

Every hue in this bright summer palette stimulates my senses. All around me is a wonder—orange, pink, and purple-coloured birds with teardrop tails play in a blameless sky. The pristine blue river calls to me with her chimes and tinkles.

Every stream before today was frozen. Every breath I took was cold and biting. The sky has always been grey and glum. To see a blade of green grass through the snow was to reach the end of a rainbow.

That place never gave me permission to believe that any moment could be different, that any day could be an adventure. But this place won’t be the same. I know that Allov, my new home, will do for me what Lyria could not—

Some impossibly fast thing blurs past and tears up the road, causing me to halt so abruptly that I nearly topple over.

What in the hell was that? A bear? A mountain lion, maybe? But with that kind of speed? Impossible. No animal on Geeros can run or disappear that fast.

Dropping my gaze to the Azurite crystal amulet around my neck, I find it sound asleep.


No Daezh here; that’s a relief. I wipe the sweat off my brow, heart pounding, breath stabilising. Besides, Auntie said I’d be in the clear.



It’s only been a day since I set foot in Allov. They couldn’t be hunting me down already, not with the amulet around my neck meant to suppress my accursed mark. The one that draws them in.


It’s back!

And it’s gone again—blurring by in a blink. The pull of its motion makes me stumble, leaving me choking in a cloud of dust.

“What the fuck—?” Doubt creeps in.

I’ve never seen one of the Daezh in the flesh, and with only stories to get by on physical descriptions, I need to be sure. Maybe it’s too fast to have triggered my amulet. That’s probably why it won’t light up. I have to think, I have to—

Trap it.

Using the mana from my Eunakite ring, it only takes a second to conjure a water spell under my breath. After all this running, casting one from my energy alone isn’t ideal. Like a poised and seasoned conductor leading my orchestra through the perfect symphony—the unfurling and waving motion of my hands and fingers impels the river’s water to yield a portion of herself to enact my will. I utter the final part of the spell, bending and easing the body of water over the dirt road.

Steady now.

It hardens into a translucent sheet of ice, the perfect thing to slip up the beast when it comes barrelling through again, hopefully before any wagons or carriages roll by.

At my summon, a lethal shard of ice manifests in my hand, crackling and hardening into formation. It’s smooth and cold under my fingertips. The mana burgeoning in my grasp thrills me. As does the prospect of using it against something other than a grizzly bear this time.


A grin curls my lips. The second that Daezh—if, in fact that’s what it is—falls for my trap, I’ll deliver the slow and excruciating death it deserves. Stabbing through every one of its tentacles and savouring its cries of agony as they permeate the woodlands.


A life for a life—

“Hmm. Something tells me you’re trying to kill me.”

My soul leaves my body at the sound of a man’s voice in my ear.


Leaping back, I keep my dagger poised and ready. Had I been so rapt in thought that I did not hear his footsteps?


“Who are you? Where did you come from?” I clamour.

The chuckling man with long dark locks is as stunning in looks as his sudden appearance. He’s a head taller than me, clad in a forest green shirt with dark trousers and leather boots. His tawny-brown skin is a shade lighter than mine, and he boasts a goatee and beard trimmed to fit the square of his jawline.

“Alright, instead of just standing here laughing, you should probably get out of the way,” I warn him. “There’s something strange going on here, and I’m about to get to the bottom of it.”

He folds his arms across his sturdy chest and smirks at me. He has a confident posture and a fighter’s build. At least, that’s what my gut says, and my gut is rarely wrong.

Well, he won’t be smirking for much longer when he gets knocked off his feet and falls on his butt. Or worse.

Good thing I’m here to prevent what could certainly mean his demise.

Before I can repeat myself, he says, “I think that ‘something strange’ you’re waiting for is me.”

“What? What do you—”

With supernatural speed, he takes off down the path, becoming the blur from before, zooming around my trap. In the next second, he zips back again, and I gasp.


“Gods be! It is you!” I reel back, pausing for a moment of scrutiny.


As far as I can tell, the man’s not armed unless that brown leather knapsack on his back suggests otherwise. If he had any malicious intent, I would have sensed the hostility of his mana pricking against my aura, and with speed like that, he would have already struck me down and been halfway across the country by now.

His brown eyes drop warily to the ice dagger in my hand. “Should I be worried about that? I was just running some errands. Didn’t mean to scare you.”


“I wasn’t scared; I was just being careful. Anyway, you seem harmless enough,” I mutter and issue a short spell to extinguish my weapon. It melts and pours to the ground. After a good flick, I rub the rest of the water onto my dark trousers. “For a moment there, I thought you were one of them.”



“One of them?”


“Yes, I thought you were a Daezh. No human and no animal could move as fast as you did. In fact, I’m almost disappointed—I was ready for some action.”

The man’s brows scale his forehead, but I can’t tell if he’s impressed or surprised. Not for long, though, as he peals with laughter.

Scowling, I ask, “Excuse me, what part of that was funny?”

After a long moment, he composes himself, and with a swipe of his finger under the eye, he replies, “Every part.”

The man clears his throat and tries on a sober expression. “No, ma’am. I’m no Daezh. Good thing too—you might’ve gutted me otherwise.”

With a striking smile, he steps closer and asks, “What’s your name?”

“Nadhya,” I say, then pause to remember the fabricated last name which Mother instructed me to use. “Nadhya Jelani. And yours?”

“I’m Wade.”


“Wade, who? And Wade, what? The speed runner?”


“Just Wade.” He grins. “Nice to meet you. We don’t come across many mages in these parts. Must be my lucky day.”

The urge to demand an explanation behind his power rises within me, but he speaks again before I have the chance.


“The road’s mine every Ellunsmorn, everyone knows that. But apparently you don’t. So I’m guessing you aren’t from around here, are you?” Wade watches me with some personal amusement behind his dancey eyes. “Not only that, but you very casually—and carelessly too—let me know you’d try to kill a Daezh in a land that worships the ground they spit on.”


A thunderclap of realisation rocks me as my mind recalls Auntie Hadie’s words of warning. She cautioned me that the people of Allov, unlike those in Lyria, are overly fond of these demons. At the time, it seemed like an exaggeration, but I guess it wasn't. I’ve become so used to bad-mouthing the Daezh with my friends back home that threats against their existence just seem to roll off the tongue. 

I had better rein it in—be less brash. It probably isn’t a good idea to be using my magic so unwittingly in public, either. Mages exist; everyone knows that. But in a province like Yirenth where our kind is less common, it’s better to be modest with my powers.

Note to self: lie lower.

“Good thing I said it in front of just you, right?” I try to laugh off my embarrassment but stop when I realise that Wade is anything but amused. His countenance is barren of all humour.


“If you don’t like them, you’ve got to do a better job of keeping that to yourself.” He looks me dead in the eyes. “And yeah, it is a good thing that I was the one who heard all that. Had it been anyone else—”


He drags a thumb across his throat, and a chill runs up my spine.

“I’ll remember that, thanks,” I grumble. “So, how come you can move so fast? And what’s your element—?”

As if to demonstrate more of his power on cue, Wade transforms into a streak of human again. He taps my left shoulder, and I whirl around, my eyes trying to catch him, but he’s already over on my right, tapping some more. He comes to a rest in front of me, bearing a proud look on his face.

“Alright, now you’re just showing off. Are you going to tell me how you can do that or not?”

I should probably befriend him first before making demands. If he’s generous enough, he could teach me, and I could harness the power for myself. It’s not uncommon for practitioners to swap non-elemental spells and share their knowledge. Some of the best spells in my arsenal have been acquired this way. Just imagining how much more invigorating running at that speed would be has me more excited than a dog with a bone.

“How’s about getting rid of that death trap first?” He nods to the sleek shine on the ground.

“Oh, you’re no fun.”

After a small utterance, my ice melts, leaving a dark patch in the dirt. The morbid side of me wonders how slipping and falling at his velocity would have looked. Would he have careened into a tree? Maybe skid on his bottom for a good few yards before coming to a stop?

“What brings you to Allov if you hate the Daezh so much?” Wade asks.

The last thing I want to do is explain the condition of my aunt’s curse and how it’s sapping away her health. Mother’s been scrambling in vain to find a spell to lift the witch’s curse. With no other family to call on, we’re here to help her run the store until there’s a breakthrough.

But Wade doesn’t need to know all that.

“Visiting family,” I offer.

“Ah, so you won’t be in town for long… Well, while you’re here, I could show you around a bit. How about you come down by the square later and—?”

Before he can finish, an unapologetically loud snort hails from behind me.

I shriek, and my heart nearly stops. From within the snaggle of bushes, trying to hide but failing, is a mottled, purple-skinned gremlin with mud smeared across his cheeks and shifty, bright yellow-rimmed eyes.

I’ve always thought that gremlins look like dwarf-sized old people with deep ravines for wrinkles, scraggly birds’ nests for hair—sometimes orange, sometimes pink, but mostly white—and ambitious bat wings for ears.


I hate them. Not only because they’re raw, naked eyesores whose moist skin is always peppered with sweat. Or that they propagate in woodlands with warm climates and constantly steal produce from small gardens, leaving the area smelling of piss and stink. It’s because when they can’t find food, they’ll eat anything they can get their grubby little claws on, especially clothes. The last time one latched onto me, I couldn’t get him off without sacrificing shreds of my dress. The bastards are deceivingly strong and revolting.


The gremlin snorts wetly again, then issues a procession of nonsensical mutterings, and that’s when I take off running.

Wade laughs from behind me.

“He won’t hurt you!” he calls after me.

“I like my clothes on my body, thank you very much!”

These gremlins have been known to give chase. They might walk upright like we do, but when they run, it’s on all fours. And they’re fast. Maybe not as fast as Wade, but faster than me, that’s for sure.

After gaining a good distance up the straight road, I hunch over, hands on my knees, and wait for my laboured breathing to settle. Throw a spider at my head or one of those rat-sized cockroaches with wings any day, and I won’t flinch, but gremlins—

Wade appears beside me in a gust of wind. “As I was saying, if you meet me at the square, I’ll let you ask me all the questions you want.”

“Damn, gremlins. That’d better be the only one here,” I reply, in between breaths.

He wrinkles his nose. “Yeah, they’re a bit of a problem, actually. We’re not allowed to kill them either; something about balancing out the harmony of nature. But give them a snack, like a handkerchief or something, and that’ll usually get you enough time to run away.”

“Not a problem for you, I’m sure, the running away bit.”

He chuckles. “So, you going to come by later then?”

“Later to where?”

“The hall at Cardinal Square, you know, so that I can give you more tips on how to stay out of trouble.” A playful glimmer flashes in his brown eyes.

I pause and consider the offer. Getting to see more of Allov does sound enticing, as does the potential of acquiring super speed in the process. He might be a little weird and a bit of a show-off, too, but he seems like harmless fun.

“Well?” Wade prods as I give him a once-over.

I’ll keep my wits about me.

“Alright. Just tell me how to get there.”

He lays out a verbal map, complete with recognisable landmarks, and I do my best to remember. When I try to say goodbye to my new acquaintance, he’s already gone, leaving behind him another cloud of dust and debris for me to contend with.

Allov, you are a very different place indeed.




***




Avoiding the Sora game in the middle of the field at Cardinal Square, I walk along the grass’ edge, heading towards the hall a few yards away. I’ve never really seen the fascination in watching people kick around a leather ball across the ground, and I certainly don’t see it now. The Sora field spreads large, centring a cluster of dark buildings. A roar from the crowd seated in the stands to my left does little to distract the stirring thought of meeting Wade again.

But just when I think the Goddess of Fate is showing me her better side today, a rogue Sora ball sails through the air over the green and knocks me square in the head.

Before my mind can register what’s happening, my body is on the ground, palms scraped, and wrists twisted. The crowd gasps from their tiered benches on the other side, then laughs and jeers, as Fate has made me a spectacle for the spectators.

So much for laying low.

I'm not sure what's worse, the pain on my forehead or the humiliation. Now commences the task of getting up and walking away like a fool.

But, much to my horror, one of the players is coming towards me.

No. That’s enough attention for one day.

A wave of dizziness rocks me as I try to stand, sending me back to the ground. I’d give anything for a hole to open up and swallow me. The player in black breeches and a red shirt is at my side, triggering a surge of cheers from the watchers and a scourge of fire over my ears.

Oh, Gods! Everyone is watching!

Never mind that, he’s putting his hand on my forehead, and it feels…warm.

Why is he staring so intensely into my eyes, and why can’t I look away?

Tiny sparks of gold light flicker inside the sage green of his irises. The subtle fold of his lids adds a luring charm to the shape of his eyes. A strange wave of warm fire unfurls from the touch of his hand and begins to wash over my body, all the way down to my feet, like a vast golden wave of…goodness.

“Hey, don’t panic, I know it feels weird, but it’ll be over soon,” the man soothes me.

How can I panic when it all feels so… Gods, is there a word for this?

The world plunges into a slow-moving dream, a shimmering luminosity, a vivid collage of colours. Not even wine and the intoxication it brings can hold a light to this. By comparison, ale offers a dirty, muddled feeling. This is the complete opposite. It’s clear ecstasy.

The noise of the crowd fades into the periphery of my consciousness until all that’s left is me, this wonderful feeling and the man responsible for it. The glow works its way through every space in my body, finding the broken parts of me and knitting them together with threads of pure light.

When he smiles at me, it’s like the sun coming up over the horizon at dawn. My lips part into a reflexive grin of their own. It’s silly to think this, but it’s as if he has cared about me all my life.

The man’s hand leaves my forehead, and like a bucket of cold water crashing over me in the middle of a good dream, my body and mind jolt awake. The bray of the impatient crowd comes crashing through. I pull away from the stranger, too startled to say a word.

To call him simply handsome would be a disgrace. His dark brown hair is pulled back into a bun, with a few strands having slipped free from all the activity of the game. Beads of sweat trail down from his fine temples—and what an amazing hairline that is. His strong jaw, nose and full pink lips are all perfectly in proportion to his face.

“You’re feeling much better now, aren’t you?” he asks me, with a voice that grabs my soul, shakes it by the shoulders and slaps it in the face.

“Yes, I am.” My response is a whisper. “What did you do to me?”

He takes my hands and helps me to my feet. I could have done it myself but that wouldn’t have been any fun.

“Oh, that? I just made the pain go away.” His broad shoulders, mounds for arms and muscle-endowed legs are the icing on top of a cake I would love to sink my teeth into. “My teammate owes you an apology for that stray ball, but I’ll give you one on his behalf.”


Forget that!


“Are you a mage?” I ask, having to turn my face upward since the man is a whole head taller than me.

It had to be healing magic. An eagerness to acquire the spell is already bubbling inside of me. The pain in my wrist—which I had been certain was injured—is completely gone. On top of that, my forehead is pain-free. He might have spared an ugly lump from forming too.


“A mage? No, not at all. Actually, I—”



“Jay! Stop flirting and get your ass over here; we’re trying to win!” another team member hollers from a few steps away, dropping the bastard ball and dribbling it with his feet.


The opposing team of young men wear gold uniforms and impatient faces. A loud whistle from the referee splits the air, and the others take their positions.

“Be careful next time,” he says, throwing a look over his shoulder. “I’ve got to go.”

He leaves to rejoin the game with a back view that is as captivating as the front. More cheers as the onlookers seem to have shifted their focus away from me and back to the match.


His name is Jay, I recall fondly, carrying myself and my bag of questions with me across the grass towards the hall. It grows heavier with each thought.


First, there was that man in the morning.

What was his name again—Ah, Wade.


First there was Wade with his super speed and now this man with his healing powers. Does everyone in this town have some sort of magic ability? How did Auntie overlook such an important detail?


My mind is still basking in the afterglow of my incredible encounter while my feet wander through the outer passageway of the grouped buildings. But not for long. A wood-framed noticeboard fixed into the wall on my left catches my eye. Then a glaring headline from one of the pinned announcements screams for my attention.




BEND THOSE LEGS, MOVE THOSE FEET AND BE THE APPLE OF YOUR DAEZH’S EYE WITH LORA’S BODY TRAINING EXERCISES.




I glower with repugnance after reading the headline again. Sparks of fury flicker in the pit of my gut after the third time until I have to look away.


Exercises for humans to become sexually appealing to demons? My brow knits together so tightly it may never revert. How can anyone possibly conceive of and promote something so abhorrent?


But it looks like there’s more.




VACANCY FOR DARK WING CLUB LEADER. PROOF OF FIRST-HAND ENCOUNTER WITH THE DAEZH REQUIRED. NO FRAUDS PLEASE!




Just how deep does their obsession with the Daezh go?

There is yet another advertisement about a beautician offering to equip her patrons with the best ‘enhancements that will have the Daezh fighting each other for their affection’.

What kind of enhancements are those?




ELLUNA FULL MOON FESTIVAL: SONG, DANCE & PAGEANTRY.

ONE VIAL = ONE TICKET. NO CHILDREN.





Out of all of them, this poster seems to be advertising something normal. However, at a closer glance, the text at the bottom indicates the appearance of a supposed guest of honour. The ‘Sovereign’ of Allov. At least, this is something Auntie has mentioned from time to time. The overseer of the city’s affairs is a Daezh, and it will be present at this moon festival. More than enough motivation to keep away.


My father lost his life to save mine from the wrath of these demons when they descended on our village. I was just a baby then when he and Mother opposed them. She said she barely survived the scourge before escaping with me to Lyria—one of the few places in the world where the Daezh are lawfully banned from treading. 

She said these demons want to claim a portion of our world for their own. Though I wouldn’t be surprised if their true aim is a complete takeover of Geeros, one territory at a time. 

The tamer ones have reached peaceable agreements with certain leaders for control in most parts of the world except for the North, while the rest are rogues and seize what they want by force.

To me, they're all the same demonic filth scraped from the dregs of Vermana. Hideous and beastly things, riddled with dark magic and evil intentions. It’s only a matter of time before they disregard the ban and force their way into Lyria.

It’s repulsive to think that these Allovians are pining after monsters. They have lost their senses, no doubt at the hand of dark magic. At least for now, the Daezh aren't running amok here and instead have only been assigned governance roles. But how long will that last? 

A familiar ache twists in my chest, and the blood in my veins begins to simmer. If I could get my hands on the one that took him from us, on any one of them. By the Gods, I’d do more than just kill them.


Barely resisting the urge to tear down all the posters and turn them into ashes, I force myself to take deep breaths. It only helps a fraction. I reach out to one of the posters but stop when I notice a tremor in my hand.

Returning it to my side, I remember that my goal here is to assimilate and immerse myself in a new life while we find a cure for Auntie. I can stomach living alongside these Daezh fanatics if it means she can start to fill out her clothes again, stand for longer than a few minutes without clawing for a chair, and stop making my heart weak with her coughing fits.


I try to ignore the woman on my right, staring at me like I’ve just sprouted a horn from my head. Look at you getting all worked up over some damn advertisements. Just…relax, Nadhya… After all, these Allovians are a lost people. Gods, forgive them.


Settling for this, at least for the moment, I move away from the noticeboard and decide to make a brief detour during my search for Wade, taking a cursory browse through a portion of the square. The slight distraction might settle me down.

The hall is one building out of a few others contained within the entertainment area. A jarring colour palette of crimson rooftops and black-coated walls hurts my eyes. The dark grey of the slated walkways mutes the gleam of the sunlight, while the neatly trimmed patches of grass add a cheeriness to an otherwise angry picture. The grounds seem impeccably maintained. Not a trace of refuse or disorder.

According to the map pinned to the large signboard on the way in, this area comprises a Sora field, amphitheatre, bistro, library, and more. It seems to be fairly busy with students out of school, skipping down the hallway, playing tag, jumping rope, and groups of people humming with conversation. More of them emerge from the library, armed with books, while others enjoy their late lunches together in the courtyard overlooking the fountain.

A delicious aroma of food sails on the breeze, whetting my appetite. Well, that’s until I catch a glimpse of the bistro’s menu board.

Frog Springers

Amphibian Tails

Bat Wing Crunch

Chicken’s Demise with Cook’s secret sauce

Serpent Slithers

Mucousa Flurousa

Grimacing into near oblivion, I almost miss the attendant smiling and inviting me to take a seat. I aptly decline with a fierce shake of my head and hasten away while pondering whether amphibians have tails or not.

There’s a statue in the middle of the fountain depicting a great winged dragon made of the angriest, red bloodstone I’ve ever seen. Upon closer look, it doesn’t resemble a typical dragon. What’s peculiar are the curved horns protruding from its head and the lower body, which looks more gryphon than anything. Red jewels that make up its eyes and coat the exterior of its massive wings catch the sunlight in an ethereal way. The marble made to represent teeth set within the dragon’s menacing snarl has been finely sharpened to the hilt of perfection.

The statue looks identical to the one that glared at Mother and me as we entered the city gates. But this one is bigger, jutting out in the middle of a water fountain. Carved into the pedestal glares the words:







WELCOME TO CARDINAL SQUARE







At least we have something in common, these people and I, we both like dragons. Bubbly laughter erupts from a group of women as they walk past me, leaving a cloud of perfume as sweet as their smiles are pretty.

Another thing I’ve noticed about Allovians in my time here is that they are some exceptionally good-looking people. My ears blush with heat when remembering my first impressions of the Sora player.

Through one of the hall’s open windows, I catch a glimpse of two young and dazzling women singing and dancing on stage. They must be rehearsing, seeing as all the seats are empty. With voices like sirens calling over the rolling waves of the sea, they sing and sway their hips with salacious grace.

Absolutely riveting.

I find the door and quietly push it open, hoping to sneak in unnoticed and feast my eyes on them. My heart stirs—song and dance, much like my magic prowess, also flows through my veins.

Something acquired during my school years when my friends and I put on our amateur performances for our small community. They always had a ready applause for us. Despite their avid devotion, I doubt they would have given us a second glance in the presence of this talented duo.


Perhaps it’s a bit unfair to compare our adolescent, novice productions to such. In our younger days, we were nowhere near as curvy or titillating as they are. Nor did we need to be. But now, I want to be.


Over the years, my figure has filled out substantially. Boasting a moderate bust, a slender waist that yields to a curvy set of hips and an ample enough rear, I find it hard to complain. My prized features are my legs, toned from all the gruelling hours of training Mother subjects me to. Perhaps now, I could be just as captivating.

“This is a closed rehearsal!” one of the young women with long dark braids barks at me.

The other, a brunette, ceases the routine. Two pairs of eyes fix on me, standing here in the doorway like I’ve been caught red-handed spying on a neighbour in the bath.

My mouth fumbles to form words. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you. I won’t make any noise, so feel free to carry on.”

The first one scoffs, her hand cocked on her hip, supercilious chin raised. “Are you deaf? Beat it!”

Flushed with embarrassment, I scowl and close the door.

She didn’t have to be so rude.

“Nadhya, I see you made it!”

I jump. Wade has appeared beside me. Of course, I would not have heard him coming.

I gasp, hand over my heart.“I’ve been looking for you.”

“Me too, so I asked around, and someone said they saw the girl who got hit in the head with a Sora ball come this way.” He grins at me.


The pit of humiliation my ego just crawled out of swallows it up again. Now, I have to work twice as hard to forget that incident.


“You’re the worst,” I mutter.

Something in my pocket starts to vibrate against my leg. My heart sinks, knowing what this entails and dreading what needs to be done. Wade gives me a strange look while a part of me dies inside. It’s happening so soon.

Why do good things have to come to an end?
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CHAPTER 2: PEREGRINE

“Uh, Wade, where can I freshen up?” I ask as the soundless vibrations in my pocket increase.

Sweet melodies float through the windows of the hall to my right as the two performers resume their practice. An airy contrast to the dread in my stomach.

Wade arches a brow. “Freshen up? You look great to me.”

“The toilet. I need the toilet.” I smile.

“Oh.” His face shows embarrassment, eyes shifting aside with mild fluster. “Uh, go down and turn right. You’ll see a sign on your left.”


“I’ll be right back, don’t go anywhere.”

I skitter down the passageway and make a right across the dark tiles just before the noticeboard. A strange wall sign carved in the silhouette of a dragon wearing a skirt prompts me through the door on the left, but not after giving it a double take.

Locking up behind me, I take a deep breath.

I thought Ma was fine with me leaving the house again; has she already changed her mind?

I dig into my pocket and pluck Lumie out. The familiar’s orb-like body, smaller than an apple but bigger than a marble, glows gold as she stirs and begins to hover. She emits a small, high-pitched squeak to indicate that she’s conjuring the call through. A second later, Lumie casts the image of my mother’s face scowling at me. Her head and shoulders appear floating in the middle of the restroom with translucent hints of Auntie’s store behind her.

She says nothing at first and instead tries to make out where I am, peering around to get a better view of the background.

“I’m in the toilet,” I mutter.

She nods. “So it would seem. And who are you with?”

Even through this image, her sternness has a way of dampening my mood; from previously brimming with the nervous excitement of seeing Wade again, to feeling like a bird staring at the bars of a cage, my master holding the door open and urging me back in. ‘Hurry up inside, little birdie, you almost had too much fun there.’

“Who am I with? No one. As normal as it sounds, I wouldn’t risk anyone seeing me chatting with my mother in the toilet like this,” I reply, with tempered exasperation.

“Tone.”

“I’m sorry, Ma… Are you about to tell me to come back home?”

“Not quite. I was just checking on you. There’s no need to be so abrasive, Nadhya.” She frowns.

Her pressed hair is pulled back into a strict bun. I call it the ‘work bun’. It’s her go-to style whenever she engages in something serious. In this case, she has been helping Auntie Hadie run the store in my brief absence.

“Who’s being abrasive?” A second voice comes through.

Another floating head with long tight curls fresh from a twist-out and a set of slender shoulders manifests beside her. It’s Auntie, and she’s scowling at her younger sister. “Your daughter isn’t a dog that can be let out and kept in whenever you decide.”

Tell her, Auntie.

“She just left an hour ago telling us where she’d be. You’ve got to learn to trust her. She’s old enough to make her own smart decisions and foolish mistakes if she chooses,” Auntie continues. “You know, if you don’t loosen your control over Nadhya’s life, you’ll just end up losing her.”


I stifle a grin. This is why I love you.



“And you have your amulet on you, isn’t that right?” Auntie asks. When I lift it up for her to see, she resumes, “And you are where you said you’d be—down at the hall, correct?”


“Yes, I am. Keeping out of trouble.”


Auntie Hadie smiles and nods. “A little exploring never hurt anyone.” She throws my mother a weary and dry look, emphasised by the dark circles under her eyes. “Are we done? Can we eat now, Cordelia?”


“Where do you get off telling me what to do with my own daughter?” Mother snaps.

“Somebody has to tell you something before it’s too late. The Gods know you don’t listen to her, so who better to speak up than me?”

Her face taut with dissatisfaction, Mother emits a resigned sigh and agrees to end the call. But not without urging me to make sure I get home at the first sign of any danger.

Lumie dims out and drops softly into the palm of my hand. I breathe a sigh of relief as I pocket her.


Mother often smothers me with her paranoia. As frustrating as it is, I figure she does it out of her stringent version of love. I am her only daughter, after all.


Emerging from the restroom, I’m glad to see no one standing near the door eavesdropping on my family affairs. I spy Wade staring at the noticeboard of debauchery, his handsome face furrowed in deep thought, shoulders tense.

Wouldn’t it be something if he was thinking all the things I was? Or maybe he’s already accustomed to the madness of his people.

He notices me arriving by his side and then offers a smile that fails to touch his eyes.

“See anything you like?” I ask.

“Hm, don’t ask me questions I can’t answer honestly,” he replies, pausing as a man walks past. He lowers his voice and says, “At least not around here.”

“I’ll ask you something else then. What do you usually do when you aren’t scurrying around entertaining newcomers?”


He scoffs, feigning offence. “Firstly, I don’t scurry around. I get time off on Ellunsday, so I do some courier work in the mornings—it’s good exercise. Then the rest of the day’s whatever I say.”


“Does your courier service have a name?”

“No…should it?” With a frown he appears to consider my suggestion.


I chuckle. “You should call it Scurrier.”


Wade narrows his eyes at my jab but smirks right along with me.

We leave the noticeboard and amble across the dark tiles as a wild cry from the Sora field sounds in the distance. A soft breeze wafts me with Wade’s scent of pine and citrus, accented by a masculine note of wild spice.

“So, Wade, what do you do when it’s not Ellunsday?”

“I train and teach at the Temple of Kierva.”

I throw a curious look. “Temple? What do you teach?”

“Combat training. But that’s—”

“A-ha, I knew it!” I grin. “I knew you were a fighter from the second I saw you.”

Wade arches an amused brow at me. “Oh, you’ve got a good eye. Don’t need magic for that, huh?”

I pat my stomach lightly. “No, my gut’s never wrong.”

Conversation flows like a breeze with Wade; he has a wit about him and a laid-back nature that puts me at ease. His warm laughter matches his likeable character, and he listens as much as he talks.

As Cardinal Square falls far behind us, Wade tells me how he’d like to introduce me to a friend of his.




On the threshold where a paddock meets the back of Wade’s favourite tavern, Peregrine, the man he wants me to meet, makes a grand entrance on horseback. He dismounts the beautiful black mare in one swift movement, then proceeds to stroke her long nose. Once the horse nickers with satisfaction, he approaches us with a stately stride.

The man is so brawny his muscles probably come from lifting his own horses inside the stables. The thread quality, cut, and style of his garments screams affluence, as his warm, olive skin complements a teal shirt. He has sweeping raven hair and a sharp gaze set inside a strong angular face whose five o’clock shadow exudes something profoundly masculine.

Unequivocal authority resides in the nature of his disposition. I get the feeling that when he tells a person to jump, their feet are already a yard in the air before they can even say, ‘How high, sir?’

A man’s man and he has not broken eye contact with me yet.

Wade greets him in a friendly tone laden with reverence before introducing me. “Made a new friend today, thought I’d show her around. What better place to start than here?”

The man proceeds to dwarf me with his height and mass right before his hand swallows mine in a firm shake. “Wohali Huaman.” When he speaks, his voice grips me. When he looks into my eyes, he seems to peer right through. “Proprietor of the tavern behind you and keeper of this fine ranch. You are?”

“I’m Nadhya,” I offer, an involuntary softness in my delivery.

“Last name?”

He holds my hand for ransom until I reluctantly yield with “Uh, Jelani.”

“It’s good to meet you.” An exceptional steadiness intensifies his wolf-like gaze. “You’re a mage. Wade has told me that much.”

There goes keeping a low profile. Did Wade run all the way over here and blurt about me to Wohali? As if it isn’t enough that a whole Sora field of people have seen me get whacked in the head. I must admit though, this is the most fun and eventful day I have ever had in my otherwise quiet and boring life.

“Of what line?” Wohali prods.

For a moment, it’s not clear what he means.

He reiterates, “Your progenitors.”

Well, this is a first.

Regular people normally never ask me that. They don’t concern themselves with the details. As soon as they hear the word mage, they surmise that I am a witch. Then they fill in the blanks with all their ‘witchy’ prejudices and leave it at that.

But this man is different. What could he deduce from hearing my fake surname? I’m not sure how Mother came up with it, but as meticulous and exhaustive as she is, I know she wouldn’t steer me wrong.

“Like my last name, I’m from the line of Jelani,” I reply with confidence.

His eyes narrow, and my stomach tightens, my palms prickling with sweat.

“I see. Where do you hail from?”


This is starting to feel more like an interrogation and less like a friendly first encounter. Why did Wade want me to meet this man? Is he a lie reader, and is this Wade’s way of vetting me?


“Up north, from Lyria,” I respond.

At least that part is true. Yet that dark, piercing gaze persists, and Wohali remains soundless. Just as I’m about to crack under the pressure, his full lips curve into a slight smile, and he says, “Must be cold.”


A chuckle that sounds overly relieved, even to my ears, escapes me. “It’s very cold. Have you been there?”


“I’ve never had the pleasure.”

The horse whinnies and shuffles for Wohali’s attention. He moves to scratch her neck and coo at her. For now, the mare has shifted the focus off of me.

Thank the Gods.

A mounting noise of male voices, roaring with war cries, greets my ears. It seems to be coming from the direction of the tavern behind us. At the same time, a uniformed servant swiftly emerges from the building’s back door. He calls out to Wohali, telling him that the dinner guests have arrived.

“It sounds like we won,” he says to Wade with a nod.

While I contemplate the significance of being introduced to this man, I follow them into the tavern.

The inside of Peregrine showcases a blend of sophistication and rustic charm. Rich tobacco brown and forest green hues are highlighted with mustard yellow. Where the two styles would otherwise clash, they coexist with ease here. From the clean angles of the furniture and sleek wood panelling to the subtle hints of exposed brick wall, the place bodes a refined masculine aesthetic. However, the rounded leaves of Zamioculcas and the green tendrils of Sansevieria in the corners impart a subtle touch of elegance.

A striking mural of a falcon mid-flight occupies the wall near the entrance. Angular and dashed brush strokes in brown, black, and yellow boldly captures the bird in flight.

The tavern is alive with riotous young men unable to contain or coherently express their euphoria. Wafts of chicken roasting in the kitchen mingle with a blend of spices.

Wade tells me that the opposing Sora team—the losers—had come from a neighbouring town whose name is so underwhelming that I can’t commit it to memory. The air is so thick with virility that I hesitate when Wade bids me follow him through the crowd. The deepening dusk outside shows through the windows along the walls.

A man carrying another full-grown man on his shoulders nearly knocks me over as he hops about on one leg. We weave around another group of bellowing patrons before stopping at a table hosting two diners.

“You’re that nosy girl from earlier,” one of the girls says to me, scowling.

I recall her brown skin and take in her petite face. The amaranth pink of her dress lends a soft quality to her otherwise stiff welcome. Beside her is the brunette she was rehearsing with in the hall.

“Hey, be nice to my new friend Nadhya.” Wade drapes an arm around my shoulder. “This rude one over here is Rheeta, and that’s Charlotte.”

The other girl is fair with sultry, big, brown eyes and mahogany waves that flow down her back. She nods and offers me a curt “Hi.”

“Nadhya, who?” Rheeta demands with a hostile tone.

Growing weary of introductions, I offer my last name and jolt when she breathes a sharp gasp.

“Wait a second. You wouldn’t happen to know Joachim, would you?” Rheeta asks.

Without a doubt.


What I want to know is how she knows my cousin. The light of my childhood, my partner in crime and the one who taught me most of the useful spells in my arsenal. I miss him, especially since his studies at Fahlenford occupy so much of his time.  


“Of course, Kheem’s my cousin. How do you—?”

“I knew it!” She shoots out of her seat. “He talks about you all the time. Actually, you might be his favourite person.”

I would preen my feathers if I had any.

Rheeta opens her arms up for a hug just as another girl plops into the seat opposite Charlotte.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Nadhya,” Rheeta sings while I reluctantly close my arms around her. The switch from ornery to congenial is almost dizzying. “Any family of Joachim is family to me.”

She’s soft and smells like magnolia.

Why hasn’t Joachim mentioned her to me?

I pull away and notice Wade has disappeared. My stomach does a nervous flop, realising he’s left me with more strangers. All of a sudden, I don’t know what to do with my hands.

“We’d better order our food before the men finish it all,” Charlotte grumbles, looking gorgeous but ravenous.

“And drinks too,” the new girl chimes.

She catches my eye and waves, her coppery curls bouncing. The colour complements her amber skin tone—the result of a beautiful blend of ethnicities. Before I can learn her name, Rheeta intercepts, rebuking her for skipping out on rehearsal this afternoon like an angry older sister. I quietly take the seat beside Rheeta as the girl meagrely defends herself.

After a moment, my eyes catch on to Wohali, walking into the middle of the tavern proper like the prominent figure everyone has been waiting for. The men surround and greet him with exuberance. He whistles through his fingers and calls with a booming voice, “First round’s  on the house, boys!”

With that, an explosion goes off as the men burst into cheers. My ears threaten to bleed.

A blonde beauty springs up on top of a table. She hollers something incoherent before bellowing a long howl and falling backwards onto the waiting crowd of men. They catch her and roar some more while an unexpected laugh rolls through me.

Rheeta cringes painfully and rubs her eyes. “She knows Elleamore has a reputation to uphold. Why is she doing this?”

Charlotte rolls her eyes and tries to wave down a servant, but the attendants are too distracted by the ruckus to notice.

“That’s why the boys like Nataly the most,” the curly-haired girl remarks, her eyes glimmering.

The crowd throws the girl up and catches her a few times before setting her down on her feet. I’m not sure how I would feel having all those hands on me.

“What’s Elleamore?” I ask Rheeta.

“It’s our music group—” She snaps her fingers. “Ah, Joachim told me you like to perform. Is that true?”


My ears burn, and I give a nervous chuckle. Just how much has he told her about me?


“Some small shows here and there back home, that’s all.” I tuck a braid behind my ear. 

Her brown eyes sparkle under the warm lantern lights. “From what I heard, you’re amazing at it. I’ve got to see it for myself.”

“What? Right now?”


She moves like she’s about to pounce on me with another hug. “No, but soon.”


Another cheer ripples through the patrons, and I cast my eyes over them again. This time, I spot Wade and Wohali talking to the player who I met on the field. Yes, I would recognise Jay’s back anywhere now.

“Good evening, ladies.”

My gaze travels up behind Charlotte, where a tall striking man with broad shoulders stands, spreading his hands along the back of her chair. A fitting, argent shirt flatters the same warm-olive complexion as Wohali’s, though he seems younger. He has the same wolfish eyes too and sleek obsidian hair pouring down a strong back.

The man’s fingers close around Charlotte’s shoulders and sensually squeeze her. He bends down, and she leans into the soft kiss planted on her cheek.

Brooding and somewhat pretentious eyes fix on me. His aura is cold, maybe even a little guarded. However, he’s polite enough to extend a hand towards me. “Hi there.”

I reach out for a shake, but Charlotte smacks his hand out of the way. I cut her a baffled look. “What was that for?”

Is no one allowed to touch her precious boyfriend? Let alone shake his hand?

Instead of responding to me, Charlotte shoots daggers up at the man. He smirks and raises his hands in mock surrender before dropping into the empty seat next to her.

“You should know better,” Rheeta remarks, shaking her head.

“Am I missing something here?” I ask.


“I’m sorry, Nadhya, just don’t ever touch him.” Charlotte’s words are void of all explanation.


I’m about to demand a reason, but Rheeta speaks up, “And don’t let him touch you, or he’ll read you like a book.”

The man starts playfully poking Charlotte’s cheek as though he were deaf to the things being said of him. But she refuses to entertain him, continuing to glare instead.

Charlotte’s full, pouty lips do nothing to help her case. What should be a death stare looks more like sexually charged, ocular foreplay with the man. This seems to trigger a carnal flash in his eyes before he leans in, caresses the side of her face and whispers something into her ear that colours her cheeks red. And suddenly Charlotte is not so angry any more.

“What do you mean he’ll read me like a book?” I ask Rheeta, failing to pry my gaze from the two.


“He has a name.” The man slides me a look; dark eyes pierce through mine. “It’s Takoda.”


I follow up with my rehearsed introduction, and he seems mildly unimpressed.

Rheeta picks up where she left off. “You didn’t hear it from us, but Takoda’s got a weird power that lets him see the past of everyone he touches.”

“He can see your memories too, and even your thoughts in just a second,” the girl with the curly hair adds.


“Oh, is that all?” I remark, causing a ripple of laughter.


Truly, I’m horrified to think that I was inches away from having someone see my past and know my secrets. He could have figured me out right here. He would have seen the depths of my contempt for the Daezh and known that I could never be one of them. One of these demon-worshipping Allovians.


He’d have known all about the amulet Grandma gave me. My fingers touch the Azurite stone around my neck.


“Hey, you can relax. I don’t just go around touching women against their will and reading their minds,” Takoda says to me, his deep voice dripping with irony. He rests his arm on the back of Charlotte’s chair. “You ruined my chance of making a good first impression on Nadhya. Shame on you both.”


“Shame on you. Why the hell were you about to touch her? I taught you better than that,” Charlotte counters, though even when she talks to him, the girl purrs.


“I told you before, it doesn’t work like that. I have control over it, meaning I can turn it on and off whenever I want,” Takoda points out, his eyes resting on her lips.

“And we’re supposed to just take your word for it?” Rheeta quips.

His only response is a dubious smile.

Seconds later, Wade and Jay join our table. The latter cleans up well, dressed in a dusk-coloured shirt that fits his athletic body like a glove. His effortlessly tousled, wavy hair stops just short of his shoulders.

Like a rabbit, the girl with the curls springs up out of her seat and throws her arms around Jay. A surprising pang of envy stabs me.

“Well done on scoring the winning goal,” she sings.

It’s enough to make Jay puff his chest out and grin. “Was there ever any doubt?”

“Rocky, I thought you said you had stomach pains,” Rheeta fires, lashing the girl with a brutal look. She shrinks back into Jay and bleats out another vague reason for skipping the rehearsal.

“Have you met everyone?” Wade’s voice sounds next to me and I shriek.

The table laughs at my reaction.

“You’ll get used to that,” Rheeta quips.

The radiant blonde joins our table just as Wade officially introduces me to all his friends. She proceeds to ask me all the questions I’m sure the others have been thinking. Mother would be proud of my rehearsed answers and the confidence backing them.

Apparently, being Joachim’s cousin doesn’t ring a bell for the men—they appear only vaguely aware of him. However, my cousin seems to have a loose acquaintance with Rheeta’s band mates through association.

Usually, this kind of attention, and from so many people, would make me squirm, but a few sips of ale makes it easier. I suppose it comes with the territory of being a newcomer.

Surrounded by beautiful people in a beautiful place, I can’t believe this is my life now. Their warm smiles and the mirth in their laughter promise new friendships for my craven heart.

But, beneath our convivial banter, there’s something strange happening.

Something I can’t quite shake.

Every time I try to sneak a glance across the table in Jay’s direction, he’s somehow already looking at me. I avert my eyes and try again, but, even after that, each time, he meets my gaze head-on. It’s sending my heart into palpitations.

There’s something playful and curious in his green gaze. Something entrancing about his smile and electric when our eyes meet. But I can never look for long enough—it’s like I’m sitting in a furnace when he’s staring at me. Yet nobody can see that I’m on fire.

“Something’s going on over there,” Rheeta hisses.

We follow her gaze across the room to a scuffle that has erupted in the heart of the tavern near the bar. A crash rings out as one of the men in the middle of the mayhem smashes a glass mug on the back of another man’s head. The victim falls face-first onto the floor.

Two onlookers send their fists flying in a flurry. But the instigator is too fast; he moves with impeccable timing to avoid each punch so that the men end up striking each other instead. At last, someone manages to get a good hold of him from behind, and the other men seize the opportunity to surround him, affording me a view of the perpetrator.

A gangly, pale man with dark, greasy strings for hair, wearing a dusty navy blue overcoat and red trousers that have seen better days. It’s hard to tell if his clothes look so bad as a result of the brawl or if he showed up like this. Something tells me he might not consider bathing to be all that necessary. Compared to everything else, he has got to be the most unsavoury thing my eyes have seen all day.

The scuzzy man shouts a slew of words, and with a jolt, I realise that he’s just cast a spell. All the men who were closing in, as well as the one restraining him, have frozen in place. As if time has stopped only for them.

A wave of shock barrels through the place and panic erupts. Half the tavern scrambles through the door to escape. Others crowd around, suspended between fleeing and staying to find out what happens.

My heart thumps but not out of fear; rather, out of curious anticipation, maybe even excitement. When he conjured that spell, I picked up on the mana being released into the ether, almost like a sixth sense. A thrumming on the periphery of my aura, like the ripples in a lake after a big rock falls into it. The bigger the rock—that is to say, the stronger the spell caster—the greater the ripples will be. And this one felt like five wagon-loads of rocks tumbling in at once.

The only things able to move in the statues of men are their eyes, darting around the room in frantic motion. I can imagine their petrified minds trying to figure out why their bodies won’t move. No matter how hard they try.

The mangy mutt slides away from the one who held him, like a slippery slug. He removes his overcoat and hangs it on the head of one of the other statues before winding up and driving his fist into the gut of another.

There is no reaction, not one yelp of pain from the victim. Not even a grimace. I know he can’t react; the spell is that strong. All the man can do is suffer silently. Only upon reanimation will he be able to coil into the foetal position and howl on the ground.

The unkempt villain tosses his head back, and a maniacal laugh rips out of him. “Yah! That’s going to hurt later!”

He spits in his hand and swats it against the side of the victim’s face.

“What the hell is going on here?” Wohali’s baritone booms as he emerges from one of the back rooms. He briskly approaches the scene, eyes hardened on the troublemaker.

Everybody at the table stills and falls into a hushed silence, except for a small whimper from Rocky.

“I’m scared,” she squeaks, clinging to the closest thing to her—Jay’s arm.

My eyes return to the scene just as the spellcaster throws his fist into the face of another one of the frozen and proceeds to sneer at Wohali with disdain.

“Allistol, what do you think you’re doing?” Wohali’s body bristles. No doubt he could snap the skinny man in two if he got close enough, but judging from the collection of sorcerer stones decking his ringed fingers, it wouldn’t be easy.

Allistol doesn’t need brawn to deal with Wohali. I can’t tell what element he commands, and it’s hard to make out all of the crystals in his arsenal, but I’d recognise Tiger’s Eye and Black Zircon anywhere. They belong to the family of warring crystals. Joachim and I call them “Fire Starters” because anyone wielding them isn’t looking for a peaceful negotiation.

If used correctly, he could greatly enhance his attack spells while expending only a small portion of his own mana. They’re perfect for dealing with a crowd of drunk men on their victory night. Maybe too perfect.

If this man is as seasoned a sorcerer as his aura would have me believe, this will not end well.

Allistol scoffs at Wohali. “This is all your fault! I said I just need to tell you something, but your hooligans attacked me. So, consider this self-defence.” He hops over a still body on the floor.

Wohali sneers. “And you think by brutally attacking my patrons, I’ll give you an ear?”


“I said it was self-defence! Are you deaf?”


“I’ll only warn you once. Release these men and get the hell out.” Wohali’s voice is thick with venom. “Or I will remove you myself.”

The impertinent Allistol meets his heated gaze head-on, a fierce challenge hanging in the air between them.


“Fine, I let them go, then you”—he points at Wohali for emphasis—“you will hear what I have to say.”


The burly tavern owner folds his thick arms across his even thicker chest and peers down at the sorcerer. “I don’t bargain with villains.”
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