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  Dedications:




  First and foremost I would like to thank my Lord Jesus Christ for blessing me with the resolve to complete this book from start to finish.




  For my children Christian and Michelle, this book is for you.




  



  “There’s no honor here. There’s no glory at the end of this crazy road. I can’t find a sense of pride nor satisfaction because nothing positive can come from this. The truth is; all I see is pain, suffering and death.”




  - Christian Castle




  Do you believe in ghosts?




  



  Chapter One
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  The Brown-Skinned Child




  Walking sombrely along the banks of a crystal clear river was what appeared to be an old, frail man with a short grey beard and matted salt-and-pepper hair. He looked as though he carried the weight of the ages on his shoulders. He may have looked like a man no different to other men, but the myriad of scars upon his face, arms and hands belied his battle prowess, casting his frailty into doubt. Sheathed in a leather scabbard mounted to his belt, he carried a long, lightweight sword. His face, crisscrossed with fine wrinkles, curiously looked up into the sky as he wondered how it could still be so warm considering it was the time of year when Ever-Earth shifted away from the sun and the lands braced for the first signs of winter. It didn’t matter to him, though.




  In fact, he smiled and softly mused, “What a beautiful day it is to die.”




  He was making his way up the steep hill next to the river and was able to overlook his hometown of Greenbrook. He looked at the townsfolk going about their daily business – plowing fields, gathering fruit and vegetables to store for winter, mothers selling cow milk to their neighbours or people who passed by, butchers readying meat for their customers, and children frolicking around the roads causing mischief and mayhem as usual. There was nothing particularly different in the town that day, and he couldn’t have asked for any better. He turned his back to the town and faced the waters of the Cambrei – the river flows down to a man-made lake which provides water to the town via a pleasant brook, bordered by tall green grasses and trees.




  He stared at the running water for a brief moment and grew oddly jealous of the river. “No matter what obstacles come your way, you just continue on, don’t you?” he muttered to the moving water.




  



  As tears began to pour from his swelled eyes down his weathered face, he laughed and shook his head. Initially, he wiped the tears away with the sleeve of his long coat, but he couldn't contain his morose and he collapsed to the ground weeping uncontrollably. He beat the ground with his fists and cursed himself for no longer having the strength to move forward. He cursed the wind and the earth and the river, but mostly he cursed himself for the atrocities he bore witness to.




  He looked back up into the sky with tears and dirt smeared across his face – he only had a little way to go. He pushed himself up and wiped the tears from his face once again and kept walking up the hills next to the river, finding the strength from within to keep moving as he had done so many times before. As he continued to walk, each step became increasingly heavy and the gaping hole in his heart kept expanding to the point where he briefly wondered whether he was already dead.




  When he next looked, this bitter man had finally reached his destination.




  



  



  Located at the edge of a cliff over the river was a tall and thick tree with strong branches and full of leaves. From one of the heavy branches that hung above the long drop to the rocky current below he could see the aged and weatherworn frayed ends of ropes cut from the branch. The tree stood there, proud and strong, unaware of its recurring purpose to assist those bereft of everything in taking their own lives.




  The unspoken thought in the local area was that if the branch broke, the fall would kill you instead. When a villager came across a body hanging from the rope they would alert the local authorities to have the body removed, identified if possible and buried promptly. This area was far enough away from the village and was desolate because most people were too scared to see the body of a man or woman who took their own life. He took a rope of his own and tethered it over the heavy branch. Taking a secure grip of the rope, he fashioned it into a makeshift loop and held it tightly in his hands for a few brief moments while he wiped still more tears and dirt from his face. He grabbed the handle of his sword, withdrew the blade and threw it on the soft and green ground under the shade of the tree.




  



  He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and exhaled as he put his head through the noose. He fastened it tight around his neck and inched his way toward the edge of the cliff – dirt and clumps of grass dropped, taking their time to reach the splashing river. He stood tall with his chin up, preparing to leap to his death, when he heard a faint cry in the distance. He opened his eyes and looked around but could see nothing.




  



  



  He dismissed the sounds as a cry from his imagination and once again faced the cliff's edge. As a foot hung over empty air, he heard the whimpering yet again. He turned to look for the source of the sound again when he saw it – a basket floating down the Cambrei. It had a blanket on top being kicked and pulled at by something inside – a baby?




  He loosened the rope and removed the noose, picked up his sword and, as quick as a man his age was able to move, he darted towards the unfamiliar object. He ran across the banks chasing the basket that bumped into logs and large stones as it drifted down the river. Each time it encountered an object in the river, the cries of whatever was in that basket grew louder, and at that moment he was certain that a baby was inside. He moved down the river as fast as his old legs could take him but could not overtake the current.




  The basket nearly toppled a few times as it bumped into the last boulders of the river before drifting across the lake. He jumped into the water and reached for the basket, but it was further and further from his reach. As he lunged for it, he tripped making a large splash as the basket further into the distance. As he surfaced, he watched as it floated into the little stream that led to Greenbrook. He pushed himself up and was soaking wet, but continued after the mysterious basket.




  As he followed the basket downstream he wondered, where did it come from? Was it an accident from somewhere upstream? Did somebody intentionally put a baby inside of a basket in the river? And if so, why? Exhausted, he walked until he reached the back end of town where the small stream began to shrink as the water was diverted for the farming and gardening.




  He looked along the channel and was alarmed to see the basket toppled over on the mud with the blanket loosely hanging on it. He ran to it and flipped it over, but it was empty. The baby was nowhere to be seen. As he stood up and looked around, he could see two people running off holding something in their arms. He stretched his limbs, climbed up the bank and made his way after the two. He was nearly upon them as they turned down a dark alleyway. He used the darkness for cover and followed them in.




  He could see what appeared to be a shady old couple. They looked like they were as rotten as they came. They were the sort of scavengers who moved from town to town looting what provisions they could to survive. The old woman had long nails and longer unkempt hair, most of her teeth were missing and she had a long sharp nose. The old man wasn’t exactly a notch better than his partner. He had an egregious odor that most people couldn’t bear to be around. His clothing was ragged and he had sores all over his body from what could only be presumed to be not bathing properly (if at all).




  



  “It’s a naked lil’ baby, Ehlbert,” the old lady cackled, holding the crying child tight in her arms, “and look here! It’s a brown-skinned child with a fine gold necklace and pendant wrapped around its little neck here.”




  “Is it real gold, Annie?” Ehlbert asked, his eyes gleaming with greed.




  “As real as my old eyes can tell!"




  



  He reached for the child. “Well then, let's take the necklace off,"




  he chortled. “We can trade it for some mighty fine goods!”




  She pushed him aside and kept the baby away from him. “All right, all right! Calm your horses, Bert! I’ll get the necklace off him now.”




  She looked for a hook or latch which fastened the necklace together but couldn’t find one. Every link in the gold chain was solid. She tried to pull the necklace over screaming child’s head but it was too small to come off. “How did this bloody necklace get around his neck?” she groaned, frustrated as she tried repositioning the necklace around different parts of the baby’s head.




  “Here, let me try Annie!” He took the baby from her arms and tried to yank the necklace to make it break, but to no avail. The baby screamed in pain as Ehlbert was being forceful. He repositioned the baby several times in a futile attempt to remove the gold jewelry from around its neck. Realizing this wasn't getting him anywhere, he grinned evilly, his rotting teeth exposed.




  



  “What do you suppose is worth more, the baby or the gold necklace?”




  Annie rolled her eyes at Ehlbert, “Any idiot can have a baby. The necklace of course, you fool!”




  “Very well,” Ehlbert remarked coolly. “Then we cut his little head off – simple enough!”




  Annie smiled, “You really are a genius, Ehlbert!”




  He set the naked crying baby down on the ground and drew a cheap and rusted sword from his back. Annie chuckled in anticipation as Ehlbert raised his sword. Just as he prepared to bring it down, he was struck from behind, knocking into Annie and sending them both cannoning past the child. When they both quickly regained their balance, they turned around. Standing between them and their prize was a tall bearded old man with a fierce look in his eye.




  “You would murder a child over its necklace?” the dripping wet stranger asked, disgusted by the two heathens in front of him, stepping forward giving more distance to protect the baby. Annie grew furious with the old man who interrupted them. “Ehlbert, kill him!” she screamed. Ehlbert picked his rusted sword back up and lunged forward at the elder, but the old man easily dodged his attack, moving fluidly as all at once he drew his blade and, with a quick swing, cut the heathen down – killing him in an instant.




  Annie’s eyes opened wide in shock to see her beloved lying on the ground, dead. She turned her eyes towards the old man and clenched her bony hands shaking in anger.




  “You… killed… my… Ehlbert!” she shrieked with tears running down her old, ugly face. As she stood there, her eyes darted to the man’s sword – she could clearly see the engraved image of a hawk on the base of his blade. She stepped back cowering, forgetting her conspirator, and pointed a gnarled finger at the symbol. “I... I know that mark!”




  The wet man appeared to stand that much taller holding his sword firmly in his hands. Annie turned in fear and ran for her life leaving Ehlbert’s body behind.




  The old man, still dripping, sheathed his sword and picked up the crying infant from the cold ground, cradling him against his chest.




  The baby's crying immediately ceased as the warmth of the man's exertion and care flowed. The man was amazed by the child – it had brown skin, just as the couple had proclaimed.




  



  “You must be from Therongetta.” The baby was smiling and looking up into his old eyes. “There are not many of your type here," he continued. "It’s actually quite a rare sight.”




  He walked out from the dark alley into the sunlight where the child’s gold necklace shined and sparkled. “What a beautiful necklace you have on you,” he cooed, examining the gold chain with the small flat pendant attached to it. He twisted the gold pendant around in his fingers and noticed that there was light engraving on it, but he didn’t recognize the language. The chain had no clasp, and the links were solid.




  He gave it a gentle tug, but he could tell this chain wouldn’t break.




  “Who are you?” he asked.




  “Ackoo!” the child gurgled back making the old man laugh.




  “Well, I’m too old to properly take care of you child.” He walked through Greenbrook past the regular hardworking people, keeping his head lowered with the baby in his arms. “I have a daughter who just got married to a wonderful young man, they don’t have any children of their own yet so I don’t think they will mind taking you in ... until we find your family, of course!" The baby laughed and its glow brought some warmth to the old man's heart. For a brief moment under the sunlight in the middle of Greenbrook, he was happy. Something inside him told him that he had to protect this child. This gave his life purpose, something he hadn't felt for some time.




  



  



  “If you’re going to be a part of my family I think you’re going to need a name. What do you think?” The baby cooed excitedly. "Forgive me, but I haven't introduced myself. My name is Abraham. Abraham Castle." The child smiled and a bit of dribble ran down his cheek as the wrinkles around Abraham's eyes bunched together.




  “Very well,” he continued, “I had but one daughter in my life and never had the honor to name a boy after my father, so that is what I will do for you.” He held the brown-skinned child up to the sky and the two smiled at one another as if they both accepted each to the other’s heart. With a great smile plastered across his old face, Abraham exclaimed, “Henceforth, child, your name will be: Castle. Christian Alexander Castle.”




  



  



  

  Chapter Two
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  The Remellos Plague




  The middle aged man with the dark brown hair with small patches of grey in hair was Lynn Sheffield. He was the trusted medicine man in the small town of Greenbrook and had kept his trusted eye over many of its residents for years. That afternoon, he was making an emergency home visit to another household. The family had been patients of his for years as his father before him. He sat down at the bedside of the eight year old and fever ridden, Courtney. She was warm to the touch and had been going in out of fevers for the past few days.




  She had small sores on her legs that developed a week before hand and they seemed to be becoming more discolored by the day. Courtney’s mother, Naomi, and her thirteen year old sister, Bethanny, sat at the corner of the room, impatiently waiting Lynn’s diagnosis of their beloved Courtney.




  “She has the Remellos Syndrome,” somberly expressed the doctor as he finished his thorough inspection of Courtney and put his tools back into his leather bag. He placed his hand on the mother who was grief stricken and tears began to fall down her eyes. “I'm sorry, Naomi,” he spoke with expressed sympathy, not only to her, but to Bethanny as well, who was sitting next to her. Naomi was a thin woman with long wavy brown hair in her mid-thirties. She was a beautiful woman, but all the stress in her life began to take its toll physically on her and she began to grey early. Light bags had developed under her eyes. Like all other Remellos patients, the syndrome had caused the color of the iris in the eyes to change to an almost silver tint. Portions of the skin changed into white blotches and occasionally caused great pain.




  Naomi tried her best to mask her pain from her daughters (especially Bethanny), but the news of the Remellos diagnosis shattered the little strength that she had left. Naomi sobbed uncontrollably and was wiping away her tears when she asked the doctor, “Is… is there anything that we can do for her?”




  He looked at Bethanny who sat quietly next to her mother and then looked back at Naomi, his eyes asking Naomi whether Bethanny should be in the room to hear the real news. Bethanny caught notice of their wandering eyes and immediately took offense to the thought of them taking her away from her little sister.




  “No, mother… don’t you dare try to keep anything about my little sister away from me, okay?”




  Naomi smiled, but still struggled to wipe away tears, “Okay, Bethanny…” she replied, “Everything is just so difficult. I lost my husband after Courtney was born and now you’re telling me that I’m going to lose her as well?”




  Lynn nodded, “Vey well then… nobody knows where the Remellos came from or why it’s only been seen here in Switch Yard. We doctors know very little about the plague to tell you the truth. The only thing that we know is that Remellos appeared around the same time the temperature began to rise. As far as we know, Remellos isn’t contagious. We have no idea how it’s spread and the disease only affects children for reasons beyond our understanding.”




  “It only affects children?” Bethanny asked.




  “Yes, my dear,” the doctor replied. “There hasn’t been a single documented case of an adult having Remellos since it was first diagnosed nearly fifteen years ago. There were only a few cases back then and they were on the eastern region of Switch Yard, but now we’re seeing it everywhere. Nearly one in every ten children is diagnosed with the syndrome.”




  “Can we cure it?” Bethanny mused.




  He couldn’t answer the young girl, but the somber tell-tale look in his eyes was all the answer Bethanny needed. At that moment, she knew that there was no cure for her younger, beloved sister. It was unavoidable; Courtney Castle was going to die.




  Bethanny was the type of girl that took pride in not being like the other girls her age. She wasn’t the emotional type and spent more than enough time bullying her younger sister around, but now her sister needed her and she was going to be there for her in every step. She took her sister’s hand and firmly grasped it in her own. She leaned over and kissed her sleeping little sister in the head, “Don’t worry, Courtney.




  I’m here for you.”




  “Is there anything that we can do for Courtney, Lynn?” Naomi asked the doctor looking up to him for positive words that she desperately needed to hear.




  “Rest and water if you could; spend as little time in the sun as possible since it only exasperates the illness.”




  Naomi nodded her head in understanding and Lynn packed his bags and readied himself to leave the household. He smiled and nodded his head before exiting the doors to the outside onward to his next patient. Courtney was still asleep and Bethanny and Naomi sat at her bedside, each wondering how to approach the situation next. Naomi still tried her best to not show pain in front of her eldest daughter and Bethanny pretended not to notice to spare her mother anymore grief. It was quiet in the household. Naomi looked around the empty house,




  “Bethanny?” she said to her young daughter.




  “Yes, mother?”




  “Where is your brother, Christian?”




  



  The tension was so thick between the two that you can cut it with a knife. The young man’s eyes were locked on his opponent as he desperately awaited his next move. As he impatiently waited, his young hands were calm and still, but his heart raced because he knew that the next moment would mean his victory or his defeat. A bead of sweat ran down his brow as his opponent raised his hand and took choice of his next weapon.




  No… the young man thought as he braced for the final blow. His undefeated opponent came down with a final strike.




  “Checkmate!” said the old man, who was smiling in glory off of his victory. The two laughed and fell to the floor under the shade of the old dried up oak tree. Abraham Castle spent another glorious afternoon doing what the pair did every afternoon on the first day of the week which involved teaching his fourteen year old grandson, Christian Castle, the art of Chess. For an older man, Abraham had surprising resilience. He was able to keep up with his grandson on hikes and long walks. With the temperature rising by the year, he had sold his farm some time ago, anticipating the loss of crops and other goods. He was a wise man who fathered a daughter late in life and like all good grandfathers, he strived to see his daughter and grandchildren become more successful than him.




  He was a proud grandfather of three, with Christian being his oldest. His thirteen year old granddaughter, Bethanny, had a strong personality that some would confuse with an attitude, but she reminded him so much of his wife that he lost long ago. His eight year old granddaughter, Courtney, was a sweetheart who adored her older brother, but did what she can to torment her older sister. Although Courtney targeted Bethanny to give her a hard time, inside she loved her sister with all of her heart.




  The Castle family was not a rich family or a family of power.




  They did not have influential friends, were not leaders of any sort, and had no ambitions for any sort of politics. They were humble and satisfied with what they had, which was each other. In exception to the old man Abraham, they were well liked by the community and whenever Naomi cooked, anyone who was over was always invited to stay for dinner.




  Christian sat smiling under the dry oak with his tattered shoes and sleeveless shirt as his grandfather began placing the stained glass chess pieces back on the faded old wooden chess board he carved years ago.




  “I almost beat you this time, grandfather,” Christian laughed smiling at the old-timer.




  “Almost isn't winning, son.”




  “Come on, grandfather,” Christian continued while playfully shoving the old man, “I had your knights, a bishop, and Queen.”




  “All notable sacrifices for the greater good,” Abraham replied with his bushy eyebrows rose.




  “You did not sacrifice Queen and you know it.”




  



  



  Abraham smiled and pushed the boy away. “Alright, you took her with your skill, I’ll admit, but I did sacrifice my Knight to gain position.”




  “You were never the type to fear giving up pieces, were you?”




  “Not if it means securing my place as the victor, Christian.”




  Christians smile faded away and his eyes darted from his grandfather onto the dusty ground underfoot. Abraham was quick to catch his grandson’s sudden change in attitude and it worried the old man. “What’s the matter, son?”




  Christian was a bit apprehensive to answer his grandfather,




  “The people around town…” Christian softly said, his eyes still fixed on the ground. “They call you a traitor. I can hear them mention it behind my back every time I walk by, I hate it.”




  “It doesn't matter what they say, Christian. What matters is what you think.” Abraham always had a way of explaining things to Christian to make him feel better, but his words weren't landing close to home on that day in particular.




  “Nobody in Switch Yard looks like me, grandfather,” Christian bleakly spoke to his grandfather while helping him set the pieces back onto the chessboard. “After all this time, you think I would have been used to it by now, but I’m not.”




  



  



  “You're a member of the Castle household, Christian. That's all that matters.”




  “I'm a member by adoption, not a member by blood.”




  “Does you being adopted make you care for your mother, sisters, or even me, any less?” Christian rolled his and looked back to the ground, “Of course not, grandfather.”




  “Then why should the color of your skin matter to you?”




  Abraham placed his fingers underneath Christian's chin and brought his eyes level to his own, “Let me tell you something, son. Race doesn't matter. You think Switch Yard is the only great nation of Ever-Earth? We have Therongetta, Mhorydia, North and South Bhundai, Coastevel and the unexplained continent of War Cloud.” Abraham pulled his hand away from his grandsons face, “and who knows what other uncharted territory. It's not about what you look like, it's about what you do with yourself, and if you let people judge based on your appearance, then you deserve any ridicule that comes your way.” Despite being extremely forward, Christian smiled and felt a little better. Abraham smiled at his grandson and patted him on the shoulders.




  “Listen here, Christian, your sister Courtney is very sick. I'm not telling you this to scare you, I'm telling you because you're a man now.




  Your family needs you now more than ever.”




  



  



  “They're with Lynn right now,” Christian replied, “It doesn't take a doctor to see that she has the Remellos.” Abraham finished placing the pieces back on the weathered wooden chess board.




  “Perhaps,” he admitted, “But you know that your mother wants to see you. You've been the rock of this family since your father died all those years ago. She’s been a nervous wreck since this whole debacle with the ghost moving closer towards Greenbrook,” Abraham shielded his eyes from the sun’s rays as he looked up into the cloudless sky, “all this destruction lately has the whole world asking if they believe in ghosts…”




  Later that day after the tutelage from his grandfather, Christian came back to his family’s small stone and wood home. His sisters were in their bedroom and his mother sat alone on the porch rocking back and forth on the old splintered rocking chair. She gave a smiling gesture at her teenage son coming back home. She pushed herself up from the old chair and gave her son a bear hug like she did every time he came back home.




  “The old man beat you again didn't he?” Naomi smiled squeezing her beloved son.




  “I almost had him this time,” Christian replied, smiling.




  “You almost had him last time,” she expressed while giving wiping a little dirt off of his forehead. Naomi stood directly in front of her young son with both her hands holding his arms. She struggled to tell Christian the news about his little sister, but couldn't find the words.




  Her eyes began to swell instead and tears started to pour. He put his hands around his mother, holding her tight to give her comfort and support, “it’s okay, mother” he whispered, “I know... I already know.”




  She nodded her head and hugged her son again. “Your sister's waiting for you, Christian.” She struggled to speak to her son over the crackles of her voice. He let go of his mother's embrace and wiped the tears from her face with the sleeve of his shirt. The young lad walked slowly to his sister’s bedroom door. He grabbed the knob to the bedroom and took in a deep breath to ready himself before he entered.




  The handle made a creaking noise as he turned the knob and slowly walked into the room. Courtney was sitting atop her bed, above the sheets staring at the window. Her thin frame and unkempt hair was slightly pale. Her breathing was labored, but when she turned to her brother, she smiled. The smile of an angel, Christian thought to himself as he laid eyes on the most beautiful girl in the world.




  He sat on the bed and she wrapped her arms around her older brother stroking his hair as the tears began to slowly roll down her eyes.




  She was dying. They both knew it, but didn't have the resolve to tackle discussing it. Bethanny, who was sitting in the corner of the room, stared bitterly at her older brother who was just finally making his way to see his little sister. “Late again like usual, aren't you, Christian?”




  



  



  “Bethanny...” Christian replied. She stood up and walked to her sister’s bedside where her brother sat, “I've been taking care of her all day, Christian. Where have you been? Playing Chess with grandfather?”




  “You knew I would be here, Bethanny,” Christian refuted, “I wouldn't abandon my little sister.”




  “Yes, you would!” Bethanny rebuked. “You always run away when things become difficult or push us away from you. Ever since Courtney got sick, you haven't been around the house. Everything is okay to you as long as mom and I are taking care of her, right?”




  “Bethanny, please…” Courtney interrupted, “He's here now and that's all that matters, right?” Bethanny scoffed and darted her eyes to the door. She walked up to her little sister, leaned over and gave her a kiss on the forehead, “I'll be in the other room with mom. If you need anything, just call me all right. Your big sister is always going to be here for you.” With that said Bethanny gave her older brother a cold stare and exited the room leaving Courtney and Christian alone to catch up with one another.




  “She's still tough as nails, isn't she?” Christian joked.




  “She's going to be alright, Christian. Don't worry about it.”




  Despite being the youngest member of the Castle family at eight years old, Courtney was a very mature girl for her age. Christian admired her almost as much as she admired him and the two sat there quietly holding hands in the bed.




  



  



  “Christian?” Courtney asked while looking at the white discolored sores on her legs, “why do these things have to happen?” Courtney squeezed her brother tighter as a single tear that she struggled to hide made its way down her gentle face.




  “If I had all the answers, I would give them to you,” he replied to her with a comforting smile. She let her embrace go and grabbed her brother by the shoulders, staring him in the eyes. He smiled awkwardly wondering what was she thinking.




  “Alright, Christian... let's talk about what you're wearing tonight!”




  “What do you mean?”




  Courtney squint her eyes. Christian may be older than she was, but she still knew her brother better than he thought.




  “You know exactly what I mean,” she said with a sly smile plastered across her face. “It’s the event of the event of the night…




  Jacinda’s Matri! What are you going to be wearing?”




  The invites to the Matri were sent out over two weeks ago, Christian was the only person who avoided bringing it up in a discussion.




  In fact, he did his best to avoid it. Jacinda Rose; the bubbly girl that he grew up with was now ready to enter into adulthood. Jacinda and Christian both grew up in opposite ends of Greenbrook. She was a little past a year his senior, but it never affected the close relationship that they had. Before Jacinda’s father passed away, he used to bring Jacinda to the Castle household all the time for his parents to watch. There was never a dull time between the two, but as they got older they slowly drifted away from each other, but still seldom thought of one another.




  They occasionally wrote each other letters despite only living ten minutes apart.




  Where Jacinda was the gem that all the boys of Greenbrook wanted, Christian was usually looked over by the crowd. He had spent his days helping his struggling mother maintain the lands and household. He watched his two younger sisters and played chess when his grandfather got a hold of him.




  “You're going to that Matri, Christian Castle!” Courtney ordered as she used a great deal of her strength for the simple task of getting out of bed. She made her way to the brown shelving and unhooked the latch that kept the unit closed. From the inside of the shelving, she pulled a black and grey buttoned down blouse with a freshly knitted pair of deep brown cargo bottoms.




  “Mom and I made these especially for you to wear tonight. I want my brother to be the best looking boy at that Matri,” she said to her brother while holding up the outfit against his body, making sure the length was just right. Christian turned around and his mother was standing at the door smiling at the sight of her two children. He examined the clothing and thought that they were amazing. They were without a doubt the best looking clothes he ever saw and they were just his size. He was smiling while caressing the fabric, but the smile quickly faded away and his joy turned into regret. He faced his mother, “No, mother I can't accept this. The material is too fine. We can use the money or trade the material for goods.”




  “No, we will not!” she sternly replied with swelled eyes. “This blouse is for you. It's not much, but you earned it with all that you do for the family. I want you to take it.”




  “Mother... Courtney...” Christian whispered to the two girls, “I appreciate the gesture; I really do, but let's not forget that Jacinda is promised to be wed to the son of the Regent, Nicklaus Barringham.”




  “Maybe Jacinda is promised to be wed to the son of the Regent,” replied his mother, “but does that mean her heart belongs to him as well? You two grew up together, but I haven’t seen you say a word to her since her engagement. It would be a great shame for your friendship to her to go to waste.”




  Courtney looked up at her mother and older brother and giggled excitedly. “Jacinda would be a fun sister, mom!” Naomi laughed.




  Christian’s eyes spaced off into the floor with his mother’s words. She always knew what to say to lift his spirits when he was down. Jacinda was promised to another man, but Christian never actually let Jacinda know his feelings for her. Were they mutual he wondered?




  Later that evening, Christian bathed with the remains of water the family had left, put on his finest shoes, and dressed himself in the black and grey blouse his sister and mother made. It was a fit that shaped him perfectly. He stared at his reflection for a brief moment before stepping into the family room. Courtney's jaw dropped at the sight of her handsome brother. Bethanny, who was sat next to Courtney, pretended not to care, but couldn't help but give a slight smile at the sight of her brother. He had never looked so good, she thought to herself. His mother, who was wrapped around her father's arm on the couch nodded with approval and Abraham was proud that he was going to the event that evening. He nodded to his family and they said goodbye to him as he faced the door. Christian stepped outside of the house that evening with a renewed sense of self-worth, his attitude only being complimented by the grey and black blouse.




  The sun was preparing to set over the dried fields of Greenbrook and with his chin up Christian began the walk to the other side of town. In his hand he carried a small flat box gently wrapped in fine silver paper kept together with a golden colored bow. It was Jacinda’s gift to congratulate her on the life event. The weather was warm outside that evening, but it was warm outside every evening. He turned around to see Courtney looking outside of the window, waving her tiny hands enthusiastically with a huge grin plastered across her face. He wondered where her enthusiasm came from. She was dying for goodness sake, but all she cared about was her brother making a splash of impression at Jacinda’s Matri.




  



  



  

  Chapter Three
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  Willowbell




  The little girl ran as fast as she could with her younger brother coming in close from behind. She turned around and screamed in excitement seeing that he almost had her. “You're never going to get me!” She screamed and ran behind the cover of a large boulder in the middle of the dry field under the light of the full moon.




  “That's not fair!” The little boy cried, “You can't use a rock, it's not allowed!”




  “Yes it is!” She laughed, and the two ran around in circles.




  Winifred and Caleb were your typical eight and five year old. They laughed when they were excited, they played when they were bored, they cried when they were punished, and when the food was available they ate when they were hungry. Like many children their age, Winifred and Caleb didn't know they were poor. They lived in the small town of Willowbell located in the east region of Switch Yard. The sun had fallen some time ago and they could hear their mother and father calling their names as they played in the fields. They ran away from the stone and hurried home as fast as they could before they caught a spanking. They ran indoors to their parent’s arms and their mother and father was happy to see them.




  “Mom... Winifred cheated and ran behind the rocks again!”




  “We're allowed to use the rocks!” Winifred protested to her mother and father. The parents laughed it off and told them to sit down and eat the supper that was available that evening.




  The kids sat down on the wooden table and gobbled down the vegetable and chicken broth that waited for them in a bowl, nice and warm on the table. Virginia and Frederick was a couple that did everything they could for the better of their children. Like many families across Switch Yard and the rest of the world as they knew it, the lands were being plagued by a drought that's lasted for nearly fifteen years.




  Most young children rarely ever saw the rain – if at all. Their once green fields were now lifeless and the little provisions they had all came from trades. It rained very little in scattered sections of Switch Yard and the main sources of water were being rationed to the people by the four Regents of the nation. After the children finished their plates, they washed their faces and their parents tucked them into bed. Virginia tucked in Winifred and Frederick tucked in Caleb.




  “Good night, mom!” Winifred said to her mother as she positioned herself comfortably in bed. “Goodnight my little angel” she whispered kissing her daughter.




  “Goodnight, dad!” Caleb smiled.




  



  “Goodnight, son” Frederick replied. He kissed his young son on the head and after the two children drifted off to sleep the parents let them be and made their way back into the living area. Their children left a mess in the home. The exhausted parents walked around the living room, picking up wooden toys and figures, sweeping up clumps of dirt that they dragged in from playing outdoors, and setting the chairs back to the dining table that were out of place when the children came back in from playing. After the cleaning was done, they both sat down on their old beat up furniture, looking about their tiny home. Frederick smiled at the framed painting on the wall, “Honey, the painting is out of reach from the kids, so how do they manage to always find a way to make it crooked when they come back from playing?” Virginia laughed and snuggled herself up against her husband and wrapped her arms around his broad chest. She loved that man and everything that he has done for her throughout the years. He put his arms around her and squeezed her tight, giving her a sense of security. His strong hands curiously making their way beneath her clothing and she laughed at her husband’s playful gesture. She moaned in excitement, “It’s been a long time since you’ve done that.”




  Times were tough with the drought, but they would pull through as long as they had each other. Virginia nestled in as close as she could to her husband, wrapping her slender arms around his neck, putting her lips on her husband’s rugged chin when the temperature in their home dropped almost immediately. She shivered under the cold and her husband looked around wondering how it got so cold, so fast.




  “What's happening?” She asked, letting go of her tight embrace.




  “I don't know,” Frederick replied, “It's as if winter suddenly fell.”




  The temperature plummeted further in the room and they were able to see their breath chilled in the air with each exhale. They were shivering under the sudden cold. Frederick stood to his feet noticing the wine glasses began to frost over. He darted to the children's room with Virginia closely behind him where the kids were still asleep under their covers - shivering from the cold. “Quick! Get me the other sheets,”




  Frederick demanded to his wife.




  She ran to the family area and grabbed as many sheets as she could, handing them over to her husband. He covered the children as well as he could without waking them, but still wondered the origin of the sudden chill. He stepped outside the home and saw the window panes frosted over on all the homes in the neighborhood. Other neighbors came out with their arms covering their chest trying to keep in the warmth and more residents came outside by the minute, each wondering the same thing as the other, why was it so cold? In the distance was a faint howl that brought their talk and bickering to a cease as they stood idly and curious as to what the noise was. The faint howling grew louder by the second to the point where the sound was almost deafening to the residents outside. They covered their ears and the ground beneath them trembled. The quake was light at first, but then it shook violently waking all the sleeping children.




  



  “Dad,” Caleb screamed from his bedroom, waking up his sister in the process who began panicking and screaming. The father turned back into his home and rushed to his hollering children. The glasses and plates in their house collapsed to the floor with the trembling and Virginia panicked not knowing what was going on in the small town.




  Frederick ran into the bedroom and picked up his screaming son and daughter while Virginia struggled to stand on her feet in the living room. “Dad, what's happening?!” Winifred cried being held tight from her father. He ran out of the bedroom holding the kids tight to see Virginia on the floor with tears pouring down her eyes.




  “Virginia!” he screamed, “you have to get up. You have to get up!” he cried holding the two children. She pulled herself to her feet and followed her husband. He darted out the house with the two children and when he turned around to check for his wife, the foundation of the home gave away and the house collapsed on top Virginia kicking up a cloud of dust, as the dust and debris settled under the chaos that was erupting in the small town Fredericks eyes caught the horrid image of his beloved pinned beneath the rubble that was once their home.




  “Virginia…? Virginia…? No!” He screamed at the sight of his pinned wife. He set the children down who continued to yell and cry at the sight of their dying mother. A neighbor ran to the children and tended to them as Frederick screamed for help to anyone within reach.




  He ran to his wife and kneeled over to the pile of broken wood and stones. “I got you, honey. I'm here for you!” He held her hands tight and struggled to smile in the shallow hopes of bringing her comfort. She smiled up at him with tears pouring down her dirty face. Blood running down her nose and lips and she shivered violently. The ground still continued to shake, but he wouldn't let go of his wife. Virginia was weak, “Get... the children... to safety,” she begged to her husband who wouldn't budge at her side. A fire emerged from the edges of the rubble that quickly spread in the wreckage that Virginia was trapped under.




  “No, Virginia! I'm not leaving you… I will never leave you!” He cried struggling with all of his might to pull his wife from the wreckage.




  “Somebody help me please!” he shrieked as loud as he could, but his howls fell on deaf ears as one by one all around the town of Willowbell, the homes began to collapse, and explosions rocked around the town, kicking up smoke, dirt, and debris everywhere. As he desperately tugged and pulled at his wife he realized that she was completely unresponsive.




  He tugged at her again gently hoping for a response but his efforts were fruitless - Virginia was dead.




  He stopped pulling at her arm and grabbed her face, tapping her cheeks lightly hoping to draw a response from his beloved, “Virginia...




  Virginia wake up! You have to wake up!”




  She didn't move.




  “Virginia…” he cried, “the rain’s going to come back soon like you said it would. We’re going to hold hands as a family and frolic under the falling water like we used to do when we were children. You can’t leave me because you promised we would do it all together as a family.




  You can’t break your promise Virginia. In this family we don’t break promises, remember?”




  He turned around to see his neighbor, an elderly woman, holding onto his children. Frederick couldn't believe what was happening. The flames in the home spread and soon overtook his wife’s body, forcing him to let go. He turned around to see nothing but chaos all about the small town. There were explosions everywhere and then he saw something that he never saw in his life. Many of the screaming residents were lifted high into the air – seemingly defying gravity. The residents fought, struggled, and screeched as they were levitated higher and higher into the air. They didn't know what the force was that was lifting them up and suddenly they were let go, collapsing to their deaths. From all around the small town hundreds of residents were hovered inexplicably into the sky and let go in an instant while more explosions sounded off everywhere. There was nothing but death, smoke, debris and carnage everywhere. When Frederick turned once again to see his children, they were lying on the floor motionless along with the old woman. He slowly stood up, turning his back to the burning home and slowly walked to his two children. All around his town the flames roared and the smoke was everywhere. It was raining ash from the burning homes and the howling had finally come to a cease. He stood over his children's bodies and a single tear ran down his disarrayed surface. The smoke from all the edges of town formed together to a single black cloud. In the distance, Frederick could hear the faint sound of laughter, but he didn’t care. As he stood over his children's lifeless bodies, he felt his own flesh be lifted from the ground.




  Hovering higher into the sky, he refused to fight or struggle. From the sky he could see all of Switch Yard under the light of the full moon and endless stars. The unknown force that lifted him into the sky let him go allowing his body to fall a great distance below. He came down with a powerful crash beside his lifeless children.




  Nobody in the town of Willowbell survived that night.




  



  

  Chapter Four
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  The Ghost of Switch Yard




  The story of what happened in the town of Willowbell fell fast on the desk of Switch Yard’s Chief of War, Tossana Lehnari. She was even faster to dismiss the story. T he vengeance seeking Ghost of Switch Yard strikes again by destroying the town of Willowbell? She asked herself while walking down the halls of the Council of Defense. She was the only woman in the nation to hold a position of such high ranking within the nation of Switch Yard. Her notoriety as the Chief of War was widespread, not only throughout the country, but the entire world. She was as beautiful as she was ruthless. Rumors on how she came to hold the position varied from the mouth and region it came from. The only thing about her that the people agreed on was that she was a brilliant tactician in the art of war.




  On that sweltering day past the noon hour, she was summoned to the Hall of the Council to discuss a strategy against the recent attacks on many of the towns and villages across the country. Each step she made towards the Hall of the Council became increasingly more difficult. She hated the Council with all of her heart and soul as she thought of them as bitter old men making bitter decisions regarding the good of the nation. Good, whatever that meant. The Council spent so much time indoors and she wondered whether or not they remembered how the conditions outside were first hand. They were five stupid elected officials whose absence from reality caused many of the world’s falls. Unfortunately for Tossana, nobody was above the decision of those stupid old fools; not the Chief of War and not the Patriarch of Switch Yard. She patted herself down and took a deep breath before walking into the dark hall.




  “Council,” she presented herself with a slight bow and open palm, which was customary to the Council. The bow was a show of respect. The open palm was representation that whoever stood in front of the Council would take their orders to the highest regard and execute them fully and with excellence.




  The head spokesman pointed his bony, arthritis ridden finger at the young Chief. With the crackle in his voice he addressed the Chief of War, “Tossana Lehnari…” he spoke, “for fifteen years our great nation of Switch Yard has struggled night and day to survive the great drought.




  Each year, the temperature continues to rise and we lose more lives by the day. Despite the harsh conditions, we are fully aware that this is beyond your control. However, word has come to us that a ghost is ravishing our lands, destroying our towns and villages, and leaving nothing but death in its wake.” He stroked his excellent chin before clearing his throat to continue, “The children across our nation are calling it the Ghost of Switch Yard. What have you to say about this?”




  




  She rolled her eyes at the senile old men, “I believe the attacks are the strategic work of Therongetta, not a so-called, Ghost of Switch Yard.”




  “Have you any proof that the attacks are from our neighboring nation?”




  “No, Council. At this point, I don’t have evidence to back up my claims that the attacks are from Therongetta. It’s been nearly fifteen years since our last altercation with the Therongettans. I have reason to believe that they could be bracing for an attack on a massive scale. The destructions of towns and villages could be to weaken forces and morale before an invasion.”




  “Tossana Lehnari?” asked the veteran Councilman, “have you any news regarding the missing Patriarch of our nation?”




  “Not as of this moment, Council. It has been almost a year since his disappearance. Soldiers have thoroughly searched Grand City Ilyntia and the hunt for him has expanded to the four corners of Switch Yard.




  There’s no evidence to suggest any harm has come to him, but given the fact that he has been missing for a year, I am not ruling anything out. I do strongly believe that the Patriarch will return on his own accord.




  Until the day of his return, I have extended the authority of the four Regents for continued use of our military forces if need be.”




  




  The five old men spoke amongst each other for a few brief moments. The spokesman glared at the Chief of War with contempt in his eyes, “Tossana Lehnari… do you believe in ghosts?”




  Tossana clenched her fists, but held her high resolve in front of the Council. She struggled to maintain her professionalism but it was so hard for her to do when they were asking such stupid questions. How can these monkey’s still be making major decisions, she thought to herself. After taking a deep breath she responded to the decrepit men.




  “No!” she firmly asserted, “I don’t believe in ghosts. I believe in man and I believe in woman. I believe that instead of being in this hall standing idly in front of the five of you, I should be at the Hall of Jacquoin investigating the recent attack on Willowbell. I believe that my men are working by the hour to figure out what happened to that small town and I believe progress is being made.”




  “But not fast enough, Lehnari!” hollered the venerable Councilman who slammed his bony hand on the wooden table in front of him. “Willowbell is far from the only town that has been destroyed!




  In fact, Willowbell is the fifth town in this nation that has been destroyed thus far. We still don’t know how many lives have been lost, but we’re estimating at least thirty-thousand. The people are desperate for answers, Lehnari. They already have enough on their plates between the Remellos Plague, the lack of water and the rising temperatures, but they have to lay awake at nights praying their homes will not be next, while their Chief of War can provide them no leads, nor answers?”




  




  She grew frustrated and impatient with the stupid elder fools, she tapped her foot repeatedly and cracked her knuckles hoping to relieve at the least, a hint of the frustration that was being built up inside of her, “The Chief of War is dealing with circumstances that old men cannot pretend to comprehend.”




  “Watch your tongue,” the second councilman rebutted, “you would be wise to remember that is was this Council that prevented the Patriarch from removing you from your position over a year ago.”




  Tossana sighed, “I have not forgotten, Council, but please listen… the land of Riverway is the main source of water for both Therongetta and Switch Yard. We have shared the water for years, but the crisis with the rising temperatures leads us to believe that Therongetta will attempt to take the lands by force and restrict us from our own water. If we were to lose the land of Riverway then war is certainly upon us.” The Council once again spoke amongst each other for a few moments before responding to Tossana.




  “We can agree to that assessment, Tossana.” She smiled, finally seeming to get through to the old men. The spokesman continued, “The gateway into Therongetta is the Wall of Thelania. We want you to send an army to the enemy country and investigate whether or not the ghost is coming from Therongetta.”




  Tossana gritted her teeth and clenched her fists again. “There is no such thing as ghosts your Council! A single army would be annihilated within five miles of Therongetta!”




  




  “Then send a soldier covert into the lands of Therongetta via Thelania,” the Councilman replied.




  “A single troop cannot handle a task of this magnitude. They would have to walk the Kendor Mountains and past the Rockcrest Desert before they even reached the impossible wall the Therongettans built years ago. Even if a soldier were to make it beyond the wall, how would he blend into a place where the entire nation is men and women of brown skin? We have no men in our army of soldiers who look like a Therongettan!”




  “Then find one,” the second Councilman entered. Tossana was overwhelmingly frustrated by the men like she knew she would be. They didn't understand the predicament she was in. They didn't understand that forces against her were greater than anything that the land of Switch Yard had ever experienced. How could they send a soldier to Therongetta? The people of Switch Yard have not been to Therongetta in fifteen years. She patted herself down and regained her composure, being sure to not let the Council see the frustration she was experiencing. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breathe. After a relaxing exhale she focused on the men who sat in front of her once again “Does the Council have anything else for me?”




  “No, Lehnari. Now go find what is destroying us and why.”




  Frustrated with the feeling of defeat she gave her customary bow, turned, and walked out the great chamber of the Council. She walked outside and collapsed against the stone walls taking a moment to clear her head. The sun beat down on her as she leaned against the wall. Where am I going to find a soldier stupid enough to send to Therongetta? She thought to herself. It was hot outside that day. It was hot outside every day.




  In the small town of Greenbrook, far from the Council of Defense lived the Rose family; the single mother Shannon and her teenage daughter Jacinda. Inside of their little one bedroom cottage, Shannon was finishing tying the last of the laces into place on Jacinda’s new violet laced dress. The length of the violet dress ran right below her knees and the straps over her shoulder were thin. The cut of the dress ran just low enough to signify that she was no longer a girl, but a woman. It was the day of Jacinda’s sixteenth birthday. It was a day her mother had been anticipating for some years now and the dress was being fitted for her birthday party later that evening.




  “There!” Shannon jumped giddy with excitement as the two stood in front of the old, slightly crooked looking glass, “Look at you, Jacinda. More beautiful than anything your father and I could have imagined.”




  “Thank you, mother,” Jacinda said while patting the dress down and looking at her reflection up and down.




  “I'll never forget the day you came into this world.” Shannon’s eyes began to swell as a single tear rolled slowly down the curves on her face. “They told me you weren't breathing. They told me you wouldn't live to see the next day and yet here you are. Sixteen years later and you're still here. My daughter the walking miracle,” she said as she slowly ran her hand down Jacinda’s smooth face.




  “Tonight is your night, Jacinda, the day of your Matri. I won't have you as my little girl much longer so I need you to have as much fun as you can tonight.”




  Jacinda turned to face her mother, she seemed exasperated,




  “Mother, about my Matri-”




  “I won't hear about it, Jacinda!” Shannon quickly rebutted not allowing her daughter to finish her words, “This is not the same world from the days when I was a girl and the drought is all the proof you need that you’re making the right decision. It's important you understand that this is for your survival. This will benefit your future in more ways than you can possibly imagine.” Shannon grabbed her daughters hand with a firm grip and peered deep into her daughters light brown eyes, “Do you understand Jacinda? Do you understand that this is the best for you?”




  Jacinda shied away initially but slowly came back peering back into her mother’s eyes. She loved her mother and knew that everything that led to the day of this party Shannon did for the best interest of her.




  It's been nearly two years since Jacinda was promised to Nicklaus Barringham, the son of Andre Barringham - Regent of Northern Switch Yard.




  




  Jacinda smiled and gave her mother the slightest nod of understanding. Shannon bellied with excitement. The two stepped outside of the small home to their front land that was fully decorated for Jacinda’s Matri that evening. Tables and chairs with green decoratives and green streamers running down the gazebos. Fresh grass was brought in and the water ran plentiful for the event that day. The Matri was an important event for all women who reached the age of sixteen. The Matri signified that the woman was ready for marriage and to leave her family to create her own and green was the color of life. As her mother floated around like a butterfly making the last touches for the party that evening, Jacinda stood there with her violet dress fluttering carelessly in the breeze. There were plenty of people coming to attend the evening’s event. Food that was becoming hard to find was going to be plentiful, water was going to flow like a lake in the beginning of the spring season, and many of the guests were people of notoriety.




  The day that all little girls dreamed about next to their wedding was here, her Matri. Jacinda smiled.




  But she wasn't happy.




  Chapter Five
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  No Solace in Battle




  A young woman no older than twenty years of age was running down a barren hill as fast as her two legs could carry her. She had short cut almond brown hair that reached down no longer than the base of her neck, black boots that were fastened securely to her feet dressed in a brown, and she was wearing tan uniform of some sort. Over the left breast pocket of her uniform the name Lehnari was stitched into the fabric in white letters. As she ran down the hill, she darted from left to right avoiding the obstacles of large stones and piles of stacked bricks that were on the road. As her legs picked up in speed she began to run into a cloud of dust in front of her.




  “I’m gonna get you!” she said to herself as she continued her chase to the wild pig that was running away from her. For a fat little pig, it was remarkably fast. She reached to the leather sheath strapped to her hip and grabbed the short blade, securing it firmly in her hand. The pig bobbed and weaved, but her eyes never left her target. With a thrust from her strong legs, she leaped into the air and landed right on the pig in a disorderly fashion as the two tumbled down the hill and made a large splash inside the lake that was located in the May Guard Camp. The pig screamed and bellowed in the struggle with the young woman, but after getting a firm grasp on her prize, she took her blade and with a single thrust she cut the pigs neck open, killing it in an instant.




  She pushed herself up from the murky waters soaking wet to a thunderous applaud from the other members of Switch Yards military, the Guard Elite. She took a firm grasp of the pigs hoof and began to drag the dead animal back to the land. Three men and a woman came to her aid with a large grin slapped across all their faces. The largest man of this group patted the soaking woman on the back enthusiastically, “Hey, Taois!” he called to her. “I can’t believe you caught a wild pig single-handedly!”




  She began to laugh, “I can’t believe that all of you in the camp had nothing better to do than to watch me chase a wild pig.”




  “We’re all hungry to say the least,” he replied, “You looked focus, needless to say. We were all rooting for you!”




  “I always deliver don’t I? You guys have been working extremely hard lately and the least I can do is work hard for you. Tonight, we’re having wild pig! Dinner is on me.”




  Taois was exhausted, soaking wet and a little beat up after a fight with a wild pig, but she was happy that she was able to deliver a nice meal to her crew in a time where food was running fairly scarce.




  Smiling, she stared at her team who stood in front of her. The large and




  




  bulky, yet surprisingly nimble, Doc Stringer, the only other woman of the group. The thin, beautiful with long black hair and always level-headed, Yvita Yniguez, and the weapon specialists, the Yanos twins; Cyrus and Byron who were identical in appearance. Taois stretched her limbs and handed the carcass of the pig to Stringer. “Here, you can cook this up,” she said while walking away from the group.




  “Where are you going?” Stringer asked in confusion.




  “I’m leaving the camp for a while. I need to get away from here, so the food is all yours.”




  “Isn’t your mother going to be speaking soon?” Stringer said hesitantly in confusion. Yvita was quick to elbow Stringer by forcefully nudging her elbow into the side of his chest.




  “Be quiet!” Yvita remarked, “You know the Lieutenant doesn’t talk about her mother!”




  Taois continued to walk away while her team stood there together staring at her walking off. The team was soon surrounded by other members of the Guard Elite, each of which was hoping to get a piece of the pig that Stringer was about to pick up.




  Stringer stood confused as Taois walked away into the distance.




  “What happened between her and her mother to make her hate her so much?” He asked Yvita.




  




  “I don’t know,” Yvita replied, “I have never asked and I never will.” Yvita stood tall next to her partner Stringer who she had been working with for years. Together they both stared at their Lieutenant who was walking away from them again. Yvita shook her head and laughed, “Did you know that at just nineteen years old, Taois was the youngest group leader with the Guard. Many people speculated the only reason she got the position was because of her mother, Tossana.




  “Taois isn’t tall like her mother and she’s not the ravishing beauty that Tossana is. Taois embraces who she is and spent years trying to make a name for herself under her mother’s shadow.” Yvita nudged Stringer again. She loved to get under her partners skin, “Even as a little girl Taois never cared for feminism. She hated dolls, loathed tea time, and abhorred playing with other little girls. I think that’s one reason why she and her mother aren’t close. I don’t think Taois grew up to be the woman Tossana wanted her to be.”




  It was another unusually warm day and Taois sat with her unit inside of a sweltering white tent at the May Guard Camp. The base was located in the town of Mayward at North of Switch Yard. It was a relatively small base that functioned primarily as a deployment center.




  Prior to battle, troops would usually be briefed and sent off to whatever war was being fought at the time. All units on the base were on standby over the water dispute with Therongetta. While on standby it was illegal for any troop to leave the grounds. Leaving the grounds during standby was considered an act of desertion which was punishable by death via a public hanging.




  




  Leading the troops, perched atop a black stallion was Taois'
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