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For the ones who can't seem to find the light



at the end of the tunnel—



sometimes that light is you.














  
  
Content Warning




This is a dark, adult fantasy romance. Certain topics and themes may be difficult for some. Reader discretion is advised. 

Mention of suicide.

Violence, blood, and self-harming tendencies.

Murder.

Heavy mental health themes.

Mention of SA.

Use of hallucinogens.
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Introduction




Light Magic


Magic stemming from the 5 gods. Given to specific bloodlines upon their Awakening, Kept by blood offerings to the Wielder’s respective god.


Dark magic


Not bloodline specific. Gifted by Loumallet from the Void itself. Taxed through the keeper’s soul, paid for not by blood, but by essence.


Flora Goddess of Land and Blood. (Flo-ra)


This deity’s holy temple is located within Rimemere. Erriadin’s first god, born from a drop of sunshine falling from the skies. A fair and kind god, with an ancient wrath if provoked.


Aquarene Goddess of Water and Wisdom. (Aqua-Reen)


This deity’s holy temple is located within Rimemere. Erriadin’s second god, born from Flora’s tears. A pensive god, unyielding to excuses. Prefers her children to keep their bloodlines pure.


Winderlyn God of Wind and Justice. (Win-dur-lyn)


This deity’s holy temple is located within Rimemere. Erriadin’s third god, born of Aquarene and Flora’s prayers. An impatient and finite god. Prefers blood offerings directly from the neck and has no mercy for traitors.


Emberdon God of Fire and War (Em-ber-dohn)


This deity’s holy temple is located within Rimemere. Erriadin’s fourth god, born from Flora’s wrath at her defiant siblings. A temperamental god who requires regular blood offerings from his children. Known as the most brutal sort of light magic.


Warren God of Wards and Souls (War-ren)


This deity’s holy temple is located within Rimemere. Erriadin’s fifth god. Origins unknown, much like his volatile magic.


Loumallet Keeper of Dark Magic (Low-ma-let)


This god has no temple. This god is not recognized by the holy laws, nor is it one Wielders pray to. Gifter of Shadows, father of Jinn.











  
  
Prologue




They watched her in silence.  

She strode from table to table, an easy smile on her full lips and a gentle gaze in her emerald eyes. Although she physically looked so different from their Queen, the girl before them moved with the same swiftness, the same sense of urgency.

After several orbits around the dusty, loud tavern, she settled behind the wooden bar, returning to whatever book she had been reading the past four days.

“What do you think?” Nina asked, lowering her face to her cupped hands while she watched the girl.

Cas shrugged. “There’s no way to know for certain until we speak to her.”

They continued assessing the golden-haired girl, her smile alone captivating the table of sailors she returned to serve.

Nina sighed. “If she is who we think…how did they know?” She held up the crumpled-up letter, its edges folding and cracking with the movement.

He plucked it from her hands. “That’s the question, isn’t it? How did whoever sent us this letter find her when we couldn’t for years?”

“I have a bad feeling about this,” she whispered, tugging forward the black hood of her cloak to further conceal her face. “I don’t like that we don’t know who found her.”

Cas tapped the wooden table before them, the motion sending small bursts of dirt adrift. “The faster we get her out of here, the better.”

“Tomorrow,” Nina echoed. “We will do it tomorrow after the other two come back from scouting the area.”

He nodded.

The crunching of boots on the tiled floor made them both reach for their daggers and lock eyes. And although no physical threats loomed near, Cas's breath hitched slightly as he glanced over Nina’s shoulder.

“Greetings, travelers.”

They both stiffened at the bright, rich voice that seeped like honey around them.

“Did you two desire anything to drink? The ale here in Yavenharrow is absolutely exquisite.”

Nina didn’t move, trying her best to keep her breathing steady.

Cas smiled slightly, but carefully averted his gaze to the ground. “We are okay, thank you.”

“Well, holler if you change your mind, my Lord.”

Without any further conversation, the girl walked past them and moved to the next table, offering them the same script before once again returning to the bar.

She seemed so comfortable, so sure of her place in this world of hers.

And they were about to destroy it.

Cas lowered the letter to the table, exhaling a sigh of relief.

Nina trailed the words, although they had been engraved in her mind for weeks.

Your Princess is in Yavenharrow.








  
  
ACT ONE




Once upon a time, a girl lost her way…


so she forged her own path instead











  
  

Chapter One


Live, Love, and Eat Stew





Sol knew two things for certain: the stifling, humid Yavenharrow heat might kill her, and her knives were dull. 

Steady. Breathe. Throw on an exhale.

She repeated Leo's guidance in her mind, adjusting her form and stance with each mental instruction.

The forest grew silent as Sol rolled her shoulders and sent the blade flying. It sang through the air and slammed proudly into the evergreen she aimed for, but just as she began to smile in triumph, she angled her head.

The knife didn’t hit the bull’s eye.

"You're getting lazy, Sunny."

Sol frowned and wiped at the sweat on her brow with a sleeve, then eyed Leo as he stepped up beside her. "I need to sharpen them. They always miss when they're dull."

"Knives aren't sentient." He gave her a casual smile. "Last I checked, weapons are only as good as their wielder."

In a smooth dance, he retrieved an arrow from his quiver, nocked it into his bow, and shot it right into the hilt of her dagger, all without taking his golden eyes from her face.

Sol looked from the tree to her now broken knife on the forest floor. "You owe me a knife."

It's not like it was the first knife that had succumbed to Leo's lessons, but it was the first time it was one of her favorites. She brought her mother's old knives out to play this time, hoping Irene's spirit would gift them some luck on their hunt.

It hadn't.

Surely the animals were scarce due to the season—Yavenharrow spring was dreadful. The animals felt it. The town felt it.

Sol also felt it as she gathered her belongings from a nearby cluster of stones, the hairs that strayed from her braid smeared to her neck.

By the time she and Leo made it out to the Hunter's Lands, Yavenharrow’s best hunting ground, the sun burned overhead, but the promise of rain lingered on the horizon, making the breeze sticky and humid.

"I keep begging you to let me get you all metal ones instead of flimsy wooden ones," Leo said, also collecting his bag of weapons. "But every time I offer, it's like I've said a personal insult." His tanned skin was flushed, and his short, ebony hair was glued to his forehead with moisture as he took her bag from her hands and retrieved his arrow from the tree bark.

Before Sol could protest, he led the way deeper into the woods, forcing her to swallow her remarks and follow.

Typically, she accompanied her best friend on hunts to practice her aim, never really engaging with the “killing” part of the activity. She often provided snacks and miscellaneous anecdotes about the herbs they came across, some so obscure her aunt Lora would send her right back to pick them for her tonics and salves if Sol ever recounted the discoveries to her.

She plucked interesting things from the forest regardless, the last of her finds being a cluster of poison berries from a Sadenberrie bush—that had been a fast and valuable lesson from her aunt the second Sol placed them on the dining table.

Sadenberries and blueberries were unfortunately very similar.

They continued their walk in companionable silence until the familiar trickle of the Jasen Lake signaled the halfway point of the land, and usually their landmark to return to town. Anything further than the lake was too unexplored for either of their skills.

Leo halted, forcing Sol to shift sideways to avoid a collision. "What is it?"

He shook his head. "I hadn't been out here since…" His eyes flashed and his grip tightened around his bag of arrows.

Sol looked back to the river knowing exactly the memory it brought.

It had been here that they found Holden. Holden, Yavenharrow's most seasoned hunter and explorer, was always known to be prowling the lands for whatever adventure Erriadin gave him next.

Two weeks ago, though, the town had been shocked speechless when the details of his death spread like a plague. The shops in the town square began to close at dusk instead of midnight, and the taverns at midnight instead of dawn. Sol hated seeing her lively town gloom in terror at the realization that one of their own had been murdered doing what he loved most.

Also, what he was best at.

Second best, and now owner of Holden's archery shop, Leo made sure to answer all the questions the townsfolk flocked him with—to the best of his abilities.

"Is it true a beast slayed him?"

"We heard his insides were missing."

"Someone said he had no blood when they pulled him out of the Jasen Lake."

It had truly been a nightmare of a week.

Sol placed a hand on Leo's forearm. "It wasn't your fault."

"I know."

"Do you?"

He sighed. "I do, but it will always feel like it was."

Instead of being with Holden that day, Leo had been with Sol, helping her home after a difficult shift at the Hound. If his death was anyone's fault, it was that wretched place for keeping her so late they weren't there to walk him home.

She tugged Leo forward and knelt by the water, gently tracing the ripples with her fingertips. "What do you think did it?"

He sat beside her, gaze far away. "Not anything human."

"An animal?" Sol shivered. Mountain lions were common around Yavenharrow. Bears sometimes wandered from the mountains, too.

"None that we've ever seen before."

She dropped the subject. The edge of emotion in his voice was something Sol didn't want to push.

Leo must've felt the same, as he said, "Do you work today?"

Of course she did. There wasn't a miserable day she didn't work at that Inn, and though she despised it, it was the only place in town that took her in with minimum questions and respected her desire for privacy. Even her mother had remarked on its sleaziness when she was alive, which had made Sol all the more curious to know what went on behind the doors of Yavenharrow's primary stop for travelers, sailors, and anyone else who desired a taste of the town’s oldest kind of fun. 

Now that she knew it was nothing of interest, she wished she could bop her younger self in the head for even approaching the place to begin with.

Five years later and she had yet to find anything better. 

Picking up a lonely stone to toss over the water, Sol sighed. “Unfortunately, I do.”

“Do you want company?”

“I’m fine.”

Leo shook his head, outstretching his arms. “Please quit that wretched place. Keelin treats you terribly, and it’s always filled to the brim with scummy people.”

She shrugged, “Those scummy people give great tips.”

“I can fend for us just fine, you know. Or you can take Lora’s allowance she’s been trying to give you for years.”

“I want to finance my own education.”

“She loves you, Sol.” He leaned closer. “She says she makes good money selling as a healer, let her take care of you.”

Sol had this discussion often with him and Lora. She knew she should just sit at home, tend to the gardens, and take the coins given to her. Unfortunately, Sol couldn't do it. She had tried, truly. But the unease stillness caused her was the sort she didn’t want to take the time to decipher.

Boredom called to the mind. The mind called to memories, and her memories had claws.

Sol had only ever really wanted to study, entranced by all the lectures Leo recounted after his days at the town school. Unfortunately, her mother had been against her attendance despite all the tantrums and pleas Sol made. 

“It’s too dangerous,” Irene would say. “You’re too special.”

Whatever that meant.

The prohibition to study only made Sol get her thirst for knowledge sedated through other ways, sneakier and more unfiltered. She dared say the stories she heard from the citizens made her a different sort of educated.

Sol sighed. “Keelin pays well. I’ll quit when I can afford a ship to the Scholar Towers.”

Leo rolled his eyes. “It’s compensation for the abuse of labor.”

She shook her head and flicked the flat stone over the lake. “It’s an overnight shift anyway. You have morning duties in the town."

Stocking shifts were Sol’s favorite, though still dreaded. She could at least pick at the food and bread undisturbed as she organized the shipment of ale and vegetables for the week.


      [image: image-placeholder]Leo splashed water over his face. “Even more of a reason to have someone else there. You shouldn’t be alone at night.”

“Lora was gonna swing by after her rounds so we could walk home together.” Sol nudged his shoulder. “Plus, I can take care of myself.”

He nudged her back. “Holden probably thought the same thing.”



Sol and Leo parted ways a few hours later, ultimately deciding squirrels and lazy birds were not worth prowling the forest, especially as it still held an air of eerie mystery.

Leo made his way back to his cottage, neighbor to Sol's, to help his sister prepare for what he swore was going to be a rainy evening.

Before he let her go, though, Sol had to promise she would stop by on her way home, if only to let him know she was alive. He even bribed her with the promise of fresh stew.

Sol took the long way to the Hound Inn, deciding to prepare for what presumably was to be a boring night. She detoured to the Yavenharrow Archives, the town’s epicenter of knowledge and folklore. It was also the town’s oldest building, and history claimed it had been some sort of temple for the gods long before civilization bloomed on the continent. It was a domed, stone-carved monstrosity in the center of Yavenharrow, its entry archway depicting Erriadin’s gods. 

The original legends, the ones her mother sang as lullabies, told the origins of the four gods, the Creators, and gifters, of all magic. In all illustrations and statues, they were in a frozen dance, the males showcased their physical strengths while the females gazed at each other as if they knew secrets Erriadin didn’t. Later came the fifth and most mysterious god, one most of Erriadin still only spoke about in scattered whispers. Irene was devoted to him, though, constantly sharing how his blessings were worth more than all others combined.

Sol had thought her mother liked Warren the most because he was objectively the most handsomely illustrated in the folklore. 

As Sol collected the memories and passed the stone deities, she swore Emberdon, god of fire, followed her with his beady, ruthless eyes. The structure shone in the sunlight and the wooden doors of the Archives creaked open as a group of students made their way out, arms full of books, and faces bright with smiles.

The smell of worn parchment and leather greeted her, prompting a satisfied inhale while she made her way inside. The only way time passed in the place where it all stood still (the Hound), was with a good, long romance novel. Another benefit was she could later trade it with Sora, Leo’s sister, for whatever she managed to find.

Sol traced a finger along the bookshelves, leaving behind a clean trail while dust flew, when a book title made her pause.

Angling her head, she plucked it from the shelf.

Myths, Tales, and Truths of the Southern Continent: Light Magic and its History.

Sol smiled. 

Erriadin’s Southern Continent, further south than Yavenharrow, was famous for its stories—and secrets. Tales of magic the Southern natives possessed were widely sung around fires and festivals. The one story told the loudest was the legend of a city with rough, hilly landscapes and crowded streets paved with the densest stone, fiercely loved by its Queen and her people. The stories whispered of the city of Rimemere mostly warned of the Light Magic Wielders who walked among it, taking up residence in a giant castle stark in the middle of the city. 

The bedtime stories meant to lull children to sleep sang of the sweet, elemental magic they held, while the stories meant to discipline, and spook told of the way they despised humans. In fact, they coveted their abilities so much that most of their bloodlines only married known Wielders.

Sol’s mother had told her so many stories she wondered if somehow she had traveled there. But every time Sol asked, Irene would laugh and tuck her into bed.

The memory squeezed at her chest, and by the time she left the Archives, she decided to take one final detour.

She walked through the bristling streets, smiling at the vendors and children as they chased each other around the Old Square. Yavenharrow, though difficult with its weather, was a lovely town.

Anything a person might need, Yavenharrow had it. It was the advantage of living in a port town, one Sol had never taken for granted—what they lacked in finery and luxury, they made up for in culture.

Past the vendors and markets toward the edge of town, the cobblestone funneled into the Yaven Ports. Ships were docked as usual, ready to take sailors on their quests or transport whatever item the Northerners fancied. 

This month, to Sol's dismay, it was quilts. The fools had purchased most of the town's supply of wool and fur blankets, leaving the thinner options for them. It wasn’t a huge concern since summer solstice was next, but Sol still liked stocking up while they didn’t cost a whole week’s coins.

Sol looked around for any and plotted to negotiate for one but settled with free seafood samples instead. She didn’t only prowl the shops with plots to snag cozy things, but also to greet the regular vendors who would set up across the docks. Most of them were regulars at the Hound, so remaining on their friendly side was advantageous. For tips, and free seafood, of course. Blue crab meat melted on her tongue, and she suppressed a sigh as she plopped a spiced shrimp in after it. The food almost made her want to stay in Yavenharrow.

Almost.

Exploring Erriadin called to her a little louder.

She swerved toward the beach, passing the sleeping ships, and evading the busy fisherman as they ran around the docks. Past the docks was a thin, rickety ladder that led to the sands, then to a path she could walk in her sleep. Sol made to step unto the sand, eager to feel its familiar warmth.

But she halted.

Her mother’s grave was far enough from the water the waves never reached it but close enough to the sea from the small grassland bordering the beach to always feel the salty breeze. There had been no point in securing a burial plot at the town pantheon since so little of her mother’s body had remained after the murder. So, she and Lora had burned her remains and buried the ashes at the beach, the place her mother loved the most.

No one except Sol, Lora, and Leo visited. So, it was startling to see a figure looming.

The block of stone on the ground served as a memorial and was completely covered by a clocked individual. Sol saw their hands shifting through the patches of lavender and moss she had planted around it. 

A small part of her, the logical side, told her perhaps she should turn and visit another day. But that pesky, defiant side pulled her forward, hands gripping her books harder in case she had to use them as weapons.

Salty sea water sprayed at her face, blurring her vision so that her steps turned sloppy—and noisy—as she descended the walkway.

The stranger peered over their shoulder. "Who's there?" The voice was firm and foreign with a slight, deep Southern accent that piqued Sol's interest.

Still, she stopped a healthy distance from them. "I'm afraid that's the question I should ask you." Her voice shook, betraying the nonchalant facade she attempted to play.

A smile pulled at the man's full lips as he stood to face her.

Yavenharrow was filled with people from all edges of Erriadin since it was a town for travelers. However, most long-term citizens kept to brown eyes, black hair, and carefully sun-kissed skin, all the total opposite of Sol. It wasn't often she saw features like her own, so when the man removed his hood, she couldn't help but stare.

Pale ringlets fell around his forehead, stopping just above a set of pine-green eyes. Unlike Sol's, his had specs of silver so intense she could see them from where she stood a few steps away.

He motioned to the tombstone, a small carved stone with her mother's initials. "I'm sorry. I guess this belongs to you?"

Sol nodded and clutched her books against her chest.

"I was walking to the docks and saw this lovely bed of lavender, you see." The man held up a stem of lavender, plump and violet, and deliciously fragrant. "Then, after I plucked it, realized it was a grave and—" He ran his fingers through his hair in an obvious nervous tell, making Sol relax.

She cleared her throat and said, "You may take more if you'd like. The animals around here love to steal when they're fresh blooms anyway, so there’s always chunks missing."

He knelt beside the bed of lavender and thyme, the impossible agricultural feat finally successful after she had begged Lora to bring back soil from the Driodell forest. The myths surrounding its ability to grow anything proved true. The herbs had been her mother’s favorite and offered a sort of comfort Sol hadn’t been able to match with anything else.

"I have a journey North and heard lavender helps with seasickness," he remarked, plucking another stem, and easing it into his pocket. "If this doesn't work I'm afraid I'll perish before I reach the Western Stones."

Cautiously, Sol knelt on the opposite side. "You're better off trying ginger for that. Or Belladonna. Can't throw up if you're asleep."

A roar from the docks interrupted the man's laughter. Fishermen waved and rang their bells, signaling the departure of a ship.

The man sighed, "That's me, I'm afraid." He surveyed her, and Sol instantly regretted dropping her guard.

Yavenharrow men weren't the kind of people to have conversations and not plan to take it further, she had learned that the hard way. But the man made no move forward or change of expression. Instead, he stood, brushing the sand off his leather breeches.

"Well, it was nice to meet you." He angled his head. “What’s your name?”

Sol’s breath hitched.

That had been Irene’s only rule. “You never tell anyone your full name, Sunshine. The only ones who can know are people you wholeheartedly trust. Even then, think twice about it.” She didn’t remember the first time her mom told her this but recalled it constantly throughout her life and had yet to break it. Sol could only use her first name, the shortened version of it that most people knew her by anyway.

Still, she tried her best to avoid even giving that.

“Stella,” she lied, giving him the name of her favorite of Leo’s goats.

The man nodded. “Stella,” he repeated the name slowly. “Star.”

Sol shrugged. “My mother liked the sky.”

Another booming horn vibrated on the beach, prompting the man to sigh. “Yavenharrow natives are very impatient.” He winked, “See you later, Stella.”

Sol watched him leave, still entranced by his demeanor and cool features. If she had to guess, she would say he was from Niome, or Ventry, somewhere deeper south where their features were common.

The evening had cooled as the clouds continued to darken, so much so Sol could barely see through the haze and rain. She looked down to her mother’s herb garden, spotting the bare spec where the man had plucked the stems.

Shielding herself from the oncoming rain with her satchel, she quickly scooped up some dirt and stray leaves to cover it, to save the soil from becoming unsavory for when she planted a fresh batch.

Just as she dug her fingers into the ground, hot pain sliced through them.

“What the—” Sol cursed as she yanked her hand against her chest, sure she had hit some sort of thorn.

She inched closer.

No, not a thorn.

Sol pulled at the metal chain, freeing it from beneath the sand and dirt. It was a curious necklace, loud and resplendent despite the gray air. A pendant in its center sparkled as she held it to her face, the shape of a six-pointed star made of delicate golden strips. It reminded her of the birthmark on her back, the one she had shared with her mother and the women before her.

A booming horn made her flinch and clutch the thing, then swirl to the ports.

As the rain began to pour, Sol swore the mysterious man lingered over the edge of the now sailing ship, and with an uneasy feeling, she realized he hadn’t told her his name.








  
  

Chapter Two


At Night, All Things Bite





Sol found herself exhausted before the night even began. She battled with the notion of throwing the necklace into the Helian Ocean, but the pendant was pretty, so she vainly decided to keep it. 

Yavenharrow at night was lovely, a sight she enjoyed with more ease when whispers of murders weren’t around, but she still took the scenic route —with her hand wrapped around a knife.

Sol walked back into town the way she came, thankful the heavy rain lasted only a few minutes while she took cover beneath the roof of some bait shops. About two miles behind the Archives, the Inns began on either side of the road, then after the Inns were the taverns and bakeries.

Sol had learned the taverns in the town were rowdy, but fun before midnight. After that, the people became feral, thirsty for way more than just the ale. But she had learned the ones to dance at and the ones meant for talking, and even Leo enjoyed the occasional dark ale, though he wouldn't admit it.

Smiling to herself, she gazed up at the inky sky to look at the stars. The town was silent, serene as night settled. Only the soft rumble of the taverns and late-night eateries vibrated across the cobblestone, evidence her home lived and thrived and enjoyed.

Sol wasn’t a fan of the stillness, it made her mind wander, and her skintight. She needed life, a purpose, something to remind her that anything was possible in a world that liked to make things impossible. Yavenharrow fulfilled some of that incessant need—but not enough.

The rain had stopped completely by the time Sol rounded the corner to the Hound, the smell of dewy grass clinging to the air. Her workplace was a solitary building, constructed from a mix of sandstone and clay. There were a few stray windows from the second and third floors lit with soft, amber candlelight, the only indication the place housed travelers.

Her footsteps echoed atop the pavement of the thin walkway as she passed the front lawn. She was about to push the doors open when a series of whistles made her halt.

“Hey, Keelin,” Sol said, not bothering to look behind her at her boss. 

Sol knew what she would find: one of the most devastatingly handsome men she had ever seen with cyan eyes that seemed to pierce her soul. She had almost not taken the job when he offered it to her for fear she would never be able to tear her focus away from him, but he offered her a generous schedule and free food whenever she had breaks. Plus, never asked for her full name, something all other places had asked for. He had only asked her to do a full turn, then threw an apron at her.

“You’re soaked,” Keelin observed, stepping up beside her and leaning his back against the door.

Sol shrugged. “It rained.”

“Not very professional to come to your shift in wet clothing, lovely.”

She cut her gaze to him. Even in the dim light, she could see his smirk. “Good thing it’s just me the whole night in there with no one to complain, huh?”

He smoothed his crimson tunic and said coolly, “I didn’t say anything about complaints.” He finished the sentence with a sly wink. “Good thing I ran into you. I’ve been meaning to tell you I will be docking your pay.”

Sol blinked. “Is this because I came in wet clothes?”

“It’s not personal, Sol.” He tugged at a stray thread from the sleeve of his beige blouse. “The trade on the Northern borders is slow. People in town are paranoid about Holden, so our business is slow. I have to find cuts somewhere.”

“Find them somewhere else.”

A smile bloomed on his lips. “Ah, Sol. I do love when you banter with me.”

“I’ll quit,” she said, crossing her arms. For a second, she meant it. She would quit and take the savings she already had to board a ship. Well, a boat, with how expensive ship travel was. Would she have enough for her and Lora?

Would a boat survive the Helian Ocean?

A boat wouldn’t get her to the Scholar Towers.

“I sure hope you don’t, Sol. You’re a favorite, you know, and way more competent than the others.”

“You can’t cut my salary, Keelin.” Sol braced a hand on the door, suddenly wishing Leo was with her.

“I have to.”

“I’ll stay longer, then. Work more shifts.”

“Take it up with the rest of them.” He began walking away, catching up to a woman by the street Sol hadn’t noticed before.

“I’m the barmaid and waitress. You can’t seriously think it’s fair to underpay me,” she called after him.

Throwing an arm around the woman and leading her into the cluster of taverns down the road, he said, “Nothing is fair, Sol. Truly, I’m sorry.”

Sol watched him fade into the night for a moment, trying to decide how to react. But after the day she had, she decided she would deal with it later.

She kicked the wooden doors open, wondering if maybe picking a god to worship and devoting to them would perhaps improve her luck.

To sedate the thirst for vengeance, Sol decided to leave small inconveniences for Keelin scattered around the tavern while she worked.

She set her satchel down on a nearby chair while concluding that her first mischief would be switching the cucumbers with the squash, so when the cooks went to make vegetable stew, they would find soggy cucumbers in their pots instead. She tossed her hair into a knot, then examined the space, searching for the boxes that usually waited for her in the lobby.

Thinking perhaps Keelin had taken them to the back for her, she began her waltz to the kitchen. The gentle crackling of the fireplace sizzled after her, the soft scent of burning bark wrapping around her in a warm hug, providing a much-needed change from the humid, rainy—

Sol stopped. 

She turned back toward the fireplace, bracing her hands on her hips as a dreadful feeling spread through her.

The fireplace was lit.

Everyone knew never to leave it on, the routine to extinguish it was second nature after a close call years ago.

“You should really tell whoever owns this place to lock the doors, you know.”

Sol screamed, slamming against a table behind her. She struggled to keep it and herself standing as she clutched the wood, her heart hammering in her chest. 

There were four people sat around the large table in the center of the room. Two men and two women, obviously foreigners based on their demeanor alone. They sat gingerly along the rectangular table, their expressions equally nonchalant. They seemed like part of the background, somehow, as if they materialized from the shadows themselves.

“Anyone could just come in here and steal things,” one of the women said, the voice the same as the one who had spoken before. She had long, raven black hair that fell in a braid over her chest, the color mirroring her eyes. She, just like the others, had on a black bodysuit, and a pair of twin swords peeked from behind her shoulders.

Sol glanced at the others, and her stomach fluttered with nerves as she realized the quartet all fashioned different weapons.

Maybe Holden had been killed by a person. A strange, heavily armed person.

“We are not going to hurt you,” the other woman said, her glowing green eyes gleaming while her auburn hair shone against the firelight. Her skin was delicately pale, a stark contrast to her surroundings, as she extended her hands in front of her in what seemed like a gesture of peace. “We just want to talk.”

Sol took a careful step back, the bottom of her worn skirt nearly making her stumble.

Talk.

That’s what all killers said before they did way more than talk.

What could they possibly want from the Inn? Money? They picked a poor place for that. Holden had money, though. And he still wound up dead.

“We—we’re closed,” Sol stammered, carefully inching toward her satchel.

Her knives. She had her knives there.

“Fortunately, we aren’t here for mediocre food,” the dark-haired woman said, leaning back in her chair. “And if you think anything in that bag of yours will help you avoid us, you’re mistaken.”

The man next to the red-haired woman, the tallest of the bunch with deep tawny skin, shot a look at the girl. “Gods, Sawyer.”.

The dark-haired woman—Sawyer—shrugged. “Just saving her the effort.”

Sol knew she didn’t have many options. Lora would tell her to run.

So, she did.

Shifting on her heel, she stumbled back to the entrance and threw the doors open, knocking over some chairs in her way. She heard soft murmurs, then footsteps following.

Faster.

Faster.

Sol ran down the cobblestone walkway that led into the street, then propelled into the night. Tears flew from her eyes as the footsteps behind her grew closer. Veering to the only place she felt safe, she turned down an alley she knew would lead to the beach. 

“Godsdamn it,” a male voice mumbled from behind as she evaded the holes and puddles along the narrow space. The air burned in her lungs. The smell of sweat mixed with rotten food filled her nostrils until the salty spray of the ocean greeted her as she launched herself onto the docks.

Now what, genius?

Sol wondered what she had done to offend the gods when a large hand wrapped around her bicep, stopping her from heading onto the sweet, beautiful beach.

“No—stop it!” She planted her feet on the ground and clawed at the person’s forearm. “You can take anything you want from the Inn, just let me go!”

The man pulled her against his chest, his forearm wrapping around the front of her shoulders. “You are weaker than anticipated.”

Sol panted, continuing to twist and fight her way out of his grip as he dragged them off the docks and back to the road. “Why are you doing this?” she ground out. “Please, leave our town alone!”

Sol knew once they were done with her they would move on to the next victim, continuing their search for whatever they wanted. No. She had to survive somehow, to spare others from such a fate. To tell Holden’s family she knew what happened.

“Relax, we won’t take long,” the man said, his voice too close to her ear.

We won't take long.

Panic coursed through her at the statement, enough so she did the only thing she remembered Leo telling her to do during this sort of hold.

She bit the man’s arm.

Hard.

He let out a string of curses and released her, knocking her to the ground. She flinched as her knees collided with the solid wood of the docks, then slid away before swirling to face him. Her breath caught and for a moment she let herself still. The man’s eyes were moonlight and storm clouds on a foggy winter morning. The strangest shade of silver stared back at her.

He furrowed his brows as he held his forearm. “Really?”

“What do you want?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. “Why me—why Holden?”

The ships docked behind her swayed with the waves, softly clanking against themselves as a gust of wind blew a chill over Sol. She didn’t dare tear her gaze away from the man, not even as he straightened.

He was perhaps a full foot taller than her, his black suit reinforced with dark armor, and a black and purple cloak hung grazing over his boots.

He angled his head. “Who?”

“He was a good man!” She pushed herself back with her heels, scooting away from the weight of his glare. “Holden had a family. A wife.”

“I don’t know who that is, Sol. If you just come with me, we can explain—”

Sol.

Her jaw tightened, the sound of her name on a foreign mouth sending shivers through her bones. “How do you know my name? Who are you?”

“Come and we will explain—”

“There’s no way in hell I’m going with you.”

Sol sprang to her feet and fumbled her way to the beach where she had been what seemed like years ago. Before she was able to jump from the docks onto the comfort of the waiting sand, the man threw his arms around her waist.

“PLEASE,” she begged, kicking against him. Her feet were off the ground, and with a sigh, he threw her over his shoulder.

“Irene would’ve had a sword out by now,” he mumbled.

Sol didn’t know if it was the adrenaline or if she did it out of spite, but without giving herself time for regret, she shoved her entire weight sideways, throwing the man off balance and sending them both tumbling into the frigid, hungry ocean.








  
  

Chapter Three


A Thing of Nightmares





The crash into the water awoke all her senses as she kicked upward to breathe. With a gasp, Sol swam to the nearest ship, the moonlight her only guide in the sky. Waves pushed her until she finally grabbed a stray rope, then secured it around her wrist while she gathered her wits. 

Perhaps she’d be lucky, and the assailant wouldn’t know how to swim. Maybe he would sink to the bottom of the Helian ocean, and though she would have to process killing a person, at least she saved herself.

A small laugh escaped her trembling lips. She outsmarted a kidnapper. Lora and Leo would never believe her.

“I would've let Alix come after you had I known you wanted to go for a swim.”

Sol whined and hugged the ship, the small glimmer of triumph fading. “Please, please just go away.”

The man laughed and swam up beside her. “I guess this is our fault for not explaining ourselves sooner.” He spat out water. “But in our defense, you didn't give us the chance.”

“Cas?!” A female voice resonated from the docks above them.

“Down here, Nina,” the man—Cas—called out. Steps vibrated along the wood before the delicate, red-haired woman peeked her head over the edge of the railing, scanning the waters for them. Nina sighed, relief flooding her features. “Please tell me you can swim,” she said, her eyes focused on Sol.

In response, Sol swam away from them.

“I don’t think so.” Cas grabbed her shirt, then her waist once again. Sol made to fight him off, but this time his grip was rock solid.

Sol stilled. Something was different about the sensation. Instead of his arm warming her, it was colder than the water itself. She looked down and for a moment thought perhaps this whole encounter was a nightmare.

Seeping from his arm were tendrils of black, swirling ropes, securing her tightly against his torso. No—as Sol looked closer, they weren't ropes at all, but shadows, dying the blue ocean black as if paint seeped from around them. The moonlight directly above shone on the darkening water, and Sol gasped as the spirals of ink shimmered, like a billion stars winking in the night sky. Speechless, she ran a hand across the water’s surface, the mist clung to her skin as she lifted her fingers in front of her. It danced in the air, breaking apart into hundreds of tiny droplets before floating away on the breeze.

Although logic told her she should be scared, a sense of wonder filled her instead. She turned to look at the man who held her. “What are you?”

Cas only gave her a small smile before jerking his head toward the rope ladder hanging from the dock a few yards away. “The ocean is unsafe at night. Let’s talk outside of it.”

“Cas...”

Sol looked up to find Nina staring ahead to the horizon beyond them, her loose hair almost brushing against the crashing waves as they rose to meet her.

“Get the fuck out of the water, Xanthos,” another voice called from above, the woman named Sawyer.

Sol couldn’t see her, but the seriousness in her tone made her follow Nina’s line of vision.

They swayed with the current as a sudden drop in temperature made her shiver, and the birthmark on her back burned as if lit on fire. Sol grimaced at the pain, but when she caught sight of what Nina saw, only a numbing horror spread through her body.

Cas's grip tightened around her as he whispered, “Stay still.”

Her mother hadn’t only told Sol stories of Rimemere and its magic. She also told her stories of the wicked creatures that resulted from it, from the greed and thirst for power the Light Magic Wielders had developed. Upon their discovery of Dark Magic, they unwittingly invoked darkness into their lands.

The story Irene told best was the one of a lone Fire Wielder who had been so thirsty for power and respect that she opened the gate to the Void itself to get it. And though her wish was granted, the gate remained open, letting the dark pit’s most sinister and bloodthirsty creatures invade Erriadin: the Jinn.

And that was exactly what stared back at Sol through the waves, just as macabre as the illustrations Irene sometimes showed her in a feeble attempt to scare some discipline into her. It didn’t work back then. It had instead piqued her curiosity and sharpened her ability to sneak around into their book collection to read about them in the middle of the night. 

The Jinn had been a strange myth back then. 

What floated in the sea before her was the truest physical representation of the Void itself.

Its beady, bulging eyes hovered directly over the water’s surface, completely soulless and totally black. Instead of hair, it had strands of what looked like yarn sprouting from its waxy, wound-covered scalp. Its skin was pallid and a sickly shade of blue as if it had never known the comfort of warmth. Beside it, another head emerged from the water, then another.

And another.

“Great,” Cas said.

Before Sol could let out the blood-chilling screech bubbling in her throat, the water beneath them rose, carrying them higher and higher until they were level with the dock. Wordlessly, Cas tossed her onto the paneling of the dock floor where Nina grabbed her arms with haste.

Sol coughed and shook herself from the woman’s grasp. “What is going on?” she cried, still trying to process the water, the people, the creatures—

“Shhhh.” Sawyer strode up beside them, her drawn swords reflecting the torches lining the bait houses behind them. “If you talk, they’ll want to talk, too. You don’t want that.”

Nina pulled Sol up gently and gave her a kind enough smile she decided not to protest. “This wasn’t how I wanted this to go, Princess.”

Sol blinked through the mental fog.

Princess?

Nina looked back to the sea, and Sol felt her breath catch as more lifeless, glazed eyes appeared from the water.

“Alix.” Cas still sat on the massive wave as if it had turned solid.

The other man from the Hound stepped forward from behind Sawyer, giving Sol a small nod before waving a series of maneuvers with his hands. Instantly, the ocean responded, funnels of water wrapping around him and carrying him to Cas.

Both the men nodded at their companions in some sort of silent understanding before plunging into the Jinn-infested waters below.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Sol said, “This isn’t real.”

Beside her, Sawyer laughed. “Better get used to it.”

Stepping closer to the edge of the dock, the woman rolled her neck and crossed her arms over her chest as she looked out into the ocean. In a smooth motion, she swung her arms open as they burst into an amber blaze all the way down to the edge of her swords. She illuminated the darkness around where they stood. The Jinn simultaneously turned their attention to her, like pests to a flame.

Cas and Alix landed on ships on opposite sides of the waterway, Alix with water swirling around him and Cas with the curious dark mist hovering by his feet. The ships swayed from the impact.

“I need you to stay with me, Sol,” Nina whispered before tucking Sol behind her. “I know you’re confused, but I need you to trust us right now.”

A shimmer of iridescent light cast the dock in an otherworldly light prompting Sol to glance down. The woman’s arms shone the purest green, so bright it was almost blinding. The very planet seemed to respond, the distant trees behind them rustling and straining as their branches extended past them, braiding into a single, solid limb. It morphed into a bridge, connecting the dock to the two ships the men stood on.

Sawyer jumped onto the makeshift bridge and joined Cas on the ship to the left.

Just when Sol thought her nightmare couldn’t evolve into anything more terrifying, the Jinn emerged from the ocean, slowly ascending into the air, and hovering above the waves. All of their attention was directly on Sol but the one at the front of the formation snapped it away momentarily to face Sawyer. 

“Fire Wielder,” it hissed, its voice strained and rasped, but unnervingly loud.

“Yes, ugly?” Sawyer replied, her torso still ablaze as she took a spot next to Cas.

“You and I have unfinished business, Sawyerlyn,” the Jinn said, its mouth widening into the most unsettling grin. A set of purple lips stretched across its face’s entire bottom half. Where its nose should be were only two slits, and within its horrible mouth sat sharp, needle-like teeth.

A sob escaped Sol.

Immediately, the Jinn cut its eyes to her. It took a slow inhale. “Girl with the golden hair, we haven’t seen you before.”

“Don’t let any live this time, Alix!” Sawyer bellowed, but the Jinn ignored her. It cocked its head in a purely serpentine motion then inched closer to where Sol stood in her fear. “You smell of stars and lightning, girl with golden hair.”

Sol’s birthmark ignited. It felt like ant bites and sparks of flame, first in the center then spreading over her entire back.

She gritted her teeth but failed to suppress a pained yell. She clawed at her shirt and skin, hoping something would give to release the agony.

“Sol!” Nina caught her mid-fall and slowly guided her to the floor. “What’s wrong?”

“Yarrrroooow,” the multitude of Jinn hissed, all narrowing their attention on her.

Sol could barely see as they floated forward, her vision blurred with pain.

Instantly, Nina stood, casting stray rocks and boulders toward the creatures.

Sawyer threw spheres of fire while Alix captured the fallen within his deadly waters while they burned to ashes.

Pain.

Sol’s head pounded and her lungs were filled with cement as she crawled toward the small patch of trees nearby, the sound of battle echoing around her. She briefly heard Nina call Cas, then he was beside her, his hand on her shoulder.

“Come on,” he said, pulling her to her feet. “You’re not used to the Jinn, it’s likely your magic reacting to them.”

Sol’s head spun and she tried not to fall as she swayed forward, but sensing her disorientation, Cas scooped her into his arms.

She tried to say she didn’t have magic, but her mouth wouldn’t move.

“Please don’t fight me this time,” he mumbled.

While they slid along buildings and alleys, the pain slowly subsiding, Sol tried to process the night’s events.

Magic.

Magic.

When she was a child, Sol would pretend to have magic. She would dance all around the outskirts of Yavenharrow, holding red and orange scarves that would be her fire, carrying around jugs of water she would toss in the air then try to control the splatters. Irene found it heartwarming, but Lora had always complained she stained their rugs.

Sol never cared about the stains or the stares she would get when she and Leo chased each other around the yard, pretending the breeze came from their palms, and the flowers grew with their touch. All she knew was how her mother’s eyes brightened when she spoke of magic, and Sol believed every word Irene spoke of it until the very day she died, when that piece of Sol died with her.

That younger version of her would have been elated. Would have stayed on the docks to at least kick rocks at the Jinn if it meant helping the Wielders. But she wasn’t young anymore, and the odds of the night being anything other than a terrible omen were slim.

Additionally, Irene always mused about how the Wielders remained around Rimemere and the deep south since their deity’s temples stood within the kingdom. It made no sense for any to be so far from their home.

Or wanting anything from her.

“Stop,” she said, kicking against her captor until her feet were firmly on the ground.

They were in an alley behind the jewelry and dress shops, a district she frequented often with Leo’s sister. A solitary chimney huffed smoke into the air, hazing the corridor and the storefronts beyond.

Sol blew out a shaky breath and whispered, “What is happening?”

Running a hand through his wet, ebony hair, Cas sighed and leaned on the wall beside her. “We planned on easing you in, but I guess there’s no better way of understanding a threat than for it to try to kill you.”

“Are those really Jinn?” Sol breathed, bracing a hand against the stone wall. “How did they know my surname? No one knows it.”

Her mother had made sure of that. Irene didn’t so much as have Sol’s full name printed anywhere, and she never uttered it herself. To protect their names was the sacred rule amongst their family, and though Sol had wondered why, the look Lora and Irene would give when she asked would make Sol not question it too long.

Sol had only heard her full name once, without her paternal surname since she might as well have sprouted from Irene alone.

She shook her head. Not the time to curse her absent father.

“You know what they are?” Cas asked, intrigued.

She looked up at him, stifling a flinch at his silver eyes. “I’ve heard of them.”

“From your mother?”

Sol narrowed her eyes. “How do you know so much about me?”

Screeches pierced through the moment of silence, prompting the man to turn his attention toward the beginning of the alley where chaos surely unfolded beyond.

Curiosity, and perhaps impulsiveness, getting the better of her, Sol jogged to it, looking over the edge of the half-wall separating them from the way they came.

How the town remained dead was beyond her. She would’ve run out into the night to see what the commotion was as soon as it reached her, and it was that same thirst for adventure and knowledge that gnawed at her in that moment. She felt her chest tighten slightly at the thought of the people she had left behind to fight.

Flashes of amber shone in the distance, as well as the splash of waves. The ground beneath them shook, even the dirt seemed to drag toward the tide.

Accepting these people would have already killed her if they truly wanted to, she dared ask, “Why are they here?”

“Who?”

“You people and those demons.”

Cas let out a small laugh, but looked to the commotion as well, leaning over the wall. “We are here for you. I don’t have an answer for your second question.”

“Why are you so vague—”

Cas slammed his arm against her chest, crushing the wind from her lungs as she collided against the wall to their backs.  Sol shut her eyes and groaned at the impact before she clung to his arm when she realized why.

The Jinn were even more terrifying up close. This one’s hair fell out in chunks, leaving spots of oozing, scabbing tissue around its head. Its blue skin was oily and seemed to melt from its very bones like a candle’s wax. It only had a split moment to smile from ear to ear before Cas impaled it with a dagger to the forehead.

But the thing didn’t move. In fact, Cas's hand seemed to suspend within it as if the dagger had met jelly instead of skull. He groaned and attempted to dig the knife deeper, but it only sliced further into nothing. The thing did, however, move its black eyes from Sol to something beside her.

“Sol—” He tightened his arm around her torso too late, a second too slow to save her from the putrid, pointed claws that grabbed her.

They pulled her from Cas, and she let out the loudest scream she had as the talons stroked her hair and neck. If she hadn’t been so petrified, Sol was sure she would have vomited at the smell.

“I’d recognize the Yarrow stench anywhere,” the creature purred behind her, its hot breath slicing across her cheek. “My master will be so pleased to know we finally found Irene’s daughter hiding in this filth of a town.”

“Release her.” Cas's voice was low and full of deathly promise as he angled his sword toward them. “Now.”

“I’m quite surprised you didn’t recognize my illusion, Casimir.” Sol whimpered as the Jinn cackled. “Distracted by the Princess?”

“Your kind’s biggest downfall is how much you fucking talk.”

Sol was torn from the creature's grasp as a ray of fire catapulted their way, colliding straight into the Jinn’s face. It shrieked, lunging at Sawyer who swiftly pulled a sword from the sheath on her back and sliced the thing’s head clean off its grotesque neck.

This time, Sol did vomit.

She slumped over arms and hurled on the sidewalk, trying to clean the Jinn’s smell and words, and face from her body.

“We all reacted the same way at first,” Nina said calmly, rubbing circles on her back. Sol coughed and nearly hurled again at the sight of the gooey, black liquid oozing from the creature’s unmoving body.

“Up until a year ago, I distinctly remember you throwing up every single time we kill these things, Nins.” Through teary eyes, Sol looked up to find Sawyer standing over them. “I think she only stopped doing it because she drinks anti-nausea teas weekly.”

“Their blood smells disgusting. I don’t know how any of you stand it,” Nina countered, helping Sol to her feet. “Are you alright? Are you hurt?”

Sol shivered then angled her head to look past Nina. Cas knelt by the alley wall, his hands tracing something on the ground. He held up his fingers, a translucent substance clinging to them.

“Cas?” Alix strode past to stand next to him. “What happened?”

“I’ve never seen a Mind Slayer play with tangible illusions,” Cas said, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “But this one managed to construct one.”

Behind her, Sawyer said, “They don’t. Their illusions are only visual.”

Standing, Cas wiggled his fingers, the substance he retrieved from the floor shimmering in the moonlight. “Apparently not.”








  
  

Chapter Four


She Was Their Queen





The strangers decided to only answer two of the myriad of questions Sol asked on their walk back to the Hound. The first response was confirmation the four of them were Light Magic Wielders. To Sol’s annoyance, they didn’t provide further information on the topic. The second one was the Mind Slayer they encountered had been a startling anomaly. 

Sol asked if the Jinn lived amongst them and if the human race, as a collective, was just ignorant, which prompted a laugh from Nina before she responded.

The Earth Caller explained how Jinn were typically confined to their island a lonely, deserted piece of land off the coast of Rimemere, where the sinister gate to their world lingered. Alix added they also typically dwelled around Rimemere, drawn to its magic.

Sawyer commented the Jinn were now being found all over Erriadin, from the Lower kinds all the way to the Mind Slayers, which was apparently the branch of Jinn no one enjoyed encountering.

With each kernel of information, Sol’s nausea increased. They were almost to the Hound when she dared ask a final question, her chest in knots.

“Why are the Mind Slayers the worst ones? Aren't they all bad?”

They stopped at the beginning of the dusty, cobblestone walkway, the candlelight from within the guest rooms illuminating their path.

Alix’s face tensed, his sharp features outlined amber from the reflections. “They are experts in deception and illusions and can mess with the mind. The other Lower ones aren’t as cunning.”

“Not only that,” Sawyer added, tossing her braid over her shoulder. “They enjoy making their victims suffer. The more confused and terrified they are, the better. Sick bastards.”

Sol’s stomach dropped.

The Fire Wielder frowned in response. “Please don’t throw up again.”

Sol bypassed the group to place her forehead on the double doors, inhaling the woody scent until her dizziness subsided. These creatures were all over Erriadin. We’re here, in Yavenharrow, where Leo and Lora and all her people lived.

The thought jolted her back to the present.

She shoved the doors open, remembering her aunt was meant to meet her inside. If Lora had been outside during the attack, if she had somehow gotten caught in the crossfire—

Her aunt rose from a worn, leather loveseat, a mug in one hand and book in the other. She blinked her lovely brown eyes causing wrinkles of age to crease her forehead as she examined what Sol could only assume was her appearance.

Lora said, “Gods, what is that all over you, Sol?”

Sol ran and crushed her in a hug. Lora was almost a foot shorter and comfortably plump, a combination that made her endlessly popular and approachable. Further than that, though, it made her very soothing.

Sol dropped her head on her aunt’s shoulder and sunk into her warmth. “Lora, are you okay? Did you hear what happened? Did you see it?” Her voice was frantic and laced with panic.

Lora patted her back. “Hear what, dear?”

Before Sol could spill the night's horrors, her aunt chuckled beneath her. “You four were supposed to wait for me.”

Footsteps sounded behind her as the Wielders walked into the Hound, chairs scraping the floor’s wooden panels as they presumably sat.

“We thought we had it handled,” Alix mused. “But then she decided to run.”

Sol whirled around, lips pursed and mind racing. “I don’t think my reaction was inappropriate.”

Her aunt patted her back. “We taught her well to be wary of strangers.”

Sol looked from person to person, from Nina’s assessing gaze to Cas rolling his arm as if in pain. Sawyer had her feet on a table, and she tugged on her braid with a bored look.

Sol took a deep inhale and pushed aside her fear and anxiety, looking at the strangers as she stepped in front of Lora. “Someone better explain what’s going on.”

She wondered if, instead of a nightmare, the day’s events were an elaborate joke.

It could be a trick of sorts; festival magicians could do as much. Sol had seen it herself during the solstice and equinox celebrations when foreign psychics and people who claimed to have magic would charge almost a whole day’s pay to showcase their mirages. This could be that.

With that idea in mind, the panic subsided slightly, and Sol slid her attention to Lora. “Is this a joke?”

As if considering her answer, Lora angled her head and looked toward the peeling wallpaper along the ceiling.

“Children, it’s late,” her aunt said finally, leaving Sol standing alone while she neared the Wielders. The four of them gave her gentle smiles, even Sawyer, whom Sol had only seen scowl. “Head on up to the rooms, I’m sure Sol’s boss won't mind you all taking two for the night.”

Sol frowned, bracing her hands on her hips. “Lora—”

“Sol and I," her aunt cast her a glare, “will be going home where I will explain things. We will regroup here tomorrow.”

Besides the fact Keelin would bite her head off for letting people into guest rooms without consulting him, Sol also didn’t want to leave. She wanted answers. 

Quickly.

“I’m not going anywhere until someone tells me what’s happening,” she said, frustration rising. “I deserve an explanation, after almost dying and all.”

“You almost died because you decided to jump into the Helian ocean,” Sawyer remarked.

Nina, who had been admiring a small firelight atop the mahogany table, gasped. “Sawyer!”

“That was his fault,” Sol scoffed, pointing at Cas who narrowed his eyes at her. “For his size, he toppled over quite easily.”

“Children,” Lora warned, turning back to face Sol. Her aunt’s eyes gleamed in the firelight. “Enough. Sol, show them to their rooms then meet me outside.” After sensing her hesitation, Lora added, “They won't bite.”

Sol crossed her arms. “Not until I’m told who they are.”

It was Nina who stepped forward, an apologetic smile on her face. “You are correct. We didn’t introduce ourselves.”

She nudged Sawyer forward. “My name is Nina. This here is Sawyer. The man you apparently almost drowned—impressive by the way—is Cas. And lastly,” she wrapped an arm around the bronze-skinned man who smiled down at her, "is Alix. We can’t give you our full names due to…well, Wielder laws, but these are what we go by.”

Lora sighed and sat on a chair to the right, plopping her head on her palm. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you to wait, Sol.”

But Sol ignored her, foot tapping on the wooden floor. “And you all broke into my place of work because?”

“Because, like I said in the alley, we are here for you.”

Sol cut her gaze to Cas. “What could you possibly want with me?”

“Your mother, Sol,” Lora said, tapping her nails on the table. “The stories she told you weren’t myths. They were memories, things she lived through.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, Sol, your mother was from Rimemere. And so are they.”

All five pairs of eyes watched her, surveying her reaction. The silence was only filled by the soft patter of rain that had once again started while the occasional flash of lightning illuminated the shadows dancing along the walls. Through the open doors, the soft scent of a patchy rose and lily garden blew in with a cool breeze. Sol didn’t know if the sudden chill was from said breeze, or from the words her aunt had spoken.

Sol narrowed her eyes. “You expect me to believe that?”

“After seeing us literally fight creatures from the Void itself with our magic, you still don’t?” Sawyer asked, standing. “I can toss a ball of fire your way if that helps.”

Her face tensing, Nina glared at the woman. “Sawyer.”

Sawyer wasn’t wrong, to Sol’s annoyance. She had been so mesmerized by their magic out there, but then on their walk became progressively suspicious. There was no way. There was just no conceivable way.

So, Sol said, “Sure. Do it.”

Nina looked horrified, but Lora laughed, then said to no one in particular, “She has some trust issues.”

“Do not toss a fireball her way, Sawyer,” Cas warned with a glare. He stood at the edge of their group, but slowly inched closer, as if ready to subdue her.

“Relax, Cassie.” Sawyer rolled her eyes and stepped forward, walking to Sol.

As she neared, the space seemed to heat, the fireplace and candles themselves almost flaring. Sol was a few inches taller than Sawyer, but it still felt like she had to look up at her as they stood face to face.

One of the stories her mother would tell was about how each Wielder was gifted their magic. Often, both of their parents had magic. At fifteen, children would undergo a ritual to see which side of their bloodline would pass on to them, to see which god would bless them, if at all. Sol was always marveled at the fact that typically the child’s personality mirrored their element. Fire Wielders were hot-headed, Water Dancers calm. Earth Callers were level-headed, Air Singers a bit of it all.

Looking at Sawyer now, that story didn’t seem as unbelievable. The woman smiled at Sol, but not kindly. Sol held her stare and prayed to the gods she looked more confident than she felt.

“Although you look nothing like me, I can see how we are related, I suppose,” Sawyer whispered, then from her fingertips flicked a string of fire her way.

Sol braced for the singe, almost craving the physical confirmation it was real, but a shimmering wall of violet static erupted in front of her face, causing the flames to disperse with a puff of smoke.

Sawyer huffed. “You’re no fun, Cassie.”

The violet static vanished. Sol watched the rays disintegrate before her eyes, then cut her gaze to Cas. His hands were wrapped by purple lightning. “Do not burn our Princess on our first meeting.”

Sol looked from him to Sawyer.

Although you look nothing like me, I can see how we are related, I suppose.

Then back to Cas.

Do not burn our Princess on our first meeting.

Okay.

“You all can take rooms 54B and 53A. Keys are in the drawer behind the bar. If anyone asks, you’re Lora’s guests. Not mine.”

Without waiting for responses, Sol strode past them, shouldered the half-open doors into a swing, and took an inhale of the cold night air before bending over to steady herself. She vaguely heard the Wielders attempt to follow her, saying something about the Jinn and the dangers of being alone.

But not even the fear of being out alone in an apparently Jinn-infested planet fazed her at that moment, not as the revelations swirled in her mind, interweaving with every story and too-vivid folklore her mother had told her. She dragged herself forward, forcefully taking in bits of air so she wouldn't faint.

Sol felt all synonyms for stupid.

She should've connected it. Her mother had described the Rimemere waters, how the castles gleamed in the sunlight that seemed to always be a shade of lilac…she should've known the stories were real.

A soft clicking beside her gave away Lora's presence. “We didn't tell you for many reasons, Sol.”

Sol tried replying, but her tongue was useless as she simply continued with one foot in front of the other, starting her two-mile journey home. The taverns continued their songs, louder and more erratic than usual as midnight approached. Had they not heard the commotion? Had it only been her world that seemed to unfurl at the seams?

“If it’s any consolation, I knew nothing of their world either until I married your uncle Axel,” Lora continued.

Sol kept walking but tentatively slid her in a silent beckon to proceed.

“I lived in Hilarcliff at the time. It was closer to the Driodell forest where most of the healing herbs grew. Axel came to see me there and begged me to travel to Rimemere to heal his sick sister.”

“My mom?”

Lora shook her head. “Your aunt, Melanese.” Slowly, she looked back toward the Hound, then returned her attention to Sol. “Sawyer’s mother.”

At that, Sol halted.

Lora sighed. “She’s Mel’s only daughter, your cousin, and the only other Yarrow still alive, besides you.”

“Sawyer is my cousin?” Sol said slowly, more to herself.

Family.

More family.

Despite the inner battle, Sol glanced back to the Hound as well.

“I traveled with Axel to Rimemere, despite me not believing it even existed to begin with,” Lora continued, chuckling softly. “And the rest…well, you know the rest.”

Sol turned back to face her. “And did you?”

“Did I what?”

“Heal her.”

Lora peered over her shoulder, as she guided Sol forward, the moonlight outlining her aged features in silver. Her eyes saddened slightly. “Only for a little while.”

They neared their cottage now, its familiar outline a spot of comfort in the sudden sea of unknown. The sound of their steps resounded in the night, and a wind rustled Sol’s unbound hair. As they reached the pathway into their home, still achingly cold with her mother gone, Sol paused.

She blinked a few times and asked, “Why did that man call me Princess? I may not know him, but he doesn’t seem like the type to be sweet.”

“Who? Cas?”

Sol shrugged. “I think.”

Lora laughed, the sound easing the knots in Sol’s stomach ever so slightly. “No, that boy is quite the opposite of his father.”

Her aunt’s smile faded as she grasped Sol’s hands. Sol studied the amber specs within her eyes as Lora said, “He said what he did because your mother wasn’t just from Rimemere. She was their Queen.”
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