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For my best friend, roommate and Olexia’s biggest fan.
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A cool September breeze stirred leaves through the barren playground and stuck Miri’s dark curls to the tears on her freckled cheeks. She slumped farther back on the bench, wiping them away and wishing she’d never started looking for her parents.

Nick shifted, and the bench creaked. He waited for the right words to come, but decided after a while that anything was better than the silence. “Miri—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” She drew a shaky breath, trying—but not succeeding—to make her voice steady.

Nick’s mouth set in a patient frown, and he sighed. Clouds muted the sunlight, making the shadow of his broad shoulders blurry on the pavement below. “Okay, don’t talk. Just listen.”

She only glared at her worn sneakers in response.

“Fifteen is tough,” he continued, scrubbing his short brown hair and glancing sideways. “And I know you’re frustrated. But we’ve gotten by just fine without them so far.” He shifted a pebble aside with the toe of his shoe. “And you know, you’ve got me, so what else do you really need?” When her eyes flicked up, he gave a tentative smile. “It doesn’t mean we’ll never find them.” He shrugged halfheartedly. “Just... try not to let it get to you.”

Miri sniffled, wiping away trickling tears with her sleeve cuff. “I’m scared,” she whispered, pulling knees up and burying her face in them. “I might be dying or something, and I have no idea why.” Her voice cracked, breath hitching as she said, “I just want answers.”

“Hey.” Nick touched her back. “Take a deep breath, okay? You’re not gonna die.” He rubbed gentle circles, concern ruling his clean-cut features. Please, stay calm, he thought. “You wanna go home?”

“Can we just sit here?” She wiped her eyes again.

“Yeah,” he breathed, leaning against the bench. Nick watched the misty clouds and crisp leaves swirl. He picked at a snag in his jeans, the silence soaking in as Miri dried her tears beside him, staring into nothing. “We knew it was a long shot. But at least we didn’t find any death records.”

Chewing her nails absentmindedly and still looking at her shoes, Miri said, “I wish we had.”

He winced. “Don’t say that.”

“Why not?” She turned to him, sweatshirt covering most of her face, but her eyes stood out. They always stood out. It was easy to mistake her irises for miniature glowing suns when the light hit them, the wave of fresh tears only adding to the illusion.

“They obviously—” She stopped and tightened her fists. Not again, she begged, growling in frustration as a sudden fire burned behind her eyes so fiercely that she couldn’t see. She clenched her eyelids, trying to shut out the shooting pain. Miri wanted to scream, but her body wouldn’t allow it.

Nick stood, making space for her to lie down. He muttered a curse, crouching beside his sister.

As the episode possessed her, Miri gasped for air. Arms stiff at her sides, every muscle tightened, her limbs strangling themselves and ignoring her will to stop. Slashing pain held her hostage, mind a servant to the blinding agony all throughout her body.

Just when she’d rather die than endure another second, everything stopped.

Silence.

Her body relaxed and she gulped down air, finally able to breathe again. Miri stared at a single point in the sky. Her mouth opened and closed, a little hush accompanying every breath. The seconds stretched, and all she cared about was regaining control over her own body, forcing herself to breathe. One, two, three, she counted.

After a minute, Miri slowly pushed herself up.

“You okay?”

She only nodded in response, too distracted and exhausted to speak.

“Let’s get you home.” He helped her stand, and with a steady arm around her shoulder, braced Miri’s stumbling steps to the car.

She took another gloriously deep breath as she lowered herself onto the faded fabric seat, her brother shutting the door. As Nick started the drive home she shut her eyes, the movement making her stomach bubble.

When he stopped at a light, Nick glanced at his sister. I shouldn’t have let this happen, he thought. Miri’s arms were crossed and legs pulled up, like she was trying to shield herself from the world.

His chest ached at the idea, and he checked his rearview mirror before grabbing a sweatshirt from the back and draping it across her. As he passed the mini-mart, Nick stretched his hands, sore from gripping the steering wheel too tightly.

Most days, he shoved down thoughts of his parents. Who were they? Where did they disappear to? He didn’t remember a thing about them, but questions still crept up sometimes—and with them came resentment. It was lucky someone even found the siblings, with the place their parents had abandoned them. Who didn’t have the decency to at least find a church?

As far as Nick cared, his parents died the day they left them, and they deserved nothing more.
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Nick pulled up his foster parents’ driveway. It was still his home too, but he spent most of his time at school, over an hour away. He’d arranged his classes so Mondays were free, and he spent them as long weekends at home. Choosing to attend a university last year was difficult, but Miri had been persistent. ‘You have the opportunity and scholarships. How can you not?’ she’d said.

He sighed, unbuckling his sister’s seatbelt, which woke her up. Nick pocketed his keys and exited the car, popping open the passenger door.

Miri gripped the car’s hood for steadiness, taking each step with care. She tried to make it inside without stumbling, but her legs were still weak as she climbed the steps before the door. Once inside she kicked off her shoes, shuffling into the den and collapsing on the sofa. “Thanks,” she managed to say when Nick covered her with a blanket. He drew the purple curtains shut and gave her a soft smile before leaving, closing the living room door behind him.

In the next room over, Nick found his foster mother waiting. “I think it was a bad one,” he told her.

Lucy nodded in understanding, tying up her pale hair as she reached for a dish rag.

“You’re back!” a little voice said as he entered. Justice slid from the small table beside the window, leaving his sheet of homework behind. He craned his neck, grinning.

“Hey buddy.” A smile spread across Nick’s naturally broody features, reaching for a high-five from the boy. “How’s it going?”

“Good! It rained at recess and the teacher timed me out for splashing, but I didn’t even do it.”

“Ah, the troubles of kindergarten.” Nick shook his head with a joking, discontented sigh.

“All-day kindergarten!” he insisted.

Lucy let out a snicker from the sink, drying a cup and putting it away. “Justice, go play in the back for a bit, Miri’s not feeling good.”

“Okay!” he said, darting through the back door and into the yard, the latch clicking shut behind him.

Nick stretched and sat at the table, noticing Miri’s backpack beside Justice’s on the table. He took out her notebooks, sorting through her planner to see what was due next.

“She doesn’t like it when you do that,” Lucy reminded him, grabbing a fresh towel from the drawer.

“Yeah,” he sighed. “But her teachers don’t like it when she misses assignments.” Nick found her partially finished algebra problems, scribbling the answers in his best impression of Miri’s neat handwriting.

“She missed four days last week,” the woman said.

Nick’s mouth twisted and he reached for Miri’s next folder, looking for history but finding economics instead. The sink shut off and Lucy came to sit across from him. Searching the next folder, his eyes remained downcast. He knew the conversation that was coming.

“Let’s talk,” she said, setting her towel beside the notebooks.

“About what?” he asked absently, eyes still trained on the folders.

“I think she’s really struggling.”

He stopped sifting through papers and looked up, sharp brown eyes focusing on her.

“Even when she’s feeling well, Miri spends all her time alone. She closes herself away all night with her books and newspaper clippings and I just... I know you see it, too.”

Nick leaned back in his chair and squeezed his eyes shut, rubbing them wearily. “I can come home more. I’ve been studying late on Fridays, but I can—”

“Nick, honey, that’s not what I meant.” She touched his hand and he shut the folder. “She’s obsessed. All she cares about is your parents—she lives and breathes her research, and it’s going too far.”

He considered a moment, watching the worry in her eyes. “You think it’s hopeless? That they’re gone?”

She wiped her hand across a spot on the old table. “I think,” she said, “even if they’re alive, you don’t want them in your life.” She lowered her voice. “They left you in the middle of a field, for God’s sake. No one was looking for you, no one reported a missing baby or four-year-old.” Lucy’s fingernail dug at the spot in the table. “The type of person who does that isn’t someone I’d want to find, let alone get to know.”

Nick and Miri were thirteen and nine when the Allan family was matched with them. The second they met Lucy and Mike, Miri looked at her brother and said, “They’ll take care of us. They’re nice.” And she was right.

“I understand the curiosity—it’s perfectly normal, especially at her age. God knows you had all the same questions and just as many of them, but I don’t want her to be disappointed. Miri needs to live her life. Or at least try to. I just think if it’s not meant to be, it’s not meant to be.”

“I don’t think she can until she has some kind of answer. Not the way she’s living now.” He gave a sad smile, covering her hand. “She’ll be disappointed either way. If it were me, I’d rather find what I’m looking for than wonder about it forever.” The young man shrugged and stood from the chair, walking to the cabinet. “If she gets her answers, maybe she’ll stop worrying about it so much. Who knows, maybe that’ll be enough to stop the episodes.” He grabbed a cup and leaned over the sink, filling it from the tap. “Besides, Miri doesn’t believe in that kind of stuff—fate and destiny, I mean.”

He left the kitchen, making for the den and twisting the handle while trying to avoid the squeak in the door.

“Hi,” said Miri, her soft voice coming from the dark room.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, sinking into the sofa next to her.

“Okay, I guess.” She retrieved an orange pill bottle from her pocket, fingers flicking the corner of the paper stowed away there. Miri struggled but managed to open the lid, then poured a greenish pill into her clammy hand, the other trembling as she reached for the cup. “Can you take me somewhere?” she asked, scrunching her nose as the bitter pill hit her tongue.

“Library?”

She gulped down the rest of the water before answering. “Kind of.” The sticky strip clung to her fingers as she drew the note from her pocket and handed it over.

“Jamestown? Again?” He gave a pained expression, reading the address.

“It’s a bookstore.” She wrung her hands. “I think it has the town records I couldn’t find last time.”

“Miri—”

“Please?”

Nick folded the page and was about to shut the idea down, but stopped. They’d have dinner tonight, then he’d drive back to school and wouldn’t see Miri for two weeks. “Get some rest, we’ll see how you’re doing later.” He gave her a pointed look and stood, leaving her to sleep.

She sighed and closed her eyes again, shifting on the cushy sofa and drifting off. The medicine was supposed to help with the dreams, but it didn’t do much. She was lucky to get a night without waking up at least twice with a racing heart and tearstained pillow.
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It was darker out when she woke, the cool room a stark difference from her sweaty brow and racing mind. She could still hear an echo of the dogs’ cacophonic barking and baying as she sat up. It’s just a dream. She had to keep reminding herself of that.

Brushing back her dark curls, Miri assessed herself. Tired but otherwise okay. She swept aside the heavy curtains, the last rays of sunlight sneaking between the other sixty-year-old houses of her neighborhood.

Miri’s doctors diagnosed her with a form of epilepsy, but they were clueless about the cause or any helpful treatments, though she’d tried many. The episodes left her tongue dry and head aching, as this one did. They always said how lucky she was, having such mild side effects after an episode; with a bit of rest she was back to normal in a few hours. But Miri knew in her heart it was something different. She suspected they knew, too.

She crept through the hall and awkwardly hung in the kitchen doorway, making her presence known with a shy clear of her throat.

“How are you?” her brother asked, hurriedly stuffing Miri’s homework away.

She gave him a tilted frown, eyes following the notebooks disappearing into her backpack. “Fine.”

He smiled sheepishly. “You still up for a trip to the library?”

Miri raised an eyebrow at her brother.

Nick glanced to Lucy, giving a slight shrug as he scratched his five o’clock shadow.

“Uh, yeah. I’ll just... need my books.” She nodded toward them.

Nick snatched the bag and tossed his keys to her. “You should drive, as long as you’re feeling okay. You need the hours.”

Miri caught them and smiled, heading back to the hall for her shoes.

“Not too late.” Lucy gave Nick a pointed look, unconvinced by his ruse. “School tomorrow, both of you.”

“Yes ma’am,” he said, avoiding her eyes and hurrying to leave. “We’ll grab a drive-through for dinner on the way back.”

When he opened the door, chilly autumn air broke the house’s seal, letting in the crisp scent of leaves. Nick liked the prickling sensation of cold air on his nose and ears when the dog days of summer were long gone.

Miri settled into the driver’s seat of her brother’s car. The velvety fabric was worn and stained, but it got where it needed to. As Nick shut the passenger door with a soft pop, she buckled her seatbelt and adjusted the mirrors. Catching her own eyes in the reflection, Miri wondered for the thousandth time if she was looking at her mother’s eyes, or her father’s. She liked to imagine the amber color came from her father, but knew it was just an abandoned kid’s daydream.

“Are you ready?”

“Yeah.” She nodded, scooting her necklace to a more comfortable position. After pulling out of the driveway, Miri sighed and said more to herself than her brother, “One more month.”

She could be sixteen already and we wouldn’t know it, Nick thought.

A leftover heaviness from her episode lingered in her chest, so she sighed again, trying to dislodge it. Landscapes whisked by, dry lawns and shrubs already losing their leaves. All she wanted was a chance to clear her head. And a car ride with her brother, the radio playing while they talked and laughed, was all Miri needed.

Nick opened the center console and pulled out a plastic baggie.

“Cheesy fish?” He held a handful out next to the steering wheel.

Miri smiled, popping them in her mouth one at a time as she drove.
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Nick stretched as he rose from the car, stashing the half-empty bag of cheesy fish in his pocket. The sun was just past set, still glowing over the horizon. He kicked a pebble out of his path and stepped up to the cracked sidewalk.

Jamestown was the sort of seaside town where all the old houses on Main Street became little shops long ago. The kind of town where everyone greeted each other like old friends long forgotten. The smell of the ocean was carried inland by a strong breeze that evening, along with the calls of seagulls.

Nick drew the wrinkled paper from his pocket and squinted up at the building. “126 Oak Street, Jamestown. Looks like the right place,” he said, gesturing at the sign above saying Reed’s Reads.

Unnerved by the lack of streetlight, Miri glanced over her shoulder for any sign of staring strangers. Faded mustard paint chipped off the rickety building’s wood siding. Stepping up the three crumbling stairs before the door, Miri reached for the handle, ignoring the closed sign hanging in the little glass window.

The door creaked when his sister pressed it open, and Nick winced as the scent of old books assaulted his nose. A small chime rang through the silent building. “Hello?” he called to the empty shop as they stepped through the doorway. When his eyes adjusted to the bright light, he was overwhelmed by stacks upon stacks of books. Shelves stuffed beyond capacity filled the small shop, squished into bookcases and piled on top of them, taking up every corner and open space.

In the center stood a wooden spiral staircase, preserved under heavy lacquer. Between the stacks of books, the siblings caught glimpses of an older man descending the stairs.

As Miri and Nick sidestepped between shelves, Nick tripped on the corner of a table, just catching the edge before it could topple over. He steadied a potted plant atop it, blue flowers blooming inside.

Every spot on the walls that wasn’t covered in bookshelves had a clock on it. Some were small, others large, all in different colors and shapes.

The man reached the bottom step and glanced at the siblings. His rotund figure was not concealed well under his pilled gray sweater and tan slacks. He scratched his scraggly beard, saying, “I’m sorry, but we’re closed for the night.”

The old man’s eyes were dull in their sockets when they landed on Nick, who shifted, not sure what to do next. He opened his mouth to apologize but Miri cut in, clearing her throat.

“We’re looking... um...” Miri fidgeted, pulling her sleeve cuffs over her hands. “We’re looking for some town records. From fifteen years ago.” Her eyes swept around the dusty shelves of the room.

The man didn’t reply right away. Instead, he studied the girl thoughtfully, his eyes narrowing in thought. Just as Miri thought he wouldn’t answer, his eyes opened wide and he stared at the siblings with genuine surprise. “I store some overflow for Town Hall,” he blurted, excitement in his voice. “I’m sure we can find what you’re looking for.” His mustache twitched with an amused smile. He gestured toward the staircase with an open palm. “This way.”

Confused by the sudden change in the man’s voice, Miri managed a polite smile as she entered the second level of the book-infested building. Walking up the swirling staircase, Miri got the unshakable feeling she was about to find what she’d been searching so long for.

She reached the top and took a small step forward, fingers still holding the smooth wood railing. A few feet of carpet stood between her and the door marked Storage. Miri looked behind her, waiting for the old man to catch up.

“The oldest records are in the back,” he said once he reached the door. Taking a key chain from his pocket, the man fiddled to find the right one, raising them to the light before finally selecting a key and unlocking the door.

Miri swept her hand across the faces of the boxes, all so tightly packed on the sagging shelves of the closet.

“Here.” She reached out and pulled the box down. It was only marked with a year. She continued to pull out each one with the correct year, finding most of them lighter than she expected.

“Not many people come looking for these,” the old man told the siblings as they walked away from the storage room. “What exactly is it you’re looking for?” He set down two boxes on a nearby table.

A little ringing interrupted Miri’s answer.

“Reed?” a dainty voice came from downstairs, muffled by the books. Footsteps tapped up the stairs until an old woman in a long purple coat appeared on the top step. “Oh, hello.” She removed her coat and set it down with her purse. “Hello dear.” She kissed the shopkeeper.

“These kids are looking for some old records. The ones we store for Town Hall.”

“Oh, really?”

Reed nodded and hummed in response. They exchanged a look, eyes twinkling with something the siblings couldn’t read. Reed turned to Miri and Nick, saying, “Brother and sister, aren’t you?”

“Uh, yeah... we are,” Nick said slowly. “Sorry for disturbing you, we really should’ve called first—”

The woman hurried to stop him with a wave of her hand. “That’s quite alright! I’m Reed’s wife, Fiona.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Nick, that’s my sister, Miri.”

The freckled girl lifted her head at the sound of her name and gave a little smile and wave.

Reed tilted his head. “You two are what? Four or five years apart?”

Nick’s eyebrow quirked at the strange question. “About four.” He shrugged.

“What is it you’re looking for?” Fiona asked, her interest piqued.

“Fifteen years ago, my sister and I were found alone in a field. No one reported us as missing, so we were put in the system. We were hoping to find some records about us, or something to help track down where we came from.”

A knowing smile appeared on Fiona’s face. “We were wondering when you’d find your way back. Come with me.” Reed followed his wife down the staircase, but the siblings shared a confused look as they walked behind the old couple.

Nick wouldn’t have been surprised if Fiona could navigate the shop while blindfolded. She weaved between spaces in the shelves, picking up a little cat statue as she passed it.

Miri turned to Nick and quirked a brow, silently asking if this woman was insane. He responded with a slight shrug and raised his chin toward Fiona.

The old woman stopped in the corner of the shop, bent down, and set the statue on a dirty floor tile.

They stood in quiet for a few long seconds. “What—” Fiona gently shushed him, and he pulled his lips in and rocked on his feet, waiting.

A small click broke the silence.

The old woman scooted the statue over and pried the tile away from its companions.

Nick peered over his sister’s head. Under the tile was a compartment. A wooden box sat inside, similar in size to the books all around them. It was painted black with vines carved into the surface, exposing the raw wood underneath.

The elderly woman waved the youngsters over, gesturing for them to come closer.

Nick and Miri knelt beside Fiona, watching her undo the brass latches holding the box shut. The hinges gave a painful squeak before the lid hit the floor.

The box held only four items. A jagged shard of a mirror, a velvet pouch, a letter, and a dull silver block about the size and shape of a deck of cards.

Fiona took the silver block and handed it to Nick. He flipped it over in his hands, finding it weighed next to nothing. “What is this for?” He flinched when the block buzzed in his fingers.

“Your mother hoped that one day, you would return to where you came from.”

“You know our mother?” Miri’s lungs shivered as she breathed. She allowed herself a tiny hope that maybe, just maybe, this time she was finally getting somewhere. That she was closer to finding the thing that kept her up so many nights. Her gaze slid to the piece of pinkish paper inside the box. “The letter...” She couldn’t get the words out. “Is my mom...?”

The silver block buzzed again, waves of colors bobbing back and forth across every side of the smooth surface.

There was a rustling, then silence.

“If you’re hearing me, it means you’re safe,” a woman’s voice came from the block. Nick grasped Miri’s hand, still holding the block with the other.

“Hello Erinick and Mirianna, my beautiful children. My name is Daira. I’m your mother.” The voice held a painful smile. “Hopefully whoever found you read my letter... if anyone finds you.” She sighed. “I pray you and the Gods can forgive me for this. You must have many questions, but I have so little time...” A rustle distorted the recording for a moment. “It was for your own protection. If there is any hope for our future here, you must return.” A crash overpowered her voice. “Please, choose wisely, my brave children. I don’t know if you’ll be able to return to Terra after all of this. Whatever you choose, just remember—” The woman’s voice distorted again, but Nick thought he made out “I love you,” in the jumbled noise.

He tossed the block into the box and sprang from the floor. “What is this?” he demanded. “What’s going on?”

“All this,” Fiona said, “was with you when we found you.” She picked up the odd little block, turning it in her hands lovingly. “Your mother’s letter said you’d find us again one day.”

Nick stood there, shifting his glance from the block in her hands to Fiona’s face. He scratched his cheek and shoved his hands in his pockets. “What did she mean ‘It was for your own protection?’ ” he asked.

Fiona handed the letter to Nick. “This should help answer your questions,” she said, smiling.

He grabbed the rough pink paper, a chill passing over his body. He passed it to Miri who wore a shocked expression. “You should read it first.”

With a shaking hand, she took the paper. Her eyes flicked to her brother and he nodded in encouragement. She let out a deep breath and flicked the paper open, revealing a messy font and fewer words than she was hoping for.

“It’s kinda... hard to read.” She squinted at the strange letter formations. For a time it appeared to be in a different language, but as she studied it closer, the words became clear, changing their shapes, almost as if by magic.

“ ‘To the person who finds them,’ ” Miri read aloud. “ ‘These are my children, Erinick, the boy, and Mirianna, the baby girl. I love them with everything I have, but I have not a safe place to raise them. They come from a land called Olexia. The following instructions are incredibly important. Please hold the items they carry until they are grown. Should you be separated from them, I have ensured that, once they are ready, they will find you again. Plant the seeds found in Erinick’s pocket. When the flowers begin to bloom, you’ll know the children are ready to make the journey home.’ ”

“What...” Miri stopped reading and let the paper fall into her lap. “What does this mean?” she asked, exasperated.

Fiona smiled at the siblings. “Fifteen years ago, my husband and I went for a walk in the countryside.” She took Reed’s hand and he squeezed hers softly. “We found you two sitting at the edge of that field and couldn’t find any sign of your parents. When we read the letter, we didn’t know what to think at first. But then... Then something strange happened. I saw what happened to you. It was like dreaming while I was awake. Then I knew we had to do what she asked.” Fiona gestured to the letter. “I believed her. We pinned name tags on your clothes and kept the letter and other items here since. And we planted the seeds in a flowerpot. Did they keep your names, or are you just Nick and Miri now?”

Nick shook his head, still spinning from all the new information. “Just Miri and Nick.”

“I see.” Fiona took the letter from Miri’s lap and read on. “ ‘Once the flowers bloom, you must act quickly. Wind the addresser three times and place the children in front of a closed door, facing north. They must both touch the addresser when they step through the doorway. Please ensure they have the shard of mirror with them, it’s integral to our survival. Take the door on the right. The metallic box contains a recording for the children.

“ ‘It’s impossible to abandon your children, but if the choice is that or their death, I’ll gladly have them hate me for sending them away. My society is crumbling before my eyes and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.’ That’s the end of the letter,” Fiona said, flipping it over as if to show them she’d read it all. “I suppose we should prepare the door now.”

“The door?” Miri asked as Fiona ushered the siblings off the ground.

“Yes dear, the door. I don’t know how long we have, but it’s probably only a few minutes.” Fiona took the piece of mirror from the box and handed it to Nick, still holding the velvet pouch.

“A few minutes for what?” Nick asked, shoving the piece of mirror into his jacket pocket.

The little old lady stood slowly, grabbing her husband’s hand for stability. She scuttled down the narrow aisles toward the back of the shop, followed by the siblings and her husband.

They passed the front door and Fiona locked it from the inside, drawing the shade over the window. She picked up the potted plant with dewy blue flowers in full bloom. Fiona swung around to face Miri and Nick. “Fifteen years I’ve been waiting for these flowers to bloom. They never have before tonight! I believe you have a few minutes to decide,” she said, stroking a petal.

“Decide?” Miri swung around to face Nick, lowering her voice to a panicked whisper. “Nick, what is she talking about?”

“Do you want to return to where you came from and help your mother, or not?” Reed asked, speaking for the first time in a while.

“Of course we want to help her, but—”

“Then you’ve made your decision,” Fiona said. “Now, we haven’t much time.” She gently took the girl by the shoulders and directed her up the stairs. Once they reached the top, she positioned Miri in front of the storage room door and said to Nick, “Stand there, next to your sister.”

“I don’t understand. How... is this supposed to—?”

“Like I said, dear, we must act quickly!”

Nick rolled his eyes. “What are you talking about, lady?” he burst.

Reed and Fiona shared a glance with a smile. “If this is what your mother wanted, what’s the harm in trying?” Fiona said. “I’m sure everything will become clear soon. I like to believe there’s a little magic left in the world.” She winked at the siblings. “Reed dear, please remind me, is it the door on the left?”

“It’s the right,” he said.

“Of course, of course.” Fiona waved dismissively. “I don’t know what you can expect to see, but you’d best keep your wits about you.” Fiona swirled around and put her hands on her hips. “What am I forgetting?”

“The addresser, dear.” Reed pointed to his wife’s hand.

“Right!” She threw her arms up. “You’re going to need that!” She opened the velvet pouch and pulled out a circular metal device. She placed it in Nick’s hands, covering them with her own.

He flipped it over, wiping his thumb over the glass face of the object. It looked like both a compass and a clock but not quite either one, clipped on a short chain like a pocket watch.

“Keep this with you, don’t lose track of it. It will guide you.” She gave a sure nod.

First, there was a ding that Nick thought was the front door, but it was followed at once by two dozen other chimes, the ringing louder with every new second until they merged into a choir of awful, deafening sound. The entire shop shook with the gong of grandfather clocks and cooing of cuckoo clocks. Miri’s hands flew to her ears, the sounds trying to pierce her skull at every opening.

Fiona and Reed hurried Nick and Miri with waves of their hands, unbothered by the noise.

Miri turned to face the door and reached out, grasping the handle with a feathery touch.

“Miri, come on,” Nick sighed. “Don’t touch it!” He leaped forward, grabbing his sister by the wrist. “Something weird is going on,” he said under his breath, painfully aware of the two elderly people staring at them.

Miri dropped her arms and said, “Nick, this is it.”

“What?” he asked as the last chime went off.

“This is what I’ve been looking for. What we’ve been looking for. This is how we find our parents.”

“How could you possibly know that?”

She crossed her arms. “The same way I knew about the tacos, the piñata, and the dog in the alley.”

Nick winced. It wasn’t like his sister, to be so... forceful. Miri was the quiet one, timid, shy. All the times she’d been right. She really kept him out of trouble. He based his decision on all the times he didn’t listen to her. The times she said something would happen, and it did. “Okay.” The girl’s brother nodded reluctantly, backing up half a step from her.

Miri could feel her heartbeat in her fingers as she grasped the chilly metal handle. Nick took her other hand with his, supporting the strange clock/compass device between them.

The doorway lacked any light or substance, just a curious sheet of black nothingness.

Though Miri was afraid, nothing could keep her from her answers. A pull stronger than a riptide drew her toward the darkness, and she didn’t want to fight it. She was about to get the truth.

The siblings shared concerned glances before stepping through the dark doorway and leaving the only world they knew. 
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The darkness surrounded them for an eternal instant before a flash of white sent them to the silver cylindrical rooms.

Miri spun around, searching for her brother but finding herself alone. “Nick?” she called, voice breaking.

She yelled for him again but heard nothing except a stunning silence. Miri dropped to the ground, trying to calm her heaving breaths. The cool tiled floor pressed against her hands, the pattern making up large yellow flowers. She clutched her hands to her chest, trying to stop the incipient tears from pouring down her cheeks.

Thump, thump, thump.

She raised her eyes, touching her collar bone as she realized that sound was her own heartbeat. The room was unimaginably silent, and a faint glow seemed to come from the rounded silver walls themselves. It wasn’t a tiny space, a few paces across at least, but a sense of pressure and claustrophobia crept into her head.

Miri asked herself, “What are you going to do?” feeling slightly foolish for it but needing some kind of sound to drive the silence away. The answer came to her easily—find Nick. But how? She saw no doors in the strange space, but supposed that was a good place to start.

She sniffled and wiped her eyes, breathing deeply and composing herself enough to stand. As she approached the silver wall, she swallowed hard. Fingers shaking, Miri tapped it with a feathery touch. It took all her courage to not rip her hand back and get as far away from it as possible.

The wall wasn’t solid, rather a wall of chilly liquid metal that bobbed under her touch like ripples in a pond. It was slightly reflective but wasn’t exactly a mirror. It showed the outline of her body and the colors of her clothes, but the details were blurry at best. She squeezed her eyes shut before plunging her hand into the substance.

Open air greeted her fingers on the other side. Not giving herself a second to back out, Miri held her breath and stepped through.

Now she found herself on the other side of the same room.

Confused, she crossed the space with one arm extended and stepped through the wall again. This has to be some kind of illusion, she thought as she emerged again in the place she’d started. Her skin tingled as she sped up, walking through the freezing liquid again and again and again.

Her chest heaved with ragged breaths as she sped through at a run, room blurring past in her peripheral vision.

Growling in frustration, Miri stopped, taking in her surroundings. Her heart dropped deeper into her chest. She was alone, and had no idea what to do.

She turned, going through another part of the wall in a desperate attempt to escape. As she reappeared in the same room for the umpteenth time, the tears returned, and Miri froze, eyes flicking to the tiled floor.

At first, she’d paid little attention to the large yellow flowers made of tiny tiles, but now she studied them. They were intricate and meticulously placed, with deep blue tiles filling the space between them.

Miri pushed just her head through the wall she’d just emerged from, then pulled it back. The blue background was just a bit darker in the previous room.

So, she had an answer, small as it may be. It wasn’t just one room over and over again, but many rooms that looked very similar.
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“Miri?” Nick pulled his torso back through the liquid wall. He scrubbed his jaw and sighed, sitting in the center of the cylindrical room. “Okay, I just need to figure this out,” he muttered to himself. Nick emptied his pockets and placed it all on the floor. His baggie of fish crackers, wallet, keys, some lint, the shard of mirror, and the strange watch/compass. The addresser, he remembered Reed and Fiona calling it.

He shoved everything back into his pockets except the crackers, formulating a plan. Cracking open the plastic zipper on the baggie, he removed a single cracker, placing it in the middle of the room. Turning around to double check it was still there, he stepped through the wall of cool metal.

In the center of the room, he found nothing and smiled a little.

The next cracker he place was near the section of wall he’d emerged from. This time he walked through the wall on the right side of the room. Going through the fluid was a strange sensation, like chilled oil that brushed his skin but didn’t stick to it.

Nick continued this pattern of leaving a fish where he came from for seven rooms. In the eighth, he paused for a moment, glancing at his dwindling supply of crackers. What if I run out? he wondered.

Upon entering the ninth room and scanning the edges of the floor, Nick halted, eyes widening. Not only had he found a piece of his breadcrumb trail, but someone else had found it, too. In the center of that room, the first cracker he’d placed was crushed to dust.

His head swiveled, followed by the rest of his body. Nick’s shoulders stiffened and his mind raced with thoughts of what horrors could be in the next room. Images of monsters and nightmares crept up, but he pushed them down.

If he stayed put, he might find his sister. Or something else might find him.

Pulse quickening, Nick blinked as the wall across from him moved. It rippled like water, seeming to take too long for the figure to emerge.

Miri’s sneakers landed hard on the mosaic floor. A scream caught in her throat and almost escaped when she saw another person standing in the room.

She sucked in a great breath of relief. “Nick!”

“Miri?” Nick squinted. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Are you?” Her voice shook a little as she scanned her brother, coming to stand beside him.

“I’m good. What did you see?” His chest heaved with his labored breathing. He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to calm down.

“Cheesy fish crackers,” she scoffed. “And rooms that all look the same, but they’re all a little different.”

He turned and began pacing. “This has to be some kind of puzzle, right? Maybe it’s a maze or something.”

While her brother talked it out, Miri could’ve sworn her pulse synchronized with his steps. She could still hear it, but the thumping had a new companion—the pulse of blood through her veins. The silence of the rooms was too great, even with both siblings talking and breathing.

This has to be a dream, right? she thought. I never really woke up after we got home. Miri wasn’t sure she really believed it, but pinched herself anyway. Nothing.

Sighing, she studied the tiled floor of the strange chamber. She chewed on her nails and their situation, following the flowers’ stalks.

“What do you think?” Nick tried to get her attention but his sister stared at the ground, deep in thought. “Miri?”

Her head snapped up. “They’re different. These tiles.” Miri pointed to a cluster of brown and yellow pieces.

Nick peered at them, frowning. “You already said that.” He shook his head in confusion, waiting for her to elaborate.

“Yeah, but these flowers, they’re different from the ones in the last room. These kind of look like sunflowers.” She pointed to the wall, the realization hitting her. “They’re all pointing this way. Sunflowers always face the sun.”

They made eye contact, both raising their brows in curiosity before moving toward it. Nick grabbed his sister’s hand, pulling her along so they wouldn’t get separated, and led her through the wall.

They rushed into the next room and looked down. The flowers here changed direction from the last, pointing to the right. Hope bubbled in the siblings’ chests, and they carefully followed the pattern for ten rooms, then fifteen, listening intently for any signs of danger.

The silence was so eerie that Miri started breathing loudly through her mouth just to hear something louder than her heartbeat.

They walked and walked, speeding up and, after the twentieth room, breaking into a jog.

Nick stopped in the thirty-third one. “I don’t think we’re getting anywhere,” he panted, hands braced on his knees.

Miri gulped back a bitter taste in her throat and said, “Just a little farther. I can feel it.”

“Are you sure about what you’re feeling?” Nick stretched, lowering himself to the ground with a slight groan of discomfort.

“Well, we’re not getting anywhere just standing around.” Miri exhaled, crossing her arms and sitting with her back against his. “Besides,” she said with a little smile, “I haven’t seen any cheesy fish since we started following the pattern. We must be getting somewhere.”

“You know what?” Nick laughed to himself, cradling his head. “This is insane.”

“Yes, it is. It totally is. Maybe we’re not actually here. Maybe we got in an accident on our way to the bookshop and I’m in a coma and you’re dead and this is all some weird dream.”

“Why am I dead? Maybe you’re dead. Or maybe we’re both in a coma and this is some kind of weird shared dream. When we wake up in the hospital, I’m eating your pudding cup.” He smiled.

Miri laughed humorlessly and stood, helping her brother up.

“That way?” Nick pointed with a sigh.

She nodded and went ahead of him through the strange silver wall.

As soon as they stepped into the next room, Miri’s gut stirred. The floor had no flowers, only dark blue tiles, like a starless night, and the walls were different, too. The previous rooms had murky silver walls that didn’t show much detail. Miri and Nick’s reflections in this room moved with sharp detail.

She tentatively followed Nick as he approached the wall, watching their reflections. He reached out but halted when his sister said, “Wait, don’t.”

She blinked.

Her reflection had blinked.

“Get a load of these two.” Miri’s mouth didn’t move, but her reflection’s did.

She backed up to the middle of the room. “Nick,” she said, choked by fear.

Miri’s reflection’s expression shifted into disgust. “Nick,” she mocked, “Boohoo, I’m Miri and I can’t do anything without my big brother, boohoo. Pathetic.” The reflection shook her head, lips pursed.

Nick glared, but before he could respond, his own reflection animated. “This clown’s no better,” Mirror Nick snorted. “Treats her like a little baby, Ooh look at me, I’m Nick, I’m such a control freak.”

Mirror Miri laughed and went on, “I’m afraid of my own shadow!”

“My parents didn’t love me, they threw me away like last week’s tuna sandwich!”

“I can hardly go a day without crying about something!”

“I hate my parents because now I have to take care of my sniveling little sister!”

The room felt like it was closing in and Miri backed up farther, the air hot and suffocating. Nick stayed close to her, eyes flicking between the reflections. A thrill of fear spiked through Miri as something cold touched her hand. She’d backed up all the way to the opposite wall.

The mocking reflections forms simmered, then faded from their distorted place on the silver liquid, laughter remaining after they were gone.

For a brief second, the stunning silence reigned.

Until, from behind them, their own voices shouted in hysterical cries, “We’re just useless, nobody, unloved, ORPHANS!”

The siblings jumped back, Miri almost losing her footing from fright. Her heart hammered, and she looked to Nick, fresh tears seeping from her eyes.

“It’s okay,” he hushed, moving between her and the reflections. “It’s a test, isn’t it?” He knew she was probably moments away from another episode, and wondered how this place hadn’t triggered one already. “Something about facing our fears, right?”

She nodded slowly, eyes wide and focused on the wall behind him.

“Okay. Then let’s face them. Just walk right through, yeah?” He tugged her hand, urging her forward.

She tore her eyes away from the laughing reflections and hurried after him, cowering under their intense stares.

Nick put one foot out, tapping the silver wall and making the maniacal reflections ripple. He shifted his weight forward, both siblings stepping through their reflections and ignoring the twisted smiles.

The air in the next room refreshed their lungs.

They were alone, aside from the three identical slabs of oak, carved with intricate swirling designs and adorned with sparkling gold handles.

Miri threw her arms down, looking at the doors. “What are we supposed to do?” she called to the ceiling of the newest silver room, as if an invisible voice might answer from above.

“It’s okay. We can figure it out. As long as the doors can’t talk,” he added, the mocking voice of his own reflection lingering in his mind.

Biting her nails, Miri stepped back to examine the flowerless floor pattern.

Nick scratched the back of his head, hair rustling as his eyes flicked between each of their options. “I have no clue.” He sat down, facing the doors.

“What kind of sick joke is this?” Miri asked the doors, who remained silent. She helplessly pulled at her curls and sank to the tiled floor.

Nick touched his sister’s shoulder, trying his best to soothe her. She had to calm down, and fast. When Miri got worked up, whether from anger, sadness, or even happiness, an episode was sure to follow. All he could do was try helping her remain steady. No highs, no lows. Just steady. “It’s gonna be alright,” he mumbled.

Her head snapped up. “The door on the right.” Miri pointed. “Fiona and Reed said ‘the door on the right.’ ”

They rose from the ground and Miri reached for the handle of the rightmost door. Before she could grab it, Nick snatched her wrist, stopping her.

“Wait. What if something happens?”

She glanced at him and muttered, “I have a feeling.” Though this time the phrase was unsure and weak.

Her brother let go and rubbed his face. “You have a feeling, huh?”

Without another thought, Miri chewed on her tongue and turned the knob.

“Miri!”

“It’s... nothing...” She gestured to the emptiness.

Nick cautiously waved through the black doorway, only to find that his hand disappeared behind a black sheet of nothing. “I don’t get it,” he sighed, throwing his arms up in frustration. He shut the door and, making sure it latched, walked to the leftmost door.

“Then what’s behind the other ones?” Miri wondered aloud, turning the handle of the middle door. Flashing lights and screeching flooded through the tiny crack and she gasped, slamming it shut. “Not that one,” she breathed.

Nick winced, grabbing the ornate handle of the left door. “Ready?” he asked.

Miri gave a little nod.

He twisted the knob, wincing in preparation for whatever could be inside. “Oh, good.” He sighed in relief.

Reed’s Reads was behind the final door, warm light glowing across the aisles of books in the cramped building.

Nick’s foot froze in midair when Miri said, “Wait! Aren’t we going to consider the other option?”

“We’re not going through the black hole door,” Nick said with a level expression.

Miri huffed a little, pulling the rightmost door open. “We have to.”

He shifted his head in annoyance. “Why?”

“This is how we find our parents.”

Nick slammed his door and shot her a look.

She sighed, exasperated. “I don’t know how I know this stuff, but I know it. I know it like I know I’m breathing right now. It’s just true, okay? The letter even said so!”

Nick crossed his arms over his athletic chest. “Miri, come on. This is crazy. Maybe Lucy was right. I think it’s time to let this go.”

“Isn’t my word good enough for you?” Tears pricked her eyes and she tried to hold them back.

His voice rose, “Isn’t common sense good enough for you?” He regretted it as soon as it left his lips.

Before her tears could spill, Miri stepped through the black sheet of nothing, followed immediately by her reluctant brother. 
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Miri counted her heartbeats as darkness strangled their sight.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

Somewhere between five and six, a speck of light grew before them. She couldn’t tell if it was an inch away or a dozen yards. It glimmered for two heartbeats and turned a deep blue, flashing as it grew and engulfed the siblings.

Nick’s eyes took a moment adjusting to the switch from dark to light to dark again. He glanced down, trying to see the floor. When he raised his head, the night sky hung above, cloudless with sparkling stars and a sliver of moon.

In front of them stood a hill twice Nick’s six-foot stature, with an incline so steep it might as well have been a cliff.

“Nick?” his sister’s wavering whisper came from beside him.

“Yeah?”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. You?”

“I’m fine.”

“Good,” he grumbled. “Then I won’t feel bad telling you how stupid that was.” Before he finished, Miri clutched his sleeve and ripped Nick to the ground, tall weeds ambushing his face. “What—” He tried to get out a question but was cut off by her violent shushing.

“Did you hear that?”

“No.” Nick strained his ears, shutting his eyes to concentrate on the surrounding noises. Crickets chirped in the grass. No, not quite crickets. Something else. The gentle wind of the navy night.

Those small sounds faded when a long, low bellow broke the air.

It was vocal and canine, but only remotely so. Two more echoed the first. The bays and howls deep as thunder, and he pictured beasts the size of lions romping through the woods beyond.

“Nick it’s them. It’s the dogs. Just like in my dream.” Miri’s pulse thrummed through her entire body, heart pumping rhythmically from a wave of fear.

They were getting closer.

She stood, scanning for somewhere to hide. The steep hill in front of them spread into the night with no visible end, and the forest was a dark wall behind them. They had no good options. She looked to Nick. “What do we do?” Her breath hitched in her lungs.

“Where are they?”

“I can’t tell.” Miri gulped. A stone plummeted in her gut, rooting her there in her haze. Her ears rang and legs went numb with fear. A thousand times she’d had this nightmare, but living it was an entirely different beast.

Nick’s head snapped to the right, noticing a faint glow flickering among the trees.

“Come on,” he said in a frantic hush, taking his sister’s arm and bolting toward the cliff-like surface of the twelve-foot wall. Nick leaped onto it, grabbing a fistful of rough vines. His shoes found purchase between rocks and he scaled the wall.

Adrenaline was the only thing making Miri’s limbs move. She gripped the vines, feet scrambling beneath her as she tried to climb, stones scraping her palms and fingers.

A rustling sounded behind them. Miri didn’t dare glance back.

Nick stopped near the top, looking over the hill’s crest. The other side had a gentler descent, but the bottom was little more than static gray shapes in the dark.

Miri took a second to breathe. Her mouth dry and sticky with fear, she swallowed. A long vine dangled above her and she grabbed it, testing its strength with a quick tug. As she pulled with more weight, it slipped from between the rocks, followed by a spray of dirt, bouncing down the six feet she’d already climbed. Her left foot slipped and she scrambled to grab something else, clamping her fingers around a divot in the rocks.

She looked around, panic rising as the glow grew closer and the barking reverberated in her chest. Another surge of fear gave her the need to continue. Reaching above her head again, she found another place to grab. Miri shoved her sneakers into the rocky dirt that made up the crumbling hillside, pulling herself toward her brother.

Nick reached the top and climbed over, lying face down with his head over the edge. “Come on!” he hissed, reaching for her.

Miri’s hands burned from the climb, but she reached the top. Nick grabbed her sweatshirt and hoisted her over the ledge.

The barking dimmed as the siblings scooted down the grassy side of the hill, though it was still much too close. The bottom was flat and hard packed, a footpath by Nick’s guess.

“Are you—” Something dense ran into Nick, pulling Miri to the ground with him.

The ground ripped away under Miri’s feet, her brother and the stranger’s form pinning her to the dirt. She tried to hold her scream, but part of it escaped.

As they scrambled to untangle themselves, some of the stranger’s features came to light. The girl didn’t look strong enough to knock anyone over, let alone Nick. She was even shorter and scrawnier than Miri. Her details were difficult to see in the darkness, but her eyes shone in the faint starlight. When she spoke, her voice was strong. It took Miri a moment to realize the girl wasn’t speaking English. 

Her words were fast and close together. “Fahkaka heka enzutad.”

“What?” Nick whispered frantically as the dogs got louder.

“Dytos suk!” she hissed. “Bahertad et krik Badaket ezastaksa.”

The dogs howling shifted to frantic barks. They heard them, and knew where they were.

The girl looked back before returning her eyes to the siblings. “Jarratisuket saratasuk gabizu survive.” She darted away in the direction she was heading before—away from the dogs.

“What is going on?” Nick moaned, jogging after her.

Miri followed. “Where are you going?” she asked as loud as she dared.

“Wherever she’s going.”

The girl turned her head slightly, saying over her shoulder, “Krik! Hurry up!”

The dogs baying sped up and approached on their right. The only thing keeping them separated now was the wall of stone and earth.

As Miri pumped her legs and tried to keep up with Nick and the girl, she prayed the dogs couldn’t climb. Her brother slowed slightly, matching her speed and glancing back.

The path curved as they approached the tree line, dark woods beyond. Feet and hearts pounding, they followed the turn. Along with the upcoming trees, they saw something that made their hearts sink. The end of the wall.

A jolting scream pierced the night, seeming to come from nowhere and everywhere. Miri pictured the dogs catching a young girl. Her imagination ran wild, thinking of all the horrible things those beasts might do when they caught her—because she knew they would, any moment now. Her lungs heaved, and she was almost ready to give up.

The scream came again, even shriller and more brain itching than before. Nick wanted to tear his ears off. If he had to run for his life, he’d like to do it without a sound that made him want to vomit.

As it repeated, the deep barks of the dogs got less powerful and they seemed to stop moving, falling behind them on the other side of the hill.

This was their chance to get away. Nick frantically searched their surroundings for another option. He bolted ahead of his sister and to the girl who had knocked them over. He reached out to grab her arm. “Hey—”

The second he touched her, Miri thought she would go deaf. The source of the screaming was right beside her. 
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Trees towered above the siblings, a canopy of dark leaves covering any view of the night sky. Something small glowed on their left. A globe-shaped lantern with a metal base sat at the feet of a teenage boy wearing a khaki jumpsuit. A pile of wood sat in the middle of the clearing, as if for a campfire.

Miri’s stomach bubbled and her mind spun. She looked at her brother, who stood in front of her, hand still on the strange girl’s arm. They seemed frozen in place for a second before they moved.

The girl smacked Nick’s hand away, pointing and sharply shaking her head. “Don’t do that! It makes my stomach churn!”

“I didn’t do anything! We were just running and—”

“Quit chattering, jumper.” She squinted in disgust, the black makeup around her eyes moving with the expression.

“I see you’ve made some new friends, Kayta.” The boy in the jumpsuit smiled, twisting a screw into another lantern. He had a slight accent, like the girl, but Miri couldn’t place it. He was on the taller side, though not quite Nick’s height, his features still indistinguishable in the dim light.

The girl, Kayta, ignored him and looked up a nearby tree before leaning against it. Her baggy pants fluttered in the night breeze as she shifted to face the others. She wore grayish-tan, her outermost layer made of a light cotton-like fabric that resembled overalls, hanging loosely on her petite frame.

“I didn’t think I’d see you again.” The boy shrugged, flipping a switch on the lamp in his hand. With the added brightness came more details of the other teenagers’ features. The boy’s skin tone said he spent most of his time in the sun. He was lean with calloused hands and black-rimmed glasses that reflected the light of the lantern. His hair was shaved short on the sides but long and shaggy on top. He looked older than Miri, but not much, with structured yet youthful features.

“Well, I hoped to never come back,” Kayta bit back, her features almost alien in the new light. Her dark eyes were twice the size of normal, with thick lashes. Her skin had the tint of a pink sunset that complimented the coral color of her straight, jaw-length hair. Her age was hard to distinguish with her short stature and delicate features.

After he had a moment to catch his breath, Nick asked his sister in a hushed tone, “You okay?” while keeping an eye on the strangers.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Miri sighed and wiped her hands on her jeans, still a bit winded. They were scraped and dirty, and the scratches stung from her frantic climb up the rocky wall.

“Can I assume those hounds were after you?” the boy asked Kayta with a pointed look.

She crossed her arms, hair swishing as she turned away from him.

“You’re lucky Jaten and I were here.” As he spoke, something rustled in the trees above. Leaves moved aside and a fuzzy creature landed on his shoulder.

Miri’s first impression was that it was a monkey, but it shared more features with a red panda. The creature was small, about a foot long with an equally long tail behind it. Red and white fur covered its body, and large round ears were perched on the top of its head. It held the boy’s shoulder with raccoon-like paws, sniffing at Miri and Nick with its pink nose and uttering pleasant chirps that were similar to a cat or squirrel’s.

“Nick, I always wake up when the dogs catch me,” Miri whispered, stepping back from the circle of lantern light.

The boy’s attention shifted back to the siblings as if he’d just remembered they were there. “My apologies,” he said, a slight color rushing to his face. “I should have introduced myself earlier.” He lifted his hand to his cheek and swiped his fingers across it, holding his palm up for a second before dropping it to his side. Miri was wary of the strange gesture and almost missed his name because of it. “My name is Siymin,” he said, smile charming and boyish. “And this is Jaten.” He motioned to the critter on his shoulder.

“Hi.” Nick lifted his hand in a casual, slightly awkward wave. “I’m Nick. This is my sister, Miri.” He looked at her hovering behind him, fidgeting with her sweatshirt sleeve.

“Those are interesting names, I’ve never heard them before,” the boy said curiously. “These two don’t seem like your usual companions, Kayta.”

“I don’t know them.” She sent the siblings a glare, her inhuman features emphasized by the dramatic eye makeup.

He chuckled, picking up the other lantern. “I should have guessed as much. They seem like decent folk. What’s your business in the area?” he asked the siblings in a friendly tone.

Nick made to answer but stopped. He didn’t know how to. Who would believe the story of his last few hours? “I don’t know.” His arms went limp at his sides and he shrugged in defeat. “We’re lost. I have no idea where we are or how we got here or why we were running in a field a minute ago and now we’re in the woods and... I don’t know. I’ve had enough weird stuff for today.” He rubbed his aching eyes and sighed, sitting on the ground.

“You’re the one who jumped us here with him.” Kayta’s arm shot out toward Siymin.

“I didn’t do anything!” Nick shot back. He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I must be going insane,” he muttered.

“Where are you from?” Siymin asked patiently.

“Quincy, Maine,” Nick answered, looking up at Siymin, who took a seat across from him.

His eyebrows scrunched together above his glasses. “I’ve never heard of it. What country is it in?” The other lantern flickered, then went out. He frowned and picked it up, pulling the bottom panel off.

“The United States?”

“The what?” Siymin looked to Kayta but she just quirked a brow.

“Um...” Nick looked sideways at his sister. “North America?” Their confusion didn’t waver.

In an almost apologetic tone Siymin said, “No, I’m afraid I’m not familiar with such a place.”

“Earth! The Milky Way?”

“You’re from Terra?” Kayta took one large step toward Nick. She looked at him with her dark, plate-sized eyes and Nick was torn between thinking she looked like a cute fawn, or a scary rabid one.

“No,” he said, watching her warily as he decided it was the latter. “Earth.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Terra is what we call it. You’re really from there?”

“Yeah.”

“Prove it.”

“How?” He scowled.

“I don’t know. You’re the one claiming impossible things.” She shrugged, turning away. “Siymin, accept your failure with those things and make a fire,” she said to the boy still tinkering with the fickle lanterns.

He tipped his head back and forth in consideration before picking up the lights and placing them inside his satchel.

“What do you mean, ‘impossible’?” Nick asked, voice quiet as he leaned in.

They were enveloped in darkness again, and Miri tightened her grip on the sleeves of her sweatshirt. She thought that this dream was officially in her list of ‘Top Ten Weirdest Dreams.’ It was darker than any dark she’d ever known. There wasn’t a speck of starlight or moonlight in the clearing. It was darker than when she closed her eyes, or at least her fear made it seem that way.

A snap sounded, and the teeniest yellow spark flickered before unraveling and becoming a full-blown campfire that licked the darkness away.

“No one has traveled to or from Terra for hundreds of years, or so is said,” Kayta answered, the firelight reflecting in her wide, unblinking eyes.

Miri’s eyes were still locked on Siymin, searching for the lighter or match in his hand. She couldn’t find either. She watched as he walked to the edge of the clearing and picked up a branch from the forest floor. He flipped the branch so it was straight up and down, and snapped his fingers. The same yellow spark came out of nowhere, grabbing on to the end of the branch and growing to a gentle flame.

She blinked and shook her head. “How did you... do that?” she asked him as he returned.

He looked at her, lips pursed and eyes darting to the side. “It’s only the basic flame conjuring. I’ve practiced with it a lot though, and I found it easy from childhood. But it’s nothing special, really.” He said it so nonchalantly that Miri almost didn’t catch it.

Miri gulped, her eyes growing wide. Who were these people? “Are you saying you... you think you’re some kind of wizard or something?”

“A what?” He turned to the other girl, an amused smile threatening his lips. “Where did you find these two?” he asked Kayta with a clipped laugh.

“I didn’t find them. I was running from the LaKaio’s mutts and they were standing in the path. The jumper brought us here and the next thing I saw was you and your little toys.” She shot Nick an incredulous look.

“I didn’t do anything!” he said.

Siymin turned back to face the siblings, studying Miri’s freckled face. Then he asked, “My apologies, but have we met before? Something about you looks so... familiar.”

“No,” she said, voice hardly above a whisper.

He paused, the smile disappearing. “And you really don’t know what this is?” he asked in a softer voice. He snapped again and the spark fluttered between his fingers.

Miri couldn’t help but gasp slightly and cover her face. “I have to be going crazy,” she whispered to herself.

Siymin scooped a pile of leaves from the forest floor, a few flower petals among the mix, and snapped beside them. They burned bright for a few seconds before smoking out and becoming a small mound of black ash.

Nick saw what happened, but his mind couldn’t comprehend it. He stared into the pile of ash, wondering how the boy had done it.

Miri laughed nervously. “That’s... kind of amazing.” She stepped closer, kneeling in the dirt.

“Don’t touch it!” Nick bolted forward, grabbing his sister’s elbow. “Why would you touch that?”

She raised her hands in surrender, eyeing her brother with irritation.

“A little spell like this concerns a jumper like you?” Siymin chuckled.

Nick frowned. “A what?”

“Do they call your ability something else where you’re from?”

The furry creature, Jaten, scaled Siymin and crawled onto his head, pushing the boy’s hair in every direction.

“Yeah, we call it something else,” Nick answered, laughing. “A trick. It’s a joke lighter or something, right?” Though as he said it, Nick knew it wasn’t true. Something strange was happening, and he was a long, long way from home.

“You know nothing of your own powers?” Siymin’s tone flattened and he placed Jaten on the ground, standing. Nick copied him, unsteadiness turning his stomach. “You honestly claim you’re from Terra?” he asked, as if he didn’t believe it.

Nick nodded, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Yes, we’re from Terra.” How many times did he have to say so before they understood? “And I don’t know what’s going on here.” He wanted to laugh, but it didn’t really come out. “I’m losing my mind, aren’t I?” He meant that as a question for Miri, but she didn’t answer, too lost in thought.

The weight of everything that’d happened hit him then. It felt so real, but he still didn’t think it was. Have these two lost their minds? Or maybe the whole universe had finally gone to madness for all the chaos humanity caused it. Or maybe he was just lying somewhere in a coma after all.

“I have an idea,” Siymin said. “Try to close your eyes, and think about your sister.”

“Why?” Nick asked, almost too tired to care.

“To prove to you that Kayta didn’t jump you here.”

He shrugged, muttering, “Fine. I don’t see how that can prove anything.”

“Take a deep breath, and when you release it imagine yourself beside her.” He gestured to the ground next to Miri.

Nick took in a long, slow breath through his nose, letting it rush back out a few seconds later, picturing himself standing a few feet back. His palm was slick with sweat, and something soft tickled his fingers. He opened his eyes and looked down.

He was hand in hand with his sister, but hadn’t moved his feet.

“I’ve changed my theory,” Miri said in a hushed tone.

“What?” Nick asked, dumbfounded, staring at his shoes.

“I’m pretty sure I’m dead and this is your weird coma dream.”

“Why is that?”

“I’m not crazy enough to come up with all of this. Plus, if it was my coma dream, we’d be painting and eating croissants in Paris.”

That was the moment Nick lost it. His exhausted laughter pulled him to the ground in front of the fire. “Oh my God. We have to get out of here.” He rubbed his hands through his short buzzed hair.

Miri laughed nervously along with him, resting chin in hand as she sat cross-legged next to her brother. Maybe it’s really not a dream, she thought.

Kayta watched the newcomers with curious eyes, pulling herself closer to the warmth of the fire. “You’re right, Siymin.” She gritted her teeth.

The boy scoffed, fiddling with an odd jumble of metal pieces. “Not something you’re usually willing to admit.”

Kayta shook her head, annoyed, but didn’t look away from the siblings. “She does look familiar. Maybe we’ve met before?” 
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“I don’t... I don’t think so.” Miri shook her head, eyes cast down at her clasped hands.

“Do you spend time in the city or Bertyl’s rural towns near the Ura Forest?” Kayta tilted her head, squinting.

“Um... No?”

Siymin’s eyes flicked between the siblings, his mind working on theories.

Nick reclined on the dirt, looking up at the canopy of leaves above. They were shaped a bit like clover leaves, some with three leaves and others with four or five. Most of the trees reached twice the height of a house, with long, crooked branches swaying in the breeze. Peering toward the sky he thought, I wish I could see the stars. They were so bright in the field, they looked—

Before he could finish the thought, his view shifted and his hands fumbled for something solid, hurrying to wrap around the branch he was now lying face down on. His sister and new companions sat far below, the smoke from their fire wafting into his nose.

“Nick?” Miri’s brows creased in concern as she looked straight up, the leaves of the overhanging trees now broken up by her brother’s jeans and jacket. “What are you up there for?”

“How am I supposed to get down?” he shouted, knocking little white flower petals off the vines as he shifted, a twig poking his face.

Miri glanced down, unsure if her dizziness was caused by craning her neck, or something else. She tried to focus on her brother again, but the more she did, the more her vision blurred. Her head became so heavy it swayed slightly as she tried to hold it up.

Everything around her took on a yellow haze, as if she was wearing glasses with cracked, dirty lenses.




Miri whips her head around, startled by the muffled cry behind her.

Her brother is on the ground, grasping his right leg. A long gash splits his jeans and the flesh of his calf, and blood leaks from the wound.

“Nick!” Miri cries. Her voice sounds different, like her ears are stuffed with cotton. She tries to stand and help him, but her vision blurs again. The familiar stab of pain behind her eyes makes itself known. Miri clenches her fists, preparing herself for the episode that would come soon. She waits.




A few seconds passed, and the world around her came back into focus. “Nick!” she cried.

Miri waited for the searing pain of an episode that always followed the dull ache in her head. She waited, breathing deeply and preparing herself for the convulsions, but they never came.

For the first time in her life, the episode left her alone.

“I’m fine,” he called after his sister’s strange outburst. “I mean, besides being stuck up a tree,” he grumbled.

Air left her lungs faster than she could take it in, and Miri slowly absorbed the truth. Nick was still in the tree, unharmed. And she didn’t feel an episode coming on. “I could have sworn...” She trailed off, confused. “Just... be careful! Don’t hurt your leg!”

“His leg?” Siymin asked.

“I thought I saw him, he got hurt, and-and there was blood...” Miri stopped, realizing she sounded crazy. “... Never mind.” She chewed on her nails and tried to convince herself she was tired and seeing things.

Every time Nick looked down, his heart tried to escape his chest. There was still plenty of tree above him, but he was certainly high enough that a fall could break more than a few bones.

He took in a steady breath and released it, trying to remain focused on his goal: the ground. He shut his eyes and drew in a breath, letting it out and concentrating on his destination. Before the end of the exhale, he could feel the dirt beneath his hands and knees. He cracked his eyes open, finding himself in front of Kayta. “You’re really not doing this?” he asked in an accusatory tone.

Kayta’s face wound up. “I’m not Sorgin! Fangra don’t have magic, you kakaneko.”

“What did you just call me?”

“I called you a kakaneko, you kakaneko.”

Nick pushed off the ground, standing. “I. Don’t. Understand. What. You’re. Saying!”

Miri startled, feet leaving the ground as she jumped in surprise, swatting at her arm. Something tickled her elbow, like a thousand tiny pins prickling her skin. A pinky-sized reddish insect with a dozen legs scurried down her arm, avoiding her hand. It jumped from her sleeve, landing at her feet.

“What’s wrong?” her brother asked, head snapping toward her.

Miri searched the ground for the creepy crawly, but it was lost among the grass and leaves. “Nothing, just a bug.”

Jaten rose from his place beside Siymin and put his short snout on the ground, sniffing intensely. He circled the ground around Siymin, making his way toward Miri. Standing on his hind legs, the creature put one paw on Miri’s leg and sniffed her fingertips, pink nose twitching.

She looked toward Siymin for help, unsure what his pet wanted. The boy smiled and said, “He likes you.”

With that, Miri knelt, his whiskers rustling against her sleeve, tracing where the bug had been before he stepped back, seemingly content, and continued to peruse the forest floor.

“He also likes bugs,” the boy chuckled, nervously ruffling his hair. It was light brown, and almost blond at the ends. It caught the orange glow of the fire as he turned from Miri to Jaten.

Nick snorted as he went to the edge of the small clearing, gathering branches for their fire. Miri joined him, asking under her breath, “What are we going to do?” and breaking a long branch with her knee.

Her brother sighed, glancing back at the others sitting beside the dwindling flames. “Until we can figure out what’s going on, let’s take all the help we can get. I’d rather take our chances with them than whoever owns those dogs.”

Miri nodded and brought back an armful of branches, adding them to the fire one at a time. That sounded like the best plan, and after all her rash choices that night, she wasn’t eager to try anything else.

“So, where are you guys from?” Nick asked as he unloaded his branches.

“We both grew up here in Aldean,” Siymin replied. “My family farms west of here. Kayta’s not one for endless fields, though. When she’s not off chasing wild myths, she trades in the city.”

“Myths?” She sat up so fast her hair took a second to return to its place. “Queen Carra’s mirror is no myth. It’s one of the most powerful artifacts to ever exist.”

Nick sat beside Miri, completing the circle of teenagers around the fire. He took a spare branch and began tending the flame.

“Alright Kayta, that’s fine. Have fun chasing children’s stories. Why don’t you awaken the Mendi Ekora while you’re out?” Siymin waved dismissively, turning back to tinkering his lamps.

“Maybe I will!” the short girl huffed, crossing her arms.

Nick rolled his eyes. “Do either of you know how we can get home?” He shoved the fire poker stick into the dirt.

Siymin sighed, fidgeting with metal pieces. “If you really came from Terra, then no. It is said no one has traveled to Terra in hundreds of years. It takes powerful magic to go between worlds, and it can be dangerous. Every world has different requirements to pass through their traveling halls. It is said creatures of the Gods guard the halls between Terra and Olexia.”

“Traveling halls?”

“Traveling halls are the worlds between worlds.”

“The silver rooms?” Nick asked his sister quietly.

“Olexia?” Miri asked, raising a brow.

The boy smiled and held out his arms. “Olexia is our home. It’s the name of our world.” He reached behind him and pulled a rolled piece of rough pink paper from his bag, stowing away his project. He motioned for the others to join him, and they crowded around the paper.

Unrolling the coarse parchment revealed a map with multiple continents between vast seas.

Miri only got passable grades in geography class, but she knew these weren’t land masses that existed on Earth. The top of the map had a compass rose, and something written across it in swooping yet elegant handwriting. As Miri looked at it longer, the letters formed to make the word Olexia.

“This is our world.” Siymin rubbed his finger along a line on the edge of the map, making the paper glow with orange light. He made a gesture over the northwestern side, and the continents floated across the paper to make room for a larger image of a single land mass.

“This is Haisera, our home continent.” Waves of the south sea flushed in and out on the paper beach and scrawled cows grazed on inky blades of grass on the western plains.

On the eastern coast, Siymin pointed to a marker at the base of a mountain. “This is Goopra—the country and the city, they share the name. This is where we are, Aldean.” He showed them their current place between trees and short, long hills. His finger dragged across the paper an inch to the right, and he gestured over it again, the view on the map changing to an even closer look at the surrounding area.

The city, Goopra, was in the center. Squiggling lines indicated roads, and small drawings of trees, lakes, and buildings spotted the map, showing where details and landmarks lived.

“What are those?” she asked about the little hills.

“Farming. They grow montravrill pods under large piles of earth and volcanic rocks with sourvines planted on top. The montravrill pods are difficult to farm because of their rarity and extreme care requirements. They’re highly valuable when picked at ripeness because—”

Kayta groaned obnoxiously, saying, “I can’t take one more second of your chattering. Yes, powerful vegetables! No one cares to listen, Siymin.”

“You’ll have to excuse Kayta,” he told the siblings, clicking his tongue. “She’s generally less awful than this, if only slightly less. I suspect her irritation has something to do with her lack of a certain mirror.”

“What’s so special about it?” Nick asked, adding to their small, flickering fire. He shifted, the glass shard in his pocket weighing down his jacket, threatening to tear a hole in the fabric and reveal itself. He shifted again, crossing his arms. Nick considered revealing the mirror piece he harbored, but thought it best to keep it to himself for now.

Kayta’s eyes lit up. “Three hundred years ago, queen Carra enchanted her mirror—”

“Supposedly,” Siymin chipped in from behind the map.

“—when her kingdom was at war with the people of Bertyl. Her husband was killed in his sleep, and she enchanted the mirror to get revenge. The mirror lets you control a person’s actions. Queen Carra used the mirror to force the King of Bertyl to admit his crimes and beg for death.”

“Let me get this straight,” Nick said. “She used a magic spell on a mirror to make it—”

The air beside Miri shifted, and Nick’s voice became far away.

“—kill people?” He wrapped his arms around the tree trunk. “Okay, this isn’t funny anymore!”

Kayta craned her neck to look up at Nick hanging onto the tree. “She enchanted it, yes,” she answered, raising her voice and holding back her laughter long enough to finish the sentence. “But he died because of her actions, not the mirror’s power.”

“You good?” Miri asked.

He gave a sarcastic smile and thumbs up.

“What’s the difference?” Miri asked. “Between... between a spell and an enchantment?”

“A spell is the general term for magic that someone casts. An enchantment is a spell cast on an object to give it powers it wouldn’t naturally have,” Siymin said.

Kayta let out a low growl. “Why is it you believe these kakanekos’ story about being from Terra, but you think Queen Carra’s mirror is nothing but a tale?”

“I don’t think it’s all a tale. I’m sure it’s out there somewhere, but your history leads me to be skeptical. And how do you expect to find something historians lost track of hundreds of years ago? If it really has the powers you say it does, then why hasn’t someone else already discovered it?”

Kayta only frowned.

“Terra,” the boy continued, “is simply another world. Perhaps people have been traveling between there and Olexia and we never hear of it. Traveling to other worlds isn’t unheard of.” He shrugged. “As for the impossible part, I like to think nothing is out of reach. Really Kayta, you shouldn’t be so rude to someone interested enough to inquire after your precious mirror.”

“Their questions are suspicious—not evidence of the truth.” She glowered at him.

Nick kicked up a puff of dust when he appeared back on the ground. He sighed and sat at the fire again without a word.

Miri lowered her eyes, studying the leaves and dirt. This whole mess is all my fault, she thought. Miri never could quell her curiosity, even when her gut told her something was wrong. She wondered how long it would take them to get back. If it’s even possible to. She wondered where her mother was, and what she was doing. Her heart ached with a sudden rush of regret. Did I really start all this for nothing?

“I’m traveling home,” Siymin said, interrupting Miri’s cheerless thoughts. “If you two need a place to stay, you’re welcome to come back with me.”

The siblings shared a look, and Nick shrugged, meaning, We don’t have any other choices.

Miri hesitated but nodded in agreement.

“That’d be great, thanks,” her brother said.

“We should get some sleep. I’ll wake you in a few hours when the first sun begins to rise.”

Nick paused, questioning if he misheard. “Did you say the first sun?”

Siymin chuckled, tucking his satchel under his head as a pillow. “Does Terra have only one?”

“Just one,” Nick confirmed with a nod, laughing at the sound of his own words. Two suns.

“Rest well everyone,” said Siymin, shifting into a comfortable position.

Miri’s body ached, and her energy was all but drained. Too much for one day, she thought. As soon as she got somewhat situated on the forest floor, Miri drifted off. 
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Rays of golden sun pierced Nick’s eyelids as he stirred awake. He reached over for his alarm clock out of habit, but cold dirt met his fingers instead. He sat up, running his tongue over his teeth to remove the dryness brought on by sleep. The first sun was just creeping over the horizon and a light fog hung close to the ground with the morning dew around their little camp.

He stretched an arm across his chest, watching Kayta pack up her belongings next to him. “You coming too?” he asked in a hushed tone, his voice groggy.

She looked up. “I suppose. His family is always glad to see me.” Kayta shrugged, glancing at Siymin.

“How long have you known him?” Nick asked.

“Since we were small. We played together as children, us and all his siblings.” She pulled out a handful of small cloth sacks from her bag, along with a lantern and a little bundle of gray fabric.

As she adjusted it, something shiny poked out of the fabric. Nick reached forward and snatched it, unwrapping the cloth to reveal a piece of mirror, about five inches across, jagged on two sides and rounded on the other.

Kayta grabbed it, tucking the shard back under the fabric before Nick could inspect it further. “Don’t touch that,” she hissed, stuffing it into her bag.

Nick reached into his pocket, arm pausing in hesitation. His fingers brushed the smooth glass and he drew out the odd artifact left by his mother.

Sunlight reflected off it and glared in Kayta’s eyes, catching her attention. She dropped her bag and grabbed the mirror piece, running her small fingers along the smooth surface. It was smaller than her piece by just a little, but had the same shimmering finish.

Could this be a piece of the mirror she’d searched so long for? Kayta had spent months looking and considered herself lucky to have one piece. What did she do to be in such good fortune with the Gods?

Barely awake, Siymin patted the ground beside him. Jaten wasn’t in his usual place, curled up against his legs. He rolled onto his stomach and smiled. Jaten slept cozily, curled up with Miri. Siymin tentatively reached forward, tapping the toe of her boot to wake her. Something about the way she looked lying among the trees reminded him of his mother’s precious glass figurine collection.

When Miri opened her bleary eyes, the scene she saw confused her. Her brother and Kayta sat side by side, comparing two shiny objects, flipping them over and constantly taking them from each other’s grasps. Nick took them again and flipped them around, pressing the jagged edges together.

They were a perfect match.

The pieces heated up, the small crack between them glowing a brilliant red, almost too bright to look at.

He cursed and dropped it to the dirt. He flipped his hands over and inspected them, squeezing his fists and rubbing his fingertips together to get rid of the stinging heat.

The color dissipated and in a few seconds, it was as if it never happened. Nick ran a finger over where the crack should have been, but the face of the glass was smooth. The pieces had joined together, forming a larger piece of a still-incomplete mirror with no proof it had ever been two pieces.

“This must mean something!” Kayta exclaimed, taking the mirror in her hands. “I told you it was true.” She sent Siymin a glare as he stood, Miri yawning and joining the others.

“That doesn’t mean it’s the enchanted mirror. That just means it’s an enchanted mirror,” Siymin replied, flattening his messy hair. He stroked his chin, admiring the mirror as Kayta flipped it over. “An interesting coincidence,” he mused.

“I thought you didn’t believe in coincidences,” Kayta said, her eyes never leaving the piece of glass between her fingers.

“I don’t.” He shook his head, only partly engaged in the conversation. He shifted his gaze to Nick, then to Miri, a smirk tugging at his lips. “What are the odds?” he muttered. Noting the sun’s position, he snapped out of his thoughts. “We should go soon if we want to make it in time for lunch.”

The group of teenagers checked their belongings and packed away any remaining gear before beginning their trek through the woods.

Miri liked the forest, but in the daylight, it was obvious this wasn’t anything like the wilderness of Maine. Although both places had lush, musty greenery, the foliage and sounds were unique. Otherworldly. The trees were so big that when Miri wrapped her arms around one, she could only touch a quarter of the trunk, and that was only a midsized one. Yellow vines snaked up the trees and their branches all around, small flowers with teardrop petals spotting the vines.

The roots of these trees were above ground at the base of the trunk and created arches, planting themselves in the ground five or six feet away. The arches were so tall that they could walk under most of them with ease.

“Nick, are you seeing this?” Miri exclaimed, twirling under three arches growing close together. “They’re beautiful!”

“Yeah, cool,” her brother said, voice clipped as he looked over his shoulder. “Those dogs won’t come after us, will they?”

“Probably not. They don’t hunt, they guard,” Kayta answered. “They guard the montravrill mounds at night to keep away thieves. Unfortunately, going through the mounds is faster than taking the roads around.”

Pacified, Nick studied the leaves, taking in the sights daylight revealed. They were dense but thin, so the sunlight hitting them from above gave the leaves an ethereal look, some almost appearing to glow. They walked for a while in silence, only the sounds of their footsteps and birds high above accompanying them. “Are we still going the right way?” Nick asked, breaking the span of quiet.

“In 200 yards we’ll come to a path, then we start going east,” Kayta said.

As Miri stared at the massive branches of the towering forest, Siymin saw such wonder in her eyes. He couldn’t help but smile at the way she practically danced through the trees, her hands revealing the beauty of the roots and leaves and slender branches the moment her fingers brushed them.

“They are called arku trees,” he said, clearing his suddenly dry throat. Jaten jumped off Siymin’s shoulder and climbed to the top of an arch, hopping to the next one. “A trunk this size is over one thousand years old, which is only their equivalent of our age. Most of these have seen but a small fraction of their lives.” He glanced around, finding a renewed sense of appreciation for the trees. “Our lifespan is a flash of light compared to theirs.”

Miri peeked her head around an arch and raised an eyebrow. “So would you say they’re...Treen-agers?” She snickered.

“You did not,” Nick groaned, rolling his eyes, which sent her into a fit of cackling.

Siymin had an amused smirk as he looked between the strange siblings, trying to see the source of their humor.

Miri noticed this and said, “It’s a play on the word ‘teenager’... like the tree is a teenager... a tree teenager.” She tried to explain, continuing to fumble over her words. “I guess that doesn’t translate too well, but your English is very good.” Gnawing on the stub of her fingernail, Miri’s cheeks flushed from embarrassment.

“My En-gish?” Siymin gave the curly-haired girl a confused expression before a look of understanding washed over him. “I’m not speaking your language,” he said with a smile and a little laugh. “You’re speaking mine.”

She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “I’m pretty sure I’m not.”

“We have a spell...” He stopped walking and tilted his head. “But that... I thought you said you had just arrived when—” He closed his mouth when Kayta and Nick stopped ahead of them. “What is it?”

Nick turned and said in a hushed tone, “Kayta heard something.”

A faint whoosh quieted the bird songs, and even the wind seemed to still.

Miri’s eyes stung and her vision blurred before things around her took on a yellow haze. 
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The edge of the woods stands ahead, where the trees meet the path. Something zips down the narrow road beyond the tree line, a blur of green and silver. Siymin and Kayta crouch low to the ground, shuffling behind the trees.

In a dreamlike state, Miri follows her brother behind the others.

“What are they?” Nick asks, his voice, like all the sounds surrounding her, is muffled.

Kayta’s face winds up in disgust. “LaKaio scum.” She spits on the dirt and growls under her breath.

“They’re Fangra employed by Chancellors Garran and Zekta.” Siymin pushes his glasses farther up his nose. “It would be in our best interest to avoid them.”

Two more pass before Kayta stands and continues toward the road.

Everything in yellow, Miri’s body moves and they emerge from the trees, now on the path. Another whoosh breaks the air, and two people halt their racing silver hovering boards before them.

One throws a metal cube at Nick’s feet. The LaKaio stomps on his board and the cube sends off a flash of power that blinds Miri and sprays her with dirt.

Her movements are slow, as if the air is too thick, and the sky and ground spin. Miri holds her breath, counting the seconds and begging the world to return to normal. Then everything goes black.




Gasping, Miri blinked rapidly and looked around, the haze fading from her vision. They were still in the woods, the path just visible ahead through the trees.

“Are you alright?” Siymin asked, looking her up and down for the source of her strange behavior.

She rubbed her eye sockets with the heels of her hands, trying to drive off the sting behind her eyes. “Yeah, fine,” she answered, delayed.

“What are they?” her brother asked.

Kayta spat and growled, “LaKaio scum.”

“LaKaio is the name of Garran and Zekta’s personal army, made up mostly of Fangra.” Siymin pushed his glasses farther up his nose. “It would be in our best interest to avoid them.”

Two more passed before Kayta stood up.

“Wait!” Miri said in a panicked hush, reaching out to her. “There’s more.” Kayta ducked again, and they sat in silence for a few seconds before two more figures rushed by.

Another few seconds passed, and they rose, heading for the path. “How did you know?” Siymin asked.

“I-I don’t know. I just...” Miri’s voice trailed off as her boots reached the travel-worn dirt. “Had a feeling.” Though she had her suspicions, Miri wasn’t ready to admit them yet, to herself or anyone else.

Jaten scampered up a nearby tree and bounded into the leaves above. A whoosh cracked the tranquility of the forest and before they could hide, the teenagers stood face to face with a single LaKaio.

His hovering board was just big enough to stand on, a silver triangle floating a few feet above the ground. He had skin with an apricot tone like Kayta’s, wearing a fitted, muddy-green uniform with a black emblem on his chest.

Unclasping a metal cube from his belt, he tossed it at their feet, but Miri reacted with clumsy swiftness, kicking it before the LaKaio could set the weapon off. It soared into the woods across the path, exploding a second later but harming only a root arch.

“Run!” Kayta cried, sprinting after the cube, followed by the others.

Darting around trees, their steps were quick but careful.

Siymin stumbled, holding his glasses to his face while looking back. “They’re catching up!” he said, hopping over a fallen log. Another cube thunked into a tree beside him, followed by a bang and flash a moment later.

Branches shattered, ashy chunks of burnt wood raining at their backs.

“Some magic would be great about now!” Nick shouted, checking if the others were keeping up. They weren’t. He skidded to a stop, digging into the ground with his shoes.

Miri stumbled, pausing beside him. “What are you doing?!”

“Something crazy and a little stupid. Hold on!” He waited for Siymin to catch up, then reached around all three of them and closed his eyes. Just concentrate on where you want to go. Then use your magic powers to teleport there. Right, easy.

Jaten landed on Siymin’s shoulder from above as the LaKaio charged, and Miri clenched her fists.

He kept getting closer, and Miri could almost smell the LaKaio’s breath. He reached for his belt, but then the surrounding air shifted.

When Nick opened his eyes, they were back at their camp in the clearing, no LaKaio in sight.

Kayta took a few steps away from the others, dropping to her knees.

Miri pressed a hand over her bubbling stomach and winced as her gut stirred. “Nick, that was amazing! Does it hurt?”

He shook his head, eyes wide with bewilderment. “No, not at all.” He took in the greenish faces of his companions. “You guys don’t look too good though.”

“I’m fine,” Miri said, waving it off, though a fresh wave of nausea overcame her.

“An unfortunate side effect for everyone but jumpers.” Siymin burped behind a clasped hand, his face giving away his discomfort.

“Why were they chasing us?” Miri asked.

“Well...” Siymin sighed, scratching the back of his neck. “We weren’t supposed to be there. The land beyond the path belongs to the Council for a few hundred yards. But it’s by far the fastest way to get to my home. We only have to cross a short distance before we’re out of the LaKaio’s reach.”

“What happens if they catch us?” Nick asked.

“The LaKaio can’t do anything, legally; they’re little more than watchmen. But they’re employed by Garran and Zekta, so they can do what they wish to trespassers without worry of reprimand.”

Nick rolled his eyes. “So we won’t get a ticket, but if they feel like it, they can kill us.”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Siymin said, still scratching the back of his neck. He turned on his heel and headed back into the woods.

“Awesome,” Nick sighed, following. They passed through the woods in quiet, taking the same route as before.

As they walked, Miri’s questions rose inside her, multiplying by the minute. “Siymin?” she asked in a small voice. “What-what were you saying before... about languages?”

“Right,” he said with a look of recognition. “You say you’ve never seen this world before?”

“Yeah.” Miri nodded, glancing at her brother.

“Not unless we were here during some other nightmare,” Nick muttered.

“Well,” Siymin continued, “it’s easier for us to use magic instead of learning new languages by practice and books. There are hundreds of languages in Olexia, and that’s not including any localized variations. The most common language by far is my own, Nelish. Many people have a spell for Nelish put on them so they can both understand and speak it with no effort.”

“Someone’s used magic on us before?” Miri asked, stepping over a rock protruding from the dirt.

“That is how it appears.”

Nick ground his teeth. He still held on to the hope that this was all one big nightmare. If Miri wasn’t so persistent about finding our parents... No, don’t think like that, he scolded himself. It’s not her fault our parents are lousy pieces of trash. Nick knew thoughts like that wouldn’t help the situation, but it relieved some of his frustration.

“Hey, hold up a sec,” he said, waving everyone close to him. “I’m gonna try getting us back to the path.” He took in a deep breath. If he had to live with magical abilities, he was at least going to get some use out of them. I should’ve seen that coming, he thought about the LaKaio. Or at least should have been more careful. Miri could’ve been hurt.

The jump happened, and Nick instantly knew he’d done something wrong. Opening his eyes, he was in the right place, but alone. He cursed at himself and tried again, jumping back to the group. He was glad then that he hadn’t dared to try jumping to somewhere farther away, for fear of something worse happening, like getting them all lost.

“Let me try again,” he said, shaking his hands and taking a deep breath, trying to focus his attention. How could he focus on just one thing? Too much was happening at once.

“Watch it, kakaneko! I don’t want one arm here and the rest of me somewhere else.” Kayta glared at him.

Ignoring her comments, he tried again.

As they landed on the path, Kayta coughed, crouching. “One more jump today and you’ll meet my dinner.”

Miri and Siymin nodded in agreement, holding their bellies and swallowing back bitter spew. After regaining their composure, they continued on their way.

Miri watched Jaten hop from branch to branch above them, knocking down little white and purple flower petals. He bounded across the bark, stopping every so often to investigate something interesting or munch on a bug.

“Are these things everywhere?” Nick asked, brushing petals off his clothes.

“The end of the summer is close. Wait a few days, then we’ll be swimming in them,” Kayta said, blowing violet petals from her shoulder.
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They traveled along the road, thinking to themselves apart from light conversation, and walked for a few more miles before stopping for a break. They rested on a fallen tree, sitting under the shade of the arku trees.

Kayta and Siymin set their bags down, rummaging before they removed clear pouches with a faint pattern on the sheer surface. Miri and Nick watched as they cupped the pouches between both hands and pushed them together, compressing them like used cans. The bags sprung up in their palms and filled from the bottom with clear liquid. They took out thin wooden rods from their bags and poked them through the small openings at the tops of the pouches.

“Magic drink pouches,” Nick laughed as Siymin and Kayta drank from the straws.

Siymin handed his to Nick and Kayta to Miri. The pouch was rubbery and light, and the liquid was so sweet it tasted like hummingbird food with a hint of tangy fruit. They guzzled the drink, exhausted and dehydrated.

Miri broke her long draw with a sigh, inspecting the scabbed over scratches on her hands from climbing the rocky wall.

“What kind of juice is this?” Nick asked, pausing.

Kayta squinted. “That is water.”

“Don’t be rude, Kayta,” Siymin said, tipping his head at her. “Do you primarily drink fruit juice in Terra?”

Nick snickered. “Sometimes, but we drink water too. Ours tastes nothing like this. This tastes like it’s full of sugar and it’s the best thing I’ve seen since getting here.” He happily slurped up more of the sweet water, his mood improving as he finished it off.

“Terra sounds boring,” Kayta said, taking the empty pouch from Nick. She cupped it in both hands and pushed them together, refilling it and offering it back to him.

“Well, Olexia is a nightmare,” Nick told her before draining the pouch again. “What are these things? How do they work?” he asked, refilling it and giving it back to Siymin.

“We call it a water pocket,” Siymin said, standing from the log. “They’re quite simple, but most people rely on them. They are created by placing a small portal inside the containers. The other side is in a source of water.”

Nick threw his hands out, saying, “I thought you said magic like that was too hard.”

Kayta kicked a pebble. “Traveling between worlds is difficult, and so is transporting people. A tiny portal for water is not. Your ability magic is stronger than this.” She emptied her water pocket onto the ground and stuffed it back in her bag. “But you can probably travel across oceans on a whim.”

He watched her for a moment, processing. “So you can’t do magic?”

She shook her head. “I can use enchanted items, like anyone, but I have no magic of my own. Fangra have no magic.” She kicked at another pebble.

The wind threw another swirl of petals around, covering their hair and clothes once more as they traveled onward. They emerged from the wooded path and came upon a more defined road, following it toward Siymin’s home. 
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The teenagers brushed more of the sweet-scented flower petals off them as they arrived at a long path cut through a field of tall grass. At the end of the path—which was some distance away—sat a little building, a short white cube with a few small windows spattered across the sleek walls. The day had grown hot during their journey, and sweat collected on the travelers’ brows.

The grass was so tall it towered over Kayta and Miri, who stood on her tiptoes from time to time, trying to see beyond the verdant blades. She let her hands brush the silky grass and quickened her pace to catch up with the others.

The building appeared short because it was half underground, the front door sitting at the bottom of a few steps.

A boy and girl a bit younger than Miri stood on the roof. They climbed down a six-step staircase and broke into a run when they hit the ground. They didn’t stop until they had to, colliding with Siymin in a bear hug. The girl shared Siymin’s hair color but had a petite and delicate face, while the boy looked just like him, but with more rounded, youthful cheeks.

“I’m so glad you’re back!” the girl exclaimed, hugging Siymin again.

The boy darted to the house and down the steps, opening the door and calling inside, “Siymin’s home! And we have guests!”

“Hi!” the girl greeted the siblings. “I’m Elex, Siymin’s sister.” She raised her hand to her jaw and swiped it forward, holding her palm out to the others.

“I’m Nick, this is my sister, Miri.” He tried to copy the hand gesture, but Elex laughed and faced her brother. Nick squinted, wondering what he’d gotten wrong.

“They’re... traveling from afar,” Siymin told his sister.

Technically true, Nick thought. He only hoped the girl couldn’t tell just how far the siblings had traveled.

The door to the house opened and a plump, middle aged woman wearing a gray cottony jumpsuit and an orange apron climbed into the afternoon sun.

“Hello!” she greeted the newcomers with a kind smile and the same face swipe and palm presentation as Elex. “Kayta, my dear, how are you?” She hugged the pink-haired girl. “It’s been so long!”

Kayta grimaced. “I’m well, thank you Keltin.” She wriggled out of the hug and the woman latched onto Siymin, letting him go after a few loving welcomes home.

“Mother, meet Miri and Nick. They’re traveling and need a place to stay. Would it be alright if—”

“Of course! Please, come in out of the heat.” She ushered the youngsters down the steps and into her house.

They entered a spacious kitchen with a wide dining area behind it. The kitchen had three small rectangular windows across the top, letting in little streams of natural light, but there were also lanterns on the counters. The walls were lined with dark wood and decorated with dashes of green, echoing the nature that surrounded the farmhouse. The scent of fresh bread and herbs drifted through the home, adding to the cozy yet fresh ambiance.

“We were just preparing lunch when you arrived. Please, get comfortable. I’m sure you’re tired as four workhorses.”

Jaten scampered through the front door with them, disappearing down a dark hallway off the kitchen.

“You two must’ve had some troubling times on the road, traveling with nothing. We’ll fix you with a good meal and a place to rest,” Keltin assured them, tying her colorful apron tighter and busily licking her lips.

“Thank you for having us. We really appreciate it,” Nick said, skin already cooling from the shade. The room was designed to be comfortable and inviting, built for many people to cook and dine together. He was surprised at how soothing it was, and not claustrophobic as he’d expected.

Siymin led them past the kitchen to the dining area where two large wooden tables stood with many chairs around them. A wide metal tank sat against the back wall, a stack of cups next to it and a clock hanging above.

Nick, Miri, and Kayta sat at the nearest end of the table. Crossing his arms and reclining in his chair, he leaned back farther, taking the stress off his aching lower back. Miri uttered a sound of relief, resting her forehead on her arms atop the table.

Keltin lightly tapped Siymin’s arm before he could sit. “May I please speak with you briefly?” He nodded and followed her to the edge of the room.

“Is it the Council?” Siymin asked as his mother ushered him away from the others.

“No, they haven’t made any decisions as of now, but word is out that they won’t vote in our favor. What I really wanted to speak about is your new friends.” She went on, giving Miri and Nick a hurried smile.

Nick watched Siymin and Keltin in his peripheral vision, his body and head facing the table. Something was wrong. She spoke with small hand gestures, and Siymin’s eyebrows popped up. He crossed his arms as his mother finished telling him whatever it was.

Siymin shook his head slightly, parting with his mother. It couldn’t be. Just the odds... No. He wouldn’t contemplate his mother’s ramblings now. He had other things to think about. Running a hand through his hair, he hurriedly returned to the table. “I’ll get us some water,” he said, putting on a smile.

Miri lifted her head and followed the boy to the tank on the back wall. They took wooden cups from a stack and filled them with the reservoir’s spigot. Her eyes flicked between him and the cup she filled. “You okay?”

Siymin massaged the back of his neck. “Yes.” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Just fine, thank you.”

Nick watched his sister walk off before taking in his surroundings. None of this can be real, can it? He was in a different world. He wondered, How are we gonna get out of this?

Miri and Siymin set down four wooden cups full of water, taking their seats.

“I think we can help each other,” Kayta said, sipping her drink.

“Kayta offers help? You must have something she wants.” Siymin’s younger brother—who they’d met earlier—grinned and sat across from Nick.

“He does, Ryupert,” Kayta said, looking at the boy, then back at Nick. “If you let me keep the mirror, I’ll point you in the direction of someone who may help you get home.”

Nick leaned forward, his expression like stone.

“No.” Miri’s heart leaped into her throat at the idea of giving away their shard of the mirror. “We can’t give it up. Our mother left it for us.”

“Don’t make any deals with her,” Siymin said. “She’s bluffing. Kayta doesn’t know anything or anyone who could help you. Really Kayta, you should’ve learned by now to stop trying to take advantage of people.”

The short girl shot up from her chair, wooden legs squeaking against the floor. She jabbed her finger at Siymin, face tight with rage. “You have no—” She stopped, Keltin’s stare a sharp warning across the kitchen. Kayta took a constricted breath, sitting down again and pursing her mouth, keeping in the sharp words.

Keltin had few rules, but using unkind words inside was the one she enforced most. Arguments are for outdoors, the woman’s eyes conveyed.

Just as Keltin handed Elex an empty dish, Miri’s eyes tingled and an amber haze covered her vision. Miri wanted to tell her brother what was happening, but she was no longer in control of her body.




The muffled voices around her bounce off the smooth stone floor. Something falls in the corner of her eye. She whips her head toward the movement. A loud crash rings from the kitchen.

Elex steps around the broken dish to clean up the pieces. “Ouch!” she exclaims, lifting her foot to reveal her heel, sliced open and dripping blood.




Gasping, Miri blinked rapidly, the haze fading. The dish fell, hitting the ground with a ringing crack. “Elex, stop!” The girl froze in place, looking at Miri with curious eyes. “Don’t step on that.” She pointed to a ceramic shard on the floor, her voice soft with confusion.

Elex gently scooped up the sharp piece of the dish. “Thank you, Miri,” she said, retrieving a broom from against the wall and using it to sweep up the rest.

Miri touched her temple, trying to still the spinning room.

“The food is ready,” Elex said after stowing the broom. “Ryupert, go fetch everyone else, will you?”

Siymin’s younger brother took off through the front door, returning a few minutes later with a line of people behind him. About half were children, and the other half were young adults, all their cottony jumpsuits covered in spots of rich brown dirt.

Miri squinted, trying to stave off the dizziness. It’ll pass. It did last time. Just act normal. She stretched her neck and followed Nick, Siymin, and Kayta, falling in line behind the others.

Some of those in line greeted them with friendly waves and hellos, but most talked amongst themselves.

“You’ve got a big family,” Nick commented, looking around at the large group.

“Siymin is the middle of nine children,” Kayta told them. “Four of them are married into the family.” She gestured to the line and, noticing a hoard of small children, said to Siymin, “The amount of nieces and nephews you have has doubled.”

“Things like that can happen when you disappear for months at a time.” Siymin shrugged, slightly irritated.

She harrumphed, a mischievous smile crossing her face a moment later. “His older siblings have all married or chosen a half. And, if I recall correctly, his younger sister has many pairing options already.”

Siymin shushed her violently, moving with the line. “You’ve had your fun, now seal it,” he said, voice quiet.

“Oh... I don’t know, maybe Keltin would like to chat about it while we eat?”

“Alright!” Siymin hissed. “I apologize. Are you satisfied now?” Running a hand through his hair, Siymin met the curious eyes of Miri and Nick. “My mother takes every chance to mention how I should be pairing.” He shifted his gaze back to Kayta. “Don’t give her a chance to start.”

“Hey, Keltin—Ow!” Slapping Siymin’s pinching fingers away from her arm, she grumbled, “Never mind.”

“Are we sure they’re not siblings?” Nick snickered to his sister.

The line moved along, each person receiving a square wooden plate and walking to the dining room. They ate sandwiches made from delicate bread, filled with ingredients that tasted like egg salad and chunky salsa.

Miri didn’t mind the strange flavors even a little. Glad to have a meal after the day she’d had, she crunched on the spicy-sweet vegetables served alongside her sandwich. They had a strange flavor and were gently boiled and sliced thin.

Nick devoured his sandwich, and a second one, with two more cups of water before leaning back in his chair.

They chatted with some of Siymin’s family, who kept the conversation light, none of them asking where the siblings came from after their initial answer of ‘A long way from here.’ Miri was glad for that. She guessed that Siymin’s mother often took care of people, and the family had learned what kinds of questions to avoid.

“You drink a lot of water,” Siymin’s younger brother, Ryupert, commented.

“We’re not used to the heat,” Nick said as the boy left the table. The rest of Siymin’s family finished eating quickly and headed back out, and soon the house was almost empty again.

After helping to clear the plates, the four sat together again and Miri leaned forward in her chair, voice low. “We’ll help you find the rest of the mirror,” she said to Kayta.

Kayta chewed on the idea and leftover pieces of vegetables. “Why?”

“Our mother left us part of it. I think... she wants us to find the rest.”

Kayta paused. “How can I know you won’t take the mirror for yourself?”

“Miri, we need to talk about this,” Nick said.

“We came here looking for our parents. This is how we find them.” She planted a finger on the tabletop.

The look in his sister’s eyes made it clear. This wasn’t something he could talk her out of. Miri’s single goal for the last three years was finally getting her somewhere. He’d never seen such fire in her stare, such confidence from someone so shy. One look at her face said she wouldn’t back down. And it was his duty to support her, even when he didn’t like the plan. Especially when he didn’t like it. “Alright,” he said reluctantly.

Kayta nodded, taking the mirror from her pocket. “If we’re to trust each other, we should have something that forces us to.” She held the mirror in her hands and smacked it against the edge of the table, cracking it down the middle. She wiggled each side until the pieces came apart in two clean halves. “If an enchanted mirror can be broken and fixes itself, it will do so over and over again,” she said, taking one piece and putting it back in her pocket.

“Seems reasonable,” Nick agreed, taking the other piece.

Siymin shifted his gaze from Kayta to Miri. He cleared his throat to get their attention, slowly standing and taking his cup with. “Let me show you to your bunks.”

They thanked Keltin for the meal again, and followed Siymin through the dark hall off the kitchen. Through the doorway was a staircase into a basement hall. Little lanterns hung every few feet along the dark wood walls. On the right, they passed two brown doors, three small children, Jaten, and two creatures like Jaten with mostly white fur.

“My sisters’ pets,” Siymin said. “My family breeds kopi as companion animals.” Three more red critters zoomed past them in the corridor. “It’s a very entertaining household.” He smiled and stopped at another set of brown doors. “Boys’ room on the left, and girls’ on the right,” he said.

A hearty clock chime danced down the stairs.

Siymin looked behind him where the now-empty hallway continued. “I didn’t want to speak about this in front of my family, but if you’re going after the mirror, I’m coming with you.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in Queen Carra’s mirror?” Kayta said.

“Maybe I’m starting to. You’re not the only one who’s against how the Council members operate things.” A door clicked shut down the hall and Siymin lowered his voice. “We’ll speak later, after we get some rest.”

They went their separate ways, Miri and Nick sharing a nod before ducking into their rooms.

The girls’ room had three sets of bunks set into the walls. Six sleeping places in total were covered with tan and white blankets and pillows, the walls dark like the rest of the house. On the left was a set of cube cubbies, filled with folded clothes, bedding, trinkets, books, and other belongings.

Kayta climbed up the side of a bed, throwing herself onto the bouncy mattress of the top bunk. “You can have that one.” She reached her arm over the side and pointed to the one below, flipping over to face the wall.

“Um...” Miri frowned, confused. “W-Why?”

Kayta flipped back violently. “What?” she demanded, taking her bag off her shoulder.

Miri took a sharp breath, “I just—” She floundered, fiddling with her dirty sweatshirt sleeves. She closed her eyes for a moment before finding her voice. “Why are we sleeping now? It’s daytime...”

Kayta sighed. “When the second sun reaches its zenith, it’s too hot and bright to do anything useful outside. It’s what Siymin’s people do.”

“His people?”

“Your people. Sorgin.”

“But not you?”

Kayta rolled herself under a light blanket, pulling hard on the edge to untuck it from under the bed. “Fangra are more equipped to live in the heat and sun,” she said.

“O-okay.” Miri crawled into the bunk below and curled up. She was already halfway to sleep when Elex and two younger girls entered the room, taking the other beds and nodding off.

Miri had to escape this scary new world behind her eyelids. But instead, she got vivid and terrifying dreams of a chanting that didn’t stop, even after the woman’s voice in her head became scratchy, her throat sounding raw from muttering so long. 
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Nick jolted awake, his right arm and leg draped over the edge of his bunk. He groggily rolled over to avoid falling, forgetting where he was for a moment. He rubbed his eyes and sat up, only partially conscious of voices and movement around him. Lantern light flashed under the door as people rushed down the dark hall beyond.

There was shouting outside the door as Siymin leaped from his bed, tugging his jumpsuit on over his cotton shirt and shorts. “Diggers!” someone called from outside the room. The other boys climbed out of bed, following Siymin in dressing quickly in their sleepy state.

Nick clamored from his place on the top bunk, buttoning his jeans and shoving his shoes on. He shuffled into the hall after the others, squinting as he adjusted to the light.

Miri finished tying her shoes a few seconds after Kayta flew out the door. As Miri stepped out after her, she collided with a blur wearing a brown outfit. Siymin’s younger brother gave a quick apology before sprinting past her and up the stairs.

In a moment, Miri and Nick were left standing alone in the cool underground of Siymin’s home. “What should we do?” Miri asked, looking down the empty corridor.

“Find out what a digger is.” Nick shrugged, passing her and jogging toward the steps.

As they came up the stairs leading outside, Miri shielded her eyes from the light. It was darker than when they were last above ground, only a few hours to sunset by her guess. The two suns were yellowish orange disks, inching nearer to the horizon. One nearly touched it, deeper in color and appearing larger than the other, though Miri didn’t know if that was because of perspective or actual size.

Kayta stood around the house’s side, surrounded by children, trying and failing to keep them in line. “Hey! Don’t! Quit it!” she scolded the older children while holding a squiggling toddler in her arms. She pushed the toddler into Nick’s arms, he slung the little one onto his hip, bouncing him and talking in a friendly tone, surprised he wasn’t fussing after being passed to a stranger.

“What are they doing?” Miri asked, looking out at Siymin’s family. Behind the house, they stood around the edges of a field, filled with rows of short green plants. They held cloth sacks and darted around, most reaching toward the ground and slowly curling their fingers in and out.

“Pest control,” Kayta managed to answer, catching a boy about seven years old by the wrist.

He tried to yank his arm from Kayta’s iron grip, jumping and pointing. “I can help!” he said, bouncing in defiance. “I know the spell!” He held his hand out with his fingers curved in slightly, extending them and retracting them a few times before Kayta snatched his fist, closing it forcefully.

“No, Lewis. Let the grownups work.”

He whined, stomping the dirt and collapsing to the ground in a tantrum.

Standing near the edge of the field, Siymin’s back was to the house. At the sound of new voices behind him, he turned, beckoning Miri and Nick over with a wave.

Nick handed the toddler back to Kayta before joining the others, trailed by his sister.

“We need all the help we can get,” Siymin told them, hurriedly walking out to the rest of his family.

His sister Elex stood over a hole in the dirt, something brown and furry wriggling just inside. Miri and Nick crowded around her shoulders, peering at whatever it was. The rump of a creature emerged, squirming to no avail against the invisible force drawing it from its burrow.

Just before it emerged, it stopped, stuck at the entrance. “What the—” Nick stopped himself short, remembering that Siymin’s younger siblings were within hearing range. He didn’t know what he’d expected, but the creature’s small antlers weren’t it. Lodged in the dirt, the digger resembled something between a gopher and a small opossum, with flickering eyes and short pointy horn sprouting from its head.

Though Miri found the creature strange, she was much more interested in how Elex drew it from its hiding place without touching the digger. “How do you do that?” she asked, looking up at Siymin.

He gave a small smile, extending his arm over another hole in the ground. “Follow me.”

She extended her arm and copied his movements, watching intently.

“Think of happiness and joyous memories. Feel the power and lift behind the wind. Take those emotions and memories and channel them into the spell,” he said. “And picture what you’d like it to do.”

Miri nudged her brother with an elbow and he begrudgingly extended his arm, resisting an eye roll. His eyes flicked to those around him, glad to find the strange farmers preoccupied in dragging the creatures from the crops, and not watching his attempts at magic. It sounded so silly—magic. What was he doing? Auditioning for the school talent show?

“Now fill your lungs,” Siymin instructed. “Use the air’s power to move the diggers in their burrows. You might be able to sense them with the help of the wind, like they’re at the end of a phantom extension of your hands.”

Faint glowing lines swayed in Siymin’s palm, dancing between his fingers and through the air.

Dirt moved around the mouth of the hole. After a moment, one of the creatures appeared, squirming against its invisible captor. The digger raked its claws into the dirt, scrambling. Siymin fought it, tension drawing his brows together, but the digger gained traction against him and darted back into its hole, escaping.

Siymin dropped his arm, letting out a heavy breath. Looking down and to the side, he said, “Spells with air manipulation elements have never been my strength. Give it a try,” he suggested, watching his younger sister pull up two at a time.

“Okay,” Miri said, trying not to get caught up in thoughts about how she was performing real magic. “We can do that, right Nick?”

“I guess,” he said. Nick shut his eyes, imagining wind pushing the diggers out of their tunnels. He thought he felt a flicker of something within himself, peeking one eye open, but he found Siymin still staring at them expectantly. He tried again, and a wall of air pulsed against his body, causing him to stumble backward.

When Miri closed her eyes and took a deep breath, a warmth filled her skin body that pulled the air from her lungs, leaving her shocked. She gasped, drawing it back in. When she opened her eyes, she found Siymin’s family had all dropped their arms and cloth bags, staring at her with slacked jaws.

She glanced at Siymin, who gave her the same look, pointing upward and pulling his eyes in the same direction.

Miri followed his gaze and found twenty or thirty diggers flying above her. They squirmed and did somersaults in the air but didn’t get any traction, looking to her like some strange circus act.

Dizziness took her over, and her arms were suddenly much too heavy. She started to speak, mouth feeling full of cotton, but before she could, the world grew hazy and amber again, accompanied by the sting behind her eyes.




“Did I... Did I do that?” Miri drops her hand, and this answers her question. The diggers come crashing down, scattering as fast as their feet can take them once they hit the ground. Miri gasps, holding her hands over her mouth. She jumps back, startled by a high-pitched scream. Every neck whips to the left, eyes scanning for the origin of the sound.

Lewis stands at the edge of the field, bent over and clutching his hand.

“He’s been bitten!” Elex shouts, waving her hands and running toward her little brother.

“I told him to stay away,” one of Siymin’s older brothers says as he runs to Lewis.




Miri stumbled forward. She squeezed her eyes and then opened them, the amber color finally leaving her sight. She stepped again, feet disobeying and crossing awkwardly. Her head grew fuzzy, and the world pulsed dark. Just before everything went black, something solid slid under her arms, supporting her. She gave her head a hard shake, and the blackness slowly faded.

Once Miri seemed steady on her feed again, Nick pulled his arm away. “You okay?” he asked, looking her over with concern.

Miri nodded. One deep breath. Two. Three. “I’m not really doing that, right?” She met the eyes of the others, all still staring at her. “I mean, I’m not trying to do that.” She swallowed with difficulty, staring up at the floating creatures. Wincing, her face and neck heated from the attention. She tried to picture letting the diggers down slowly, lowering her arm in a gentle arc, but as soon as she tried to manipulate them, they plummeted and landed roughly on the tilled dirt, scrambling about.

One headed straight for Lewis.

“Lewis!” Miri’s arm shot out from worry, and to her surprise, the creature froze in place.

“Elex,” Siymin’s mother said, a sudden note of urgency in her voice. “Take care of that digger, please.” The woman stepped over a row of plants and approached Miri and Nick, her expression grim. She took Miri by the shoulders, firm but gentle with her grip. “Your magic has just come in, hasn’t it?” She looked between the siblings.

Miri stiffened under the woman’s scrutinizing gaze, not saying anything. How does she know that?

Siymin’s mother let her arms drop, shaking her head in disbelief. “You’re untrained, and you were hardly trying.” After studying Miri for a moment she said, “I’m a balerako—a seer of balance. I can sense the unbalance in your magic. This power will overcome you if you don’t learn to discipline it, and quickly. I’ve never heard of a child so old...” The woman trailed off, face tight as she tried to figure something out. “You’re closer to being an adult than a child, yet your magic has just come in. How long since your first instance of espy?”

Her voice was soft with confusion. “The first... what?”

“Espy. The visions. You see things happen before they actually happen, yes?”

Miri’s palms pricked with moisture, her tongue heavy and unwilling to answer. She only nodded.

“Siymin,” Keltin said to her son. “You must take her to Gidatuko.”

“Hold on a second,” Nick interrupted. “What do you mean it’ll ‘overcome’ her?”

The woman ushered Miri and Siymin off toward the house. “Go pack up some things. Siymin will help you.” She waited until they were nearly inside before saying to Nick, “You and your sister are not from this world, are you?”

Nick shook his head slightly, walking alongside the woman.

“How long has it been since she discovered her power?”

“It started last night.”

“Last night?” She stopped. “Nick, your sister must be one of the strongest of her generation. Siymin will take you to Gidatuko. He may be able to teach her the control she needs before it’s too late.”

Nick grunted. “What we need is a way home.”

“You must understand how serious this is,” Keltin said with a stern tone. “If your sister continues to use magic without proper control, she’ll burn out. You do understand what that means, don’t you?”

His voice lowered and he shifted backward. “What are you talking about?”

“You come from a world without magic, yes?”

“Right.”

“Magic here, it requires control and training from the moment a child discovers it. When someone burns out their magic... they don’t take another breath. Without proper guidance and training, Miri’s power could get away from her, and if she uses too much—or does something she’s not ready for—it could kill her.”

“But I...” Nick’s shoulders dropped. “I didn’t feel anything when I... you know.” He wasn’t ready to admit he’d used magic yet. It was too much, too fast, and too weird.

“It feels like something that is happening to you, not something you are controlling.”

“Exactly,” he sighed.

“Magic should be the opposite,” she said. “While you’re untrained, you don’t have a problem with your balance and should require little training. Your sister, unfortunately... You should leave soon. I’d like if you could stay until tomorrow morning, but I fear she has little time. Miri is a danger to herself and everyone around her.”

As Nick walked away, his head was in a fog. His feet dragged in the pebbly dirt as he shuffled toward the house.

She could die. That was all he could get through his mind as he hovered in the doorway of the girls’ room. Miri and Kayta sat with items sprawled across the floor, packing them neatly into satchels. His sister lifted her head and gave a small smile.

“Keltin said we should go as soon as we can,” Nick said.

Siymin peered around the doorway. “I want to apologize, to both of you.” He looked between the siblings. “If I had known how serious your unbalance was, I wouldn’t have pushed you to try any spells. That was foolish of me, and I should have thought better.” He bit his lip, waiting for a response.

“It’s okay,” Miri said. “We didn’t know either.”

His eyes filled with relief. “You both should change before we go. There are some spare clothes on the bottom shelf for you, Miri, along with some boots. Nick, you can wear these.” He handed him a folded set of clothes, and a pair of sturdy, brown leather boots.

“Finally,” Kayta snorted. “You look ridiculous in those clothes.” She left Miri to change, shutting the door behind her.

“We’ll leave the moment everyone is ready,” Siymin said as Nick ducked into the boys’ room.

“So,” Siymin said, poking his tongue in the side of his cheek and rocking awkwardly.

Kayta raised a brow at him and crossed her arms, leaning against the wall and ignoring him. Did he always have to try making conversation?

They stood in a heavy silence until the girls’ bedroom door swung open. “What do you think?” Miri asked, holding her arms out to show off her new outfit. Underneath was a pair of light shorts and matching short sleeved shirt. Atop that was a sleeveless top of comfortable fabric, smartly cut and adjustable under the arms to provide the needed support. Over those layers was a gray jumpsuit made of soft cotton that allowed easy movement. The black leather boots fit a bit on the loose side and were worn around the toes, like their previous owner had a bad habit of dragging her feet, but they were sturdy and comfortable.

Siymin was about to answer when the boys’ door popped open. “Eh?” Nick raised his eyebrows. His outfit was constructed like Miri’s, but with a plain shirt instead of a fitted one underneath, and he wore the top portion of his jumpsuit open with the sleeves tied around his waist, the green shirt hugging his fit physique.

“Well,” Siymin said with a sideways nod. “If you’re ready, we should be on our way.” They agreed, climbing the stairs back into daylight together. 
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Getting ready to leave was the easy part. Getting Siymin’s siblings to stop hugging him was what made getting through the door difficult. His mother gave him a bulging paper bag and made sure everyone had their water pockets before corralling the rest of the children and letting the travelers go on their way.

Siymin’s family lent Miri and Nick a pack each with some supplies for traveling, including food, lanterns, another change of clothes, and bedrolls.

Walking back down the path through the wispy grass was refreshing. Nick sighed contentedly, glad to be going somewhere. Taking steps toward answers. Steps toward home.

Miri enjoyed the breeze as the second sun began to set. She adjusted the bag over her shoulder, preparing herself for the long journey ahead.

“Let’s take the safe route this time, yeah?” Nick gave Siymin a pointed look.

He smiled awkwardly and agreed.

They walked for hours in the waning light, resting little and keeping each other occupied by exchanging stories. Nick told Siymin and Kayta about how he and Miri were found, and about their time in the foster system. They had it easier than many, but that didn’t mean the siblings were without their own hardships.

Miri stared at her boots, kicking dusty pebbles along the path when Nick told the part of the story where they were separated. She couldn’t stand to think about that time when she was so, so alone. Her brother fought to get them back under the same roof, but it didn’t matter. Not until Lucy and Mike.

Kayta sipped from her water pocket and said, “Orphaned children here are usually set to the streets, unless other family members are willing to care for them. Well,” she corrected, “there are facilities, but most live better on their own.”

Better off on their own. Miri’s eyes widened, trying not to imagine how those kids lived. She frowned to herself, watching her feet take one step after another. While she wouldn’t wish her time bouncing between temporary guardians on anyone, she at least always had a bed and three meals.

As the day wore off, the light faded, and total darkness surrounded the travelers. Siymin took out his lantern and the others followed. Switching them on, they tied them to the straps of their packs and continued walking, the small lanterns clicking against them every few paces.

After a while of walking, their path took them past a small encampment glowing softly in the distance with firelight.

“You don’t want to stop there,” Siymin told Miri in a hushed tone, noticing her piqued interest in the far-off specks of light. “It’s a LaKaio camp.” His shoulder brushed hers for a fleeting moment until he took an awkward step away.

“If that’s a LaKaio camp, should we really have our lanterns out?” she asked in a panicked whisper.

“They shouldn’t bother us. This is a common trading route,” Siymin assured them. They stopped, and he unrolled his map, using their lanterns to hold down the corners of the luminous paper. “We should travel five more miles east before resting for the night. At dawn we will have to trek through a heavily wooded area.”

Jaten scuttled onto the paper, chasing a bug, and sat in the center, ignoring their attempts at studying the map. He stared up at them with his curious brown eyes and turned in a circle, making the faintest of chirping noises.

Siymin shooed him off the paper and rolled it up, sticking it back into his bag.

Miri held her arms out to Jaten and he jumped up, landing on her shoulder almost silently. She smiled and stroked his soft fur, walking on with the others.

After traveling for another hour and a half, they found themselves surrounded by total darkness, broken only by the glow of their little lamps. They went a few dozen yards off the path into the woods before breaking camp between a few large trees. Jaten scampered up one of the wide trunks and disappeared into the leaves.

The teenagers ate dried meat strips, bread, and peppery root vegetables like the ones Keltin served at lunch. Exhausted from walking and full of food, they spread out their bedrolls and slept, barely speaking but still in good spirits.

As Miri drifted off, the nightmare came again, leaving her restless as she dreamed of the crying woman over and over again.
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Siymin glanced up. Across their little clearing, Miri tossed again. For the last hour, she’d mutter through gritted teeth, jolt awake, then sigh and go back to sleep, only to repeat the process every ten minutes or so.

Startling awake again, the woman’s voice was still a whisper behind Miri’s subconscious. She rubbed the haze of sleep from her eyes, a lantern softly lighting her sleeping brother and Kayta. They looked so peaceful. Miri could only hope to rest like that. She shuffled over to Siymin who studied his map by the faint light of the deconstructed lantern in his lap. “Can’t sleep?” she asked.

“Too excited, I suppose. I love traveling.” He adjusted something inside the lantern, rearranging its mess of electrical innards. “There’s always something new to explore in these woods,” he said, peering at the map.

Miri nodded, studying the moving illustrations on the paper.

“And you?” he asked, meeting her eyes.

“I get these dreams,” she whispered. “They’re... disturbing.”

He nodded and opened his satchel. “I won’t pretend to know much about your ability, but my mother has a few tricks.” He produced a parcel the length of his hand, wrapped in brown parchment. “This might help. Eat one and drink some water with it. Don’t have more than one per night, though, it can cause an upset stomach.”

Miri unwrapped the paper, taking out short pieces of reddish-brown dried vegetable. “Might?”

“It’s called sleeproot. It’s supposed to help you fall asleep, though it doesn’t work for everyone.”

Miri found it chewy and bland with a bitter aftertaste that tingled her mouth. “Thank you,” she said as she leaned over to grab her water pocket. “How does your mother know about my... what did she call it?” she asked, sipping the drink.

“Your ability is known as espy,” he said. “My mother helped care for a boy with espy long before I was born. She was his nanny for his entire life.” Siymin rolled up his map and placed it back in his bag, then began putting the lantern back together.

“What happened to him?” Miri asked, rubbing a scab on her palm.

“He died when he was young,” he said, trailing off slightly as he squinted at the lantern, carefully squishing the innards back inside the base.

A lump lodged in Miri’s throat and she tried to speak but could only muster a hoarse croak.

“That won’t happen to you, of course,” he floundered, waving his hands and fumbling the lantern, dropping it to his lap. “You’re much older and certainly more powerful.” He cleared his throat and fiddled with the switch. “I shouldn’t have mentioned it, that will probably only worry you further. My apologies.” His eyes flicked back up, seeming to hide behind his glasses and messy hair.

Miri cleared her throat, shoving her fear down deeper, almost amused by his reaction. “What are you trying to do with that thing?” she asked.

He twisted the glass globe into place, fingers moving with expert ease as if he’d disassembled and reassembled the lantern a thousand times. “I’m attempting to make it more efficient. The magic stores in them only last two nights’ travel.”

“They’re magic?”

“Powered by stored up magic, yes.” He flipped the switch and for a second it glowed brightly, but then gave a strange buzz and then flicked out. “It still needs work.” He ruffled his hair and packed away the project. “You should try getting some sleep. We leave at daybreak,” he said, scooting back to his bedroll and shifting into the blankets.

Miri rested her head once again, watching the leaves flutter in the night breeze as she fell back asleep only to be visited by the same dream. 
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After a quick breakfast of spiced oats, the teenagers did a supply check and headed off, continuing on their journey. They again found themselves trekking through the dense forest filled with arched roots and twisting flower vines that dropped petals over the land. The leaves in this area of the woods were thinner, letting more light through. Tall bushes grew in patches between the trees because of this, giving an almost maze-like effect to the wooded biome.

They ducked under short root arches to avoid thick brambles, wiggling through a few tight areas as they kept walking in silence for much of the morning.

“I can hear the river,” Kayta said after a while.

Nick listened closely, noticing a faint rush in the distance. “I need a break,” he said, pulling his sweaty shirt away from his chest and resting his forearms on his head.

Kayta pinched her nose, sidestepping away from him. “You are not accustomed to the heat.” She almost gagged at his pungent smell, a ripe sort of stink that reminded her of living and working in underground buildings with little ventilation.

They rested shortly, sipping from their water pockets, though Nick downed almost three full ones before his thirst was quenched. Siymin drew the map from his bag, unrolling the paper onto the ground and scrolling in on their location. “Anyone fancy a float?” he asked, dumping the last drops from his water pocket onto the ground. 

A short walk about a quarter of a mile north added little to their overall trip, and they couldn’t resist the temptation of the refreshing water Siymin promised was just ahead.

The trees thinned, and they came upon a monolithic wall of gray stone. A thin waterfall sprayed from a crack twenty feet up. The water fell into a flowing pond, sparkling in the beams of sunlight piercing the leaves above.

Kayta didn’t hesitate a moment. She dropped her bag and ripped off her boots, sprinting for the water. Surprising the siblings with her happy cry, she splashed them with a spray of soothing liquid. The sound of her joyful laughter was a bit off-putting to Miri, but made her feel hopeful somehow.

The boys hung their bags over a tree branch and took off their shoes and socks before jumping in.

“Are you sure... are you sure it’s safe?” Miri asked, wringing her hands. “Aren’t there... creatures?”

“Nothing to be scared of, you beldurra!” Kayta chided, floating on her back. The black makeup around her eyes ran down her face after she dunked herself under, scrubbing her skin with the fresh water.

“Only small harmless fish,” Siymin assured her, wading to the center of the pool, rolling his shoulders as he sank into the pond.

Miri chewed her lip for a moment, untying her boots. She walked to the edge of the water, almost entering it but stutter-stepping at the end of the grass.

“Miri, it’s fine,” Nick said, holding his arms out to the sides. He stood near the side of the pool, where the water came up just below his armpits. “And the water’s great!”

Glancing to her right, Miri found a long, flowered vine growing on an overhanging tree. She reached for it with a smile and backed up, running for the pond. She gripped the vine, its rough surface digging into her sore palms, though she didn’t mind. Taking a running start, Miri soared over the edge and let go, free falling and splashing down with a squeak.

“Look at you!” her brother said as she emerged from the depths. Miri soaked in the pleasant sensation of warm water rinsing the dirt and grime from her skin. She laughed, swimming around the natural pool. It was droplet-shaped, the small edge draining to a brook that snaked through the forest and merged with the river in the distance.

“I miss that laugh,” Nick said quietly, mostly to himself. With her episodes getting worse over the last few years, moments of true happiness with his sister had dwindled, and her obsession with their parents only made it worse.

He floated there, looking at his sister and Siymin laugh as they splashed each other, flower petals shedding from the trees above and clouding the water’s surface. Maybe Olexia has something going for it, he thought.

After washing themselves as best they could, they rested a while, the afternoon heat quickly approaching as they sat at the widest end of the pool on the pebbly shore.

Kayta was the first to notice the sound over the rush of the waterfall. She shushed the conversation, pointing into the woods with a single finger. A buzzing hum approached. Kayta stood on quiet feet, followed by the others.

“LaKaio?” Nick whispered. Following Kayta and Siymin’s lead, he left the water, rivulets dripping from their clothes suddenly sounding louder than they should. They crouched behind arching tree roots and overgrown bushes, peering around them while remaining hidden.

Siymin nodded with a tight upper lip, motioning at the woods. Three LaKaio zipped by on their silver, hovering boards, followed closely by six more.

“We should go,” said Nick, grabbing his drenched shirt by the back of his neck and pulling it off.

Kayta covered her mouth and hissed, “You have a mark of death?” She stared at the skin just below Nick’s collarbone, on his left side.

“What?” He quirked an eyebrow, trying to keep his voice low.

“Your skin is marked. You’re cursed.” She took several steps back, covering her heart as if to protect it.

Nick looked down at his chest, brushing a hand over the inked skin. It was a simple sun design, sharp points of varying lengths radiating from a circle, half of the circle shaded to make a crescent moon within the sun. “Oh,” he snickered. “It’s a tattoo. I want it there.”

“You were cursed by choice?” She moved back farther, still covering her chest.

“No, it’s not a curse. It’s a... decoration.” Nick shrugged, smiling. “Like your makeup, but permanent.”

“Is this true?” Kayta squinted at Miri.

Nick’s sister nodded, talking in a low tone. “I helped him pick it out. We’re getting matching ones when I’m old enough.”

After a pause, Kayta sighed and shook her head, seeming to accept this but still keeping her distance. She shivered unintentionally.

Siymin eyed Nick’s inked skin suspiciously. “You should keep that covered whenever possible. Some people would kill you at the sight of such a mark.”

Nick frowned thoughtfully. “Seems like a lot of stuff can get you killed here.” They changed into their spare clothes, ducking behind larger tree trunks for privacy. Draping their drenched ones over arched roots, Nick wondered if he could use magic to dry the clothes. He waved his palm over them, picturing them drying. Though he concentrated and waved his hand back and forth, nothing happened.

Siymin patted Nick’s slumped shoulder. “My mother didn’t say anything about your balance, so I think it’s alright. Think of emotions and times that made your heart race. Channel that energy. Think of heat created by the suns, like the one you have on your skin.”

“Think of the hot air between your ears,” Kayta said, making Miri bark out a laugh.

Nick inhaled and thought of the hot suns that made him sweat in Olexia, the beams bearing down on him through the leafy trees. His hand grew warmer, remaining just cool enough not to hurt. He opened his eyes. A yellowish glow came to his palm, with little waves of heat hitting the clothes and making wisps of steam rise from the fabric.

“Careful,” Miri said as a dark circle formed on the damp shirt.

Nick let the spell drop, picking up his mostly dry, partially singed shirt. After Nick and Siymin half-dried the other clothes, they packed up and continued walking.

“The LaKaio are probably just cutting through here to save time,” Siymin muttered, leading the others through the shrubbery. “We should be watchful. They always seem to be searching for someone to scrap with.”

As they walked farther from the spring, a hum filled the air again. They stopped, hunching low and listening, eyes alert and heart rates elevated.

The hum got louder, coming from directly ahead. Twigs snapped a few dozen yards away, and a shadow moved distantly behind the leaves and vines.

The teens backpedaled, carefully shifting behind a cluster of trees while trying to remain silent.

Despite their best effort, a voice called, “Who’s there?”

Wide eyed, Nick looked at the others. If they moved, they’d be chased, but if they stayed put... it wouldn’t be long before the group of at least nine LaKaio spread out in search of the noise’s source and found their hiding place.

They all glanced in the LaKaio’s direction and back, coming to the same realization.

Kayta moved first, shifting her weight and preparing to run. The others followed an instant later, and as if a silent gun had gone off to mark the start of a race, the teenagers bolted in the direction they came from.

As they flew through the brush, several whooshes sounded, a flurry of snaps and scattering leaves coming from behind them and growing closer.

Their feet thudded against the forest floor. Miri stumbled but never fell, barely keeping up with Kayta in the front, heart pounding faster than her steps. She glanced over her shoulder. In the distance, two LaKaio zoomed toward them on their silver boards, the figures of more just behind them.

Miri stumbled again, landing awkwardly on her right foot and grunting at the spike of pain shooting up her ankle, but she kept running and the adrenaline faded the pain enough to continue. 

As they neared the pond, the thicket seemed to grow closer. The brush ahead was thick—too thick for them to get through before the LaKaio caught up. They came to a stop, panting, and were blocked in by twisted vines on three sides, the growing hum of boards behind them.

Nick gripped Miri’s sweatshirt, roughly encouraging her to follow as he darted back down the way they came, taking a sharp turn after the thick brambles ended between some arku trees.

Barely thinking as he ran, Nick retraced their path from earlier. He scanned where he could, searching for a place to hide but finding nothing. It felt like just a few paces later that he realized with horror that they were already back at the pond. No more woods left to hide in.

Kayta took one glance back, the hum still increasing. Their brief dead end had cost precious time, but the sharp turn allowed a few moments where the LaKaio couldn’t see them. She jumped, and the others followed.

Leaping toward the center, the teens splashed into the water. Siymin waved his hand and the ripples on the surface quickly stilled, erasing their tracks. Movements slowed by the water’s resistance, he cupped his hands before him and a white light flickered there a moment.

Miri’s lungs already burned. She clenched her fists, trying to force down her panic as she let out a quarter of a breath.

A bubble appeared above Siymin’s fingers, and it was small at first, but as he motioned for the others to come closer with his free hand, it grew until it was larger than his face. He raised it and stuck his nose and mouth inside, taking a quick breath to demonstrate its purpose.

Kayta, Nick and Miri all pushed their noses against the wall of the bubble, finding cold, fresh air inside. It shrank with each greedy breath, and they took turns drawing air as Siymin slowly refilled it. Pulling away, they exhaled slowly into the pond, trying to only make small bubbles that wouldn’t be noticeable on the surface.

He passed the fresh air around every few seconds, relieving the tightness in their lungs. After a while, Kayta was the one who dared to check if it was safe.

She swam to the edge, becoming a blurry spot in the water. For a long minute, they watched her small figure rise slowly, halting near the surface.

Finally, she turned around and waved for them to follow.

Miri pushed off the pebbly pond floor but struggled to rise. Siymin gently touched her elbow and pushed, helping propel her upward. With a final kick, she gasped, breaking the surface tension and shaking her soaked hair away from her face.

“What the hell did they want that time?” Nick asked, keeping his voice low as they trudged out in their water-logged clothes.

“I told you,” Siymin replied, scanning the surrounding trees. “The LaKaio always seem to be searching for a fight.” He made a clicking noise as they headed into the woods. A little way down the path, Jaten came scampering down a tree and trotted alongside them, rubbing against the boy’s legs and chirping.

They kept their steps light and voices low as they left the safety of the noisy, rushing waterfall and continued their journey.
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When the second sun had barely vanished behind the horizon, Siymin stopped walking and said, “We’ve arrived.”

Miri looked around. Trees, foliage, and the distant night sky surrounded them, but nothing else.

“I thought we were going to someone’s house.” Nick said, instantly tensing.

Siymin nodded and resumed walking. “We are,” he said with a sly smile, Kayta just behind him

The siblings followed, confused. Nick swallowed the question on his lips when the woods in front of them shimmered, then disappeared altogether, revealing a modest house of dark wood, a chimney puffing smoke into the canopy of leaves far, far above. The house had a pointed slate roof spattered with green moss, the left side housing a bank of slanted black windows overlooking the forest.

The doorstep creaked under the weight of the four teenagers, but felt sturdy underfoot. A small lantern hung beside them, the miles of spider webs on it shuddering when Siymin rapped on the door.

For a few moments, they were still, only the sounds of dusk to keep them company. Bugs chirped in the bushes and a gentle breeze cut through the leaves, whistling faintly.

Then, the door creaked open. 
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A small old man stood in the gap. “Please, come in,” he said, voice gentle but sure. The sleeves of his tan robes swept the floor as he turned and pulled the door open all the way, leading the teenagers into his home. His long white hair sat tied up at the base of his neck with a strip of brown cloth.

Siymin removed his shoes and the others copied him, leaving their bags and belongings by the door. As they crept inside, Miri ducked behind Nick, walking in his shadow as they passed through the cramped entry hall. On their right was a doorway and dark stairs leading down, and directly beside that was a ladder under a hatch in the ceiling.

Single file behind Siymin, they entered the kitchen. The room was modest, a wood stove featured between the kitchen and dining space. Dark wood covered all the walls, except for the left one, which was made of the clearest glass and overlooked the dense woods shrouding the home from the outside world.

The old man stopped at the stove, seeming to hover more than walk. He was a hairsbreadth taller than Miri with a thin and neat mustache of pure white. The angular shape of his ears and the dark wavy spots down his wrinkled jaw and neck told the siblings he was of yet another race they hadn’t met yet. He reached into the nearest cabinet and picked up a bowl, scooping steaming soup from a pot on the stove.

“Tuko, meet Miri and Nick,” Siymin said, gesturing to them.

Tuko nodded for him to go on.

“They require training.” Siymin looked at Miri, who still stood just behind Nick, watching. “Miri has espy.”

Tuko’s head popped up, soft eyes locking with Miri’s. “I see.” He covered the pot with a lid, plucking a spoon from a jar atop the counter. “You must be hungry. Have some soup,” he said, hovering to the table and taking a seat.

This siblings exchanged a confused glance, watching the old man raise his spoon, silently scooping a bite into his mouth.

“Hi Siymin!” a small voice behind them called, breaking the quiet and making Miri startle.

From the stairs going down came a young girl, no older than five, with orange hair cut in short, jagged spikes. She raised her arms to Siymin and he lifted her onto his side. “Hi Kayta,” the girl said, nodding with her lively head of hair.

Kayta swiped her palm at the girl in response, managing a tight-lipped expression that could almost pass for a smile.

The little girl grinned at the siblings and said, “I’m Tella.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Nick. That’s my sister, Miri.”

“Are you Siymin’s friends?” she asked, studying the young man with her round eyes.

He considered for half a second before answering, “Yeah, I guess so.”

To Siymin she asked, “Time for food?”

“I believe it is,” he replied. She wriggled down and stroked Jaten behind his soft ears, earning a pleasant trill from the creature. He turned in a circle, rubbing against her legs.

Tella padded to the counter, picked out a fistful of spoons and passed them out to the guests. She scooted a stool to the stove, ladling steaming soup into the waiting dishes.

They thanked Tella and each took a bowl to the table. For a long while, the only sounds were spoons on bowls and the faint ticking clock in the corner. Nick didn’t notice the silence at first, too engulfed in the sensation of a hot meal after so much traveling.

Miri finished first, spoon licked clean. Her stomach begged for another bowl but she remained seated, unsure if it was appropriate to ask for seconds.

Nick pushed his chair back a minute later, reaching around Miri’s shoulder to grab her bowl as he passed. He returned with two fresh, steaming dishes. She shoved spoonful after spoonful into her mouth and sat back when she’d finished draining the broth.

It wasn’t until then that she noticed not a single word was spoken the entire meal—not even from Tella. After the food was gone, the table was still. Miri looked to her brother, but he only sat there tapping his leg under the table.

He looked between the others, eyes straining as he tried to work out what was going on. Nick would’ve thought it just another strange Olexian custom, but Siymin’s family had spoken while they ate.

A few more minutes passed, and he couldn’t stand it anymore. He inclined his chin at Siymin and Kayta once more, but both sat patiently. “So...” He said to Tella, “Is Tuko your grandfather?”

If tension were a tangible thing, it would’ve just up and left the room when Tuko laughed. It was a surprisingly bright sound, clear and full of genuine amusement. Siymin tried containing his laughter, but cracked up too, along with the little girl.

“Um...” Miri chuckled nervously. “What?” she whispered, leaning toward Siymin.

He wiped his eyes, watering from violent laughter. “I’m sorry,” he said. “We’ve run a little joke on you. In Tuko’s house, the first to speak after a meal is the one to wash the dishes.”

“You better get started, young man, or you’ll sleep through your first lesson.” The old man gave Nick a smile from the side that told him it was all in good fun, pointing his chin toward the sink of dishes behind them.

“So you’ll teach us?”

“Anything for a friend of Siymin’s family. So long as you brought me some erro roots for my trouble?” The old man raised a wiry white eyebrow at the boy.

“My mother sent us with a large bagful,” Siymin confirmed, standing up. “Tuko is the best mentor in the country," he assured the siblings. “He’ll have you mastering spells before you can blink.”

Nick cleaned up after the meal and—with the help of his sister, who dried the dishes because she was the second to speak—finished the job quickly. After the last bowl was stacked, Siymin led them downstairs to get some much-needed rest.

The first floor of the house deceived the basement’s size, which was three or four times bigger. Like Siymin’s family home, the bedrooms were underground, remaining comfortably cool even in the summer heat, which was perfect for sleeping. The hall downstairs was painted light grayish, bouncing the light of a single lantern around the small space.

Miri and Kayta bunked with Tella, the boys in another bedroom down the hall. But instead of bunks, the beds in Tuko’s house were cushioned pads on the floor, arranged around a lantern. It reminded Miri of sleepovers with friends, their pillows all facing each other for whispered chitchat late at night.

Glad to be sleeping indoors and away from insects, she followed the other girls’ lead, removing her jumpsuit and plopping down on a cushion. She wrapped herself in the plush blanket, and a thought crossed her mind as she got comfortable. “Kayta?” she asked timidly as Tella clicked off the lamp between them.

Kayta grumbled in acknowledgment.

“If you can’t... If you don’t have magic, how do you know Tuko?”

Kayta’s blanket rustled in the pitch black.

Miri waited, chewing on her nails. After a long silence, she didn’t think there would be an answer.

Then, in a quiet voice, came Kayta’s reply. “Tuko takes in those who need a place to stay. Especially kids who left home early.”

“Oh,” Miri whispered, understanding. Soon after rolling over and shutting her eyes, another nightmare drew her from the pleasant evening she’d had.




A woman sits in a dark chamber, bars on one side. Knees drawn to her chest, she buries her face in her dirty, hole-ridden cloak. Her face is always hidden; a mass of dark ratty hair the only thing discernible. The woman cries the same thing over and over with her raw voice, and the words, as always, are gibberish to Miri.

As hard as she tries to remember them, they always escape her when she wakes, and Miri knows this time will be no different. 
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“Miri!”

She gasped, bracing herself against the floor as her lungs strained for air.

Siymin touched her hand but leaned back, keeping at a distance. “It’s okay,” he said quietly. “Everything is peaceful.” His wide eyes looked over her, trying to find anything besides nightmares that might answer her panic.

Regaining awareness of her surroundings, she blinked in the dim lantern light from the hall in Tuko’s house.

She retracted her hand and stood, her blanket slipping off and cool air meeting her skin, stirring her awake further. She’d rolled from her mat onto the wood floor in her sleep. Rubbing her eyes, Miri smoothed her hair as she realized Siymin was still in the room, feeling like a bedraggled scarecrow.

His mouth parted slightly and closed again before saying, “Everyone else got up two hours ago. Tuko said there’s no point in training if you’re too exhausted to stand.” He scratched the back of his neck. “And I think he’s growing tired of training your brother.”

Miri snorted. “I’m sure his high school teachers felt the same way,” she said, gripping her bag and pulling it closer, rooting through it but sighing when she didn’t find what she wanted.

“What are you looking for?”

“My other clothes,” she answered, glancing around the room before rifling through her bedding.

“Tella probably took them to wash.” Siymin stood, opening a cabinet against the wall. “There’re some spare clothes in here.” He pulled out a green, cottony jumpsuit, unfolding it and cracking a smile as he held it up. “It may be a bit long,” he said, the pant legs piling up on the floor at least six inches too long for Miri.

She rolled her eyes with a smirk, taking the jumpsuit. “Thank you.”

“You’ll also need these.” He snatched a pair of off-white shorts and a matching undershirt from the cabinet too. “The shower is available if you want to wash off,” he said, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder.

“That’d be great.” Miri smiled. Siymin pointed to her shoes and she slipped them on, following him out to the backyard.

The air was bright and warm, rich morning light illuminating the groomed shrubbery and grasses of Tuko’s woodsy yard. A small pond stood a few dozen yards away, surrounded by patches of wildflowers.

“Mornin’ Miri,” Nick called as they joined everyone else outside. Tella and Nick stood before Tuko in the open, while Kayta lounged under a tree, a small book between her hands.

“Morning,” Miri said with a small wave, following Siymin around the side of the house.

Attached to the wall was an outdoor shower made of the same dark wood found throughout the building. The door stood a few inches off the ground, plenty tall enough to cover someone completely.

“There’s soap and hair wash there.” He pointed to two metal spheres on a corner shelf. “And towels are in there,” he said, gesturing to a small door set in the wall against the house.

She thanked him and stepped inside, latching the door.

The water was streaked brown with dirt before Miri even got to the soap. Lifting one of the metal spheres, she found that they operated like salt shakers, flakes of soap floating into her hand and melting into suds against her skin. She pulled the cord again, letting the hot water wash over her.

She scrubbed quickly and dressed in the fresh clothes, relieved to be clean again. The pants needed to be rolled four times at her ankles, but they worked. As she rejoined the others, a slight smile lit her features.

“Hey Miri, check this out,” her brother said, stepping back and facing the woods that went on for miles. Nick steadied himself, locking his arms out straight with one palm behind the other. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, concentrating on his power as Tuko had instructed. He was ready for a burst of wind to come from his hands, but the uncomfortable landing on the roof of Tuko’s house caught him by surprise. Nick winced, his voice rising. “That’s not what I meant to do,” he said, swinging one leg over the pitch of the roof.

Closing his eyes, he thought of the grass and within an instant was on the ground again. He took a few deep breaths, waiting for the pain to subside.

Tuko let out a reserved laugh. “It appears your magic is still out of control.”

“Understatement of the year,” Nick grumbled. He disappeared, then reappeared a second later beside Miri. He craned his neck, cursing at the sky before saying, “This is getting old.” How long before he accidentally jumped himself to the middle of the ocean, or the top of a mountain? And what if it got Miri hurt because of him? He looked to her, mouth twitching in frustration.

“Letting your emotions control you will cause outbursts of more than words,” Tuko reminded him with a pointed look. “Jumping isn’t a terribly common ability, but it’s simple to master so long as you learn to control yourself.”

Nick let all the air rush from his lungs with a slow breath.

“Rest while your sister and I speak for a while,” Tuko said, nodding sideways at Miri, meaning for her to follow.

Their shoes whispered against the lush grasses as they walked among the trees and wildflowers. Once they were just out of hearing range, Tuko said, “You may be aware by now that you and your brother are very different.”

Miri gave a shy laugh. “You’re telling me.”

“Not only your personalities,” he said. “But your magic is incredibly different as well.” They meandered down a wide path between the trees, wind through the leaves casting flickering shadows across their clothes. “Your brother’s ability may be uncommon, but it’s still one in a hundred thousand. People with espy, like you, are few per generation.”

Miri nodded, crossing her arms and studying her boots as they continued walking.

“You also differ with the amount of power you carry. Both Nick’s casting magic and ability are average in power—which is good. He’ll be easy enough to train, though he’s my oldest student by ten years.” He paused, smiling a little, though it didn’t last long. “Your espy is strong, though it wouldn’t be much of a problem on its own. But your casting magic... Miri, your casting magic is unbelievable. You have more untapped power than—well, more than anyone I’ve seen in a long time.” The old man stopped walking, and Miri kept to his side.

“How... how do you know?”

“You may have noticed I’m neither Sorgin nor Fangra. My people are known as the Rongrite. We have magic in the same way as Sorgin, and my ability is sensing the balance of power within a person. You can see how this helps me to be a teacher.”

“Is your ability the same one Siymin’s mother has?”

“Keltin and I have similar gifts, but there is a slight difference. She sees the severity of someone’s imbalance, but can’t see which way the scale tips. I see the scale, and can see which way and how much it tips. Do you know of the two powers?”

She shook her head.

“Everyone born with magic is gifted two forms of it. The first is ability magic, which is a force that lives within them—a sort of symbiosis, if you will, between you and your ability. Espy is yours, and jumping is your brother’s. The second kind is casting magic. This is power you create. It’s a raw energy which you can manipulate, using memories and emotions as guides to crafting spells, such as lifting things without touching them, or enchanting an object. Ability and casting magic must always be in balance.

“For most, this balance comes easily and little guidance is required. But the greater the power, the more difficult it is to keep balanced. Though many have tried to solve it, we still don’t know why some people have an imbalance. Miri.” He paused again.

She met his eyes.

“You must understand, if you’re not terribly, terribly careful, your power will overcome you.”

The curly-haired girl nodded.

“I’ve had many students with espy. The last was a young boy. He had great ability magic, but his casting magic was too weak.”

“The boy Siymin’s mother took care of?”

“Yes.” Tuko nodded.

“What happened to him? Siymin said he... he said he died.”

“He struggled with balancing his powers from the moment they came in. He fought, but he couldn’t gain enough control to hold on. Much like taming a wild beast, to find peace takes courage, and a bit of patience.”

“Will... what will?” Miri couldn’t get the question out.

“I have hope for you, Miri. I believe you can learn control. Your casting magic is greatly powerful, but your ability magic is not weak by any measure. The disturbance of balance within you is not as extreme as the boy’s was.”

“I can’t control the visions. I can’t control any of it. I tried to help Siymin’s family with those pests and they all just... stared at me. Like I was some kind of freak.”

“Nick told me so,” he said. “Espy is unique. It is not a force you can always control, but as you learn to control your casting, the visions will balance. You can’t escape them, but you can gain balance. Unbalanced espy will ruin your mind.”

“I think I understand.”

“Good.” Tuko nodded. “If things go awry, I do know something that could solve the issue, but it’s dangerous. It will only be used as a last resort if the danger you pose to yourself and others becomes too great.”

She shuttered, staring down at her body like it would detonate at any moment. “Then let’s hope I don’t need it.” She set her mouth in a thin line.

“It must be so incredible,” he marveled. “You see the world differently from anyone else. There are those in this world who believe destiny is unchangeable, decided by fate, the stars, or some deity. I have seen how those with espy can mold the future. With your mind and hands, Miri, you could change the course of history.”

“My hands?” She studied them.

“They are more powerful than you could imagine. Now, let’s see what they can do, huh? We’ll start with some basic skills.”

She nodded, taking a steadying breath. Miri wanted to implode, listening to the man vocalize everything she’d fretted over for the last two days. What if I’m not strong enough? she thought.

Tuko clasped his hands and said, “First, you will learn to center your Idol. This is a way of regaining control over your magic—more like reconnecting with it, really—and it’s the most important lesson. Your brother has already begun to master this. I have no doubt you’ll pick it up even faster.” He gave her an encouraging smile, stepping back. “Close your eyes and bring your hands together in front of you.”

She followed his instruction and he continued, “Imagine a balanced scale. Your ability magic on one side, and your casting magic on the other.”

“Okay,” Miri breathed. “I can do that.”

“Now draw a circle in the air, with your hands still together.”

She did, keeping her mind open to whatever might happen.

“Do you feel anything?”

Frowning, she said, “No.”

“Try again.”

Closing her eyes, she repeated the process. “I still don’t feel any different,” Miri sighed after trying for ten minutes. Her eyes popped open, and her hands fell to her sides.

“Don’t get discouraged. Focus on the scale. Balance is the goal. Think of a time when you felt steady and at peace, and try again.”

Mouth twisting in frustration, Miri reached into the recesses of her memories, searching for the perfect one. Times of peace and steadiness were scarce there. When was her last day of calm happiness?

Last year. It was a warm day, near the end of the school year. She’d had an episode between classes. Nick picked her up. After she recovered, they went out to get ice cream for dinner, just because. They sat on the curb talking and eating and she smiled, at peace. Steady.

She gripped that memory and pictured the scales.

A warmth. Just a slight change, but noticeable, like someone had flipped a switch in her mind. “I feel something,” she said, cheeks turning up in a smile.

“Miri, stop,” Tuko said, calm but stern.

She opened her eyes, scrambling to reign in her magic as the flames grew bigger by the second, the tree nearest her burning brightly. She looked to Tuko for help but he backed up, only watching.

Useless, she thought, that’s all I am. The flames doubled in size, catching on another tree and flicking up the branches, engulfing it faster than what should have been possible. The more she tried to pull her magic back, the more the fire seemed to ignite, the moisture inside the fresh wood popping and cracking under the heat.

Tuko raised a hand.

The fire didn’t go out so much as it un-existed, gone in an instant. “You lost control,” he said. “Remember that feeling.”

“I-I’m sorry.” Miri stared up at the blackened branches of the tree. “I didn’t mean to.”

“You must always be conscious of how much power is leaving you. Everything has limits, and your magic is no exception. It may feel like you can do anything, be anything, but never, never, use too much. There is an end to the power within you, and if you ever reach it, if you try to use more magic than you have, you’ll burn from the inside out.”

“How do you know when you’re about to run out?”

“You’ll feel as though you’ve run through the fires of hell. You’ll feel as though your heart was about to burst inside your body. You’ll feel like you’re dying. And you will be.”

Miri’s eyes went wide. “Does it ever come back?”

“With time and rest your magic will refill, but the closer you get to the bottom, the harder it is to replenish.”

Though she tried to conceal it, Miri knew Tuko could read her fear and hesitation. She looked back up at the blackened tree. How did I even do that? she wondered.

“This is why we practice,” he said gently. “And why we do so in the middle of the forest. Believe me, Miri, I’ve seen youngsters lose control in worse ways than that. At least you got rid of some burglar wasps,” he said, noting a smoldering paper hive among the burnt branches. “They’ve caused the honeybees quite the trouble this summer.”

Her small smile returned as she asked, “Why are they called that?”

“Honeybees?”

She laughed, “No, burglar wasps.”

“Ah.” He grinned knowingly. “Of course. They’re known for infiltrating beehives. They eat their honey, and lay their own eggs among the bees’, eventually overtaking the bees. Quite interesting creatures, though. If their queen is killed or taken without a ready replacement, the entire colony dies out.”

“Why?”

“No one really knows. But it’s believed that the drones are simply unable to function without leadership, and cannot work together to do what is needed, so they perish.” He was still facing the smoldering nest high above, but Miri thought she saw a mischievous sparkle in his eye.

Casting a knowing glance at his student, Tuko said, “Let’s try some casting, then.” He was so still, like a speaking statue, placed there in the woods long ago.

Miri nodded in agreement, shaking out hands as if trying to banish the frustration. Her mind thumped with thoughts. You can’t. You’re hopeless. Useless. She did her best to block them out, but they knocked on the inside of her skull like a beating drum.

Tuko’s guiding words helped draw her back into the present. “One hand up, feet apart and equal to your shoulders. Very good. Now, remember wind. Recall lightness and joy. Casting magic is best learned to control by channeling your emotions and memories, then supplying power to them. Feel the air coming and going from your lungs. Choose a target, and bend it to your will.”

A lightness washed over her as the spell stirred inside her chest. She concentrated on a fallen branch nearby, as tall as Miri herself. With a bit of strain, she lifted, and the branch shot ten feet in the air, hovering there as if awaiting her command.

“Very good,” Tuko said, a hint of surprise in his voice. “Once you master the balance of your powers, you’ll be able to shape your magic with ease. The balance will come slowly, then snap into place. It will feel as if everything is simply right.”

Encouraged, Miri willed the branch to dive and it dove, weaving under, over, and around arched roots. She smiled, forcing more power and making the branch speed up, weaving back and forth, up and down. Faster, she commanded, a heat growing in her chest as if she was running and wanted nothing more than to break the sound barrier.

As she pushed harder, the branch quit weaving, then wiggled and zipped straight toward her. Miri jumped aside, feet scrambling.

Tuko lifted his wrist and the branch halted between them. “You lost control.” He looked at her while lowering the branch. “But exceptional for your first try.” The old man gave a small smile.

With an effortless wave, he dropped the branch at Miri’s feet. “Again,” he said, folding his hands. 
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Nick grunted as he lowered himself to a log beside the fire, the bruise on his thigh giving a pang. He winced and glared at his sister.

She shrugged. “I told you to watch out.” Miri peeled the rind off her red and white speckled fruit—a txiro, or ‘poor man’s breakfast,’ as Siymin had told them, because they grow so abundantly in the wild—discarding the peel in the flames.

“Right, because I can move faster than a flying rock.” Nick took a bite of his fruit and stretched his legs toward the warmth of the fire, groaning again.

“At least the next three missed you.”

“Only because I was on the other side of the house. And even then, the last one was close.” Her brother cracked a smile, and Miri rolled her eyes.

Siymin approached the group, who sat around the fire in a clearing behind Tuko’s house.

“You found him!” Miri gasped.

“He fell asleep up a tree,” he said, placing Jaten down as he sat beside Miri in the waning evening light.

“Is he okay?” she asked, looking over at the kopi.

“I had to coax him down, but he’s alright.”

“I’m sorry, Jaten,” Miri said, her hands disappearing into his soft fur as she placed him in her lap. He chirped happily and rubbed against her hand. “I promise, I wasn’t aiming for your tree.”

“Something my mentor used to say comes to mind for today,” Tuko said, clearing his throat. “ ‘Worry not about yesterday’s mistakes, instead allow them to further your growth.’ A fitting piece of advice, I think.”

“You had a mentor?” Tella asked.

“Of course,” Tuko said, the spots on his neck wrinkling with his smile. “Surely you don’t think I mastered magic on my own as a newborn babe?” Tella giggled at that. “No, I was a youngster once, too.” He leaned in. “I was even a bit rebellious. To my parents’ horror, I ran away with a beautiful young lady. She was promised to someone else, but we were wildly in love—or so we thought,” he chuckled.

“What happened?” Tella asked, eyes sparkling with curiosity.

“We evaded our parents long enough to marry, but like many first loves, we grew apart after a short time. Last I knew, she married the man she had promised to and had a few children.”

Tella’s shoulders slumped but she didn’t say anything else.

A serene quiet surrounded them in the summer night, the forest alight with chirping bugs and croaking frogs.

Tella watched Siymin’s intense stare at the flames, her head tilted slightly at his down-turned face. She cleared her throat, taking another txiro from the wooden bowl at her feet. “I was wondering if anyone could help me with the washing? Since there’s a lot more to do now.”

“I can help you,” Miri said happily, popping the last piece bit of her fruit into her mouth. They were sweet and mild with a texture that reminded Miri of slightly overripe apples.

“Thank you,” the young girl said, idly tearing her txiro rind into shapes. “Siymin, are you sad?”

The boy pulled himself from the depths of his mind and gave Tella a small smile. “A little, I suppose.”

She pursed her lips and asked, “Why?”

Running a hand through his hair, he paused. “I’m... worried about my family. The Council’s upcoming changes will likely have an unfavorable outcome. But they might not,” he said, his voice rising in that pretend optimism often used for the sake of young children. “And if they do, Kayta may have a solution.”

“My search for the mirror is not based on your wishes to use it.”

“I never said it was.” Siymin tossed the bruised pieces of his fruit into the fire, standing. “Not that it’s going to work anyway,” he added under his breath.

“If it’s such a waste of time, why bother?” Kayta chucked a large piece of her fruit into the flames, making a crack as the juices inside heated and escaped.

“Why would you even care?” he said through gritted teeth. Without looking back, he stalked from the fire light toward the dark house.

Miri rose too. As her feet led her, she wasn’t sure what she’d say. But Siymin needed someone. She understood that feeling too well herself.

Inside, he stood with his back to her, head resting against the slanted dining room windows. “I never thought I’d spend this much time with Kayta voluntarily,” he said, glancing at Miri’s reflection.

She nodded, stopping a step behind. “You’re two very different people.” She reached out, touching his shoulder gently.

“We never did get along, even as children.”

She watched his face in the glass and waited for him to go on.

“My mother caught her stealing from us when we were little. She took one look at her skinny arms and invited her in for a meal.” He laughed. “She wouldn’t eat one bite. Thought it was poisoned.” He turned around, Miri’s hand falling from his shoulder.

She glanced at the floor and took half a step back. “How can a mirror help your family?”

Siymin rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. “The Council is our countries highest government. They recently started to uproot our laws and systems. They’ll soon decide on regulations that I fear will eventually force my parents from their farmland. We’ve been farmers for generations. I can’t imagine my family anywhere else.”

“So if the mirror is real...”

“Then I can make them leave us alone,” he said, turning back.

Miri tilted her head. “Why are they changing things?”

“Only the Gods know. The Council is fairly new. Goopra used to be a kingdom.” He scoffed. “The reason it fell apart then is the reason the Council is crushing the life from us now.”

“What’s the reason?”

“Garran Barkatu.” Siymin anxiously ruffled his hair. “He formed the Council after the old king and queen broke one of our oldest laws.”

“Is he the leader of the Council?”

Siymin nodded. “All first seat chancellors are supposed to be equal in power, but Head Chancellor Garran and his wife get whatever they want. The whole country is in their grasp, and we can’t do anything about it.”

“If everyone’s so unhappy... no one can do anything?”

He shook his head slightly. “It’s... complicated. Many believe the Council has our best interest in mind, even when they’re clearly hurting us. It’s fascinating and terrifying all at the same time.”

Miri tried to look into his eyes but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. “You’ll figure out a way to make it work.”

“How can you be so sure?” He raised his head, finally looking at her.

Miri’s eyes flicked away. “Not to sound cocky, but I’m usually right.” She gave a little smirk, which he returned.

“I hope so.”
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The following day, their training consisted of grueling hours in the sun while Miri and Nick practiced the same basic spells and skills over and over until they could keep injuries to a minimum.

“Concentrate, Nick!” Tuko said.

“I am!” He dropped his hands and turned to face the old man, letting the rock he was levitating fall to the ground with a thunk. It was just past mid-day, and too hot to stay in direct sunlight more than a few minutes. Nick’s clothes stuck with sweat at every opportunity, making him wish the next hours would hurry up and pass.

“Lies,” Tuko said, still as a statue while he watched and instructed the teenagers. “A young man’s mind is never fully concentrated.”

Miri had been silently practicing manipulating water from the small pond, but this made her laugh so hard she lost control and accidentally sprayed Nick, drenching him with grayish murky water, algae and all.

Nick gasped as cold water rushed over him, clogging his left ear and coating him in a sulfurous slime. He shook his head like a dog to try dislodging it, sending droplets in every direction. “You’re getting really good with that!” he said mischievously.

“I know, right?” Miri said, still laughing.

“But I’m better!” His hand flew out and a perfect pillar of water rose from the pond, creating wavy shadows across his sister. He shifted his hand, guiding the liquid like a snake through the air, moving it in a fluid stream.

“Nick!” Miri squeaked. “Don’t. I’m serious!” She stepped back, bumping into a tree. “It was an accident, I swear!”

Her brother laughed, letting the water siphon more liquid from the pond, the serpent of water looming over her.

Miri clenched her eyes, waiting for the water to fall. Her mind buzzed and a yellow haze overtook Miri’s vision.




She winces, dizziness accompanying this vision. Miri stumbles sideways, catching herself on the tree trunk.

A silly, victorious smile shining on his face, Nick raises his arm, then drops it, letting the water go. It plummets, freezing Miri’s skin as it makes contact.




The yellow around her faded, world flashing dark for only a moment, but an unbearable ringing that only she could hear made her suck in a sharp breath, face winding up at the painful sound. She took a deep breath. “Siymin!”

Miri clenched her eyes, waiting for the water to crash down.

Any second now.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Heat radiated from above, a slight mist tickling her skin in a gentle rain.

Nick tried to shift the water away but found he no longer controlled it. A foot above his sister’s head floated a cloud of steam, forcing the water to become misty rain. His eyes flicked to the left.

Siymin stood a few paces away from Miri, hand outstretched and a dumb boyish smile across his face. He let the water rain around himself and Miri, a perfect space of clear air surrounding the two so the droplets didn’t touch them.

Miri stuck out her tongue at her brother, which sent him into a fit of laughter, before swiveling to Siymin. “Thanks,” she said as the water continued to rain down. She looked at the cloudy mist, saying, “That’s... really cool.” His smile widened.

Nick startled when a sudden pain pierced his shoulder.

“Enough games,” Tuko said, hand raised. “Back to training.”

When Nick didn’t move, the old man flicked his wrist again, sending a pebble into his other shoulder.

He frowned and rubbed his shoulder but complied, returning to his lesson. Nick willed his magic to lift a stone from the ground, shifting it carefully and making it spin. “Tuko?” he asked, lowering the rock.

Tuko hummed in answer, glancing up from critiquing Tella’s posture.

“Can we fly?”

The tutor’s brows simply rose in question.

“We can move rocks,” Nick said. “Can’t we lift ourselves off the ground too?”

“Ah,” the old man said, understanding. “There are limitations with every facet of magic, and we don’t understand many of them. No, you cannot levitate yourself. Now back to the lesson, please.”

Nick grudgingly returned to lifting the rocks, though his mind wandered. But if you were sitting on a chair, and you tried to lift it, what would happen? he wondered, almost speaking the question but stopping when Tuko gave a look of warning, as if he could see the gears turning in Nick’s head.

He snapped his eyes back to the stones, continuing his work in silence.
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The days ahead were spent training from dawn till mid-day, when they took their daytime rest, then training again well into the night. After over a week of instruction and practice, Miri still found herself plagued by the same nightmare night after night, day after day.

The woman screamed gibberish in Miri’s ears as she tried to prepare breakfast for the household. Image after image of the woman burrowed into Miri’s mind, no matter how hard she tried to push them away. The woman’s dirty, rough skin, her threadbare clothes coated in the dim, oily light. The dream made itself at home in her mind, even during Miri’s waking hours.

She pinched the bridge of her nose, dropping to the floor as her head spun and vision darkened. She pressed her palms against the cool kitchen floor, trying to calm her hitched breathing. Amber tinted a dizzying array of visions and her hazy reality flashed back and forth.

Boots thumped up the staircase from the basement. The footsteps halted at the top for a moment before moving toward Miri.

She cracked open one eye as the amber vision faded again. “Hi,” she said weakly.

Siymin knelt beside her, his face slightly blurry. “Visions again?” he asked, voice hushed and face pinched in concern. She wasn’t sure if he was really speaking quietly, or if her strange symptoms were simply distorting his voice.

“Yeah,” she said, wincing as another wave of dizziness came over her.

“What can I do?” He reached out, touching her forehead searching for a fever but finding her skin chill and clammy instead. She’s getting worse each day, he thought, pushing the tangled curls from her face, noticing how pale she was. Much worse.

The dizziness began to fade as Miri answered, “Nothing.” She leaned forward, hunched over her crossed legs. “I’m fine, Siymin.”

The back door creaked open, and Nick’s voice floated across the kitchen. “Oh my God, are you okay?” He shut the door and rushed to her side.

Miri waved them away. “I’m fine, really,” she insisted. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.” The pain and haze were still there, but already fading.

Nick sighed, scratching the stubble on his jaw. “No, you’re way worse than even this morning.” He touched her shoulder lightly, afraid she’d crack at the slightest pressure. She was trembling, though she hid it well.

She shrugged his hand off, saying, “It’s okay. There’s nothing you can do, anyway.”

“Visions that almost make you pass out thirty times a day is not 'okay. I’m gonna go talk to Tuko.” Nick stood, door clicking shut behind him as he returned to the back yard.

Siymin rose as well, offering his hand to Miri.

She took it, joints feeling like they were coated in rust as she gripped the edge of the counter and took up the spoon again, stirring the oats she’d been preparing. In her peripheral vision, Siymin hovered. He braced his elbows on the counter, glancing at the clock in the corner, fiddling with a piece of leather around his wrist.

Miri said, “You don’t have to watch me, you know. I... I’m okay.” The statement sounded more assured in her head.

“I know you’re not,” he said, smiling sadly and coming to her side. “But I’ll go on pretending you are, if that would make you feel better.”

She laughed a little, but it was more for the sake of expressing sharpness than mirth. Her ears still rang a little and she pressed against her head, willing it to go away.

Eyeing her tentatively, Siymin asked, “Do you need help lowering the heat?”

“No, thanks,” she answered, adding dried fruit to the pot. “I think I have it now.” Miri held a cupped hand next to the wood-fired stove, closing it and willing the fire to go out. “Thanks for offering, though.”

“Happy to.” 
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Though he was far from the house, the roof’s peak just visible through the trees, it didn’t take Nick long to find Tuko. Alone in his favorite clearing, the old man stood in his unnaturally still way, watching a small, blue and yellow bird pick at the remnants of a burnt wasps’ nest.

Nick approached, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “Miri’s getting worse.”

“I agree.”

Nick frowned. “I thought she was supposed to get better here, after she started training.”

“Your sister has great power within her,” Tuko said. “There was a chance that enough rigorous training would allow her control without intervention.”

“So why hasn’t it?”

“Children’s abilities begin to develop between five and seven years old. They start with a small flicker of magic, and it grows as they do. You and Miri were no different. But instead of learning as it developed, it’s been trapped in a bubble, and this bubble trapped within yourselves. What our training has done is open a door to allow her control.”

Nick hesitated, then gave a short nod and said, “Mhm.”

“The trouble is, the door we created is the size of a coin, and her magic is enough to fill a house. Children usually can continue growing with their magic, and they are in total control. Most people, like you, have no problem with the balance of your powers and require little training. Siymin had a slight imbalance, but he didn’t need much more help than yourself.”

“So Miri just... can’t?”

“Magic doesn’t like to be contained. Coming to Olexia has started something we can’t stop with training alone. This bubble containing her magic will strain, and eventually burst.”

“And she’d die?”

Tuko nodded deeply, turning to face him. Nick’s chest heaved and fell in a silent, worried breath. He wasn’t sure what to say.

“I do have another plan—a dangerous one—that I intended to bring up in a few more days as a final hope. But you know her better than I, and if you believe she’d prefer to try such a thing now, by all means, ask her what she wants. At this point, I believe the risks are equal either way.”

“There’s nothing else? Nothing more powerful that could save her?”

“I’m afraid not.”

Nick paused, considering. What would Miri say? She was so brave lately. But would she be reckless, too? She’d always been so careful, but in the last week, Nick almost saw a different person in his sister. Equal risks either way. He didn’t like it, but it wasn’t up to him. “So what do we do?”

“We pop the bubble.”
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Miri sat on the floor of the girls’ bedroom with Tella, folding clothes. Grayish white wasn’t the most complimenting color on Miri, and the baggy shape was the opposite of flattering, but she was glad to have something clean to wear. Miri chuckled to herself as she grabbed one of the boys’ jumpsuits.

“What?” Tella asked.

“This is the most normal I’ve felt since coming here. I’m actually happy to be doing chores.” She laughed again.

Tella’s small nose screwed up. “You like doing the laundry?”

“Not exactly, but it’s nice to do something familiar. My younger foster brother Justice usually helps me fold and put away the clothes.”

“Siymin has lots of brothers. Some are bigger than him and some are smaller. They’re loud.”

“Brothers are like that sometimes,” Miri laughed. “Luckily I have just the two. Has it always been just you and Tuko here?”

Tella shook her head. “Nalda and Centranna used to live here too, but they finished their training and went away.” She folded another shirt, then realized it was inside out and unfolded it. “What’s a foster brother?” she asked after a minute.

“Well,” Miri hesitated. “It means we have the same foster parents, and we live together as a family, but we just come from different places. Sometimes for a long time, and sometimes just for a little while.”

Tella shrugged. “That’s confusing.”

Miri nodded, smiling slightly. “Yeah, it kind of is. It’s like... we were alone, but together we make our own family.” A sharp pain throbbed in her head, and the room blurred for a moment.

“That’s like me!” the girl said, stacking the folded clothes. “I don’t have any parents, but Tuko trains me and I help him with chores.” She leaned in closer to Miri. “He says it’s because he’s too old, but I think he’s just lazy.” She giggled, which made Miri do the same.

A fuzzy sensation unfurled in the back of Miri’s head. She twisted, looking behind her. “Nick?” she asked the empty doorway. She watched for a moment, not sure why she thought he’d be there, but then he popped into the space.

“What’s so funny?” Nick leaned against the frame, raising a brow as Tella and Miri laughed.

“Nothing,” Miri said, holding her smile back. “What’s up?”

“Can we talk for a minute?”

“Uh, sure.” Miri stood shakily, taking a stack of jumpsuits with her. She followed her brother into the boys’ bedroom next-door and they sat across from one another on the bed mats, Nick groaning as he lowered himself to the ground. She placed the stack of laundry on Siymin’s bed, the floor seeming to shift as she looked at it.

“You’re getting worse, with the visions,” her brother said.

“No kidding.” Miri nodded, rubbing circles into her temples.

“Tuko has a last resort kind of idea,” he said carefully. “It’s dangerous, but it sounds like the only other choice. Seems like you’ve only gotten worse, even with the training.”

Miri’s vision clouded, a yellow haze taking over her.




A vast lake stands before her, deep blue with the middle of the night.





She was glad to see something—anything—besides the screaming woman. The constant flashes to her raw voice was like a disliked song that played one too many times. It was only a snippet of a vision, hardly more than an instant, but she got the sense of great power and possibility. “A lake?” she asked as the world came back into focus.

“Yeah. How’d you know?”

She pointed to her head with a weak arm and dozy eyes. “I don’t think I can take this much longer. Whatever it is, I want to do it,” Miri said, the room blurring again.

“Even if it could hurt you?” To Miri’s dizzy vision, Nick seemed to shift between there and not, his features becoming little more than fuzzy shapes. “Miri?” He looked bigger now, and it took Miri a moment to realize he’d moved closer.

“This is already hurting me,” she said, not sure if all the words actually came out. Darkness and quiet overtook her as she lost control of her body and slumped to the floor.

[image: image]

It was many hours later when Miri’s eyes fluttered open, her grogginess telling her as much. She gripped her head where a painful pressure fogged her thoughts.

“Everything is peaceful, Miri,” a soft voice assured her from the dim room. “Get some rest.” The outline of Siymin’s figure rested against the door frame, an open book between his hands.

Though she wanted to ask what happened, the room dimmed again and she drifted off into a leaden sleep against her will.
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“Miri, wake up.”

A chill breeze washed over her, eyes snapping open.

“Miri.” Siymin’s face seemed to hover beside her, the only bright thing in the dark room. Her mind woke up a little, and she saw him kneeling beside her bed, a lantern in his hand. Gently tapping her arm to wake her, he said, “It’s time to go.”

She took her time sitting up, her head still spinning. She stretched her legs out, the cold floor against her bare feet helping to wake her up.

“How do you feel?” the boy asked as he scooted back to give her space.

“Tired,” she said, shaking out her messy curls. “Dizzy,” she corrected as she shifted to stand but had to stop, not sure which surface was the ceiling or floor.

“It’s alright, take a moment to wake up,” Siymin said quietly. “Since your brother’s practicing the jump to the lake, we’ve been watching over you in shifts all day. Do you need help?” he asked, noticing how she swayed when she tried to rise again.

“Yes please,” she said, her pride having vanished with her ability to see straight. He wrapped an arm under both hers and helped her up.

“Where are we going again?” Her head was tilted, though she tried to keep it straight, struggling to concentrate on the sentence before it got away.

“Right now, the journey upstairs will be difficult enough.” He walked toward the door, almost dragging her along.

“I don’t feel too nice,” Miri said as her legs disobeyed the last shred of sensible thought she had.

“No, no pasta legs Miri, come on, we’re going upstairs.” Leaning farther to the side, he supported almost her entire weight, and they had only crossed half the room. “Sorry about this.” Siymin grimaced as he hooked his other arm behind her knees, shifting back and tucking her close to his chest as he lifted her.

Miri’s eyes snapped open and he was met with glowing irises in the dark underground of Tuko’s home. In her dazed state, Miri reached up and gripped a handful of Siymin’s hair. “Fluffy,” she mumbled before dozing off again.

“I’ll be bald if you keep that up.” He winced and pulled his head away from her fingers, her arm flopping back down as he carried her into the hall, taking each step with care, Jaten at his heels.

Miri felt like she was seeing through someone else’s eyes. Like she was watching a dream but couldn’t do anything of her own will. The world around her faded in and out of an amber haze and it was hard to tell what was real and what wasn’t. Her mouth seemed to have a mind of its own as Siymin carried her up the stairs. “But why... why is it so... Siymin why is there a rock?”

“I don’t know, what kind of rock is it?” He smiled as the girl continued to mumble nonsense.

“Big... big rock. It’s the biggest rock. The biggest of all the rocks. And it’s mean.” Her voice faded to a whisper.

“That’s nice—no, don’t sleep.” But it didn’t matter, because she was already asleep again, and he’d reached the top stair. Nick raised an eyebrow at him, and Siymin said, “She couldn’t walk.” He carefully set her down and she woke up, now clinging to him while he supported her weight.

“What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the floor and sounding as if her mouth was full of marbles. “Flying cakes! No, snakes. Swimming snakes. Swimming cake snakes!”

“Nope, just the floor,” Nick said, pressing his lips together.

“But... but why is it purple?” Miri dropped out of consciousness again, slumping against Siymin. He bent slowly, letting Nick take over supporting her. Siymin made a sort of clicking sound with his mouth and Jaten jumped onto his shoulder.

“Is everyone ready?” Tuko asked, taking Tella’s hand and nodding at Kayta. A chorus of yeses made its way around the room. “Take your time, Nick,” he said.

He drew in a deep breath, eyes shut, and pictured where he wanted to go.

Jumping was more than just thinking about his destination. He could also see it—or, a version of it—before he jumped. When he activated his ability and closed his eyes, the darkness was vast, with bright spots scattered like he was among a field of stars.

When he concentrated on the desired destination, a seemingly infinite amount of spots to land appeared, surrounding him. He couldn’t see things, exactly, but somehow Nick understood what was there.

Avoiding the ones in the water, he took them to the right place.
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There was a pause between one place and the next. They were suspended in a place neither where they began nor in their destination. It was a moment of dark nothing.

Then it was lighter.

Still dark, but lighter.

Nick felt his sense of direction tilt when the night sky twinkled both above and in front of him.

Gentle waves crinkled on the water’s surface. Trees surrounded the sandy beach of the lake, their roots creeping and twisting into the water. The shrubbery and trees around them matched the blueish green color of the night, embracing them in serenity.

The vastness of the silence was unnatural, like a thin veil over the heavy magic in the air.

Miri woke momentarily with a start, managing to slip from Nick’s grasp before losing consciousness again and crashing to a heap on the sandy ground.

“What do we do?” Nick asked frantically.

“Be calm, Nick. The Lake of Stars can sense your energy,” Tuko said, staring out at the star-speckled water. “It is said that the Lake of Stars is the heart of all espy. If this will work, it should be done here.” Tuko reached out for the lake, ready to summon a spell.

“Wait,” Nick said, watching the old man. “How confident are you that this is going to work?”

“Please trust that I wouldn’t take this risk if I thought there was another option.”

Nick crossed his arms over his chest, looking down at his sister. The severity of her condition hadn’t fully hit him until now. She could die. He nodded, eyes heavy with reluctance.

Tuko began the spell, facing the water and still holding Tella’s hand.

Miri’s torso rose from the sand, head hanging as her limp body ascended the night air. Siymin took a step forward, raising his hand as if trying to protect her, but Nick grabbed his shoulder and shook his head slightly. Both boys stood with their eyes glued to Miri, not daring to breathe, afraid to scare away the silence and distract Tuko.

On the water’s surface, the stars trembled, shooting from the water toward Miri. The silvery white dots flew up, cradling her body and forming a bed of stars under her.

Nick whipped around, watching the dots fly toward his sister from the lake. The last one joined the cloud of specks, leaving the lake a deep, empty blue. For a moment, nothing happened. Miri and the stars sat suspended above the sandy shore of the Lake of Stars.

After a long, incomprehensibly silent pause, the stars flashed with golden light so bright that Nick and the others rushed to shield their eyes, the glow washing Miri out and making her indiscernible from the light.

Then, just as quickly as they’d risen, the stars retreated. Miri sunk back to the ground, touching down as the last of the stars dove back into the water as if they’d never moved.

Her mind was in another reality. Chaotic images flashed before her eyes. The woman who haunted her dreams crept into the images, flashing by every few seconds in between the dizzying array of visions.




Powerful warriors march through city streets. An ancient power living deep within a mountain. Jaten jumping between trees with Siymin below. A boy who resembles her brother with frosty blond hair smiles. Jellyfish of every color swarm in a calm sea. A crowd of people gaze up at her on a balcony. A bee the size of Jaten.

The images spin around her mind, slower with every beat of her heart. The crying woman emerges between the visions. She opens her mouth to scream but Miri can't hear her, looking at her blurry face without a trace of surprise. At an unhurried pace, leisurely even, the woman nods and steps toward Miri, only to disappear into the stream of visions, floating away.




Within a few seconds, Miri’s world was quiet and dark again.

Nick dove to his knees. Sand flew as he gripped her shoulders and shook her. “Miri!” She remained still.

“Give her a moment,” Tuko said. “She’s just been through an arduous, months-long process in a matter of seconds.”

Siymin touched her forehead. She wasn’t so cold anymore. The boy brushed the knotted hair from her face. “Miri, wake up,” he said as Jaten crawled onto her lap.

They waited for her to stir, and to Nick, the handful of seconds felt like several minutes.

“Tella,” the old man said, voice deceptively calm. “Let’s give her a little jolt.”

Still holding the girl’s hand, he reached for Miri’s knee, a white glow emitting from his fingers, and Tella pinched her eyes shut in concentration.

“Miri please.” Her brother touched her wrist. “No,” he whispered, reaching to start compressions.

Before he could, air rushed into Miri’s lungs by force. The pulse of energy that had awoken her flashed through her like a lightning strike. She bolted up, then slouched back, supported by Nick, her body and mind aching.

He looked into her wide, glistening eyes. “Are you okay?”

She stared through him for a long moment, only seeing ghosts of the visions. The real world felt so slow, compared to her premonitions. “Yeah.” She squinted, glancing around before meeting Nick’s eyes, seeing him this time. “Yeah,” she chuckled. “Yeah. I’m okay. I’m good.”

The amber-eyed girl looked up at Tuko, her mind just starting to filter and process the visions. There were so many she had no memory of. She knew she’d seen them, but they were already gone. “I saw things. So many things...” She noticed the heaviness on her legs and stroked Jaten’s back with a shaky hand.

“Try to focus your Idol. Then tell us what you saw,” Tuko said gently.

Siymin watched her jittery movements and disturbed expression. What had she seen? He placed a steady hand on her shoulder. The girl radiated anxiousness.

Miri closed her eyes and cleared her mind. She drew her power in and held it there like she’d practiced a thousand times with Tuko.

A calmness washed over her, the stress drawn away by the receding wave of her overwhelming, swirling power. “So that’s what it’s supposed to feel like,” she said. “I did it. I centered my Idol.” Miri was finally in control. Her magic was listening, waiting for her to focus it. “It’s different,” she said, smiling up at Tuko. “Calmer. I’m in charge now.” Finally. Finally, she’d gained control.

“As you and your magic should be.”

“I saw the woman,” Miri said, closing her eyes to recall the visions. “From my dreams. And there were people, lots of people and flowers and I... I saw Jaten and Siymin and Nick—Nick, don’t dye your hair blond, it’s not a good look on you.”

“... Okay,” her brother laughed, realizing his heart was still racing. She’s okay, he tried to reassure himself.

“Filter through the visions, Miri. Which one is important?” Tuko asked.

“I don’t know. All of them are important, or will be. Or were.” She was still trying to separate the flashes and concepts into distinct visions and events.

Kayta squeezed in between Nick and Tella. “Did you see anything about the mirror?”

“I don’t know what I saw. The visions... it’s too much. There’s a thousand things at once all trying to get my attention.” She rested her head on her knees, letting out a frustrated growl. She looked to the side when Siymin squeezed her shoulder comfortingly.

“Just focus on one at a time.” Their eyes locked, and for just a moment, the visions were a mere whisper in her ear.

“Jellyfish,” she said suddenly.

“What?” Kayta asked.

“Jellyfish. Thousands of them. They’re important for finding the mirror.” She looked from person to person, waiting for an idea or realization.

“Yes!” The Fangra girl clapped. “The Octri Sea!”

“Jellyfish gather for miles along the coast before they migrate south at the end of the summer,” Siymin added, but then his face fell. “It would take an eternity to search the entire area. Do you think you could recognize it?”

“I’d know it if I saw it.” Miri nodded, sitting up straighter. “Does this mean I’m cured? Am I—” She didn’t get to finish her sentence. The trees blurred past her and she got a glimpse of the open sky before slipping into a deep sleep.
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Miri groaned.

A stream of light bored into her eyes and she rolled over, finding the end of her bed mat and start of the cold floor. She squeezed her lids and blindly ripped the blanket over her head, blocking out the light.

Footsteps.

“Are you awake?” a voice asked, muffled by the blanket.

Miri mumbled in answer, pulling the covers away and squinting up at Nick’s smiling face. She grumbled, vaguely sounding like “What?”

“Finally!” Kayta’s voice came from across the room, but was still too loud for Miri’s groggy ears.

Reluctantly, she raised her head and looked around. Miri didn’t remember falling asleep near Tuko’s dining table, but that’s where she found herself, brother standing above her.

“What took so long?” Kayta sat near the window, using a small brush to apply her black eye makeup. “She’s awake!” she called down the stairs, snapping the small jar of thick black paint.

More footsteps.

Siymin clapped as he came up the stairs, a wide grin lighting up his features. “I’ll take my winnings when it’s convenient, Kayta.”

She scowled, but reached into her pocket, shoving a coin into his palm as he approached.

It took Miri a moment to register that Nick was asking her something. It wasn’t until he knelt at her side that she heard him. “How do you feel?”

She yawned. “I feel... good. Tired, but good.” Though her eyes were still fuzzy from sleep, the flashing haze of constant visions was truly gone. Miri had almost forgotten what it felt like to have a clear mind.

Kayta handed her a cup of water. “You guessed an hour over,” she said to Siymin.

He smiled, grabbing a bright red txiro fruit from the counter. “At least I guessed the right day.” He gently dropped the fruit in Miri’s lap. “Kayta wagered that you would’ve woken up yesterday, and Nick said tomorrow evening—after Tuko spent an hour assuring him you were fine.”

“How long have I been asleep?”

Nick looked up, suddenly unsure if Olexia used the twelve hour system he was used to. The clock in the corner had twenty four marks on it, so he quickly counted. “Almost a whole day,” he said. “It’s about four now, and we went to the lake around nine last night. Tuko said sleeping that long is normal after what happened. Still freaked me the hell out.”

Miri swallowed the lump in her throat, taking a grateful drink of water before asking, “What was it? That Tuko did?”

“As far as I understand,” her brother said. “Since you weren’t able to get control of your magic by yourself, he forced you to face it, so you could work things out and find your balance.”

Miri centered her Idol. Peace stood within her where chaos and pain once resided. The visions would still come; there was no escaping them, and she accepted that. But finally, she breathed a sigh of relief at the calm tingle of magic waiting within her.

“We should pack, now that she’s finally awake,” Kayta said.

With a sharpness unusual to him, Siymin said, “Gods, Kayta. Give her some time to recover.”

“Maybe she doesn’t wanna go,” Nick said.

“What?” Kayta’s head whipped toward him. “But we need her to find the mirror.”

“I just think we need to reconsider this plan and figure out our priorities.”

“The mirror is our priority,” she growled.

“Well your plan hasn’t gotten us anywhere closer to home.”

Miri’s voice startled them, quiet but steady. “How about you ask me what I think for a change?”

He met her eyes, jaw slacked and brows high on his forehead. “Miri...”

“I—” She stopped herself from bumbling through the next sentence by taking a deep breath. “Nick, we need to go with them.”

He hesitated for a long minute, shifting his gaze from Kayta’s satisfied expression to Miri’s tired but determined eyes. The stubborn look made him sigh. A rock and a hard place, he thought. He leaned toward his sister, voice softened. “Are you sure? Is this really what you want?”

“I’m sure.” She glanced to Siymin who had a quirked expression. “Nick, I can feel it. It’s the right move.” And she meant it. It was more than just her gut speaking then, but her espy-enhanced sense, too. If they were going to find the truth, they had to follow through with this.

“You can feel it, huh?” He smiled. Nick had been following his sister’s intuition all this time. Why stop now? Even though it felt like they were only getting into worse trouble every time, she had a point. They’d come all this way to find their parents, and had survived it all so far. “Alright,” he said. “Let’s get ready.”

They dispersed, heading in different directions to find the needed supplies. “Kayta,” Nick said, catching her attention before she disappeared downstairs. “We’re leaving the mirror pieces here.”

“Says who?”

“Me.” He took the carefully folded cloth from his pocket, the jagged edges of his mirror shard sticking out. “We don’t know what we’re getting into. If something happens, at least Tuko will have them here, safe.”

“We leave one piece behind and bring the other,” she countered.

“You said Tuko’s house is hidden with magic. It’s safe here, isn’t it?”

She clicked her tongue, taking the other shard from her pocket. “You have to know where it is to find it.” She nodded assuredly.

The door to the back garden opened, and Siymin returned with Tuko and Tella.

The old tutor went to Miri and summoned a gentle ball of light, passing it back and forth between his hands with closed eyes. He asked her to perform a few basic spells while he continued, the orb of light turning colors each time she did. Miri realized after the second spell that Tuko was using his ability to assess her magic’s balance.

“And how are you feeling?” he asked finally, letting the orb dissipate.

“Definitely better than yesterday.”

“I wish you’d stay at least a few more days. I’ve no certainty that your balance issues are over, nor that you won’t have anything strange happen from the lake. But everything I can do has been done, and there’s no spell that can ensure you remain unharmed.” Miri opened her mouth to protest but Tuko raised his hand, stopping her. “Having told you my feelings and advice, I understand your mission, and that your time for it is limited.” He looked between the teenagers. “So, go if you must.”

In less than an hour they efficiently packed for a short journey. With their supplies ready, spats settled, and mirror pieces hidden inside Tuko’s house, the four teenagers gathered outside.

“Thank you,” Miri said to the tutor, forcing her suddenly tight voice to steady. “For everything.”

“You’ll be back in a few short days,” he said, trying to dismiss her sadness, though a note of consoling coated his words. “Trust your judgment, Miri. I suspect it is correct.” He reached for a hug and she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “Keep your brother out of trouble,” Tuko said in her ear before letting go, making her laugh.

Tella ran up to Siymin and jumped at him. He lifted her up quickly, saying, “Don’t give Jaten too many snacks while we’re gone, alright?”

She nodded sharply and hugged around his neck with all her might before sliding down, hopping back to Tuko’s side.

“Ready?” Nick asked, looking between the others. When they agreed, he took in a slow stream of fresh air and said, “Here we go.”

While Miri was recovering, he’d gotten more time to practice, and it helped calm his nerves—if only a little. Picturing their destination, Nick channeled his magic and brought them there.
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For a moment, Nick thought he’d transported them back to the coast of Maine. A salty breeze swept over him and for those few seconds, he felt right back where they’d started. He froze as homesickness filled his heart. A longing for late nights studying, eating microwave noodles, and watching a movie at home hit him so hard he almost stumbled.

But he wasn’t in that world anymore.

His few seconds of reminiscing were broken by Kayta’s sharp voice. “Wow, we didn’t even lose one limb!” She looked over her arms and legs sarcastically.

“Oops,” Nick said. “I forgot to leave your mouth behind.” He gave a smug grin in return, adjusting the strap of his pack. He approached his sister, who, upon seeing the water had rushed to the edge, backing up when the waves swelled in.

“Nick, look at this sand!” Miri called. The bright blue water glistened and foamed as it washed over the dull sand, leaving behind purplish streaks each time it receded. Boulders scattered the grayish beach, gathered in groups along the tall grassy hills rising behind them.

Siymin was beside her, also studying the sand. “It’s caused by a fungus, if I remember correctly,” he said.

“Is it poisonous?” She poked it with her shoe, making the foamy substance jiggle slightly.

“Not at all,” he replied. “Though it does stain things, like skin and clothes.” He looked up and down the shore, raising his hand to block the late afternoon sunlight. “Which way should we go?”

Miri pointed vaguely right, which was southwest. “That way.”

“You’re gonna have to be more specific,” Nick said. “How far? Ten feet? Ten miles?”

She scrunched her nose, focusing on the strange pull she felt. “More like twenty miles. But can we walk for a little while? My stomach’s in my throat. Do you guys feel like the farther Nick jumps us, the sicker you feel?”

Siymin and Kayta agreed. “There are many theories about why jumping sickness occurs,” he said as they started walking. “Some believe jumpers travel faster than we can comprehend and that the body of a jumper is simply built for such speeds.”

Kayta groaned. “Get your books ready children, Professor Siymin’s class is beginning.”

“Hey Kayta,” Nick said, voice turning up in a way that seemed pleasant but really wasn’t. “Would you mind shutting up?”

Siymin and Miri tried to restrain their laughter, snickering under their breaths. Siymin continued, “But another idea—and the one I personally believe—is that jumpers use traveling halls to go from place to place. It’s widely thought that traveling halls somehow prepare the body for the world you’re about to enter. Instead, I think the traveling halls prepare you for the journey, and not necessarily the destination.

“That would mean traveling halls would truly be bridge worlds, neither in the point of origin nor the destination. So theoretically, if jumpers are designed to go from place to place quickly, spending only a moment in the halls, but everyone else isn’t built like that, it may explain jumping sickness—”

Kayta violently shushed him, gripping the boy’s arm and pulling in a quick motion to stop him from talking. She whirled around, shoulders tense as her eyes locked on something in the distance.

Nick scowled, turning. “Why are you such a—”

She hissed, “Look!” kicking up sand as she started backing away.

It took Nick a moment to recognize the humming noise, but once he did, a pulse of worry shot through him. A second later, a LaKaio on a hovering silver board zipped between the grassy hills lining the beach. “Do we still need to avoid them?” he asked as two more LaKaio followed the first, heading right for them.

“I don’t know,” Siymin said. “But I think it’s best if they don’t see us. LaKaio always seem to bring trouble for us.”

“Hold on to your lunch,” Nick said.

“Wait, what?” Before Miri could finish her question, darkness and a sharp queasiness overwhelmed her. A moment later, she sank to her knees, finding tall, rough grass beneath them. She panted, trying to fight off the suddenly overwhelming nausea from the jump. “You don’t feel this at all?”

“Not even a little,” her brother said, shaking his head. “It’s actually kinda fun.” He smiled, kneeling to conceal himself in the grasses as much as he could beside the others. Instead of taking them farther down the beach, Nick had jumped them to the gentle hills overlooking the shoreline. He faced the direction they’d come from and nodded silently for the group to look, too.

Miri wished he’d taken them even farther away, because when the LaKaio stopped on the beach below, she heard their voices as they spoke to each other. Two of them made wild gestures, tones complaining but words indistinguishable. The left one shoved the middle one off their board, and the board sank to the ground, rising again when the LaKaio angrily climbed back on.

Then, there was a chorus of tumbling clanks and pops.

Simultaneously, the LaKaio and Miri’s group looked at her. She froze, staring at her backpack in horror. It rolled down the hillside, her supplies rattling within as it tumbled, only stopping once it hit the sand.

“They heard you,” Kayta said with shock.

“Sorry,” Miri whispered. The LaKaio changed their course, coming straight for them. Her pulse quickened and she asked, “What do we do?”

“Jump again, farther this time,” Kayta said, turning toward Nick. “Let’s go, jumper boy.”

“Wait,” he said, watching. The LaKaio had no visible weapons, but he was sure they had their exploding cubes, at least. He’d assumed their boards couldn’t climb the hill, but they reached the bottom and continued with no sign of stopping. “What if they want to talk?”

“What if they want to kill us?”

He shrugged. “Then we blast them and jump.”

“As the only one who can’t blast anyone, I disagree,” she said, raising her first finger in protest.

Quietly, Miri said, “How did they find us? It’s like they know where we’re going or something.”

Nick stood and the others followed, knowing they’d already been spotted.

The LaKaio approached fast, already a third of the way up the hill. They jolted to a stop, only a few yards away from the teenagers. They muttered to the rightmost one, and the leader only raised a hand, silencing the others.

“You,” the leader called, lithe voice surprising Miri. “I know you.”

Miri shuffled backward, trying to hide behind her brother. “I-I don’t think so,” she mumbled.

“They will be pleased, yes Akia?” the center LaKaio said, also sounding no older than a teenage girl.

“Yes, very pleased,” Akia said, intense gaze never leaving Miri, like a fox finally spying its prey after tracking it unseen through a dense field.

Nick glared. Though he was taller by over a head, the LaKaio’s hovering boards equalized their heights. They had tones of mischief to their attitudes, as if they knew they could get away with whatever they desired. Still suspicious, he asked, “Why are you following us?”

The leader ignored him, saying only, “Come willingly and be unharmed.”

The freckled girl moved back again, now behind Siymin, who shifted his posture, straightening slightly. At the profound confidence radiating from the LaKaio, she wanted nothing more than to turn into a blade of grass herself and disappear.

Kayta sneered. “What do you want, traitor scum?” She pushed herself to the front of her group, meeting Akia’s stare. Though each pair of eyes tried to intimidate the other, neither had any luck.

“My leaders wish for their capture,” Akia said.

“Why?”

The LaKaio’s face turned up with a coy smile. “We don’t ask questions.” Commanding her subordinates, she said, “Take them.”

Their boards whirled as they crept forward, but before they advanced even a foot, a column of water crashed over them, knocking the LaKaio from their boards and leaving them drenched, scrambling to climb back on.

“Fat chance,” Nick said, closing his eyes and thinking of a place far, far down the beach. He made an educated guess, trying to get close to Miri’s vague instructions of twenty miles.

This time, all three of his friends dropped to their knees. Miri heaved, the remnants of her last meal spilling onto the sand, while Siymin and Kayta breathed heavily, struggling to keep from doing the same.

“You guys okay?” Nick asked.

“Just fine, thank you,” Siymin groaned, standing up.

Kayta’s face was scrunched from the waves of sickness and she bit, “Is that water trick the only one you have?”

Nick ignored her, asking, “Miri, you good?”

Between a few straggling coughs she managed to reply, “I’m good.” Miri took a deep breath, rolling onto her back once her stomach settled. Arms limp at her sides, she dug her fingers into the dry sand and lifted a handful, letting it stream back down between her fingers.

“Be right back,” her brother said, disappearing and reappearing a moment later, holding Miri’s bag.

Miri closed her eyelids and shook off the remnants of her sickness, feeling more or less normal after throwing up. “We’re really close,” she said. Miri sat up with caution, staring at the sea. “It’s out there, on an island.”

Siymin said, “That’s... not quite specific enough, I’m afraid.” He took out his map and unrolled it. He glanced between the horizon and paper a few times, puzzled expression tightening. “Where are we?” he finally asked.

Nick tapped the pinkish paper. “About here,” he said, noting a place near the center of the coast.

Siymin gestured above the map, shifting the image to show more water. Dozens of smaller islands appeared, some clustered around the larger ones, and others far away from anything, dotting the sea like sprinkles.

Miri glanced at the water, but all she saw was the horizon. Were there really so many islands out there?

“Miri?” her brother’s voice broke her away from her thoughts. “What do you think?” he asked.

She shut her eyes—it was easier to recall visions that way—and analyzed the images she could remember. In the vision, they’d been traveling east—or was it southeast? She couldn’t tell.

“I-I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t remember what it looked like.” The others’ faces fell slightly, though they tried hard to hide it. “I still know the direction though,” Miri said. “The mirror is... calling me. When we landed from the jump, it definitely got stronger.”

“Alright,” Nick said. “I guess we can work with that. Which way?”

“Still southeast,” she answered, tracing a line above the map.

Kayta gazed out at the bright water and sighed, “It had to be the sea, didn’t it?”

Nick’s brows drew and he looked up. “What’s out there?”

“Besides sharks and venomous fish? Sirens.”

Giving the siblings an apologetic look Siymin muttered, “Here we go.”

“What, like mermaids?” Nick said.

Kayta said, “What is that? I don’t understand your Terran words.” She shook her head. “Sirens look like beautiful women, but they lure people into the water and eat them.”

“Well, then we won’t follow them.” Nick shrugged.

“You don’t get it, kakaneko! They use magic. You have to listen—you need to listen. You’ll want to be drowned and cooked in a stew!”

To himself Siymin mused, “I doubt sirens eat stew, seeing as they couldn’t eat it underwater.”

Miri chuckled, but Kayta’s glare cut it short and Miri fidgeted with her sleeve. “What if we cast some kind of protection spell?”

“Siren magic is limited, but strong,” said Siymin. “It’s difficult to use magic on a siren—they’re immune to all but the most powerful. If we encountered one, we’d have to rely on physical strength. I doubt we’re in any danger though. They’re not known to hunt this close to the mainland.”

“What do you know?” Kayta said, arms crossing. “You’ve seen nothing outside the city and farms.”

He laughed humorlessly. “Oh, so you’ve been on grand adventures, have you?”

Her nose twitched, lip almost curling as she said, “I’ve seen more than you can imagine.”

After an awkward pause, Nick cleared his throat and said, “Let’s get a move on. I don’t wanna be around if the flying freaks are still looking for us. I’ll try and jump us to this island here, and—”

“No!” Kayta groaned. “No more jumping. I’ll lose my stomach if you do that one more time.”

Nick tilted his head in annoyance, but before he could reply Siymin jumped in. “Here,” he said, rolling up his map and putting it inside his bag. He fidgeted with the rough canvas, removing a metal sphere the size of a grapefruit from inside, followed by a flat rectangle of the same material.

“What are those?” Nick asked, watching as Siymin placed them together, the sphere sliding into a divot on the underside of the flat piece.

“These,” Siymin answered, “are how we get to the island.” After setting the object sphere-side down on the sand. He stepped onto it, one foot on either side of the ball beneath. When he leaned forward, the ball spun, pulling the plank and Siymin with it. “Thankfully, Tuko has the foresight of an espy and was generous enough to lend us these.”

The siblings and Kayta opened their packs, finding they all had one of the boards as well. They quickly put them together, and Nick stepped on first, a broad smile cresting his face. “Okay, these are really cool,” he said, zipping back and forth on the beach, his board spitting up sand as he went. “Try it, Miri!”

He leaned forward hard, shooting forward and quickly finding the board’s top speed was about the same as a light jog. Kayta followed, steering her board in wide circles across the beach.

Miri’s mouth twisted, studying the device at her feet. Nick had skateboarded everywhere as a kid, and was a natural on the Olexian equivalent. He’d offered to teach her one summer, and Miri suddenly regretted turning him down.

The strange feeling drawing her toward the mirror shard seemed to give a sharper tug, as if encouraging her to hurry up.

Hesitantly lifting one foot, she placed it on the board and it spun out, showering her in damp sand that stunk faintly of fish.

“You have to get on quickly,” Siymin said with a sympathetic smile.

She wiped off her face and hair and tried again, stepping up faster and managing to get both feet on it this time. Miri wobbled, trying to balance, but she tilted too far and fell to the ground.

With a sigh, she brushed off her pants and stood. Miri stepped on the board again and bobbed forward, her arms spread wide in a futile attempt to stay atop the device.

“Here,” Siymin said, raising a flat palm toward her and casting a quick spell.

The board steadied underfoot, and Miri carefully lowered her arms, finding she no longer needed them out to remain upright. She leaned forward and the board maneuvered with ease, rolling in whatever direction she shifted her body. She felt Siymin’s watching eyes and met them, the expression there making her smile shyly. “Thanks.”

Cheeks turning a shade pinker, his voice had a tone of embarrassment. “Happy to,” he said, scratching the back of his neck. “It was just a little balancing spell on the board is all.”

Miri’s pulse quickened and both teenagers glanced away.

Then Siymin tucked his hands into his pockets and looked at Nick and Kayta racing each other down the beach. “Shall we?”

Miri nodded once, following him toward the others. Her brother and Kayta came to a quick stop, following Siymin and Miri toward the water.

“How is this supposed to—” Nick started to ask, but stopped when Siymin rode straight into the water without stopping. Hesitantly, the siblings followed. 

The boards continued moving as they went from land to water, floating on the surface. Miri was surprised by how easily the boards handled traveling across water, bobbing minimally with the waves. Sea spray spotted her skin, the briny salt accumulating on her lips.

Soon, an island materialized on the horizon and the others looked at Miri, silently asking if this was their destination. She shook her head and pointed a bit more south, so they tilted their boards in that direction, going around the island.

As they rounded the island, it revealed itself to be little more than a spit of sand peeking above the water’s surface.

A pulse of fear shot through Miri when she realized the shore had disappeared behind them, and the island shrunk over her shoulder with each passing second. In a few minutes, all she could see was water, no matter where she looked.

Then she made the mistake of glancing down.

From shore, the water seemed bright and inviting with its teal waves and gentle whitecaps, but with only a small board between her and the surface, its folds of satin darkness tumbled with unknown depths.

She forced herself to look up, keeping her eyes on the horizon and trying not to think about what might lurk below the water’s surface.

A few miles later, another blurry spot appeared in the distance, soon revealing itself to be a pair of islands. They passed between them, monstrous trees overgrowing the wild islands. Shed millopia petals coated the water, bobbing with the waves underneath them.

Miri veered right, following the inner curve of the right island’s shore. The others followed her without question and when they finally rounded the island, she saw it on the horizon. Miri rolled up the sandy beach and pointed across the water. The next island in the chain was hardly more than a cliff rising from the water. It cast a long, monolithic shadow in the evening light. “It’s in there,” she said.
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“In there?” Kayta asked, looking at the towering cliff of an island on the horizon. “How?”

“Well,” Miri answered. “Not ‘in’ exactly. Underneath, kind of. It’s hard to explain. I can’t really see where it is, but I know it’s there. The vision made it start... calling to me, I guess.”

The four teenagers stepped off their boards onto the island beach, taking a short break from the constant bobbing of their boards zipping across the water.

Siymin rested his chin in his palm. “I suppose we should go around that island first, to see if you can sense anything.”

The others agreed, so after stretching their legs, they got back on their boards and headed toward the island. It wasn’t a very wide island, but on the other side they found that the cliff sloped into a grassy hill, which at the bottom became a long sandbar that stretched out into the water.

They drove their boards up the beach, stopping on the dry middle portion of the sand bar.

“Well,” Kayta said, looking around at the empty beach. “I see nothing.”

Miri frowned, staring up at the hill on the towering cliff’s back. She closed her eyes and replayed what she could remember of the visions from the lake, but opened them a moment later, feeling hopeless. “I’m sorry guys,” she said. “I don’t know where we’re even supposed to be looking.” The calling instinct only continued to pull her toward the cliff. I don’t suppose you have any more instructions for me, do you? she tried asking it.

“I can help you,” a velvety voice said from behind them.

Normally, that would’ve made her jump, but the voice was soft and inviting, like a warm blanket that’d been lying in the sun all afternoon.

Nick turned, barely noticing that the others did too. Something within them not only wanted, but needed to know where the voice came from.

A figure stood at the other end of the sand bar. With hip-long hair the shade of the turquoise sea, and glossy skin that shimmered under the evening light, the woman was unquestioningly beautiful.

“You can?” Nick asked, a lazy smile splitting his face as he stepped off his board, walking toward the woman.

“Of course,” she said. The woman smiled brilliantly, extending an elegant arm and offering her hand. “Come, I’ll show you.” Their feet were heavy as they shuffled through the sand toward the woman. “You don’t have to worry anymore,” she said. “I can show you exactly what you seek.”

Before Miri realized it, they were only a few feet away. “Where’s the entrance?” she asked, tilting her head. There was a funny, nagging sensation in the back of Miri’s mind, as if she’d forgotten something, but she ignored it.

“It’s this way,” the woman said, nodding sideways for them to follow.

Her voice was so delicate that Miri found herself leaning closer and closer. Up close, her skin not only shimmered, but radiated in the evening light. Flecks of sand dusted her arms, and her fingers were steady as she held them out to the teenagers.

From the moment they’d entered Olexia, an ache of anxiety had taken up residence in Nick’s gut and never left. But the moment he heard that soothing and melodic voice, it faded to a distant, blurry sensation inside him. He wanted nothing more than to take the woman’s hand and let her take away his pain and fear. So he did.

The boys reached her first, and so the woman took Siymin’s hand and Nick’s arm, glancing over her shoulder at the girls. “Coming?” she asked. They were right behind them, and caught up in a few more steps, Kayta grabbing Nick’s hand.

A hum grew in Miri’s ears as she took Siymin’s free hand. That little feeling in the back of her mind grew louder, and soon it was yelling and begging for her to listen. She shook her head and gazed down at her shoes, still wet from being so close to the waves.

But wasn’t there something else? she thought. The little feeling nagged and nagged, soon hammering wrong, wrong, wrong, against the inside of her skull. But she didn’t want to stop feeling the peace the woman’s voice gave her.

Her eyes flicked to the woman’s feet, which were bare and dry. How did she get here? Miri wondered. Then, like a wild wind blowing fog from a dense forest valley, her mind cleared. She yanked on Siymin’s arm but he kept in stride with the woman. “She’s a siren!”

“What?” the siren cooed. “What’s that?” She started humming a gentle tune, still guiding them down the beach, her friends’ smiles unnaturally complaisant.

“She has legs,” Nick said, voice empty and far off. “She’s not a siren.”

Then the siren giggled. “Your brother’s right. Silly Miri. We’re almost there.” She tugged gently on Siymin’s hand, encouraging him—and Miri, who still held onto him—to continue with her.

Miri threw her weight back, using it to rip Siymin away from the siren. “I never told you my name.” She narrowed her eyes, putting a few paces between them and dragging a confused Siymin with her. Their feet came closer and closer to the water’s edge.

Siymin’s eyes drifted to Miri. He froze, studying her face. Something... there was something there, some vague thing in the recesses of his mind. She gets that cute crinkle between her brows when she’s frustrated, he thought. At the idea, something snapped inside him. Though he saw clearly, his legs still disobeyed his commands to stop, and he followed the siren toward the water. Another step. Then another. Then finally, he stopped. Raising his hands before his eyes, he flexed his fingers, under his own control once again.

“Nick!” Miri said, jumping in front of him. She shoved her hands out, pressed against his chest with all her strength. “Nick, please!” she begged, trying to dig her heels into the sand but slipping every time her brother took a step. She tried conjuring magic and forcing him backward, but it did nothing against the siren’s magic.

A wave lapped up her boot.

They’d reached the water, and she was out of time.

Nick’s eyes felt unfocused and glazed, like he was watching but not really seeing. He brushed Miri aside and continued walking, unaware of anything besides the warm, inviting presence he followed.

“Guys, please!” Miri pleaded, snagging Kayta’s arm. “She’s trying to eat you!” she cried in frustration, floundering for something, anything, to snap them out of the spell. “Kayta, she’s lying about the mirror, she doesn’t know where it is!”

“What?” Kayta snapped around, her voice quiet at first but strong by the end of the word.

Miri pointed at the siren. “Yes! She’s controlling you, look!”

Kayta did, then made a disgusted face. “Ew, why are you touching me?” she said, pulling her hand from Nick’s grasp and brushing off her fingers. Kayta went around the back of him and grabbed the siren by the collar of her shirt, slamming her to the ground and ripping Nick’s arm from hers. Miri jumped in too, but the two girls struggled against the siren’s strength as she tried to shake them off.

“It’s okay,” the siren said, soft voice mismatched with her violent writhing. “You can let me up. We’re all the best of friends.”

“Siymin, be of use!” Kayta said, noticing him standing there and gaping like a fish.

The siren’s spell still made his body heavy. Straining, he managed to shift one foot, then the other. He dropped heavily beside Kayta, pinning the siren’s legs down, while Kayta and Miri managed her torso and arms.

“No!” Nick cried, panicking as the soothing presence started to fade, becoming a spike of rage.

Miri jumped up and gripped his shoulders. “Snap out of it,” she said, bobbing so she took up more of his field of view.

“Nick!” the siren called from behind them. “Help me!”

“Stay with me.” Miri held his attention with a firm voice, rattling him slightly by the shoulders. “Have I ever steered you wrong?”

His eyes focused on his sister, the foggy feeling lifting just a little. His attention flicked between her and the siren. He squinted at Miri, a faint desire to listen brushing his consciousness, but when he looked back, the siren’s spell crept in again.

Miri gripped his chin. “Hey,” she said. “Have I ever steered you wrong?”

“Yes,” he snarled. Need. The word pulsed through his mind. He needed to help the siren. To go with her, to trust and follow her. Need. He couldn’t remember anything else ever existing but her gentle voice.

“Fight it. Please.”

“No.”

But the look in Miri’s eyes made him pause. He’d fought to protect her. He’d been afraid of never seeing her again. Afraid. Fear started to clear the fog. Voice hoarse, he said, “You’re right.” He focused on Miri, and bit by bit, took control of himself.

“It’s okay,” Miri said, watching the fight within his eyes. “You can do it. We all did.”

A wave lapped up his leg, and when it receded, the siren’s spell did too. “Okay,” he said, clearing his throat. “I’m good.”

Miri slowly lowered her hands and stepped back, watching him cautiously. “So,” she said, looking at the others. “What do we do with her?”

The siren had stopped thrashing and now only wrinkled her face in disgust. “I’ll bring my sisters next time. You’ll love them,” she said.

Nick stood over the siren, hands tucked behind his back. “I don’t know,” he said, ignoring the siren.

“Siymin,” she continued, her voice like a purr. “I won’t hurt you. I promise.”

He shifted to stand, but Miri shouted, “Don’t move!”

“Right,” he said. “My apologies.”

When she didn’t get her way, the siren struggled against Kayta and Siymin again. She opened her mouth and let out a long, ringing shriek of frustration, almost as loud as Jaten’s.

Kayta jumped off, diving for the ground with her hands clasped tightly over her ears.

With her torso free, the siren sat up and swung wide, her knuckles connecting with Siymin’s jaw with a crack. She sprang from the sand and bolted for Siymin, her hands stretched out for his neck. Her face morphed into something from a nightmare. Rows of teeth protruded from her unhinged jaw, eyes as dark as night.

Miri’s arm snapped out before she could think, and she summoned her magic. Just when she remembered her magic wouldn’t work, the siren froze in place, then rose from the sand. Her eyes grew wide.

“I-I’m sorry.” The creature’s face changed back to normal. “I didn’t realize you—”

Miri forced the siren down to eye level, bringing her close. There was true horror in the expression, and this realization struck the same feeling through Miri. These powerful creatures were supposed to be impervious to all but the strongest magic. Either that wasn’t true, or... Miri didn’t like the conclusions her mind jumped to.

She glared at the siren, hoping her face didn’t show how terrified she really was. Miri swung her arm out, pushing the siren over the open water, and let her drop.

The group watched as she disappeared under the surface. A blue tail fin smacked the surface before following the shimmering scales that had been legs moments before.

Nick slowly turned to the others, mouth hanging open slightly. “You... you saw that too, right?” he asked.

A beat of silence passed, and then Miri laughed. She leaned back as the sound escaped her and a tightness in her belly lifted. She just couldn’t believe they’d survived that ferocious thing. “Yeah,” she said, “we saw it, lover boy.”

Nick’s face heated and he shook his head. “I can’t help how irresistible I am.” He shrugged.

“To every monster in the ocean,” Kayta said, eyes still trained on the sea.

Siymin smiled, twinging when it aggravated the forming bruise on his jaw.

Miri rifled through her bag, taking out a rag and dipping it in the water. She wrung it out and gave it to Siymin, who gladly accepted it.

He carefully pressed the cold, folded cloth to his skin and said, “Thank you.” He ruffled the sand out of his hair. “Do you have any idea where the entrance might be?”

Miri knelt beside her pack, grabbing her water pocket and filling it. “I think...” She inserted the straw and took a sip. “I think it’s underwater.”

“Well, that makes it easy, doesn’t it?” Kayta said jadedly, dropping to the sand and pulling out her own water pocket, followed by the boys.

“Seems like that’s kinda the idea,” Nick said, slurping down an entire pocket of water in a few seconds.
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After a short rest, the group trekked back down the beach toward where the island’s cliff cut off the sandy beach, the stone wall plunging into the deep water below.

The siblings and Siymin removed their shoes and left them with Kayta, who volunteered to stay behind with the supplies. Siymin fished a stretchy band of fabric from his bag and attached it to his glasses, looping it around his neck to keep from losing them in the sea, just in case he needed them.

They moved to the water’s edge, and a chill ran up Miri’s spine. “We need to hurry,” she said, a sudden sense of urgency rolling over her.

Nick asked, “What did you see?”

“Nothing,” she said. “I can’t explain it, but I’ve just got a weird feeling. Like something bad is going to happen.”

Her brother sighed quietly with a pinched expression, stepping into the water. He’d begun to wish her visions came with clearer instructions. How had their lives changed so quickly? Not long ago, almost being eaten by a siren would’ve shaken Nick to his core. But now? He was almost more concerned about the time it’d taken up.

And what would his biggest worries be now, if he were still back home? Miri’s health, passing his courses, and first dates? The last two sounded so trivial now. Not even in his worst nightmares could Nick have imagined coming to a place like Olexia.

Before he knew it, they’d reached a swimmable depth. Miri took the lead, allowing the pull to guide their direction. They swam around a small outcropping, and when they rounded the corner, the cliff’s peak rose above them.

Miri led them on, keeping the cliff face to their left as they swam. Despite the heat, the briny water felt chilly, pressing against her skin like the caress of a harsh winter wind. She paused every dozen strokes or so, carefully listening to the pull and waiting for a change in direction.

Each time she stopped, her fingers twitched with anticipation. They were getting closer.

After half an hour or so, she stopped again, treading water as her brother and Siymin halted beside her. The pull had shifted, now telling her to go backward. She turned, swimming back a few paces.

It was stronger than ever now, like a rope knotted inside her chest, and being tugged on from the outside. Without explaining, she dove, searching the rock face for any sign of an entrance. The boys got the idea and followed, doing the same though not sure what to look for.

Miri swept her fingers across the smooth, rocky surface. Keeping one hand against the wall, she swam side to side, turning around whenever the pull changed directions. With each pass, she came up for air before diving back down, feeling for unnatural divots or creases in the stone.

After a few more passes, she narrowed down on the area where the feeling was strongest, but felt nothing abnormal on the stone wall. Miri surfaced, now panting from swimming so hard. “It’s here,” she said. “I know it is. I just can’t—” She paused a moment, catching her breath. “I just can’t figure out how to get inside.”

“Maybe if we applied some pressure it would reveal something,” Siymin suggested, treading beside her.

Miri shrugged with a sigh. “It can’t hurt to try,” she said. Taking another full breath, she dove under again, kicking until she could touch the cliff’s face.

They came together shoulder to shoulder, Miri’s hair dancing wildly around her head. They extended their arms, palms pressing against the smooth stone. With as much force as they could each muster, they pushed on the cliff, wrists seizing in protest. They pushed and shoved, but it was to no avail.

Hands still against the stone, Nick kicked his feet up and tried swimming forward, but nothing budged, and he stayed in place. The other two copied him, their lungs already straining.

The pressure in Miri’s chest became unbearable, but she pushed harder. Just one more try, she thought. As her desire to surface increased, she gave one final attempt, pushing with what felt like the last of her energy, and channeled her magic. She summoned her power, then drew a piece from it, but instead of manipulating it like she usually would, she let it escape as it was—simply raw energy.

As she released the spell, the wall absorbed its orange glow, taking on the light before it dissipated. A low rumble vibrated the stone under their fingers, making them snap their hands away.

Siymin summoned a bubble of air and passed it around as they watched, the siblings holding spells at the ready, just in case.

Slowly, a crack appeared in the wall and it slid to the right, stirring up clouds of sand as the multi-ton door of stone moved away to reveal a wide doorway.

They exchanged concerned but excited glances at their discovery, then moved forward together, swimming through the opening one after another.

Once on the other side, they surfaced.

Paddling to keep themselves afloat, they found themselves in a pool within a cavern.

“It’s... beautiful,” Miri said, gazing up in awe at the high slanted ceiling of the hidden chamber. Sunlight streamed through veins of colored gems in the adjacent wall, throwing a glittering rainbow of light around the room. The entire cave was like one big agate, plain gray rock on the outside concealing the colorful crystal formations inside.

They swam to the edge of the pool and climbed the knee-high rocky edge leading to the dry part of the cavern. “An astonishing sight, to say the least.” Siymin smiled up at the shimmering cave. Water dripped off their clothes and sunk into the pebbly gravel at their feet. They stared at the large hidden room, their awe quickly overtaken by curiosity.

“I don’t see it,” Nick said, scanning the room. “Are you sure this is the place?”

Miri nodded after a moment of thought. “It’s here somewhere.”

They went to work carefully searching the bright cavern. Siymin crawled along the floor, inspecting the bumpy stone and searching for where the mirror could be hidden. Nick and Miri swept the walls with their eyes and hands, prodding for secret compartments, but found nothing.

After half an hour of searching, Nick’s confidence in their plan waned. “Now what?”

“Perhaps if you tried some magic?” Siymin suggested, pushing the hair from his eyes as he stood.

“Sure,” Miri sighed. “Why not?” She raised her arms, centering her Idol. With a refreshing breath, she sent a pulse of energy into the surrounding walls like she had with the door to the cavern. Peeking one eye open, her shoulders slumped when nothing changed. She grumbled and sank to the pebbly ground, lying flat on her back. Where are you? she wondered.

“How sure are you?” Nick asked, sitting beside her. “We’ve gotta be missing something.”

“I can’t explain it, but I can feel it. It’s here, I just don’t know where.” She scanned the wall, studying the specks of color the light carelessly threw across the stone surface. The majority were pink or red, but there were some yellow spots, and a few green, too.

“Wait.” Miri lifted her arm, pointing. “Look way up near the top, in the middle.” A single, uncolored light stared back at her. “That one’s not a light. It’s a reflection.”

Siymin squinted, then laughed. “How do we get it down?”

They stood, and Nick reached for it, but he realized halfway there that it was much too far. He motioned to his sister and bent his knees. Miri jumped on his back and steadied herself with one hand on the wall.

She reached up and tried to pry the mirror fragment from the wall. “It’s stuck. Hold on.” She covered it with a flat palm and sent another, smaller pulse of magic into it. The shard plummeted, smashing into the gravel below and shattering into dozens of pieces.

“Oops.” But before she finished the word, the pieces emitted a bright red glow. After a few seconds, they shifted and snapped back together, fitting themselves until they were a single piece once again. Miri climbed down from her brother’s back, and waited to touch the glass until it cooled. She slipped the hand-sized shard into her pocket.

“Ready?” she asked, heading toward the pool.

They followed her back into the water, slipping under the surface and swimming out of the hidden chamber.

A gentle rumble followed them, and they turned to see the stone door sliding back into place, almost as if the cavern knew they were finished and shut the door for them.

As they swam back around the island, that urgent pang of wrongness hit Miri’s stomach again. It was so strong that she almost wasn’t surprised to see the four new figures darkening the shore.

A middle aged man and woman stood watching the water, and two LaKaio on hovering on boards were off to the side. Though their bags of supplies hadn’t moved, something else had.

Kayta sat between the LaKaio, a pair of glowing cuffs around her wrists.
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Miri was the first to stop swimming, the boys halting beside her a moment later. “What should we do?” she asked.

Before either one could answer, a voice rose from the beach. “Hello!” the man said. He waved high above his head, motioning for them to come over.

Siymin’s eyes flicked back and forth, studying the figures. “It’s some sort of trap,” he said. “Do you think they want the mirror?”

Nick took a deep breath. Glancing back, he wondered if they could escape back into the water, but he stopped himself. They’d made a promise to Kayta, and he knew leaving someone behind was wrong. “One way to find out,” Nick said. “Be careful and follow my lead.”

Siymin and Miri nodded in agreement, but their chests were tight with fear as they swam toward the shore.

As they hit the sand and trudged out of the water, they could see the peoples’ features better.

The man was on the tall side of average, with silver hair and strong features. His charcoal and black clothes were cut with sharp lines, a stark difference to the loose, practical clothing the siblings had become accustomed to seeing in Olexia. “We were wondering when you’d join us,” he said.

As they came out of the shallows, Miri shifted behind her brother. Her mind pulsed with the possibilities of the next few minutes as she wondered who these people were and what they wanted.

Nick narrowed his eyes, approaching the strangers. “Let her go.”

The woman’s shrill laugh made Miri wince. She wore deep green, her clothes tight and low against her curvy figure. Slightly pointed ears broke the strands of her straight brown hair. With such sharp features, full lips, and skin like the sky on a cloudy winter night, she was obviously not Sorgin, but also not Fangra or Rongrite, either.

The man said, “I’ve heard so much about you four from my associates.” He gestured to the LaKaio hovering behind Kayta. He had a handsome enough face with dull, light blue eyes, a slender nose, and skin mottled with freckles. “I thought it was finally time we met.” He strode closer, his icy gaze locked on them. “I am Head Chancellor Garran.” He brought his hand to his cheek and swiped it toward Nick with a lazy hand. “And this, radiant woman, is my wife.” He offered her his arm, and the woman pulled herself under it, clinging to his side.

“Second Chancellor Zekta,” she introduced herself. She had the look of a hungry viper in her eyes, and Miri looked away, unable to stand the expression.

Siymin’s eyes went wide, and he looked back and forth at them. He’d known the names his entire life, but that was only from news and word of mouth. His resentment toward them suddenly felt twice as justified. They clearly weren’t here for a casual introduction.

Nick shifted from one foot to the other. “What do you want, exactly?”

“Dearest, aren’t they just adorable?” Zekta smiled widely. “Your parents must be so proud,” she said, squealing the end of her last word. “We’re just here to take that pesky little mirror off your hands.”

“Here’s our offer. We’re happy to let you and your friend”—he gestured to Kayta, and the LaKaio behind her—“go on your way, as long as you hand over that mirror of yours without any trouble.” He held out his hand.

Just loud enough for her brother to hear, Miri said, “Nick, don’t.”

“I won’t,” he replied under his breath.

Garran laughed, sauntering closer to the teenagers. “She’s a shy little thing, huh?” He placed his hands on his knees and bent forward, as if calling to a pet. “Come on out, sweetheart.”

Even though the sun was shining down on the balmy beach, Miri shivered behind her crossed arms. She took a tentative half-step sideways, peeking out from behind Nick’s broad shoulders.

For a moment, Garran’s dull eyes shone, and his eyebrows quirked. He quickly straightened again and said, “Well hello there.” The strange expression wiped off as quickly as it had appeared. “What’s your name?” He seemed to study her from behind a facade of indifference, his voice shifting.

“... Miri,” she said, glancing at Siymin beside her.

“Miri,” he repeated, “and Nick. I see.” Garran frowned a moment, but then returned to his smiling mask. “Well, no matter. We came for the mirror, so if you would be kind and hand it over, we’ll leave you all in peace.”

The LaKaio moved closer, now in front of Kayta, stances wide on their hovering boards, as if they anticipated—or were looking forward to—a fight.

“Well, you see,” Nick began, unconsciously glancing at the others. “The problem with that is—”

“He’s going to jump!” Zekta blurted, raising her hand toward them.

Miri raised her arms in defense, channeling her magic and willing it to protect them. A shimmering transparent shield appeared. Tuko only began teaching them about shields days before, and Miri hadn’t been able to conjure one until now.

At the same time, Zekta fired an arc of magic, a flashing bulb of yellow energy flying into Miri’s shield, which covered the siblings and Siymin. The shield cracked, glowing spider web lines fanning out from the impact point.

Nick summoned water from the sea behind him, sending a jet toward the woman and knocking her to the sand. He could barely throw up a shield before Garran sent a swirling torrent of magic at him, crackling blue power that made him grind his feet into the sand to keep the shield up. It felt as though he were holding up a physical shield made of wood or metal, and someone else was pushing that shield into him, forcing Nick to brace himself so he wouldn’t fall.

“Just give us the mirror!” the older man cried.

Miri glanced at Kayta. They’d never get away if the LaKaio were between them and her. She summoned magic to her hands and aimed at the berm behind them, firing two quick shots that missed the LaKaio. Instead of scaring them like she hoped, they only moved in closer, reaching for the cubes at their belts.

Miri made to fire again, but her mind thrummed with a vision.




The breath she lets out slows with the rest of the world as her surroundings take on a yellow hue. Her brother struggles to keep up with Garran. She tries to throw up a shield, but it’s weak. Miri trembles, heart thundering with fear.

Zekta shifts in the sand and stands with grace and a terrifying smile. With a glimpse of madness in her eyes, she flicks her hand at Nick, sending an orb of flames straight at his chest.

His body becomes limp, and he tumbles to the ground.




The haze cleared, and Nick still held Garran at bay.

This time she could stop it. This time, Miri could do something about it. She took a steadying breath and drew on her power with all the calm strength she could find within herself. She pushed harder, letting her fear strengthen the spell.

When Miri fired again, her shots hit, zapping the LaKaio’s boards and sending them flying through the air. One still had a cube in his hand, but a spell flew past her, knocking him down again. She looked back, finding Siymin summoning another spell.

Kayta stood and scuttled over to the others, diving to the ground behind Siymin, who shielded them both.

Miri whirled when movement flashed in her periphery. Conjuring a shield, Miri raised it around her brother, trying to keep her breaths calm and fueling it with energy. Please be strong enough, she prayed. But her heart raced with nervous energy, and she couldn’t pour the same strength into the shield as she had during training.

Zekta leaped up with the same expression as in the vision, and raised her hand. She cast her spell and flicked the blazing ball of magic, shattering Miri’s shield on impact.

Nick’s lungs were like fire from holding against Garran’s spell. He ducked the same moment his sister’s shield blasted apart, and his own shield failed too.

He pictured Tuko’s home, and jumped without thinking, bringing his group along.

Searing pain slashed his left arm and he cried out in agony.

A moment of darkness and silence followed the jump. Then the gentle glow of Tuko’s kitchen spread before them, their gear accompanying them at their feet.

“Nick!” Miri cried, dropping to the stone floor beside him.

“I’ll find Tuko,” Kayta said, dashing for the door. “Siymin, get the kit.”

Siymin ducked behind the counter, rifling through a cabinet.

“What happened?” Nick cringed, clutching his arm but pulling his hand away. His upper arm pulsed with fire, and touching it only made things worse.

“I-It was, it was Zekta. Zekta, at the last moment she—” Miri choked on her words, throat hoarse. “She was so fast. I couldn’t make my shield strong enough. Nick, I’m so sorry.”

He shook his head, a cold sweat breaking across his skin. “It’s not your fault.”

The door slammed open and Kayta rushed in, followed by Tuko who held two full paper bags. “What happened?” he demanded, dumping the bags onto the counter and kneeling to examine Nick.

Siymin handed the old man a cloth bag with a swirling symbol on it. “Garran, Zekta, and their LaKaio ambushed us at the beach. Zekta hit Nick just before he jumped.”

Tuko pulled a small blade from the bag, expertly slicing Nick’s burnt sleeve away at the shoulder. The old man hummed distantly. “Nasty spell, this one.” From the bag, he removed a ring of wood with carvings along the outside. He held it over Nick’s wound and waved across it.

Miri stood, backing away to give him space. I did this, she thought. I was so scared that I couldn’t even get a shield right. She moved farther back, a sour taste creeping up her throat. She accidentally bumped into Siymin and went to move away, but he gently stepped closer and offered a comforting arm around her shoulder, which she accepted gratefully.

“He’ll be okay,” the boy assured her. She noticed the sorrowful rumple of his brows, and realized how close their faces were. “Tuko is very experienced at healing.”

She looked away and sighed, touching his arm. She closed her eyes and tried to calm her pounding heart, watching Tuko work and waiting for an answer. A slight steadiness filled her, and she continued breathing deep, slow breaths.

The center of the ring glowed translucent purple, and Tuko set it down with a sigh of relief. “It is not cursed.” He met Nick’s eyes and laughed humorlessly. “You are a lucky one, Nick. Zekta is quite fond of curses. She must have been in a hurry to not use one.” He opened a jar of a viscous blue substance, spreading it over Nick’s wound.

“How do you know?” he asked, pulling air through his teeth as Tuko spread the oily gel. The spell had cauterized the slash, leaving behind a thick, burnt laceration surrounded by blistered skin reaching from his shoulder to the middle of his bicep. The gel worked quickly, already feeling cool and easing some of his pain.

“How do I know what?” Tuko asked quietly, not raising his eyes.

“That she likes curses.” Nick swallowed, eyeing the old tutor.

He nodded with a small sigh. “Even at an early age, she gravitated toward curses. Zekta was a fine student—always studied hard, and trained harder— but there was a cruelness there, even in youth.” He wrapped a bandage around Nick’s wound, tying it expertly. “And she was the easiest student with espy I’ve ever trained.”

“You trained her?” Miri’s heart sped up again as she sensed more of a story coming. She took a cautious step forward.

“Yes,” the old man said, packing up his medical supplies. He stood and helped Nick to his feet. “I trained Zekta alongside Prince Erinick in their youth. She was slightly more powerful than him, but he was incredibly bullheaded.”

“Erinick?” Miri asked. “Like...” She trailed off, the words dying in her throat. She looked at her brother. “That’s your birth name. That’s what our mother wrote in the letter. Mirianna and Erinick.”

Tuko folded his hands under his wide sleeves. “He and his wife, Daira, were the last King and Queen of Goopra,” he said.

“King and...” Miri touched her forehead, eyes skipping back and forth as the pieces fit together.

Tuko cleared his throat, his statuesque presence shifting into an awkward one. “Long before Garran and Zekta betrayed them and formed the Council, I served your parents for many years.” His eyes settled on the siblings. “You remind me so much of them.”
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Miri’s head buzzed. This time it wasn’t from a vision. Her voice broke as she said, “You knew who our parents were this whole time?”

“I meant no deception,” Tuko said, his voice soft. “I feared if I told you earlier, the information would hinder your training, which would have been terribly dangerous.” Tuko averted his gaze. “And I didn’t quite know how to tell you.”

Nick chuckled, and he resisted rolling his eyes at the statement. “You’re telling me our parents are royalty?” The idea sounded too grand to be part of his life. He didn’t feel like anyone special, and didn’t want to think of himself that way. Their recent adventures had been more than enough special for his taste.

Tuko nodded.

Miri took an audibly shaky breath. Fingers brushed hers, and she stepped even closer to Siymin, gently taking his hand.

Nick shook his head. “You’re kidding, right? I mean, this has to be a joke,” he said, giving Miri a quick smile of disbelief.

“He’s telling the truth.” Kayta stepped forward, fidgeting.

“You knew this whole time?” Nick scoffed. “Why am I not surprised?”

Her voice was small, and she looked away, eyes heavy with guilt. “I suspected.”

The door to the lower level creaked open and a little head of orange hair popped out. “You’re back!” Tella exclaimed. Jaten crawled up the stairs behind her, hopping over to Siymin once he spotted him.

Miri cleared her throat as she released Siymin’s hand and crouched, giving the girl a loving hug.

Tella made her way around to Nick, who hoisted her onto his hip. She gasped, reaching for the paper bags on the counter. Nick stepped closer and she snatched up a pink flyer. “The Millopia Festival! Can we go?”

“Maybe next year,” the old man answered patiently. “You’re still a bit too young for such events.”

“Oh, the Millopia Festival?” Siymin said with a coy smile. “That’s your favorite place to be, isn’t it, Kaytamillopia?” He drew out the last word in a teasing tone, leaning in Kayta’s direction.

If Kayta could’ve used magic, Siymin would’ve been knocked to the floor. But instead she screwed up her face and glared at him.

“Kayta is named after the Kaytamillopia flower,” he explained to the siblings. “The Millopia Festival is held in celebration of the summer’s end, and the end of the Kaytamillopia petals dropping.”

“It’s a very common name,” she grumbled.

Grinning, he said in a sing-song tone, “It means ‘annoying but sweet and harmless.’ ”

Tella rolled in a fit of giggles and dropped the flyer.

As it floated to the ground, Miri turned her head, watching it. The pinkish paper had brown markings, the image of a flower unfolding into triangle petals sitting in the middle. She picked it up, examining the pattern.

At first, she couldn’t read the markings; they were little more than scribbles to her, but just like with Siymin’s map, the longer she studied them, the more she understood. “We’re going,” she said.

Nick gave his sister a sideways expression.

She waved him off, reading it aloud. “ ‘Join the Millopia Festival celebration in the Goopra City Center, on the thirty-first day of the ninth month, from late-day until dawn.”

“When exactly is ‘late-day?’ ” Nick asked, peering over his sister’s shoulder.

Kayta scoffed. “It’s the fifteenth hour.”

“Of course,” Nick replied in a monotonous voice. “How didn’t I know that?”

Tella gasped, pointing at the bandage on Nick’s opposite arm. “What happened?”

“Uh...” He started, unsure how to answer. “I got it from a...” He scrunched up his face. “A really mean guy.”

“Why?”

Tuko saved him from answering, saying, “Alright my little Kaytamillopia, I think it’s time you were off to bed.”

“But I don’t want to,” she whined, slumping her shoulders.

The old man raised his eyebrows. “You know what happens to little girls who don’t behave.” 

“I certainly know what happens,” Siymin said in a mock-serious tone.

“The Mendi Ekora eats them!” Tuko chomped his teeth at her.

Kayta tried not to laugh as she said, “Not the monster of the mountain!” and held her cheeks with a shocked expression.

Tella scrambled down from Nick’s arms and said, “Okay, okay, goodnight!” She dashed through the doorway, down the stairs, and into her room.

Siymin pressed the door to the stairs shut and waited for Miri to explain.

“I’ve seen this before.” She tapped a finger on the flyer. “I saw it in a dream—or a vision, I guess—after the lake. I don’t know how it’s connected, but if we want to find the next piece of the mirror, we need to be there.”

“It’ll be dark soon,” Kayta said. “We can leave before daybreak to avoid the worst crowds.” To Nick she said, “The city has barriers for jumpers. You can’t jump at all for miles around the City Center, so we’ll have to walk a little.”

He gave a slow nod. “Guess we’d better get some sleep.”

“I don’t doubt this is the right path for you,” Tuko said. “But I urge you to be incredibly careful in the city. Garran and Zekta know you, that much is certain. And the LaKaio will be after you. When possible, travel by the shadows and avoid LaKaio routes. Keep to yourselves, and watch out for each other. You’re all under this boat together. Remember that.” The old mentor gave a pointed look to Kayta.

Tuko insisted they eat something, so he filled bowls of his ever-simmering soup and hunks of chewy bread to the teenagers before they headed off to bed.

As Nick tried to sleep, he replayed their encounter with Garran and Zekta on the beach. Did they know who we were? He wondered. There’s no way they didn’t. They must’ve spent years living and working with my parents. Unless we look nothing like them. He tried to picture his father, and it was strange, because he’d stopped doing that a long time ago.

Nick used to stay awake at night wondering about his parents, thinking about who they were and what they looked like. But years ago, when he was a little younger than Miri, resentment sprouted where curiosity had once lived. Soon he couldn’t think of his parents without riling up so many negative thoughts, so he’d stopped wondering.

Laying on the bed mat across the room from Nick was Siymin, who noticed the frustrated sigh and tossing and turning. “Don’t dwell too long,” he said. “You’ll need rest for our journey.”

“Sorry.” Nick cleared his throat. He stayed quiet for a while, but then, from behind the safety of the darkness he admitted, “I can’t help wondering about them.” He rolled over. “Like, what kind of people are they? Which one do I look like?”

Siymin turned over, rustling his blankets. “I’ve never seen them personally,” he chuckled, “so I can’t confirm which features you have. But I do know that all leaders have supporters and those who opposed their ways. They were accepted by many, and many also thought them unfit. From what I know, I believe they were doing their best for the country that they could.”

“Yeah,” he muttered. “You’re probably right—we should get some sleep.” He rolled over, and Siymin said no more. It wasn’t reassuring, though Nick wasn’t sure he was looking for reassurance. He thought maybe he was looking for something he’d given up on a long time ago. Answers.
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Miri awoke, sitting up from her bedroll. Something nagged in the back of her mind, drawing her upstairs. She crept out of the girls’ room and climbed the wood steps, the cold seeping through her socks.

In the dim predawn light, she found her brother watching the woods through the slanted windows of the dining room. She sat in the chair beside him without a word. Minutes passed in silence as either of them searched for something to say.

Nick broke the silence without looking away. “This weird sleep schedule’s messing me up.”

“Yeah,” Miri said through a yawn, stretching. “If we were home we’d still be sleeping.” Her brother’s eyes lifted ever so slightly in her peripheral vision.

“Lucy’s cooking, complaining about school...”

“Justice thinking he’s sneaky, putting his veggies onto my plate.”

Nick forced a smirk and turned to her. “With everything that’s been going on—” He stopped, not knowing how to finish the sentence.

She said, “I hope everything’s okay. That they’re okay. I wish... I just wish—” Miri stopped with a low growl of frustration, biting her nails. “It’s like... It’s like our home was stolen from us. We spent so much time bouncing around as kids, and just when we had something good—when we finally found a place to belong—I had to go and screw it all up.”

Nick started to protest, but Miri raised her hand gently. “It’s like, we know too much to go back. How could we? We know too much to go back to who we were before all this, but we’re sure as hell not safe here. We’re stuck in limbo.”

“You can’t think that way. We’re doing our best, and that’s all we can do.” His voice lowered to a hush as he added, “We just have to keep telling ourselves that.”

Part of Miri wished they’d never gone to the bookshop, never discovered Olexia. If only she’d listened to her brother and controlled her curiosity. She feared her obsession would lead them to ruin, and for what? She didn’t even know if their parents were still alive.

As the light grew, the others in the house awoke and preparations to leave began. Bags were packed and checked, maps were studied, and bags were checked again. Tuko looked at Nick’s wound and replaced the bandage, instructing him to do so twice daily and packing up some medical supplies for him.

Tella helped the others gather the packs by the door. Siymin asked her, “Would you mind watching over Jaten for me while I’m gone? He doesn’t care for the city.”

The young girl beamed up at him. “Alright!” she said, scooping the kopi up in her arms and he trilled, watching them shuffle around the small entry way.

“You guys ready?” Nick asked, going to stand between them.

They said their goodbyes, and Kayta, Miri, and Siymin gathered around Nick. “Hold on to your lunch,” he said, closing his eyes in preparation for the jump.

The horizon was just turning pale blue behind the towering trees of Olexia’s forests, leaving them at the start of the hazy hours drawing in the day. “I can feel the barrier,” Nick said, looking up at the invisible force. “This is as far as I can go.”

Only the faint light of predawn illuminated their way as they rode their boards toward the city. They caught glimpses of it through the trees, a faint glow lighting the air in the distance. The glare of a window here or the flicker of a lamp there occasionally popped up between the forests as they drew closer.

The city appeared overhead as they broke through the woods in the light of dawn. The twin suns of Olexia bathed the city in hazy gold, reflecting off the glass of towering buildings, so different from the underground homes Miri and Nick had experienced in Olexia so far.

“It’s making me homesick.” Miri frowned at the buildings that reminded her slightly of the world she came from. Something Miri hadn’t quite gotten used to yet were the hazy hours just before sunset and after sunrise, when Olexia was most awake.

As they approached the city’s edge, Kayta recommended they put their boards away. “The streets will be packed with people traveling for the festival. We shouldn’t tempt thieves.”

The dropping of Kaytamillopia flower petals had slowed over the last few days, but they still littered the ground. Shopkeepers swept them away from their doors while keeping a curious eye on the newcomers.

Among the city-goers were Sorgin like Miri, Nick, and Siymin, along with lots of Fangra like Kayta. But there were many more, too. A passing woman with vivid pink skin and white flowers on her head waved flirtatiously at Nick. He roguishly smiled back at her with a nod. Townspeople and travelers alike roamed the streets, and it didn’t take many bodies to crowd the narrow roads.

As Kayta led them single-file through the streets, they moved from shade to light to shade again. Canopies hung overhead from one side to the other, casting shadows on the aisles.

They followed Kayta down street after street, turning occasionally to others just like the last. After a while, the buildings all started looking the same, and Miri wondered how Kayta remembered where she was going.

A few more turns and they entered a wider road lined with more elaborate architecture. The stone buildings had carvings around the doorways, and their steps gleamed in the light. The ground was tiled with rough marble-like stone, leading them toward an open area at the end of the street.

Miri took a deep breath. “Finally, open air,” she sighed, noting the clock tower that blocked a bit of the sky above.

“City Center,” Siymin said in her ear, speaking over the crowd’s voices that bounced off the surrounding stone walls.

In the middle of the City Center, men with pale blue skin and pointed ears on the tops of their heads set up a stage. “What are they doing?” Miri asked as they crossed the plaza.

“Setting up for the performances,” Kayta said. “There’ll be music and dancing all throughout the city tonight.” She led them through City Center, and they continued on to more side streets.

“Where are we going?” Nick asked.

“Somewhere to leave our things,” Kayta replied. “We shouldn’t carry our packs around during the festival.”

Siymin said, “I doubt we’ll find any inns with space. They’ll all be full of festival travelers.”

“We’re not going to an inn.”
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The roads got narrower and turned to brick as they followed Kayta through the tight city streets, descending into the depths.

They came to a ramshackle three-story building tucked between the narrow alleyways and towering factories. Kayta raised her fist to the lichen-covered wood and knocked three quick times, then paused, knocked twice, then paused and knocked once more.

The door swung in, and they were met with a dark hall swirling with pungent chemicals masked by heavy perfume. She led the others in, walking into the humid air like she was arriving home.

Grinding and rumbling reverberated through the ground, vibrating the soles of Miri’s boots.

The hall went on into darkness, straight as an arrow. The occasional rotten door broke the monotonous stone, slits of light seeping through the cracked planks and uneven frames.

Although she was sweating from the damp air, Miri shivered, her shuffling steps echoing.

They walked for at least a few minutes, but it was hard to tell exactly how long the hallway was, or how much farther it went on from where they stopped. At another unmarked door, Kayta repeated her knocking sequence and waited.

The rusty hinges whined, like they didn’t want to reveal what was beyond the door. “You’re not the Prospector,” said a rough woman’s voice.

“No, I’m not,” Kayta said, pushing past the gaunt Fangra woman.

She was of short stature and cloaked in a strange knitted cloak of yellowish thread that might’ve been white at one time. Her skin was rougher than her voice, and she had a pipe pursed between her lips. “You’re not supposed to be here,” the woman croaked.

“Last I checked, I still own my room,” Kayta said without looking back. “Come on.” She nodded for her traveling companions to follow.

“If he asks, you haven’t seen me,” the woman said, dodging behind an adjoining door and slamming it shut.

Miri, Nick, and Siymin were left to trot after Kayta down another stone hall, lit by simple lanterns. “What is this place?” Miri asked, scanning the surrounding stones.

Kayta stopped in front of another unmarked door and fished a key from her pack, unlocking the rusty handle. “This,” she said, turning the knob, “is my room.” She flicked on a lantern by the door and lit up the space decorated in earth tones. The room was about eight paces long and half as many wide. Furnished with a bed in the corner, a large trunk, a desk, and two cushioned chairs beside the small stove.

“It’s so... clean,” Nick observed.

Kayta snorted. “What were you expecting? An animal pen?” She shrugged her pack off.

He ignored her, scratching the back of his neck.

“Kayta?” a voice said from behind them. A young Fangra woman stood in the doorway, just a bit taller than Kayta. She had a curtain of black hair that stopped sharply at her hips, and her deep brown eyes made her cream skin glow in the lantern light.

“Ninnian.” Kayta stiffened as she turned to face her, both hands on the strap of her pack in a death grip.

“Thank the Gods,” Ninnian breathed, crossing the room in an instant and crushing Kayta in a hug. “No one knew what happened to you,” she said, holding her at arm’s length and looking her over.

Kayta wriggled away and shook her head, but her expression softened. “I’ve been looking into a... personal matter.”

Ninnian lowered her voice. “The mirror?”

She nodded lightly.

Nick cleared his throat.

Kayta shot him a look but introduced them. “Ninnian, this is Siymin, Mir—Miva, and... Noldor.” She wrinkled her nose at the made up names, but Ninnian didn’t seem to notice.

“I’ve never met Kayta’s friends before,” she said, giving them the standard gesture of greeting.

“Nice to meet you.” Nick returned the palm swipe and tried not to smile when the girl didn’t give him a strange look. He’d finally learned just the right way to do it.

“I was just on my way out.” Ninnian gestured to the small but heavy pack slung over her shoulder. “But I’ll be back before the night turns over.”

“We’re not staying.” Kayta tossed the other girl her room key. “If we’re not back by mid-day tomorrow, can you hide our supplies somewhere? I don’t want the Prospector knowing I’ve been here.”

“I thought you settled all your debt with him.”

“No, I have. But you know him.”

The girl nodded solemnly. “He’d do anything to get his favorite runner back.”

“Exactly,” Kayta breathed.

Ninnian backed away toward the door. “I understand. I guess I’ll see you... whenever you feel like visiting.”

“Thank you.”

Ninnian shrugged. “I know, I’m wondrous.” She slipped the key into her pocket and turned to leave, but stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Do take care, alright?” she said before slinking down the hall.

Kayta busied herself in organizing her pack, and Nick raised his eyebrows at his sister. “She seems nice,” he said awkwardly.

“Too nice for this place.”

Siymin’s eyes flicked back and forth before he removed his pack and said, “We should visit the market. We’ll need something for the festival.”

They left their supplies on the bed and Kayta locked the room with a spare key before leading them back outside into the fresh air.

“Take us there, Kayta,” said Siymin. “You know the city better than I do.”

Her pink hair sloshed as she nodded once, bringing the others behind her like a row of ducklings.

A few blocks away they reached a building made of dark red metal, standing less than a story high. The massive open doorway stood at the top of a dark ramp leading down. They descended into the underground market, feeling like they were walking into the maw of a giant monster.

They walked down the slanted floor, boots clanking on the textured metal ramp until they reached the bottom. Hundreds of stalls stood in strips in the underground chamber, lit by horse-sized lanterns hanging from the ceiling a story above. People weaved and bobbed about, vendors calling out what they had for sale, flowers, toys, fruits, and medicines among the many displays.

Siymin pointed something out and motioned for Miri and Kayta to wait where they were. With people pressing into the fronts of the stalls, they were glad to step away from the madness. The girls stood off to the side and waited while the boys went up to the stall.

“So...” Miri said. “What do you know about my parents?”

“Not much. Only rumors,” Kayta said, taking her water pocket out of her jumpsuit pocket.

“What kind of rumors?”

She shrugged. “Well, some people miss the way things used to be, before the Council. But some people like it better this way.”

“But like, what happened?” Miri also took out her water pocket, watching Nick and Siymin speak with a woman at the stand. The vendor was selling wreaths flowers, some white and others purple, and Siymin bought four of them, hanging them over his forearm and moving along to browse another stand.

“I’m not the right person to tell you this.”

“Please? I just want to know what you know.”

After considering, Kayta nodded. “A few years before becoming king, Prince Erinick IV married your mother, Daira, and around the time he became king, your brother was born. Almost immediately after taking his crown, King Erinick appointed Garran and Zekta to his staff. They were his and the queen’s closest confidants, or so is said.”

Miri nodded for her to go on.

“Garran and Zekta had a child—a daughter—a few years before all of that. The trouble started around the time Prince Erinick V was born.”

“My brother?” Miri asked, watching the boys move to the next stall.

“Yes.” Kayta nodded, stepping to stay close to Nick and Siymin. “Garran and Zekta’s girl became ill. They were driven to madness trying to save her. The girl died, and Garran and Zekta left their positions.”

“So then they formed the Council?”

“Not quite. Some people claim Garran and Zekta continued working with the king and queen in private—their positions were very public. Others say they left for a remote island in the north. Anyway, years later, Garran and Zekta came back to the public and amassed a following that included most of the highly influential people in Goopra. They wanted to create a new form of governing for the country, and they didn’t like how the old king handled the blight. So they formed the Council, and things have gone bad ever since—well, that’s my opinion anyway. They overtook the king and queen, claiming they had committed a terrible crime.” She laughed then, which surprised Miri, saying, “I guess we know it’s true, now.”

“What crime?”

Nick and Siymin moved farther down, and Kayta strolled along to keep within earshot of them. Miri hurried to catch up.

“Producing a second heir.” Kayta’s voice grew soft, and Miri found it strange to hear her that way. “I didn’t believe it until Tuko told me how much you look like the queen. He says you’re her mirror image.”

“So I’m...” Miri almost chuckled. “I’m an illegal baby?”

“Seriously?” Nick whipped around, and the shopkeeper’s expression became concerned.

Siymin shushed Nick, pulling him away and into a tight circle with Miri and Kayta. He explained, “A king and queen may only have a single heir, in case their bloodline becomes corrupt.”

Miri raised an eyebrow. “Corrupt?”

“Before a ruler can take their crown, they have to be assessed by an empath and an espy, like Miri. If they see cruel intentions in the ruler, they are banished from leadership. That bloodline will be minimized and another one is chosen by the people.”

Nick said, “So if they had another kid, that kid could...?”

“The idea was that they could continue growing that bloodline, and merge with another later on, putting their heirs back in power without anyone knowing. It’s an old law from a different time in our society before it was possible to prove someone’s ancestry, but the old ways are still respected.”

“Wait a second,” Nick said. “If our parents were king and queen that would make us...”

“Nick is the Prince of Goopra,” Siymin said, meeting Miri’s eyes. “And Miri is a korren. The delinquent heir. As I see it...” He looked over his shoulder and met eyes with a passing stranger. “We shouldn’t speak about this here.”

He took one of the purple flower wreaths from his arm and placed it on his head. “Make sure you’re wearing this during the festival,” he said, handing them out to the others.

Nick grimaced, but plopped his onto his head. “What are they for?”

“They are to symbolize that you’re not interested in... flirtatious interactions.”

“White petals mean you want someone, purple means you don’t,” Kayta clarified.

Siymin brushed his hair back, adjusting his wreath. “I assumed since we’re here for the mirror, you wouldn’t want anyone trying to... charm you.”

“The festival is a common place to meet romantic partners,” Kayta said.

Miri laughed at this, and followed the girl when she started heading for the exit. Many things in Olexia confused her and Nick, but she thought at least they had Kayta to explain things bluntly.
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The teenagers ascended the ramp into the sunlight of the streets, leaving the busyness of the market behind. More people had gathered around the edges of the City Center, the circular plaza buzzing with life. A teenage girl played a delicate flute while a boy pounded on a small drum, a group of their friends danced around them, laughing and prancing to their own happy song with rude lyrics.

“So, Kayta, how skilled are you at the festival dances?” Siymin asked.

Her face fell to a scowl. “Not very,” she grumbled. “Is there dancing in Terra?”

Nick nodded, snickering at her expression.

“I would willingly live there if you didn’t have dancing. Even if the water is tasteless.”

“That bad?” Miri laughed.

“You cannot imagine,” Kayta said. “Moving your body around for no reason. Such fun. It’s pointless.”

“Oh, come now, it’s not so bad,” said Siymin. “Perhaps you could even learn to enjoy it.” He grabbed the grumpy girl’s hand and pulled her in front of him. “There are two dances everyone knows, and this one is the easiest. This is the Millopia dance, done near the beginning of the festival.”

He stepped to the left, then clapped, left again, clapped again, then he repeated it on the right with an extra clap. The sequence went again, but with forward and backward steps. “This is the basic foot pattern, it’s very repetitive, so it should be easy to memorize.”

Miri smiled slyly at her brother and stepped in front of him. “Just like old times,” she said. Nick begrudgingly followed the steps. At first, the siblings struggled to grasp when the extra claps were to be added, but Siymin told them it was on every third movement. After a few tries, they could repeat the steps with no trouble.

“See? This one is simple,” he said as they practiced the sequence again. “It’s just this sequence repeated over until the song is done. This dance is usually done first, but we do it many times throughout the festival.”

Miri wiped her brow, and they took a break, resting against the shaded wall of a nearby shop. As they sipped from their water pockets, Miri’s mind went back to their conversation in the market. “What did you mean when you said I’m a ‘delinquent heir?’ ”

Siymin scooted closer and glanced around nervously, checking for listening ears. Quietly, he said, “A ruler’s second heir is known as a korren. Many rulers of the past have been put to death for having a second child, and historians suspect there are many we don’t know about who were simply hidden better.”

“But what about our parents? Didn’t they fight back?”

“Until recently, it was commonly known that the queen and king died trying to fight against the Council, and their son did, too. But clearly, there’s more to the story than that.”

He lowered his voice even more, now talking just above a murmur. “As I see it, your parents were never reevaluated by an espy or empath. They were never deemed unfit to rule, so I believe Nick is still the rightful heir. And I have good faith that if you were to challenge the Council, you could win.”

“What do you mean?” Nick asked.

“I mean the Council has to go. You can win the people over and become King of Goopra, as is your birthright. You’re probably the only person who could do it, if anyone—”

“No,” Nick stopped him. “Don’t even go there.” He shook his head, wishing Siymin hadn’t just given him another thing to worry about. King, birthright. That wasn’t him. His head spun with the depths of Siymin’s claims. There wasn’t a world where Nick could imagine himself as someone like that. Like some kind of hero or revolutionist. “Can we just get back to the dancing, please?” He rubbed his face.

“My apologies,” said Siymin. “I get carried away with ideas sometimes.”

After an awkward beat, Kayta stood up and said, “Now you get to learn the harder dance. Good luck.”

The others followed her in rising, and Miri said to her brother, “These two could give Mrs. Means a hard time.”

Nick laughed, “Not as much as Justice.” After noticing the others’ questioning looks, he explained, “A lady in our town had a free dance class for ‘troubled’ kids. There wasn’t much actual dancing, more like an after school club—a way to keep us under supervision for a few hours. Miri and I went to them for a while when we were younger. Justice is our little foster brother, and he’s... her most reluctant student.”

Miri sighed, “I miss that little butthead.”

“Yeah,” Nick said solemnly, scratching at the patchy bristles on his cheek.

“Let’s get the next one over with,” Kayta said, raising her palm against Siymin’s and holding them up between their chests. They stepped in a circle around their hands three times, then switched directions and repeated the circles.

Then Kayta and Siymin stopped, still holding one hand each between them, and stepped back and forth and side to side, in steps that were lithe and quick.

Nick and Miri tried to follow along, but Miri missed a step and lost her balance, her ring of flowers falling from her hair and onto the ground. “I can’t follow you,” she said, arms dropping to her sides. She picked up the flower ring and gently folded it into her pocket.

“Don’t feel discouraged,” said Siymin. “You’re doing well! Most of us spend our whole lives doing this, and even then, we mostly just muddle our way through.”

“Besides,” Kayta laughed. “Everyone will full be of cider by sundown. No one will notice a few bad dancers.” Kayta gripped Miri’s wrist and placed her hand in Siymin’s, stepping away. “Let’s switch.”

“Place your left hand behind your back,” he said, putting his palm against Miri’s. “Follow my lead.” He smiled.

Miri’s eyes drifted to her feet as she tried to hide the heat crawling up her cheeks. Something about how his smile lit up his features made her heart race, and the way his glasses shifted on his face made her grin back just as widely.

Nick watched Miri giggle at Siymin as she tried to learn the steps, following his moves in reverse and slowly putting them into the patterns.

“Are you listening?” Kayta jabbed his arm with her finger.

Under his breath, Nick asked, “Should I be concerned?”

Kayta followed his gaze to Miri and Siymin dancing together a few paces away. She scoffed. “Siymin? I don’t think he knows he’s doing it. That’s just his personality.”

Miri and Siymin spun around, and Nick returned his attention to learning the dance. The two pairs came together, and the Olexians taught the siblings how the next parts of the dance went, when they would have to switch pairs and in what direction they were to head.

“So,” Miri said to Siymin. “No one knows what really happened to them? Our parents?”

“With honesty”—he spun them around—“I have no idea, and I don’t think anyone else has any idea, either. Though they may claim otherwise. The day the Council was formed was the last time anyone saw them. It’s difficult to separate the facts and speculation, especially for such a historic event.”

Such a historic event, Miri thought. That was her parent’s legacy. A historic failure, ending in their disappearance. She wondered how they could find their parents, if they haven’t been seen in so long. Her doubts tried to suck her into a whirlpool of melancholy, but Miri forced them away. But it’s working, she thought. We’ve already found some of the mirror, and we’re getting closer to another one. I can feel it.

She kept telling herself that, and staving off the worry as they practiced the dances a few more times until Miri and Nick felt they had a good grasp on them.

“Those two should suffice to get you through the festival like the rest of us,” Siymin said once they were done.

Miri admitted, “That wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be.”

“That took an hour,” Nick grumbled, shoulders slumping. He winced slightly at the sting under his bandage. The paste Tuko had applied was wearing off, and he felt each movement of his arm pull the wound’s blistered surface.

She rolled her eyes. “Now what?”

Kayta said, “We wait until dark, when the festival really begins.”

While they waited for the suns to go down, Kayta led them on a tour of the city.

As they traveled the tight streets, a pointed roof popped up in the distance. They walked five blocks or so, and then from behind the endless brick structures came a building like no other. The gray stone was intricate, carved with swirling vines and florets. A dozen or so towers were attached to the main building, which had several wings and appeared to go on forever.

They approached the ten-foot wrought iron fence stretching around the estate and its lands. The sheer size of the building became apparent. It was imposing, but something else beyond the walls made Miri’s magic stir. Something deep. Something ancient. Something that could shatter the world. She shivered despite the warm air. In the window of the closest tower, a flash of white hair disappeared behind a curtain whisked shut.

“This is The Royal Estate,” Siymin told them as they stopped to admire it. “Before the days of the Council, the king and queen lived here, along with their staff and the other high members of government. They also used the building as a place to hold meetings, royal galas, to host foreign dignitaries, and do other things of that nature. Nick was born in those walls. Miri probably was, too.”

Staring up at that looming gray building, Miri finally allowed herself to feel the emotions escaping the cage around her heart. This is where she came from. She was close. So tantalizingly close to finding them. Her parents once stood proudly in that building, leading their people with Nick toddling around the halls.

“Whoa, hey,” Nick said, slinging an arm around her shoulder. “Are you okay?” he asked, noticing the silent tears streaming down her freckled cheeks.

“Yeah.” She sniffled, fiddling with her sleeve. “I guess”—she sniffed again, wiping a tear—“I don’t know. It didn’t seem real until now. Not really. Standing out here, looking at the place they lived. It just really hit me. We used to live there. Our parents lived there.” She tore her eyes from the building, looking at him.

He hugged his sister and rubbed her arm consolingly, gazing at the pointed roofs. “I know it’s a lot, but we’ll figure it out.” But even though Nick was trying to assure her, he wasn’t sure of that himself.
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Nick was glad to finally end their tour of the city. Interesting as it was to explore, Siymin’s historical facts about every landmark they passed had started grating his nerves, and Kayta’s constant complaints about Siymin’s historical facts were even worse.

The suns were just past set. Lanterns glowed from within vendors’ stalls and children played in the street by the fading light. As they entered the City Center, a speck of floating orange light landed on Nick’s shoulder. He jumped, flicking it away.

Kayta and Siymin roared with laughter. “It’s magic,” the girl with pink hair chuckled, reaching out and catching one of the falling lights in her hand. It dimmed as soon as it hit her skin, curling at the edges and then disappearing. “They represent the end of the petals falling.”

The vendors on nearby streets began turning off their lanterns, and soon the City Center was covered in an orange glow from the sparkling magic specks. Twelve of the blue men with catlike ears stood back to back on the stage in the middle of the City Center.

Half of them stepped forward and drew the sheets of fabric off their instruments, revealing six pairs of barrel-sized drums. They each took up padded drumsticks and sidled up to the instruments. The remaining six men produced saucer-shaped hand drums from behind their backs. As they began playing, people flooded from the connecting streets.

A steady beat filled the air and reverberated in Miri’s chest. She shivered with excitement, watching them play in perfect synchronism. Their music filled the space with its heavy beat and fast pace.

Stalls lined the walls behind them, selling food and trinkets. “Anyone hungry?” Siymin asked, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder.

Only now noticing the wafting scent of fried food, Miri’s mouth watered. “Yeah,” she said. They lined up together, and Siymin ordered, paying with coins from the chest pocket of his jumpsuit.

Inside the stall, a Fangra boy with hair the same pink hue as Kayta’s handed them shallow paper dishes filled with fried chunks of dough, drizzled with a white glaze.

“Thank you,” Miri managed to say. Stepping out of the way, they found an open area to stand and eat. Their texture and shape reminded Miri of donut holes, but spices were mixed with the dough, giving it a slight kick that complimented the sweet frosting. She smiled, eating another.

“What do you think?” Siymin asked, taking a bite.

“It’s good,” the siblings said together, which made them laugh.

They finished eating and drank from their water pockets, sipping to quench the thirst brought on by the sweet and spicy food. As they rinsed the sticky residue off their fingers, the music changed.

Many of the festival patrons around them began moving, creating a circle around the stage. Some drifted to the outside, others moved in to join the circle.

From that circle emerged a handsome teenage boy with shaggy yellow hair, who approached their group. He gave them the customary greeting, with the face swipe and a show of his palm. “Care to join?” He offered his hand, crystal blue eyes locked on Miri.

“Uh—” Miri’s mind raced with what to say, suddenly unsure if the Olexian customs were anything like the ones she knew back home. “Thanks, but no.” It came out sharper than she’d intended, but she knew her face was bright red from the boiling heat spreading across it.

The boy smiled sheepishly and gave a little nod before trotting off to another girl. When Miri turned around, she found Siymin’s hands shoved into his pockets, and Nick’s mouth set in a firm line.

Miri pulled the wreath of flowers from her pocket and replaced it on her head, adjusting her hair so that it wasn’t in her face.

“I don’t know what boys are like in Terra,” Kayta laughed. “But if they look at you like that, they’re hoping you’ll be more than a friend.”

“I figured as much,” Miri said, staring at her boots. The fuzzy sensation of her intuition spiking hit her then, and she looked up, scanning the square.

“You see something?” Nick asked.

“Just a feeling. Keep a look out for anything interesting.” They stood to the side, moving farther away from the revelry and looking around for anything that could lead them to the mirror.

“What are we looking for?” Kayta asked, turning to Miri after twenty minutes of silent watching.

Her mouth tightened pensively. “I don’t know.”

“I thought you had a vision,” Nick said.

“It wasn’t really a vision, exactly. I mean, it was less of a vision and more of a feeling.”

“That’s not very specific,” Kayta said, shifting her weight to the other foot.

Miri closed her eyes. The beat pumped through her blood, and laughter and chatting complimented it, creating a symphony of festivity that almost drowned out her intuition. She tried to block it, to listen only to the sound guiding her.

But the music was loud, and when the beat changed again, her intuition lit up in the back of her mind. “We should dance!” she said.

Nick said, “Are you sure that’s—”

“I’m sure,” Miri said. She took Siymin’s hand and guided him into the chaotic crowd, waving for the others to follow.

Before Nick could respond, they were gone, pulled in by the swell of people. “I guess we’re dancing,” he sighed.

Kayta followed, muttering, “If we must.”

The dancers formed two large circles surrounding the stage, one smaller within the other. Nick recognized the steps, and was relieved that this was the easier of the two they’d been taught.

Squeezing into the outer circle, he stood across from Kayta and began, counting the steps in his head.

A few places down he spotted his sister and Siymin dancing together, both smiling like giddy children.

Siymin and Miri danced on, twirling and skipping back and forth, clapping along and almost colliding with another pair of dancers. At first, Miri felt awkward, worrying others would notice how she missed a step sometimes, but as they went on and she found the rhythm, she found herself smiling more genuinely than she had in a long time.

“You’re improving!” Siymin shouted over the music, holding both her hands. They spun, and Miri thought for a moment she might’ve been flying. While they were surrounded by noise and chaos, she couldn’t stop looking at his eyes, watching the falling lights dance across his skin.

Then before either of them were ready for it to be over, the music faded out, and the song finished. They wove back through the crowd and found the others waiting along the outskirts of the festival.

“Did you find anything?” Nick asked.

“Nothing yet, but soon. I can feel it.” The music started up again, this time with a new instrument. On the stage, a few of the musicians now had wide bowls of fogged glass on heavy wooden pedestals. They conjured white orbs of magic, waving them back and forth over the bowls, creating a sound akin to a violin, but with a strange vocal quality, like a haunted voice calling out in the night.

“They sound sad,” Miri said.

Siymin offered his hand for the next dance. “On the contrary,” he said as they strode together toward the other dancers, who had gathered in circles of six pairs. “This is The Dance of New Beginnings.”

A drum joined the song, and the music changed, a thudding harmony beating almost as much as Miri’s heart. The uplifting music pulled her in, and she pressed her hand against Siymin’s. The dance started slow, just like when they’d practiced, but with every change of direction it sped up until they were spinning and skipping almost fast enough to make her dizzy.

“Time to switch with the other group,” he said. “Good luck!”

Miri watched him go, smiling as he met her eyes once more before slipping into another circle of dancers. A palm met hers but she continued to watch Siymin, even after she lost sight of him. The clock tower rang, as if trying to join in the festivities, and Miri finally tore her eyes away from the swarming dancers.

When she met the eyes of the woman she was dancing with, Miri’s mind burned with furious confusion. Dark curly hair and a slender frame were the second and third things she noticed. The first was her eyes. Golden spikes of amber, shaded with thick lashes, just like the ones Miri met in the mirror every morning.

The woman smiled, crow’s feet cropping up on the edges of her eyes. “Hello, Mirianna.”

Miri’s mind spun faster than her dancing body until it spiraled into vision after vision, flashing by too fast to comprehend. The normal world came back to her a second later, and she could hardly catch her breath.

“Don’t stop dancing,” the woman said softly. Miri followed, her legs moving automatically as if separate from the rest of her. That was enough for the people around to stop sending sidelong glances at the seemingly clumsy girl.

“You... you’re my mother.” Her head pulsed, and Miri tried to keep from collapsing out of shock, though all she wanted to do was fall down right there and cry.

The song changed again, and the dancers began switching back to their original partners.

The woman put a finger to her lips and slid out of Miri’s grasp before she could say anything else. Miri numbly followed the flow of people until Siymin was in front of her again. “My mother is here,” she said.

But at the same time, he said, “There are LaKaio here.” Then confusion crumpled his face and he said, “Somewhere in Olexia, probably, but—”

“No, you don’t understand. She’s here. I just danced with her.” The lump in her throat wouldn’t budge no matter how many times she tried to gulp it away.

“Wait, what?” He stumbled, bumping into another dancer.

“I’m not kidding, Siymin!”

“Alright, alright,” he replied calmly. “What is she wearing?”

“Um...” Miri shut her eyes, thinking. “Blue. Dark blue. With a hood, and white flowers in her hair.”

“We’ll search for her after this dance. Now don’t make a scene, but a group of LaKaio just arrived from the street behind you. Don’t look!” he hissed.

“Right, sorry,” she said, turning back.

The music changed again, and he said, “We can’t leave in the middle of the dance. Just don’t do anything to raise suspicion.” He moved off with another partner, glancing back once more.

She kept moving, and another palm met hers. “They’re watching,” the woman said.

“How did you find us?”

“A mother’s knowledge, I suppose,” she said in a hush, eyes full of mischievous sparkles. “I kid, my dear. I was informed by a man with espy that I needed to be here to find you. Is your brother here?”

“Yes, but—”

“Mirianna, you must listen carefully. We haven’t the time for pleasantries.” She winced, her amber eyes darkening. “After this dance, we will separate. Meet me at the Grand Fountain, and make sure you aren’t followed.” She looked away from Miri and put on an empty smile. “Act as if nothing is amiss. Two strangers full of cider, dancing the summer away.”

The music shifted and they switched partners once more. Miri and Siymin finished the dance without speaking, both now anxious for it to be over. When it was, she took Siymin’s arm and pulled him along in the most inconspicuous way possible. Searching the crowd, Miri spotted Nick and snaked through, dodging elbows and spilled drinks.

“She’s here.” Miri spoke as loud as she dared. “Our mother is here. She said to meet her at the Grand Fountain after that dance.”

Kayta nodded and said, “Follow me.”

“Wait.” Nick caught his sister’s elbow, trying to take a moment to process. “How do you know it’s really her? Or if we can even trust her?”

“Tuko was right,” Miri said. “We look a lot alike, and I could feel it the moment I saw her. As far as trusting her goes, I’d say we don’t have any other options. If we want to find what we’re looking for, we have to go.”

“This place is crawling with LaKaio.” He nodded to the left.

The others stole glances in that direction, where five LaKaio walked among the festival with their signature green uniforms and shifty eyes.

“The fountain is three streets east,” Kayta said. “Follow the road under the yellow banners. You can almost see the top of it from here.”

A pair of LaKaio eyes caught onto them, and as a group they broke through the festival attendees and headed toward the four teenagers, speaking in hushed tones.

“Scatter,” Nick said.
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The air escaped Miri’s lungs as she hurried toward the fountain. Being in a crowd of people dancing and jumping and hooting and hollering was overwhelming enough when she had the others with her. But going alone, and possibly being followed by LaKaio took every ounce of courage she could scrape up.

Keep moving. Just keep moving, she told herself.

She side-stepped a pair of particularly vivacious dancers as she reached the yellow banners hanging high overhead. At the mouth of the side street, she could now see a shining fountain in the distance. She breathed a sigh of relief, seeing Nick ahead of her. She followed him, weaving through partying people.

Finally, Miri emerged from the bustle into another wide court. The Grand Fountain sparkled stories above her head, reflecting the soft lantern light off its flowing crystal water and silver tiered bowls.

The party was quieter here, the music from the City Center dulled by the distance and gentle rush of water. Nick stood with his back to the busyness, and Miri stopped next to him. “I’ve got a weird feeling,” he said.

“I thought that was my thing,” Miri replied. They waited, keeping quiet and listening for the others.

“My Gods,” a breathless voice said, coming from around the fountain’s side. “You remind me of your father.” The woman stepped casually around the fountain, standing beside them and gazing at the water after pulling her eyes away from Nick. “My name is Daira. I understand if it’s too soon to call me ‘Mother.’ You can call me Ira, if you prefer.”

“How do we know we can trust you?” Nick faced the fountain, but he watched her cautiously from the side.

Miri studied their reflections in the water. The woman, their mother, lost the gentle smile on her face. She struggled to gulp, holding her fidgeting hands together. “I know this must be difficult for you, but if you’ll give me the chance, I can explain everything. My word may not mean much to you, but I give it.”

Two more figures joined them at the fountain, and Kayta said, “Do you have the rest of the mirror?”

“Not with me,” Daira said. “I hid the mirror many years ago.” She discreetly checked their surroundings every few seconds, adjusting the hood of her cloak.

“You had all the pieces once?” Kayta licked her lips. “It works? As the stories say it does?”

Daira shook her head slightly. “It isn’t so simple.” She looked over her shoulder again, into the darker streets around them.

“The mirror was a wedding gift to my husband and me from the King of Ekado. He didn’t know what a remarkable gift it was. When Garran and Zekta came after us, I entrusted pieces of it to people I’d trust my own life with. I sent one to Terra, with you.”

Miri’s stomach dropped, a horrible darkness washing over her mind like a tidal wave. “They’re coming.”

“How long?” Nick asked.

“I don’t know. Not long.”

“Where is the mirror?” Kayta hissed.

“Which pieces do you have?” Daira asked.

“The one from Earth,” Nick said. “And the one in a cave.”

“Where?”

“On the Octri Sea,” Siymin supplied.

Finally Kayta said, “And mine came from a ship called the Sasontzi.”

“Good. The one you’re missing shouldn’t be difficult to retrieve. Queen Carra was my husband’s ancestor. Only her descendants can wield the mirror. Garran and Zekta don’t know that, and it’s best to keep it that way.” Her head snapped up at the sound of LaKaio boards closing in on them. “I haven’t time to explain. Mirianna, come here.” She raised her hand and grasped Miri’s jaw gently.

Images flooded Miri’s mind, not like any vision she’d had before. With her visions, it was like she was experiencing the events through a dream, but these images forced themselves into her mind, showing her their fragmented pieces of information. 

“Follow me at a distance. I know somewhere we can talk.” Daira did a good job of veiling the panic in her voice, but Miri could see it flash in her expression.

They dispersed, walking farther away from the City Center and toward the street in front of them. Daira strolled ahead, casually leading the others away. They walked a short distance behind her, wary for signs of a trap.

The whirling boards sounded from somewhere unseen ahead, and Miri’s intuition spiked, fear rushing through her body.

From around the corner came two figures, followed by a dozen more, though the rest were slightly smaller. Garran and Zekta led their crew of LaKaio on floating silver boards. With streetlights at their backs, they were shrouded in shadows, which matched the feeling they evoked in the people around them.

The bystanders on the street split to the sides, pressing against the buildings or dodging into doors and alleys, creating a channel for Garran, Zekta, and their LaKaio to approach.

Zekta’s eyes met Nick’s and she grew a wild smile. “Oh, A family reunion, how sweet! After all these years, mother and children finally together again.”

Nick fidgeted. Unable to jump away, he felt utterly useless. He swallowed a lump in his throat, summoning magic to his hands.

He cursed to himself, scanning the street. There were too many people around. If this ended in a battle of spells, there would be casualties.

Daira’s shoulders squared, and it was as if someone had flipped a switch on her personality. Her voice and presence held the air of a queen, her head high. “Leave them,” she said, voice powerful. “They’re of no use or threat to you.”

“But what fun would that be?” Garran said. He motioned to the LaKaio, and two of them zipped forward, snagging Daira’s arms.

“Run!” she said in an unroyal screech.

The teens’ backs were to a street, but festival attendants were close on every side. There was no clear escape route.

Zekta encroached on them, crouching before dismounting her board. She lifted her delicate fingers to his face, a purplish spell glow, and Nick was frozen in place. He was vaguely aware of his mother’s voice, but everything around him blurred, as if behind a curtain.

Trapped. He couldn’t move, couldn’t look away. Couldn’t even breathe.

She stroked his cheek with a teasing smile, like a cat playing with her food. Her manicured nails swept across his stubble. Her dark eyes lacked any warmth, staring deep into Nick’s, almost like she was seeing through his skin and into his soul. Static crawled across his brain, as if a beetle had crawled up his spine and scuttled around his gray matter.

Zekta closed her eyes with a deep inhale. When they snapped open a moment later, her expression lifted and she whispered in a teasing voice, “I know where he is.” She whipped around. “My love, let’s send Tuko a little visit from our friends.”

“No!” Miri exclaimed, stepping between Nick and the woman with wild eyes.

Garran looked at her with raised eyebrows. “She speaks!”

“My son has nothing to do with this,” Daira growled from the clutches of the LaKaio.

“Not so true, Ira,” Zekta cooed. “Our old mentor has hidden well these many years, but he’s hiding more than just himself. He has the mirror your troublesome little children are keeping from us.”

“I’m glad to know they’re giving you difficulties. Relentlessness runs in both their veins, it seems.” She threw a glare at Garran, jerking her arm but not escaping from the LaKaio’s grasp.

“Make the order, darling.” Garran gave his wife a cheeky grin. “Ira and I have some catching up to do. Bring them, too.” He nodded at the teenagers.

The husband and wife turned to leave, and the two LaKaio hauled Daira after them, her feet kicking and trying to gain purchase.

Miri watched her brother. Something sinister hung in the air around him. Without taking her eyes off the encroaching LaKaio, she gripped his sleeve. “Nick?”

He didn’t utter a sound, his stare blank and distant.

“Nick, now,” her panicked voice rose. She dug her fingers into his skin and pulled him off balance. “Nick, now!”

His eyes flicked back and forth, the LaKaio now practically on top of them.

Kayta darted around the tall young man and pushed on him while Miri and Siymin each took an arm, pulling until one of his feet moved. “Nick run!”

Finally, he ran.
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As they pushed through the crowd, the onlookers jumped out of the way.

Their shoes pounded the stone street. Shoulders bumped into corners as they sped around them. Running through the dark, packed streets, the teenagers darted around partying people and tried to stay together.

Nick belched, then coughed treacherously, his throat burning like fire. Before his next cough could come up, his nose and mouth filled with acidic vomit that scorched his nostrils and splat on the stones beneath his feet, slicking up the bottoms of his shoes as he tried to keep running.

“What did she do to you?” Miri panted, dodging the vomit. Her boots skidded as they took a tight corner.

“I don’t know!” He coughed again, weaving between the crowds. “It was like I was trapped in my own body.” He spat the vile taste from his mouth. “Like she took my strength.” He dry heaved. “And I can hardly see straight.”

Miri reached for an empty merchant’s stand and pulled it down behind her, the rickety cart falling into the road.

“That doesn’t work if they have hoverboards!” Nick called from ahead.

They’d quickly covered a few blocks already, and just ahead was the Grand Fountain, shining metal like a beacon in the night. Miri raised her hand as they passed it, drawing water into a tall serpent and smashing it down on the LaKaio behind them. Water flooded the square, splashing the shoes of festival attendants.

But they continued without looking back, the soaking LaKaio deterred for only a few moments.

They turned left and ran past block after block, avoiding the busiest areas of the festival still booming in the City Center and surrounding streets.

“They’re back!” Kayta said as the familiar hum of LaKaio boards sounded behind them. “Turn here!”

Nick turned right while Siymin went left. Miri slowed to watch which way Kayta went. She followed Nick, both of them absorbed by dancers in the street.

Miri watched Siymin disappear into the swell of people. It was a split second decision to follow him.

“Siymin!” she called after him, people filling the space between them.

He looked back and skidded to a stop.

“Wrong way!” Miri said, almost colliding with him. “Come on.” She took his hand and hurried into a jog, going in the other direction.

At the intersection where their group had split off, Siymin received a frantic shove to the chest from Miri. He backtracked to the nearest building and ducked into the tight alley between the next brick wall. The alley was so tight that even with his back pressed against the left wall and Miri’s pressed against the right, there were only a few inches between them.

She peeked around the corner. “I saw them,” she said, heaving each breath. “The LaKaio.” Miri met the eyes that were so close to her own. Siymin was about to step out when she placed a hand on his arm.

“Not yet.” She shook her head slightly, trying to look around the corner again without being seen.

He gave a little nod, stepping back into the alley. “So...” He met her eyes. “This is interesting.”

“Yeah,” Miri scoffed.

They sat in silence for seconds that ticked on like minutes, staring straight into each other’s eyes. Siymin’s jaw, bruised from the siren, had turned deep purple since being inflicted a day ago.

“Miri, I...” The boy awkwardly ruffled his hair. “I suppose I should tell you, well, I, what I really want to tell you... It’s not quite the time for this sort of thing, but since we could die at any moment these days, I don’t know if there will ever be a good time when it comes to—”

Miri’s heart hadn’t stopped pounding yet. “Siymin... I think I know.” She smiled, touching his shoulder. “There’ll be plenty of time, later.”

The boy covered her hand. After a little hesitation, he smiled and nodded slightly, not letting go.

“We should go,” she whispered, her voice suddenly feeling too loud between them.

“Right,” he said, breaking the sacred seconds of silence.

They slowly stepped out of the alley, listening for any sign of the LaKaio. They approached the intersection and picked up their jog again.

“They’re waiting for us,” she said after they had crossed four streets. “Kayta and Nick. They’re around here.”

“How do you know?”

“I just know.”

The boy gave her a little grin. “Of course.”

After jogging for three more streets, she turned into another slim alley. It was only a bit wider than the previous one, so they couldn’t put their arms out straight to the sides. It was dark in the alley, and the only things in it were a few trashcans and a row of worn crates blocking the way.

“Hello? Anyone there?” Miri asked.

“Your genius brother got himself stuck,” Kayta said, popping the lid off a crate as she stood from inside it.

Miri hesitated, looking at the boxes. “Nick, are you in a crate?”

“About that,” a muffled voice said.

Miri laughed, doubling over. “How?”

“Just get me out of here, would you?”

Still chuckling but trying to contain it, she climbed over Kayta’s crate and pushed the lid off the next one, grunting. “How did you even get in there?”

“I’m really not sure.” Nick tried to wriggle free. He was stuck in a square crate, his shoulders shoved in opposite corners with his head hanging over his hunched body.

Miri checked that no one else was around before giving the crate a swift kick, to no avail.

“My hero,” Nick said glumly.

Kayta cackled, tossing her head back and pulling out her water pocket for a drink.

“Let’s try burning the wood around the nails,” Siymin suggested, kneeling to do just that.

Miri shrugged, channeling her energy into a spell. She imagined the wood pulling away from itself, and let the magic take over. The box shifted, crumbling to thousands of splinters that tumbled to the ground. Miri hummed in pleasant surprise.

Her brother stood, brushing splinters off his jumpsuit.

“Wow, you got him out with his head still attached?” Kayta said in sarcastic wonder. “What a shame.”

“Thanks,” Nick said, glaring at Kayta. “We should get moving. The sooner we get away from the city, the sooner I can jump.” He went to step over the crate, but stumbled, catching the edge of it. Nick heaved, a thick slime dripping from his lips as he coughed and his head pulsed with dizziness. He cursed, wiping his mouth and finding his footing.

Siymin tilted his head, moving closer. “What’s wrong?”

Nick coughed. “Feels like I just ran a marathon.”

He frowned and asked, “Can you try conjuring a spell?”

Nick tried, but it was more difficult than usual, and he struggled to collect enough energy for even a simple spell. “It’s like I’m running out of power. But I’ve barely used any lately, and it was fine this morning.”

“Zekta might have drained some of your Idol,” Siymin said gravely. “Maybe she wanted to hinder our escape.”

“You can take someone’s magic?” Miri asked.

“It’s dangerous for both parties. For her if Nick’s magic isn’t compatible, or for him if she takes too much. But if she’s as proficient in magic as Tuko says, perhaps she’s found a way around that.”

Nick shook off the phantom of her power lingering in his memory, clenching his fist. “Let’s go.”

“We’re close to my room,” Kayta said as they exited the alley. “We can leave the city faster on the boards.” She raised her arm to stop them. “They’re looking for a group of four. We should walk separately.”

The group broke into pairs, the girls going a little ways ahead into the throng of people enjoying the music from the next street over.

Miri willed herself to walk at a leisurely pace. She kept her head down. Don’t look back, don’t look back, she told herself. Stealing a glance over her shoulder, she spotted her brother and Siymin. The boys strolled separately, trying to pretend they didn’t know each other.

As they approached the next intersection, they saw a solitary LaKaio milling about. Kayta took Miri’s elbow, turning slightly. “Over the mountain, the mighty mountain, my fair bird soared!” she sang with a slur, matching the distant music and stumbling a step.

Miri joined in, laughing like a giddy partyer searching for more festival fun. She pretended to notice something and pointed across the street lazily, dragging Kayta between the crowds.

They moved between two larger groups, watching their feet as if clumsy but watching the LaKaio in their periphery vision. He was young, holding his silver board under an arm instead of trying to ride it through the busyness.

Kayta accidentally made eye contact, and Miri felt her jump, but the Fangra girl lolled her head to the side. “My fair bird! Soared over the mountain!” she sang in a terribly screechy voice.

Miri’s heart raced. He saw us, she thought, scanning for an escape. There’s nowhere to run.

They kept walking, both silently praying that somehow they would avoid notice. After the first block, Miri was sure he’d sound an alarm any moment. By the second, she expected a cube to land right under their next step. After the third, she thought a whole group of LaKaio would zip around the next corner.

It wasn’t until the fourth block, after they’d emerged from the crowd, that they risked looking back. And found the party going on as it had before, with her brother and Siymin still picking their way through the people.

She and Kayta shared an expression that was an equal mix of shock and relief as they pulled to the street’s edge and waited for the boys to join them.

Kayta led them back to the strange dark tunnel, the walk down it feeling longer than last time. Once inside, they found no one there and strapped their packs on, rushing back outside.

They weaved through the city, until finally the streets were clear enough to ride their boards. They assembled the devices and headed off, whirling quietly into the city’s outer regions.

“You really do look just like her,” said Siymin as they rode side by side.

“You don’t look much like her,” Kayta added to Nick.

“Yeah, I noticed,” he scoffed.

“I hope she’s okay,” said Miri. “How can they just take her like that? And what if we never see her again?”

“We will,” Nick said. “We can still figure this out.”

But his sister didn’t find the statement reassuring. They rode on, going as fast as the boards could take them, and the rest of the time Miri’s mind wandered down a path of thoughts leading only to her parents.

“I think we’re almost there,” Nick said after a while, wiping sweat from his brow. He halted after fifty more yards, almost skidding to a stop. “Here.”

It was the same moment that she stepped off her board that Miri realized, only now able to process some of the images from her mother. “It’s her,” she whispered.

Nick jumped them to the woods, far away from the city where he hoped no LaKaio could find them. “What?” he asked, bracing his hands on his knees and dry heaving again.

Miri’s eyes widened. “Are you okay?”

“Fine.” He coughed. “What did you say?”

She frowned, almost not believing it herself. “It’s her. She’s the one from my visions. This whole time, it’s been her. Every night, every day, I’ve had the same vision over and over again, replaying and driving me crazy. It’s her. She’s the woman in the chamber...” She trailed off, feeling a burst of resolve. “We can’t leave her. We have to go back.” 

Siymin’s eyes were heavy with regret as he said, “Going after her is a recipe for death. We’ve no idea where she is, and if we go looking for her, we’d likely just run into more LaKaio. We may have magic, but they have numbers we can’t compete with.”

“I agree with him, for once,” Kayta said.

Nick wiped his mouth. “I don’t know if I have another jump in me. I’ll try, but I haven’t used up this much power before.”

“But she’s... Nick, she’s our mother. What I saw in those visions and dreams... she’s been imprisoned for so many years. Who knows what they’ll do to her now?”

He sighed, letting the crisp night air refresh him. Sitting on the cold ground, he looked between his sister, Kayta, and Siymin. “As long as I can remember, I’ve done everything I can to keep you safe, Miri. What has she done? Did she protect you? Did she walk you home from school every day for years? She hasn’t done anything to earn risking your life, or mine, and especially not theirs.” He nodded at the others.

“You don’t know that,” Miri mumbled, settling her gaze on her folded hands. “What if she really did have to send us away to keep us safe?”

“I’m not taking that chance, and I won’t let you take it either. We can’t fight them like this.”

“What about Tuko?” Siymin asked. “He’s in danger.”

Kayta crossed her arms. “What about the mirror?”

“I know where it is,” Miri said. “When our mother touched my face, something happened. I saw things, like visions, but they were something different.”

“Where is it?” Kayta leaned closer.

“South of the city, in the middle of nowhere. A place off the coast, near some weird stone pillar... things.” Miri closed her eyes, trying to recall the images, but they were still unclear.

“No,” Siymin demanded. “We have to warn Tuko first. You heard what Zekta said. They’ve already sent LaKaio to find him.”

“We can’t let them get the last piece of the mirror,” Kayta insisted. “It’s our only hope of beating them.”

“They could already be at his house!”

“You know as well as I do he’s well hidden. You have to know where he is to find him.”

“Shh!” Miri hushed. “Keep your voices down.” She looked over her shoulder at the wind-rustled leaves. Something prickled in the back of her mind, like a ghost brushing her shoulder. “We don’t know who could be out here.”

A realization hit Nick like a punch to the chest. “They do know where he is,” he said, panicked. “Tuko said Zekta has espy, just like Miri. That’s how they’re always able to find us. When she took some of my power and froze me, she must’ve had a vision.” Cold fear rushed through his veins, and he clenched his fists. “We’re going back to Tuko’s, then—if I can make another jump—we’ll get the last piece of the mirror.”

“No!” Kayta shook her head furiously. “We have to get the mirror before they find it! Daira knows where it is, and they could force her to tell them.”

Siymin scrunched his eyebrows and stepped face to face with her. “Are you seriously suggesting placing importance on the mirror over Tuko’s life?” He was almost shouting now.

“Are you suggesting we let them get the mirror and end any hope we have?” she replied just as fervidly. “If they find it first, we have no chance of defeating them.”

“A man’s life is at stake! The very man who took you in when you needed it most. Are you heartless, mad, or just blinded by your own desire for revenge?”

“Who says I have to choose?” she spat, shoving him.

“So, mad is the answer, then.” He turned away, pushing his glasses back into place.

“Feel free to stay here,” Nick said with a growl.

“Just because you have magic, you get to decide,” Kayta scoffed. “Typical.”

“You’re ridiculous, you know that?”

Siymin turned his back, standing at Nick’s side. “Kayta, you’re not being sensible and we’re wasting time. Come with us or don’t.”

She chewed the inside of her mouth, but went over as well. “Fine, let’s go then.”
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Nick gathered what energy he could muster and jumped them to Tuko’s front porch.

Siymin gripped his stomach and stumbled a step. Even one jump gave him mild nausea, and it worsened with each subsequent one.

The door hung wide open in its frame. The wood around the handle was splintered, embedded with a burnt starburst pattern radiating out.

Inside, the chairs weren’t disturbed. Neither was the pot of stew bubbling away on the stove. At first, everything seemed to be in order. But then, on the other side of the dining table, they noticed the still form.

“Tuko!” Siymin dropped to his knees beside him, checking his chill wrist for a pulse. He was face up, eyes wide and unfocused on the ceiling. But there was a faint heartbeat beneath Siymin’s fingertips.

“Don’t,” said Tuko, his voice breathy and weak. “Don’t let them scare you away.” He struggled to inhale, pulling his clenched hand away from his gut. Where his fist had been sitting was a whitish-blue spell that was fading quickly.

“He’s as cold as winter,” Siymin said, checking over the man for injuries but finding none.

“What happened?” Nick asked, kneeling too.

“They took—” Tuko paused for a watery, painful sounding cough. “They took Tella, and the mirror.” He gasped, and his eyes started glazing over with white, foggy magic. “Fight them—fight them until the end.”

“How do we help you?” Siymin choked, grasping the man’s stiff, cold shoulders.

“There’s nothing to do. It’s now a race to the final piece. You must find it, and defeat them.”

“How? They have an army of LaKaio. We can’t—” Siymin’s throat swelled with a sour taste, choking on his words. His tears froze as they dripped onto the old man’s skin.

“Control the queen, control the drones.” The corners of his bluing lips turned up slightly. “You are no longer children. You are strong and capable and noble and good. Find Tella—” He coughed. “She’s all alone.” His voice faded, and with it went his life, his eyes fully glossing over with white.

“Tuko!” Siymin shook him, his voice breaking as tears streamed down his cheeks. “Tuko, Please. No.” The last word came as a whisper.

Miri touched his shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Siymin,” she said, rubbing circles on his back.

The clock in the corner chimed, its bell almost sounding mournful.

Siymin stood, raking his hair off his face. Bright red crept into his eyes and he bit down on his tongue. He raised a hand and let out a vengeful roar, shattering the clock with a blast of electric energy. He sunk to the floor again, staring at the pile of shattered wood. He can’t be gone. Siymin felt cold and hot all at once, an unending shiver running through his body.

Tuko was part of his family. And now he was gone.

He sat and stared, watching the shattered clock as if it might revert time long enough to save him. Memories of training and nights around the fire telling stories ran through his mind, but the only thing he could truly focus on was the clock. He thought that if only there’d been a little more time, they could’ve saved him.

He wondered what he could’ve done—if there was anything he could’ve done—to change the outcome. He wanted to scream. He imagined himself screaming on the inside. But every time he tried to open his mouth, the image of Tuko’s frosted over eyes numbed him from the inside out.

After a while of sitting and staring, he couldn’t bear the stillness a moment longer. He rose, wiping his face with a sleeve. “We need to bury him.”

With steps that felt like his shoes were made of steel, he walked away from the body and out the open back door.

Miri and Nick followed, soundlessly trudging after Siymin. Heading into the woods, they followed a trail familiar to them all.

Tuko’s favorite clearing seemed to die with him, the air stale and the foliage no longer saturated with its greens and blues. Using their magic, they carved a deep hole in the ground, right where he liked to stand.

They floated Tuko’s body back down the path, putting him in the ground and burying him properly.

Miri’s mind was in a fog. Her body moved but she was separate from it, watching herself stand there, looking down at the freshly-turned dirt. She wondered where they were now. Who they were now. An overwhelming hopelessness hit her. Her fingertips tingled and she sank to the ground, grabbing a fistful of brittle grass. She choked a sob, tears streaking over her cheeks. “I don’t know how to deal with this.” She wiped her face. Miri had experienced only the numb sort of grief, the kind that came from unanswered questions and fears of the future. But this grief was deeper, hollowing out a piece of her inside that she knew would take a long time to heal.

Siymin and Nick sat beside her and held a hand each.

Kayta placed her fist over the grave and shut her eyes, mumbling something under her breath.

“Neither do we,” Nick said, resting his head on his sister’s.

Miri said a little prayer for him. Whether she believed in an afterlife or not she wasn’t sure, but she hoped Tuko was at peace.

“They did this on purpose,” Siymin said, gritting his teeth. “They left him for us to find. So we’d have to watch him die.”

Miri brushed the back of his hand with her thumb, and they all sat in a stunned silence. How could anyone be that cruel? she thought. How are we supposed to beat someone like that? She felt a fresh wave of tears falling down her cheeks and wiped them away.

Siymin stood, saying, “We should go.” He cleared his throat, wiping his nose and brushing off his pants as he headed back to the house.

Once inside, Miri thought that the home had lost all its light and happiness. Now it was just a building with bad memories shadowing every corner.

Siymin trudged through the house and out the front door, his eyes never leaving the floor.

Miri sniffled and pulled Siymin’s map from his bag. She spread the parchment across the counter and drummed her finger on it, Kayta and Nick crowding around her. “The last piece is somewhere around here.”

Her brother nodded, studying the map. “I’ll jump to about here, in the woods—”

“Shh.” Miri raised a hand, gesturing for them to listen.

They stilled, heads swiveling in search of where the faint scratching was coming from.

Miri pointed to the cabinet behind Nick, and he moved to it, slowly reaching for the handle.

She stood in front of the cabinet, taking a deep breath and meeting her brother’s eyes. Miri summoned magic to her hands and raised them in preparation for a fight.

He counted down with his fingers.

3, 2, 1...

And ripped the cabinet open. Rice flooded onto the floor, a mound of red fur tumbling out after it.

Miri pressed a hand over her heart, reaching down and saying, “I was wondering where you were.” She lifted Jaten from the kitchen floor, and the kopi chirped excitedly, nuzzling her neck.

“We shouldn’t stay here,” Kayta said, staring out the window apprehensively. “They might come back.”

Nick nodded, patting Jaten. “Let’s grab our packs and get out of here. We can find a safe place to camp out and figure out what to do.”

“There are some supplies downstairs.” Kayta disappeared into the depths of the house and the siblings followed. In a small storage room, they found a crate with cooking equipment, and a pile of bedrolls in the corner.

They packed up what dry goods they could find and brought everything out the front door.

Siymin rose from the top step when the others exited the house. He brushed off his knees with one sharp movement and turned away to look at the surrounding trees.

Miri unwrapped Jaten’s legs from her and placed him gently on Siymin’s shoulder. The kopi chirped pleasantly and rubbed against Siymin’s face, almost falling off his shoulder. Siymin stroked Jaten’s fur, sighing in relief that at least his pet was safe.

“Can you make another jump?” Miri asked her brother, adjusting her pack strap and tucking a bedroll under her arm.

“I gotta try,” he said. Nick took a deep breath, preparing himself for the jump. He knew it would be difficult, bringing four people on a long jump with so little magic left in him, but he didn’t know exactly what to expect.

Tuko had taught them about burn outs—if someone tried to use more magic than they had, they’d be killed in a massive burst of energy. But even with all their training sessions, he’d never been this drained before.

“Be careful kakaneko,” Kayta said. “I still need both my arms.” Though her words were sharp, her tone was somber.

“Quit your chattering, Kayta,” Siymin said through clenched teeth.

“Don’t tell me when to speak.”

“You always have to have the final say, don’t you? Can’t you just shut your mouth for once?”

“I’m not the one you should be arguing with.”

“Why not? It’s your fault he’s dead!”

“Siymin!” Miri gasped.

He backed up a step, but his guard remained up. “If she hadn’t been so bullheaded about the mirror, maybe we could have saved him.”

“You don’t know that,” Miri said, losing the momentary strength in her voice.

“You don’t not know it.”

“Who are you to throw blame?” Kayta said, her nose screwing up. “We could have gotten here sooner under a thousand circumstances!”

“You wanted to leave him for dead!”

“Enough, both of you,” Nick said, leveling them with a steely look. “Your stupid argument isn’t helping anyone.” Then he jumped, ending their argument.
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The darkness let up around them as the dusky hours before dawn began.

They were still among the forest, but the ocean lived not far beyond the tree line, evident by the sandy dirt and smell of sea spray mixing with the woodsy tang.

Nick’s body tried to throw up again, but his stomach was long empty. Miri, Siymin, and Kayta slouched to the ground, sipping on their water pockets and gripping their stomachs.

“Nick, how are you doing?” Miri asked with tight concern between her brows.

“I’m fine,” he said, limbs leaden and vision blurry. “But I hope we’re close. I’m not doing that again for a while.”

“We are,” she said. They piled their belongings under a cluster of arched roots, mostly hidden from view, and looked to Miri for direction.

“It’s this way.” Her intuition wasn’t something she could see or even really hear, but it spoke to her, and she felt an instinctual pull toward the last mirror shard showing the way like a compass inside her head.

As they continued on, the trees slowly exchanged themselves for grass as tall as they were, and soon it surrounded them, the scent of the ocean now stronger. Wading through the foliage, the others blindly followed Miri up the hill, not a word uttered between them as the grass whispered hush against their clothes.

Miri wrangled her wind-whipped curls, tying them up in a low ponytail. She stopped, almost running in to a column of rock lost in the grasses long ago.

“These were ten feet high, once,” she said about the ring of giant stone pillars, all cut off four feet from the ground. They were now at the top of the hill, the ocean visible just beyond.

“What are we looking for?” Nick asked, admiring the view.

“This is it.” She swept her hand across a column, going to the center of the pillars. She knelt, parting the fine grass and feeling around until cool stone met her skin. “It’s right here.” Her mother’s images had only provided brief glimpses of this place, but she’d pieced them together enough to understand her instructions.

Huddled around Miri, they watched her press the stone plate with her boot. A rumble shook the ground, and the stone plate slowly shifted, descending into the hill.

Nick held Miri’s arm as they sunk. When the rumbling stopped, they were left in a dim cavern under the dirt, the circular hole above letting in a column of dusty light. They scanned the domed walls and tiled floor of the room, the stale scent of an untouched space assaulting their senses.

“What is this place?” Nick wondered aloud, his boots leaving tracks as he explored the room. He stepped to avoid walking over a glass plaque in the floor. As he read the engraving, his mouth went dry. Mesmerized by the letters, he said, “ ‘King Erinick IV.’ He’s... buried here.”

His father.

A king. A man who died for his country and his family.

Nick could hardly wrap his mind around the idea. A man he didn’t know, yet someone he was supposed to care for. He waited for the emotions to hit him, for him to feel mourning, to feel grief. They stood. And he waited. And those feelings never emerged.

Siymin read the other plaque with a soft voice, breaking the emptiness. “ ‘This is only the beginning. Our kingdom shall prosper, so long as we have honesty. -King Erinick IV’s coronation speech.’ ” Jaten turned around on his shoulder and clicked gently.

“I wish—” Miri stopped, hands clasped over her chest.

“Yeah,” Nick said, eyes never leaving the plaque. His hand found Miri’s and he squeezed it almost instinctively, reminding him of when they were younger, and Miri had nightmares. “Me too. But wishing won’t get us anywhere.” It didn’t feel like Nick thought it should, staring at his father’s grave. He didn’t feel the expected sadness, but there was something else—something unexpected.

Nick felt ready. Because even if he didn’t need to mourn his father, he needed to avenge him.

“We looked for so long.” The echo of the room held Miri’s words softly, then surrendered them to the silence.

Half of Miri’s mouth turned up and she sniffled, wiping her cheek. Breaking away from her brother, she pressed on the wall above the plaque. She’d seen how to do this from one of the images Daira put into her mind. A sheet of the stone flipped down, the shape of the panel concealed by the texture of the rock. The small, hidden compartment was just big enough to hold a shard of mirror.

“Ready?” Miri asked.
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They stood on the stone circle again and Miri activated the button, taking them back up to the grassy hill. The wind had picked up, and storm clouds threatened to cover the sky.

“I wonder what happened,” Miri said, looking up at where the pillars had once stood proud and tall. “Now what?” She turned to the others, biting her nails.

“Now,” Nick said, pulling his eyes away from his father’s grave, “we fight.”

Kayta nodded in agreement.

“How?” Siymin asked. His eyes were harsh in a way the others hadn’t seen before. They were harsh with defeat, and a tinge of bitterness. “They have an army of LaKaio searching for us, and they have the rest of the mirror. We have nothing.”

“Only an heir of Queen Carra can use the mirror,” Nick said. “They need us.”

“But we don’t have to beat all of them,” Miri said, realizing. “We just have to beat one. ‘Control the queen, control the drones.’ That’s what he meant. Cut off the head of the snake.”

“And what if we can’t?” Siymin’s throat bobbed.

“Then we all die anyway.” Kayta shrugged. “It’s too late to run and hide, Siymin. They want us dead. All of us. And I know best of all that life on the run isn’t really living.”

Miri stared at her shoes, her heart sinking at the thought. Their chances were so slim. Yet they had to fight. She watched Jaten sniffing around in the tall grass nearby, and envied his ignorance to the entire situation. “She’s right.”

Siymin took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “This is insane. You do realize that, don’t you?”

“Maybe, but it’s our only option,” Nick said.

Siymin’s forehead scrunched and he sighed. He stood quiet for a long while, or what felt like a long while to Miri. “We’re going to need a plan,” he finally said.

Miri smiled, placing a hand on his shoulder.

“And we should also go over our spells. We’ll need to do more than wield water to beat them. I’ve never learned real magical combat. We were only taught control, and basic self-defense.”

“First we need to go back to the Lake of Stars,” Miri said. “It can boost my visions, right?”

“I don’t know, Miri,” Nick said. “How do you know what happened last time won’t happen again? We need you to fight. What if it puts you out of commission again?”

“It won’t,” she assured him. “I can control it now.”

“I don’t like it.”

“One useful vision could be the difference between life and death. It’s a tool we have, and we have to use it to our advantage.”

“She’s right,” Kayta said.

“Thank you.” Miri gave a grateful nod. “It’s the right move, Nick.”

He mulled it over, pinching the bridge of his nose. His sister’s stubbornness had only increased since they arrived in Olexia, and it seemed like he wouldn’t be the one making most decisions in the future. “Alright,” he said finally. “But I’m jumping you out at the first sign of trouble.”

“Deal.” Miri nodded, sticking out her hand. Her brother took it, and they shook on it.

“What was that?” Kayta almost laughed.

“What?” Nick asked.

“That thing you just did with your hands.” She scoffed. “What was it?”

“It’s called a handshake, kakaneko.” He smiled smugly at his use of her slang word.

“You do it when you meet someone, or when you agree to something,” Miri told her.

“That is one of the weirdest things I’ve seen you do so far.”

One edge of Siymin’s mouth almost turned up as he agreed, “That was quite strange.”

Miri rolled her eyes, shaking her head at the Olexians. It seemed silly that anything she or Nick did was strange to them. They were from a place with horned gophers and magic, and her world was so plain.

Exhausted and hungry, they headed back into the cover of the woods and made camp, cooking a few cans of seasoned beans over their small fire.

As he ate, Siymin took one of the lanterns from Tuko’s supplies and started working on it, tinkering with his newest idea to make them brighter.

He carefully tried to adjust a small component, but it snapped off in his pliers. He growled in frustration, tossing it to the ground. He gripped his hair and lowered his head. Tuko is dead, and I didn’t do anything to stop it. Not like I could have. Rationalizing? Am I so desperate? He made eye contact with Kayta, whose face only enraged him further. Looking away, he picked up the lantern again, trying to distract himself from depressing thoughts.

Miri sipped from her water pocket, watching him. Is this my fault? Her heart ached, hardly able to imagine Siymin’s pain.

They didn’t talk much, eating their food and sitting close around the fire, a chill wind creeping down the backs of their shirts. Once they’d eaten, they tried to let their woes rest and settled in for some sleep.

“I can’t believe this,” Miri whispered to Nick as they sat under the stars. Her mind had been so occupied with adventures the last few days, Miri hardly had time to sit and think. Now all her worry, fear, and sorrow had caught up.

“What?”

“I can’t believe we’re here. This is our life now.” She gave an exasperated scoff. “We’re sleeping in the middle of the freaking enchanted forest, waiting for sunrise so we can go to a magic lake and trigger a psychic vision, just to hopefully win a fight against an insane woman and her husband.” She was frantic now, voice rising. “And for what? So we can possibly save our mother? So you can become the King of Crazy Town? So we can go home? Even if we can get home, how are we supposed to go on with our lives? And what if we can’t?”

“Yeah,” he sighed, rolling onto his side. “I don’t have any answers for you, but I wish I did. We got here somehow, so we’ll figure out how to get back. In the meantime, we have some demons to face, and some friends to help us. It wasn’t our fight in the beginning, but it is now, and we have to live with that.”

Though she agreed verbally, that felt too simple of an answer. “Goodnight,” she said, tears already spilling over the edges of her eyes.

“ ‘Night,” Nick said, adjusting his blanket.

Miri thought she’d cried all her tears earlier, but more continued to flow. And though they escaped, she didn’t feel any better. She did her best to keep quiet, and finally drifted off as her eyes dried and the lump in her throat dissolved.
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Even in the morning light, the Lake of Stars’ water was so blue it was almost black. Soft waves lapped up the sandy shore, bobbing the little white stars up and down.

“I still don’t like this,” Nick said as they approached the edge of the beach.

“Do you feel anything?” Siymin asked, looking for signs of a vision on Miri’s face.

The water sang to her, not a song of sounds, but of images. She kept watching the water without blinking, as if in a trance, though she chose to follow its call. It called to her, drawing her in. She walked to the water’s edge and the others followed cautiously, watching her boots sink into the damp sand.

A familiar yellow haze took over Miri’s vision. Images flashed by, snippets of events in the days to come, future possibilities unraveling like a slashed ball of thread.

Nick moved in front of her, water soaking through his shoes as they splashed into the lake. “Miri, you okay?” he asked. The water soaked his pants to the knees and he gripped his sister’s shoulders gently.

Her brother’s voice was a distant echo that she couldn’t spare a moment of attention for. Stories of the past wove with those of the future, unfolding before her. She didn’t dare breathe for fear of interrupting the magic. Miri didn’t understand how she could know so much about the future, but still be so confused by it.

Endless possibilities broke off of each other, playing out like movie scenes in her mind, multiplying infinitely every second. There were too many to count, each outcome just a little different from the next. Her body became weightless and all she wanted was to keep her eyes wide open, so she could really see.

Jaten splashed over into the water and rubbed against Miri’s legs, as if he could sense her fear.

“Miri?” His voice was a growl behind his teeth, worried, but also afraid of disturbing a vital vision.

In Miri’s mind, the battle they would soon fight played out, but the harder she tried to concentrate on that single event, the more her eyes ached and the visions blurred. She tried to pull away from everything else, but infinity won out, refusing to be blocked.

Every word chosen changed something just a little, a step left versus right changed the foot patterns, changing the possibilities again and again, faster than she could comprehend. “Too much,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “Too many possibilities, too much noise.” She stood rigidly, lips parting just enough for the words to slip out.

A warm hand grabbed her cold one. And for an instant, the images stopped altogether. “It’s okay, Miri. One at a time.” Siymin’s voice was both far off and right in her ear, a normal volume, but hardly distinguishable behind a blustering roar of future projections.

He stepped away, watching her with cautious eyes. He knew she needed to do this, but that didn’t make it any less frightening.

The wind picked up again, and a group of clouds churned over the lake. Yet still, the stars remained.

Nick watched breathlessly, his sister seeming frozen in time.

She didn’t move. She didn’t breathe. Her glassed over eyes stared out at the dark water, opened so wide like she was seeing the whole world at once.

Finally, she sucked in a great breath, shattering back to reality with stumbling legs. The world around her came back in focus as the amber haze disappeared. She didn’t have the chance to fall before three pairs of arms steadily lowered her to the sand.

“We don’t stand a chance.” Miri gasped, gulping in sweet air like she’d never breathed before. “And it’s powerful—the mirror,” she panted. “It’s so powerful. I’ll try to use it, but I’ll fail.”

“Are you okay?” her brother asked, looking for any signs of injury.

Miri nodded. “I’m good. A little dizzy, but good.” Jaten crawled into her lap and she stroked his soft fur, her heart still racing.

Kayta offered Miri her water pocket, and she sipped, catching her breath. “Why don’t we have a chance?” she asked.

Miri shook her head. “Garran and Zekta. They have this... presence. It’s like their power doubled overnight.” Her fingers shook as she took another sip.

Nick gulped. “What does that mean for us?”

“I don’t know. Whatever they’re using... just the weight of the power they gave off—” She shivered.

Siymin’s face fell. “What, exactly, did you see?”

“I don’t know. I mean, whatever it was, I couldn’t see it. But I felt it. It was like something from a dream. Like I’ve felt it before, but I don’t remember when.”

Siymin closed his eyes and uttered a quiet, panicked curse.

“You know what it is?” Kayta asked.

He nodded. “It felt familiar because her magic has touched you before. Tella is an accelerator. That’s how Tu— he, was able to force you to face your magic the first time we were here. If she hadn’t used her ability with his spell, he wouldn’t have been strong enough. Miri,” he said, looking her straight in the eyes. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know.” She forced her eyes shut, recalling bits and pieces of the visions. “It’s so fuzzy. All the infinite possibilities, and so many outcomes...”

He leaned back and scooted closer, seeing the frustration on her face. He touched her shoulder, rubbing it slightly. “Okay,” he breathed. “Take your time.”

“What else?” Kayta asked.

“It’s all so blurry,” she said. “I think as we get closer I’ll know more. When more things become solid. I know I need something to help me use the mirror.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Nick said. “It should be me.”

“I saw me fail, Nick. If either of us are going to be strong enough for this, it’s me, and you know it. And if I have any shot of using it, I’ll need even more power.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but nothing came out. Though she was right, he didn’t like it. To Siymin he asked, “Does anything like that exist?”

Siymin pressed his lips together in a thin line. “I’m sure we can figure something out.”

“Do you need to rest?” Nick asked as Miri cradled her head, her posture limp.

“Yeah,” she said, bracing herself for the jump.
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“Good thing I put out the fire,” Kayta said, the ash pile crunching beneath their boots.

“Sorry,” Nick said sheepishly. “I wasn’t paying attention.” He helped Miri roll out her bedroll, her hands trembling from exhaustion. She crawled inside, and he said, “Get some sleep.” Then smirked, adding, “But not too much.”

Miri smiled back weakly. “I’ll do my best.” She drifted off within a minute, her exhaustion pulling her under a deep sleep. Jaten scampered over and sat beside her as she slept, sniffing the air and watching the trees like a tiny, fluffy guardian.

Siymin glanced at Miri every few seconds. Not wanting to disturb her, he nodded for the others to follow him away, out of her hearing range.

“You look like you’re walking in a field of prickly plants,” Kayta said, watching his nervous eyes.

“It’s nothing,” he sighed. “Well, it might be something, but I’m not really sure about it—that is to say, I don’t even know if it’s possible, but it could, theoretically—”

“Spit it out,” Nick said.

Siymin’s usual ramblings were compounded with his worry for Miri, creating a string of nervous, unfinished thoughts. He took a deep breath and started again, finding a bit of steadiness within himself. “I think I know a way to give her the extra power.”

Nick shrugged, matching his quiet tone. “That’s good news, isn’t it?”

“Temporarily,” Siymin continued. “And it’s risky. I don’t even know if it will work. Any number of things could go wrong, even if I can do it correctly.” He ran a hand through his hair, gripping the ends in a fist.

“What are you talking about?” Kayta asked.

Siymin shook out his hair nervously. He knew Nick wouldn’t like the idea, but he had to propose it. “A potion to let her channel old magic.”

“You actually know how to make one? And you’re willing to risk your half like that?” Kayta raised her eyebrows.

“She’s not my half,” he hissed, pulling at his hair again as color rushed to his cheeks. “And I don’t know how to make one, but Tu—” He stopped, swallowing hard. Every time Siymin tried to say Tuko’s name, his throat caught, as if saying it would solidify the fact that he was dead. “There are books on it at the house.”

Nick crossed his arms, waiting for the Olexians to explain.

“Using this potion to channel old magic could allow Miri more power, but it’s extremely risky. Even if I can manage to get it right, I don’t know what the effects will be.”

“What kind of risks?” Nick dropped his arms, his irritation melting to concern.

“It’s difficult to say, really. These things are fickle. At the worst, she could die, or it could put her in a vegetated state. At the best, it just doesn’t work, or anywhere or anything between. And I’m only guessing.” He adjusted his glasses.

“Not a chance,” Nick said. He peered over his shoulder at his sleeping sister. “Don’t even tell her you know about this.”

Sharp and caustically Kayta said, “Maybe we shouldn’t keep things from the one who can see the future?”

Siymin shifted his weight, saying, “If she has a vision of something going wrong with the potion, then we’ll know it’s too dangerous. She should have all the information.”

“It’s not happening,” Nick said. “Do you know how many times she’s almost died since we’ve been here? Nine. Nine times. I’ve counted.” His eyes widened but he held his voice low. “I can’t let that number go up again.”

Kayta glowered at him. “If we want a chance of making it out alive, it has to.” He started to protest but she intercepted him. “You know we can’t win without her, and winning means fighting.”

He sighed and scrubbed his cheek, clenching his eyes in thought. “Alright,” he said finally, “but don’t freak her out. She has enough to think about.”

Making wide, frustrated gestures, Kayta said, “She should be freaked out. We’re going to war.”

“Why do you try so hard to shelter her?” Siymin asked. “Your sister seems to handle these things well.”

Nick rolled his neck and sighed. “Back on Earth, stress made her have these episodes. Now we know those were visions.” He flicked his hand out. “Just watching her have one was painful.” He bit the inside of his cheek, remembering. “I don’t want to see her in pain. Ever, if that’s possible. I guess... I’m just used to trying to keep things around her calm.”

“She needs to know about this,” Siymin said. “The last thing I want is for anyone to get injured. I'm afraid too, but if this is a possible advantage, I think we have to propose the option. If it were me in her place, I’d be upset if I wasn’t even given the choice.”

Nick didn’t reply for a long minute. Then, he nodded reluctantly. “So, what do you need to make it? Eye of newt?”

“Ew.” Kayta grimaced. “Who would ever touch a newt?”

“No, nothing like that,” Siymin said, giving a confused look. “We’ll need something much harder to get.” He shut his eyes in concentration. “I think we’ll find most of the basic ingredients are at Tu—the house.”

“I’ll jump over and get whatever it is.”

“That’s not the difficult part. To make this potion we’re going to need a montravrill pod. The nearest field of them is where you and Miri first entered Olexia.”

“The place with the dogs?” Nick groaned.

Kayta smirked at the memory of meeting the siblings. “I can get it. I know the fields well.”

“It’s within harvesting season for the montravrill pods. I doubt you’ll get past their beasts on foot,” Siymin said, adjusting his glasses and resting his chin in his palm contemplatively.

“If I jump us there, we can be in and out in a couple of minutes.”

“It’s not so easy,” he said. “Montravrill pods are difficult to cultivate. They grow under many layers of dirt and volcanic rock, and can only be harvested by digging them up through the mounds. It’ll take time, which will put you in more danger of being discovered.”

Kayta and Nick shared a nod. For a chance at winning the upcoming battle, they were both willing to take the risk.

Siymin continued, “I think we should gather supplies until Miri is rested, and decides if she wants to try this potion.”

“Alright,” Nick said. “Tell me what you need.”
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“Alright, blue book, blue book... oh, you have got to be kidding me.” Nick stared at the shelves in Tuko’s room stretching from floor to ceiling. They lined the walls, each of them filled to the brim with books. Neatly organized as they were, there were a few thousand.

Nick jumped back to the campsite in the woods outside his father’s tomb. “Could I have some more clarification?” He rolled his eyes, sitting on the crate of equipment for potion making he’d already collected from Tuko’s house.

Siymin and Kayta snickered. “You couldn’t find it? There are only a few to choose from,” she laughed.

Grinning slightly, Siymin said, “It’s dark blue, with gold lettering. It’s old and worn, titled something like ‘Potions.’ ”

Nick jumped back to the house, hardly thinking about it. Jumping was so much easier when he was alone. It was even easier than walking across a room. More than just second nature, it felt as if that’s how he was meant to move about the world.

He started at the left side of the room, pulling out blue books as he saw them. “ ‘The Games of Jetza the Small Man.’ Nope.” Nick sighed, pushing the title back into place amongst its companions. He continued to search the spines, noticing after a while that the entire shelf seemed to be fiction, though with a world like Olexia, it was hard for him to tell.

He continued to the next shelf, finding more stories. After a while, a noise pulled him away from the search. A whirling buzz Nick wished he didn’t recognize. Scrambling to the hatch in the loft bedroom’s floor, he lowered the wooden door, wincing when the rusty hinges whined. He shut it and threw the latch, locking them out.

Nick pulled books off the shelf faster, checking for the correct title and tossing them on the bed instead of putting them back. The whirling grew louder, then stopped. A few seconds later, the front door of the house opened and shut beneath him. They were inside. He searched faster. Frustrated, he jumped to the other side of the room, searching those shelves instead.

Not it. Not it. Not it. An irritated grumble sputtered from the back of his mouth. Muted footsteps thumped across the house and faded. He sighed with relief. They had gone downstairs first, so he had a little longer to search.

How to Mend Household Things was in his hand and on the bed in a second, and 33 Soup Recipes to Satisfy was next.

“Come on, come on,” he muttered to himself, trying to focus on the sounds from the lower level and the book titles at the same time.

The footsteps grew louder, rambunctious laughter joining them. Boots shuffled up the rungs of the ladder used to access the room.

Nick cursed under his breath. He searched frantically for the book, worrying he wouldn’t find it in time. He stacked blue book after blue book on the bed, flying through the shelves as quietly as possible.

A fist banged the hatch door, rattling the latch.

“Finally,” he sighed, clutching the book in his sweaty palm as he jumped back to the camp.

The second sun had risen by now, just about to come over the treetops. Golden rays streamed through the leaves over their little campsite in the woods.

“LaKaio were there,” Nick said, passing the book to Siymin and sitting near the fire’s lingering embers.

“What happened?” Kayta asked, sipping from her water pocket.

“I locked myself in the loft, found the book, and jumped out. They didn’t see me, but probably knew I was there.”

Siymin leaned back against a tree and flipped the book open on his lap, skimming the first few pages. His calloused fingertips struggled to flip the delicate pages of handwritten notes and illustrations, so he carefully brushed the edges to unstick them from one another. The book must’ve been old, as he knew it was handed down to Tuko through generations of family, carefully preserving the secrets within.

“Nick?”

Collectively, their heads snapped toward the sleepy voice from behind.

“You’re awake.” Siymin carefully closed the book, cringing as the glue in the spine crackled, and set it on his cloak to protect it from the ground’s moisture. “How do you feel?”

She rubbed her eyes and pushed the blanket aside, her curls mussed and greasy. “Rested,” she yawned, covering her mouth and sitting cross-legged atop her bedding. “So, what crazy stuff are we doing today?”

Nick shrugged. “You know, the usual—stealing some magic beans. There may or may not be a giant involved,” he added with a smirk.

“Sounds about right.” She shook her hair out, pulling it into a tight bun. “What’s that?” She pointed to the book.

Siymin picked it up and opened it again, saying, “Hopefully, a way to give you more power.”

Miri rose from her makeshift bed, stretching before looking over his shoulder. “A... potion?”

“I don’t have a lot of experience with them. I never took an interest in the craft of potion brewing, but I think I know enough to try.”

Her face crinkled. Enough to try? she wondered. “What is it, exactly?”

“It’s a very old recipe, passed down through Tu—” Siymin gulped and paused. “His family. It should give you an increase in power, but it will be a different kind of power than you’re used to.”

“What do you mean?” Nick asked suspiciously.

Siymin placed a leaf between the pages, marking his place. “When you use magic, it comes from yourself—your Idol. This potion is a way to harness a different kind of magic, from an alternate source.”

“Like someone else’s magic?” Miri asked, sitting beside him and leaning in farther to read the page.

“It channels old magic, supposedly from the Gods.”

“Gods?”

“It is written that greater beings created our world, and traces of their power lingers. Some believe that’s the reason we have magic. It’s thought that casting magic was gifted to us from the Golden Gods and ability magic from the Silver Gods. This potion is supposed to channel a slightly different, purer form of the same magic.”

Nick nodded, confused by Siymin’s explanation but too agitated to ask questions. “What do we need to get, besides the magic bean?”

“The rest should be easy enough to attain. We need to make a brew of ground montravrill beans with rain from...” He squinted at the handwriting. “ ‘The Place of Rain.’ ”

“Where’s that?” Miri said.

“I believe they’re referring to the Ura Forest. It’s a place on the outskirts of Bertyl.” Siymin took his map out of his bag and spread it across his knees. “Bertyl is a country southwest of here. It’s larger than Goopra, but they have a smaller population.” He zoomed out to a wider view, showing the entire country, then panned down and to the left. He circled a wooded area with a cloud next to the name. “And this is the Ura Forest. It’s known for its extremely heavy rains. It’s been raining there since I was little.”

Nick raised a brow. “How the hell is that possible? Where does all the water go?”

“Oh don’t make that face,” Kayta chuckled. “I’m sure Terra has strange things too. Do you have an explanation for everything that happens there?”

“At least the weird stuff on Earth has rules.” Nick said, ignoring the mocking look dancing in Kayta’s eyes.

“It hasn’t been dry in the Ura Forest since Siymin and I were two summers old. Things like that happen. That’s the rule.”

“I’m not even surprised anymore,” he said, head rolling to the side. “Wait.” He squinted, then shifted his eyes to Siymin. “You’re the same age?”

They nodded simultaneously. “I’m four months younger,” she said. Before Nick could comment that she looks much younger than Siymin, Kayta raised her head and looked at the sky. “It’s almost mid-day. If the harvesters are going to take a long rest, it would be now. We should go soon.”

“Right, yes,” Siymin said, moving the map to show the fields. “You should jump to the edge of the field, in the cover of the trees, in case anyone is there. Then carefully move closer.”

“Alright,” Nick said. “Are you ready?”

Kayta pursed her lips at the question and inclined her head at Siymin. “How many do we need?”

He flipped the page back, scanning the recipe. “One pod will be more than enough.”

“Be careful,” Miri said.

Nick smiled. “I’m always careful.”

“I mean it.”

“I promise,” he amended, raising his hands in surrender. He counted down from three, and they disappeared from the clearing.
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Miri and Siymin shared a small but hopeful smile between them. He pulled a scrap of paper and a pencil from his bag and studied the book, copying some words onto the pinkish paper.

“Shopping list?” Miri asked, watching the short flicking movements of his handwriting bring the words to life. Unlike the careful calligraphy on his map, the words on his list were small, sharp, and efficient.

“Of sorts. I think the rest of this is at the house,” he said, sliding the list between the pages of the book. He adjusted his glasses, skimming the page once more.

Miri picked at her nails and shifted, eyes flicking from her hands to Siymin and back again. “What’s up with Kayta?” she asked, voice wavering. “It seems like this is all really... personal to her, but she never talks about it. I just can’t believe she thought it was better to look for the mirror instead of...” She trailed off, letting the rest of her statement hang in the air.

Siymin glanced at Kayta’s backpack, left where she stood a minute ago, and shrugged, shutting the book. “Kayta may seem complex, but she’s really not. And it is personal for her. Very personal. The LaKaio are people recruited by Garran and Zekta, and trained to be their private lackeys. Many of them are young Fangra.” Miri nodded. “Fangra have no magic of their own, but many crave it. Garran and Zekta entice them to join by promising them power. They’re given power and authority, and answer to no one else.”

She waited for him to go on.

“Kayta’s brother was no exception. He was still a boy when he joined the LaKaio, enthralled by the idea of using magic and rising through the ranks. He joined the LaKaio, and it got him killed. Kayta blames Garran and Zekta, along with the Council.”

“Wow,” Miri said under her breath. She immediately thought of Justice and her throat tightened at the idea of him getting involved in something like that. How young had Kayta’s brother been? she wondered.

“She may not be difficult to understand, but she is difficult to reason with.”

“Yeah,” Miri agreed, watching the leaves above sway in the gentle breeze. “Siymin, I—”

“Good catch!” Nick exclaimed, materializing where he and Kayta stood a few minutes ago. She clutched her stomach and groaned, slinking to the ground from jumping sickness.

“What happened?” Miri shot up, taking in her brother and Kayta’s singed—and still smoldering—clothes.

“We’re fine, mostly,” Nick chuckled. “We ran into a couple LaKaio, but we handled it. Trust me, they’re worse off.”

“He jumped circles around them!” Kayta laughed through gritted teeth, rising but still gripping her stomach. She handed Siymin a grapefruit-sized object. Translucent blue skin covered the pod, and a brown inner layer was visible beneath the bumpy outer membrane.

“They were so mad, they looked like their eyes were about to pop out of their heads,” Nick said. “I’m sure they’ll run crying to Mr. and Mrs. Evil about it.”

“They saw you?” Siymin asked.

“The place was crawling with people, just our luck we’d get noticed by them.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Miri inspected their charred clothes and skin dusted with dirt.

“Really, we’re fine. Just a little toasted,” Nick reassured her. “Nothing we can’t handle.” He swung his legs over the log they used as a bench near the fire, sighing at the relief a chair brought his sore muscles.

“Sorry to send you off again,” said Siymin, handing him a wooden bowl, “but we’ll need the rainwater as soon as possible.”

“No problem,” he said. Nick spread Siymin’s map across the ground, and, with a little help from Siymin, he found the Ura Forest and studied its layout.

“I’d recommend avoiding the southern parts of the forest.” Siymin pointed to it on the map. “It should be plenty big enough that you won’t encounter anyone, but those trails are favored by smugglers and other unsavory folk.”

“Got it. See you guys in a few,” Nick said, disappearing from their campsite.

Less than thirty seconds passed before he returned, sopping wet. “Well, that was damp.” He handed the bowl, now full of water, to Siymin. Then he brushed water off his hair and shook out his shirt, droplets flying off of him.

Miri centered her Idol and drew the excess water from her brother’s clothes, collecting it in a hovering ball between them. Mud flew off his pants with the water, making the orb murky and gritty. She forced the ball of water away, sending it flying into a nearby tree. The satisfying crack made her smile.

Siymin offered Nick the list, saying, “I have one more errand for you.”

His eyebrows knit together, trying to read it. “I have no idea what any of this means.” He could read the words, but they had no meaning to him.

“Since we don’t know how much time we have, I need to start working on this right away. You’ll have to take Kayta with you,” he said, drawing a small knife from his pack and slicing the outer skin of the pod.

“Uh.” Kayta raised a finger in protest. “Kayta just did two jumps and almost died from LaKaio fire cubes, remember?”

Siymin shot her an irritated look but otherwise ignored her complaints, turning back to his work. The makeshift potion station was rough, but he did his best to make it work. He set the pod down and poured the water into a beaker.

Kayta sighed and said, “Alright jumper boy, let’s go.” She clenched her eyes in preparation for the jump.

[image: image]

As Nick and Kayta landed from the jump, her legs gave out and she heaved, trying to keep her food inside her body.

“I think they left,” Nick said, peering through the foliage a few dozen yards from the house. He turned around and watched Kayta stumble to her feet. “You good?”

She grimaced but nodded, pushing the leaves aside and approaching the house. Keeping on high alert, she moved through the door, the handle all but useless after the LaKaio had blasted it open.

Once inside, Kayta couldn’t help but stare at the floor where the mentor had died. He’s really gone, she thought. And a wave of regret crashed over her. She wondered if his death was her fault. Could they have prevented it if she’d just gone along with their plan?

“Kayta?” Nick snapped her out of her thoughts. “Where is this stuff?” he asked, looking up from the list and around the room, as if it would be waiting for them on the counter.

Though she felt distant and lost in her mind, she made her voice clear, saying, “The cellar, mostly. Some in the kitchen.” She snatched the list from him and moved toward the cupboards.

They rifled through cabinets, Kayta describing the ingredients to Nick. “It’s a leaf, grayish blue,” she said. Half of the jars and packets in the kitchen were unlabeled, and the other half were difficult to read or had different contents entirely, like jam jars filled with ground spices.

“This?” He held a dried leaf under her nose and she jerked her head back.

“Yes, that.” She shoved his hand away, the leaves smelling strongly of ashy bread and overcooked sugar.

They searched on, Kayta calling out ingredients and Nick searching for them in the cramped, overstuffed cabinets. “Next is ‘ground galga root.’ ”

“What does it look like?” Nick asked, rifling through more jars in the next cupboard.

She grunted, saying, “It looks like ground galga root.” Kayta threw her hands out, thinking of how to describe it. “A pink powder, with some brown bits, probably.”

Nick rolled his eyes but said nothing and continued looking. He wondered how she could be so unbothered while inside the house. His stomach burned with anger and resentment, toward her, toward the LaKaio. Even toward himself, for letting Zekta get close enough to steal his magic and find Tuko’s location.

He thought he spotted the right jar, but after seeing the powder in the light, it was more yellow than pink, so he put it back.

Behind him, Kayta made a sound that wasn’t quite a word, then gripped the back of Nick’s shirt, pulling him toward the kitchen island.

Before he could ask why, he heard them. Reaching forward and gritting his teeth, he slowly closed the cabinets across from them and pressed himself back against the other side.

A young male voice carried through the kitchen as the back door clicked open. “They won’t come back, they’re big kakanekos!”

Two more voices laughed, all sounding about the same age.

Another one said, “Let’s go find some food or something. I doubt there’s isn’t anything worth eating in this place.”

“No,” said the third voice. “If you leave, we all pay for your stupidity, and I’m not spending another night shoveling dung just because you can’t follow orders.”

The first two groaned, then the second one said, “Fine, but we’re sitting outside. This place reeks of cowards.” A wad of saliva splattered on the floor.

The footsteps grew quieter, then the door opened and closed again.

Nick waited, holding his breath until it felt safe. He raised his head above the counter’s edge, scanning the room. He whispered, “They’re gone.”

“Lucky we have another way out,” she said, mouth set in a firm grimace.

“No kidding,” Nick huffed. “Let’s find what we need and get out of here.”

“Agreed.”
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Nick and Kayta disappeared, leaving Miri and Siymin alone again; besides Jaten, who was scampering in the dense trees above in search of a fresh meal.

As they sat beside the fire, she watched him remove his glasses and clean them on his shirt, squinting at the book and wrinkling his nose as he replaced the frames.

“Have you been sleeping okay?” she asked, noticing the dark circles under his eyes.

He dismissed the comment with a wave and set the book down again. Carefully, he took the montravrill pod and plucked bright blue beans from the membranes encasing them, placing them in a wooden bowl. “I’m alright,” he said, mashing the beans with the back of a spoon. His eyes were tight, and his voice bland.

“You’re used to having more sleep than this,” she said, watching the beans turn to fine crumbles.

“I’m alright, really.”

“Siymin.” Her firm tone got his full attention. “We don’t really have a second shot at this, right?” she asked, her voice becoming soft. “I know you’re feeling it. Please, just take a quick nap.”

“I suppose...” He tipped his head sideways as he transferred the crumbles into a cloth pouch and tied it closed. “If it would make you feel better, I’ll take a short rest.” He placed the pouch into a glass beaker with the rainwater. He adjusted the clamps of a small metal tripod around it, then lowered the beaker over the embers of their fire. “I can’t do anything with this until it’s done brewing, anyway.” Siymin adjusted his glasses and fiddled with the contraption until it felt steady.

Content with her small victory, she said, “I’ll wake you up when they get back.”

“Thank you,” he said, wiping his hands on his jumpsuit. Siymin left his boots on, finding a comfortable place atop his blanket.

He returned her crooked smirk, patting the blanket next to him. She knelt and he reached out, taking her hand. He scooted over and stared up at the leaves of the encroaching trees. “Do you see that bird?” he asked, pointing up at the overhanging branches.

Miri joined him, gazing up too. She shook her head, though it was filled with dizzy, pulsing fireflies of excitement at his hand joined with hers.

“It’s just to the left of that large branch. It’s small, with feathers that are blue and yellow.” He pointed with his free hand.

“Yeah, I see it,” she said, watching the delicate bird hop between the leaves.

“That, Mirianna, is a mirianna.” He turned his head, idly brushing her fingers.

“Really?” She pulled her eyes from the trees to meet his gaze.

“Mhm,” he hummed. “It’s a bit funny that you’re named that.”

“Why?”

“It’s a royal tradition for children to be named after a relative or foreign leader. Mirianna, no matter how beautiful a name”—he smiled sheepishly—“isn’t a royal name at all. It’s common.” He shrugged, a blush creeping up his neck.

Miri deflated, and any nervous happiness left her like a breath. “Like they didn’t want to recognize me as part of the family.”

“Like they didn’t want others to recognize you as the Korren.”

She sighed, closing her eyes. “Maybe.” They sat in silence, listening to the birds chirp and rustle the leaves above. “What do you want?” she asked after a while.

He hummed in question.

Miri studied his face thoughtfully. “Like, what are you fighting for?”

“You know my reasons for finding the mirror. The Council, my family, the farm...”

“I didn’t mean that,” she said, shaking her head.

“Then what?” A confused smile cracked his lips.

She propped herself up on her elbow. “What do you want, after this? You know, if we live.”

“Oh...” His voice trailed off in thought. “I suppose I still want to do what I’ve been wanting to do since before this all began.”

Miri laughed a little at his vagueness. “And that is?”

He sighed. “It’s complicated.”

“How?”

He paused before answering. “In our culture, when people become sixteen, they are expected to begin pairing. We’re expected to be searching for someone to become our half. Usually, parents or other older relatives will set two people up for possible pairing, in favor of status for the family.”

“Okay?”

“I’m nearly seventeen.” He stopped and said nothing more, staring into the trees.

“And?”

Siymin let out a humorless laugh, meeting her eyes again. “And... I don’t want to choose a half for the sake of family status or just because I’m socially expected to.” He sighed in frustration. “I want to move to the city, to take up an apprenticeship under an inventor or metalworker or maybe a doctor. Something!” 

He was exasperated now, passion leaking from his words like honey from a broken comb. “I want to do something meaningful with my life. I want to study and learn and help people. I want to travel, to see the world, to see other worlds!

“Miri, I can’t become the half of some farmer’s daughter and buy a patch of land with wedding money and grow erro roots like my family. I love them, but that’s not what I’m meant to do. I feel something else calling me, and I refuse to ignore it.”

She smiled. “If anyone understands fate, it’s me. Whatever you’ve heard about destiny, forget it. You can change things.” Her heart beat faster as he stared into her eyes, and the smile playing on his lips derailed her train of thought.

“It’s interesting, how quickly things like fear and tragedy change your perspective on things. If all this has taught me something, it’s that time is all we really have to give.”

She simply looked into his warm green-hazel eyes and nodded slightly. “Before this, I didn’t realize how much every moment matters.”

“If we live to see the end of this, I’d like to take you on a date.”

Miri flipped to her stomach. “Who said I wanted to go out with you?” she challenged with a straight expression.

His face fell, and all his courage seemed to disappear. “Would you... would you like to?”

She paused, then shrugged and returned to watching the bird. “Maybe.”

He remained silent, his fingers going limp.

Miri snickered. “That’s called ‘playing hard to get.’ It’s an Earth custom to pretend to be uninterested in... how did you put it at the festival? Flirtatious interactions.”

Siymin quirked a brow. “Why would you do something like that?”

“To see how far they’ll go to get your attention.”

He responded with a laugh that told her he was both fascinated and baffled.

“So, what kind of stuff happens on a date around here?”

Siymin’s pure smile returned, and it lit up her heart. “It usually starts with a shared meal, then a fun activity, perhaps a game or dancing, maybe a walk. Whatever we feel like doing.”

“Sounds just like back home.” Miri closed her eyes, imagining the movie theaters and cafeterias of her hometown, couples giggling and talking about the movie they just saw and other meaningless nonsense. Just normal, ordinary things. “That’d be nice,” she sighed. “If we’re both still alive after this.”

“It’s settled, then.” He released her hand and pulled Miri to his side, making her stomach flutter. “Is this okay?” he asked.

She closed her eyes, resting her head on his shoulder. “Yeah,” she whispered. And though she wasn’t sure how, something felt like it settled into place. After so much running, training, and searching, she thought at least one thing was going right.

Miri liked the sparkles in Siymin’s eyes when he talked about things he found interesting. He seemed to light up with excitement, and the passion when he spoke was contagious. And he was equally as compassionate and intelligent. But what she liked most about him wasn’t how she felt looking at him, or how he encouraged her. It was that he was on her side.

No matter the circumstance, they were on the same team, and she thought they all needed the team they’d become.

As they sat there, listening to the peaceful forest and birds, she started drifting off. But before sleep took her, a panicked thought crossed her mind. “God, I hope Tella’s okay.”

“Me too,” he said, gazing down at her. “Once we’re free from Garran and Zekta, we can find her.” They sat in silence for a long minute before Siymin added, “You don’t have to do this, you know.”

“What?”

“The potion.” He shook his head, eyes trained on the canopy of branches above. “You don’t have to carry this through. If we had a bit more time we could find—”

Miri sat up on her elbow and said, “This is our only hope for beating them. How could you even suggest that I back out?”

“I know I’m being terribly selfish,” he laughed bitterly. “But I don’t think I could ever forgive myself if I hurt you.”

She paused, averting her eyes. “It’s okay,” she said quietly. “I’m having some selfish thoughts too, you know. I’m doing it because I have to, and I’d feel even more guilty if I didn’t.”

“What a terrible thing for me to say. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

“How about,” Miri sighed. “We both forgive each other for our selfish thoughts and promise not to let ourselves feel guilty, because we’re just doing our damn best.”

He smiled and stuck out his hand. “We shake hands to show we’re agreeing to something, right?”

She smiled and shook his hand, feeling a weight lift off as she rested beside him again.

They stayed like that, listening to the serene sounds of the forest until Siymin fell asleep, his mouth parted slightly.

Miri untucked herself from him, taking a moment to memorize his face in that peaceful state. She saved the little memory of their private conversation, tucking it away and promising to keep it for a rainy day. And it felt to her like there were too many rainy days on the horizon.
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Kayta dropped to the ground, clutching her stomach with heavy, raspy breathing. “Four jumps in one day,” she said, wincing. “Not the best idea.”

“Siymin,” Miri said, prodding him gently. “They’re back.” She stood from the grass and brought Kayta’s water pocket to her.

“Did you get everything?” Siymin yawned, rubbing his eyes and sitting up from his blanket.

“I think so,” Nick said, taking the list from his pocket. He slung the burlap sack containing their haul off his shoulder, the contents clinking as he set it down. “Garran and Zekta posted LaKaio guards at the house, so we had to be quiet and fast.”

Miri’s eyes went wide and she asked, “Did they see you?”

Kayta shook her head. “Almost, but we were careful,” she said, her face still contorted from nausea.

“Good nap?” Nick asked, eyeing Siymin as he sleepily made is way over to join them.

“Yes,” he chuckled, ruffling his hair and combing it back with his fingers. “I haven’t been sleeping much, and it was beginning to catch up with me.” He sat near the smoldering coals and opened the book of potions, flipping to the correct page. “The montravrill brew has to be left at least overnight, or until it begins to foam—it isn’t specific on how long that will take. But the rest shouldn’t take too long after that,” he said, untying the cloth bag and peering inside.

“Is this everything?” Kayta asked, watching Siymin pull the ingredients out and set them in a neat line.

He looked between the book’s recipe and the ingredients they’d gathered. “This looks correct,” he said, carefully ticking them off as he went.

Nick rolled his shoulder, feeling the wound rub against its bandage. He unwound the strip of fabric and let it drop to the ground, running a finger over the taut skin surrounding the scab. He knew it would heal in raised twists of white scar tissue, but the idea of a scar didn’t bother him.

“Yikes,” Miri said, wrinkling her nose.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Nick assured her, brushing a hand over it. “We should work on our spells, make sure we’re as prepared as possible.” He walked a few dozen yards away from their camp and put his back to the grassy hill of the tomb, taking up a well-grounded stance. Nick drew a deep breath and centered his Idol, his magic coming to a perfect balance. Then he built up a glowing orange shield around himself. “Hit me with your best shot, Miri.” He let a wild smile loose on his lips.

“Um... are you sure?” She put more space between them, moving until there were no trees in their way. Miri noticed then that for the first time since they arrived in Olexia, the sky in the distance was covered in a stormy haze, the twin suns’ rays trapped behind the clouds.

“Yeah, this shield’s strong,” Nick said, shifting his feet and settling into place.

“If you’re sure.” Miri nodded, moving to center her Idol.

“Wait!” Siymin set down the book. “Don’t you think that’s a bit too risky?”

She turned to him, trying not to think about the warmth she felt seeing the genuine worry in his eyes. Her own feelings toward him confused her, and she tried to shake the awkwardness from her head. “We have to try. It’s the only way to figure out what we’re capable of and what our limits are,” she said. She’d overcompensated in trying to hide her feelings, so her voice was colder than she’d expected.

“I understand, but please, be careful. You both still have something to learn about control, and it wouldn’t help anyone if either of you got hurt.”

“We’ll be careful,” she promised.

He seemed satisfied with that answer and went back to the book.

Miri brought her hands together and concentrated on the spell. Remembering what Tuko taught her, she let the pain of his death and sadness of his memory influence her spell. She hadn’t intended to cry out in fury, but when the spell left her hands it came out with the force of swirling blue magic. The scream set free a little piece of her pain, rustling through the leaves and carrying that shred of grief far, far away.

But Siymin saw how her face contorted, and he leaped forward, throwing an extra shield between the siblings before she could cast. It disintegrated on impact, sparking with colorful lightning as Miri’s spell crashed through it.

Nick’s shield shuttered from the strength of Miri’s spell and he stumbled back. “Christ, Miri!” His shield flickered, cracks rippling across its surface.

She stood unnaturally still, her mouth gaping like a fish. “I-I didn’t—Oh my God, I’m so sorry! I wasn’t trying to—It just happened.” She stared at her brother in horror. “Are you okay?”

“All good,” Nick said with a shake of his head. He flexed his hands and backed up a step. “If I wasn’t awake before!”

Siymin approached Miri cautiously and patted her shoulder. “Save that,” he said. His face wore concern, but there was a smile of understanding playing just below the surface. They were all feeling the impact of Tuko’s death.

She took a deep breath and relaxed her shoulders. “That’s not even half of what I have for that psycho witch.” She smiled, her golden eyes darting back and forth.

“Maybe work on your shields, then? Without killing anyone?” Nick shrugged with feigned nonchalance.

Though he was kidding, the comment felt like a barb in her ego. She still didn’t understand the finer intricacies of casting, and knew that level of skill could only come from careful practice. “I’ll do my best,” she said, stalking away, like if she put enough space between them, she couldn’t hurt him.

Nick exhaled noisily, wiping his forehead. He shivered, saying to Siymin, “I think Tuko underestimated her power. That was intense.”

Siymin watched her walk past the edge of the camp before stopping. “I have a feeling she’s just opened the crate on her abilities. She’s incredibly powerful—her power even surprised my mother, who’s known another espy.”

Nick snorted. “Keep the longing gazes to a minimum, please,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“I wasn’t...” Siymin shook his head and cast his gaze down, face turning a bright shade of pink.

“Yeah, sure you weren’t buddy. Focus up.” He pointed his chin at Miri.

“Alright,” she said from across the camp, a full shield encompassing her. “Hit me.”

Her brother smiled. Bringing his hands together and pulling a piece of magic from his stores, he turned it into a ball of flames and sent it hurtling toward Miri.

It practically bounced off her shield, extinguishing on impact in a plume of smoke.

“Is that all you got?” she goaded, covering a dramatic yawn.

Nick didn’t reply. He clenched and unclenched his fists, wincing from the effort of concentration. Conjuring another handful of magic, he morphed it into blue light, sending it in an arc and lurching it forward, straight at Miri.

There was a little puff sound when the energy touched her shield. Then nothing. Miri lifted one eyebrow, her smile beaming from behind the shield. “Come on, are you even trying?”

“Really?” Nick squinted in disbelief. “How much more can it handle?”

“At least five more like that,” she said. Miri’s field of view flashed amber with another vision, and she snapped back to reality an instant later. “Whatever you’re thinking, it can take.” After a little pause, she shifted her glance to Siymin. “You too,” she requested.

He blinked rapidly. “What?”

“Nick isn’t enough. Let me see how much this thing can take at once.”

Before Siymin could say anything, Miri rolled her eyes and added, “Yes, we should be careful and raise the number of hits gradually, one by one, okay?”

He shared a look with Nick. They planted their feet at the same time, each shooting a wave of fireballs at Miri’s shield, which didn’t so much as flicker.

“Didn’t feel a thing,” she said, bored. “Double it.”

This time neither one argued, doing as she asked.

Miri stumbled, her shield rattling with the impacts. “Okay, that one I felt,” she said with a short laugh. Inspecting her shield, she found no damage yet. “Still going strong though!”

Nick readied another spell, but Siymin stopped, noticing her. “Kayta, move!” he cried, waving his hands.

Kayta was on the ground before she could process what happened. Her skin crackled aftershocks of the magic, a sharp pain freezing her in place for an excruciating moment.

“Kayta!” Miri said, dropping her shield and falling to her knees at Kayta’s side. “Are you okay?”

She glared at Nick and groaned, “Fine—a little charred—but fine.”

“You shouldn’t have been standing there!” he said.

Sitting up, Kayta shook her head, her pink hair swishing with it. “I’m sick of your stupid game. And excuse me for thinking I’d be safe behind the shield.”

Siymin said, “That only works with a partial shield. A full shield will distribute the energy of an attack across the entire surface to reserve its strength.”

Nick was about to ask Miri if she was okay but stopped because of her frozen expression. He waved his hand in front of Miri’s luminescent eyes. “What do you think she’s seeing?”

“I’m sure she’ll tell us soon enough.” Siymin shrugged.

What Miri saw was pain.

So much pain.

The Lake of Stars was still enhancing her visions. The amber images flashed in her mind, clearer than usual and showing her more of the events yet to unfold. But they soon faded, and the world around her came back into focus. “You can’t be there when we fight them,” she said, locking eyes with Kayta.

Kayta snorted. “I certainly can be there, and I will.”

Miri shook her head violently. “You can’t. You have to stay away. You have to go.”

“After all this, you think I’m just going to run away?”

“You don’t understand,” she said. “You’re going to die.”

Kayta gulped, and considered only a moment. “I want to be there. I need to be there.”

“I won’t let you.” Miri bit the inside of her cheek, trying to keep tears from spilling over the edge of her eyes. The screams of agony from the vision haunted her, echoing and playing on repeat in her mind. The rippling magic, Kayta’s haunting cries that sounded too deep and preternatural to come from her lips. Miri almost felt the pain as if it were her own.

Kayta’s face wound up in outrage. “What are you going to do? Order me to stay?”

“No, that’s not what I—”

She ground her teeth and didn’t break the intense eye contact. “My brother is dead because of them,” she said. “Don’t keep me from seeing their downfall.” Her gaze fell and she added, “Please.”

“But—”

“If the Gods have destined this as my end, then so be it. It’s my life, and my choice.”

Siymin cleared his throat, scratching his chin. “Your visions do show possible versions of the future, right?”

Reluctantly, Miri nodded. Siymin smiled a little and continued, “So now that we know Kayta’s in danger, we can take extra precautions to protect her.”

She wanted to disagree. Wanted to say that sometimes they came true anyway. But Kayta’s eyes told her that any attempts at dissuading her would be in vain. A few tears fell and Miri stepped forward, embracing her. “Okay,” she murmured emptily. “I won’t stop you.”

Kayta awkwardly returned the gesture and whispered, “Thank you.”

As they backed away from each other, Miri wiped her face. And she thought this was the real curse of her ability. Though she could see the future, she couldn’t control what others did, and those horrible things she saw would come to fruition anyway.

They sat together around their empty campfire and ate from their stored food, taking dried food and crackers. As Miri chewed on her portion of dried meat, she could barely taste it. Her stomach seized in anticipation for their upcoming fight. She could feel the Lake of Stars’ power wearing off, and she was glad for that. Helpful as they were, the flashing images made her head ache, and she didn’t like how it felt, being used as a conduit for the visions.

“How’s the potion coming?” Nick asked, nibbling on a slice of dried meat.

Siymin nodded, peering into the beaker of chunky blue liquid. “It’s supposed to form a layer of foam, though I’m not sure how long that will take. I’ll have to watch it carefully throughout the night, to make sure the heat remains even.”

“Do you think it’ll work? I mean, if you get it all right.”

“I have hope,” he said. “From what the legends say about this plant, combined with known facts, I have hope that this will work. These are carefully guarded recipes, and so I believe it’s real.”

“What do the legends say?” Miri asked.

He pursed his lips in thought, considering. “From what I can recall, it is said that the reason montravrill beans are so powerful is because the goddess Alamia blessed them long ago, in the Age of the Gods, when magic as we know it was drastically different—before people could wield it at all. They’re said to hold onto that remnant of a time long passed, and that they draw power directly from the goddess. Or maybe it’s from the realm of the Gods. I can’t remember which.” He shrugged. “The story is part of The Gidoea, also called The Great Script.”

Miri thought she’d like to read those stories some time. They sounded like the fairy tales of her childhood, and she suddenly ached to dive into a world where she had no problems. A place she could escape to. She almost laughed, thinking how she was in one of those worlds at that very moment, and it was because of such a place that she had so many of those problems in the first place.

As the evening drew on, she volunteered to take first watch, her mind too restless for sleep. The others climbed into their bedrolls and Miri tended the fire, keeping it at a low flame while trying to distract herself from the melancholy thoughts trying to invade her. She went through the memory of lying with Siymin under the trees earlier just that day, talking while the birds chirped above.

And she hoped that wouldn’t be her last happy memory.
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The sky beyond the trees was alight with the colors of evening illuminating a sheet of foggy clouds. The suns were falling asleep, transforming the woods into a playground for magic.

Siymin worked with a furrowed brow over his makeshift potion station, his hair falling in front of his eyes every time he leaned forward. He brushed it back with frustration, but then realized how long it was getting. He rifled through his bag, spying a strip of leather and tying a knot around the strands just behind the top of his head.

Miri sat by their small fire, chewing on a piece of dried fruit. Jaten scuttled over, clambering into her lap and pawing at the food. She smirked, letting him snatch the fruit and watching him gnaw on it excitedly. She shivered from a change in the air, not sure if it was because of the changing weather, or impending fight. The visions replayed in her mind again, and she studied the surrounding woods. “Where are we going to do this?” she asked.

Nick shrugged, finishing off his own fruit strip before Jaten could spot it. “Siymin, do you know a good place? Preferably somewhere away from the city, where there won’t be any collaterals.”

Siymin carefully put three drops of a clear liquid into the glass beaker over the low flame. He set it aside, considering. “The first thing that comes to mind is some land nearby owned by my extended relatives. It’s already been harvested, and there’s nothing but wilderness around for miles.”

“There she goes again,” Nick said, watching his sister’s eyes glaze over as she sat seemingly frozen in time. Where his voice once would have been laced with concern, there was now only a vague note of tiredness. “What was it?” he asked a few seconds later when it ended, and her eyes widened.

“It won’t happen in a field,” she said, curls shaking with her head. “Zekta’s going to find us before we’re ready.”

Nick cursed, then asked Siymin, “How much longer you got on that?”

“I-I don’t know,” Siymin answered, distracted. He glanced over the recipe page again. “It’s not terribly complicated, but I know I must be incredibly careful with the ingredient portions. I need at least fifteen more minutes.”

“Make it seven,” Miri said, voice rising in panic. Her vision flashed amber again, and she saw them. “They’re coming.” She stared into the forest, pointing northeast. “The LaKaio from the montravrill fields got information to Zekta, and she had a vision of where we are. They’re heading straight for us.” She cursed herself for not thinking of moving away from the king’s tomb. It was a glaring landmark.

Siymin’s brow creased as he dove back into his work, calling out ingredients for Kayta to hand over. He wiped his sweating palms and took a deep breath. The potion was so unstable. One wrong move, one slip of the hand or extra dash of powder could end in disaster for Miri. For all of them, if it didn’t work.

“Can’t we just move?” Kayta turned to Nick. “Jump us and the stuff somewhere else. It would at least give us a few minutes, right?”

“No, we can’t,” Siymin told them, stilling his shaking fingers. “The potion is much too delicate. We can’t risk moving it now.”

“How far away are they?” Nick asked.

“Uh—” Miri closed her eyes. “Maybe three or four miles. Mostly north, but just a little northeast.”

Siymin clamped his hands together, ordering them to stop shaking, but they wouldn’t obey. He measured the next ingredient, dust from the bright pink powder stinging his eyes as he scooped it. An image of Miri collapsed and unmoving, dead by his fault, sent his mind spinning. This was their last hope, and it all rested on his shoulders.

He didn’t hear Nick calling his name until the fifth time.

“Siymin!”

“Yes?” He jumped, catching the beaker before it could tumble off the metal frame holding it above the flame. “Just a few more minutes,” he said.

Nick looked at Miri, who shook her head. “We don’t have many left.”

He shifted, eyeing them. Nick gave no warning besides saying, “I know how to get a couple,” because he knew Miri would try to stop him. He jumped, disappearing from where he stood.

“No, don’t—” Miri reached out for her brother, but her hand only found empty air.
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Nick jumped a few miles in the direction Miri had indicated, and he paused, listening. A pang of guilt struck him, knowing Miri wouldn’t be happy about him taking a risk on his own.

He thought he saw movement in the distance and went there instantly, but found only wind rustling the branches of shrubbery.

With a deep breath, Nick jumped farther away from the others. Along with the growing wind, this time he heard a familiar whoosh. LaKaio boards approached up ahead.

He used his ability to move forward again, making a series of short jumps until he saw them. Steeling his nerves, he made one more jump.

“Hey!” Nick smiled when he popped up in front of the eight LaKaio zooming through the woods on their hovering boards. He jumped again a second later, appearing behind a tree and leaning out so they could see him. “Funny meeting you guys here,” he said, jumping to their left. “Really, what kind of crazy coincidence is this?” He laughed, jumping to the right.

“It’s that stupid jumper,” the LaKaio in the front said as they came to a stop.

“Can we kill this one?” a woman next to him asked. The whole group of LaKaio were a bit older than the ones they’d encountered before, in their early to mid-twenties instead of a mix of ages. It appeared Garran and Zekta had sent their strongest for this job.

Nick jumped again.

“Where’d he go?” The other woman whipped her head around.

“No, Datil. They want the siblings for themselves,” one of the men with black hair answered.

“We’ll tell them it was an accident,” she growled, scanning the trees.

Nick snickered, touching the tree trunk to steady himself on the large branch. He squatted, watching them squabble below. “I don’t think Mr. and Mrs. Evil will be happy with that,” he said in a teasing voice.

“Up there!”

Nick jumped again, this time behind the group. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you? It’s rude to point.” He leaned against a tree, crossing his arms with a daring smile.

The youngest one, a man Nick thought was no older than himself, unclipped a cube grenade from his belt and hurled it.

Nick moved by instinct, jumping and reappearing on the other side of the tree. “Missed me, missed me, now you gotta... never mind, I’m good.” He strolled back around the wide trunk, watching the tense and twisted faces of the LaKaio with their eyes locked so intensely on him.

“So tell me”—he jumped again, only staying in the same place long enough for a few words to slip out—“what’s it like”—he was to the left—“knowing you work”—then on their right—“for someone so disgusting?” His feet hung off the edge of a low branch hanging in front of the LaKaio. “Really, what’s it like?”

The man who seemed to be the group’s leader snarled. “It is a pleasure to serve and die for our leaders.”

“Yeah,” Nick said, now behind them again.

The LaKaio pivoted to face him, a few of their eyes going wide with dizziness after the back-and-forth.

“That just sounds so”—he moved to their left—“I don’t know, dramatic. Hey!” He jumped back into the tree. “So what’s your pay look like? You guys get good benefits?” On the ground again. “Do you get dental?” Back to the tree. “I know they say ‘crime doesn’t pay’ but you guys seem like you’re doing alright.” He shrugged, disappearing and reappearing again. 

Nick knew they couldn’t touch him, but they didn’t seem so sure. After each jump, they lunged, and he laughed harder with each one. They pounced and stomped, then would snarl, looking like a group of outsmarted cats searching in all directions for the next place the mouse would appear.

“Now I’m genuinely curious here. What do you guys do when you’re not here? Play checkers?” He jumped to the right.

One of the LaKaio threw a cube at him, detonating it midair, but Nick was already back in the tree. He tried to keep the fear off his face. It wouldn’t help if they knew just how close they’d come to hitting him. Only chance had saved him from that blow.

He smiled. “Nice try. So do you guys just sit around a poker table in the basement of some bar and make plans? Oh! You guys play darts?” He raised his eyebrows. “I’m pretty great at darts, if I do say so myself.” Nick polished his fingernails on his shirt, watching them carefully.

“This is... this is some kind of trick!” the dark haired LaKaio woman said, clenching her fists.

The leader leaned forward hard on his board, propelling himself forward and whipping past Nick in a blur. The others quickly followed, leaving Nick alone in a few moments.

They were heading straight for the camp. He had to do something.

Heart racing, Nick jumped ahead of them.

They slowed, and he didn’t hesitate, summoning a handful of magic. Power curling in orange wisps, he fired at the closest LaKaio, but they were still moving, and skirted around him, his shot sailing harmlessly into the forest beyond.

He turned, their backs now facing him as they wove between the trees in a flurry of silver and green. Nick fired again, but knew it was pointless. They were too fast, and already disappearing into the foliage.

Grunting a curse, he jumped back to the campsite.
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“We’re out of time, folks.”

“You have excellent timing,” said Siymin to Nick. “I’ve just finished.” He corked the small glass vial, about the width of two fingers, the potion within a muddy bluish color with the viscous texture of light syrup.

“You did it,” Miri breathed. She was sitting beside Siymin with a faint smile. “They’ll come where and when we call them. It’ll be on our terms.”

“Perfect.” Nick grabbed the map from Siymin’s bag, not thinking a moment before using his ability to take all four of them to a different part of the woods, far away from where the LaKaio were. “Show me where to—oh sorry.”

It wasn’t until he looked up from the map that he noticed the nauseated state of his companions. “You gotta show me where to go.” He knelt, unrolling the paper.

After a few deep breaths, Siymin adjusted his glasses, pushing down the urge to spew his stomach contents. He shifted the view on the map, making the pinching gesture to show a more detailed area of the nearby farmlands. “Here.” He gestured to an area marked O’Saba Plots.

“You’re sure it’s empty?” Nick asked.

Before Siymin could answer, Miri did. “Positive.”

“So I guess this is it? We’re ready?” Nick looked between each of their faces. Just like himself, they were a bit tired, a bit confused, but most of all they were afraid. They were about to make their last stand against an enemy who had the advantage.

“We’ve prepared as well as we can,” said Siymin, scooping up Jaten. “Our magic is ready, we have the potion, and Miri’s visions have told us we’re going in the correct direction.” They exchanged sad smiles. “Gods willing, we’ll do everything possible to survive.”

Nick nodded in agreement, and so did the others. “Are we ready, then?” He rolled the map tightly and placed one end into his back pocket. “Alright,” he said. “To possible death and beyond.” Nick sighed, centering his Idol and focusing on the eternal darkness he saw in his mind’s eye while using his ability. He could navigate without hesitation, the locations and directions of places seeming like they were ingrained in his mind. He saw their destination, and chose a suitable place to jump to.

They landed at the edge of the field, just inside the tree line.

The air was stiller than a winter night. One sun had already set, leaving the other glowing behind a sky of neverending gray clouds. It cast hazy light over the field before them, shadowing the gentle rows carved in the dry dirt. Remnants of the recent harvest littered the ground, stray bits of root vegetables and dried strings of leafy greens pocketing the brown soil.

While the others moved forward, Miri remained still, her gaze unfocused for a number of seconds. Her mind flickered again, showing what would happen now, after Nick’s distraction. “They’ll see the signal, and rush over here.”

“What’s the signal?” Kayta asked, looking over her shoulder into the dense woods. With the lack of golden light, they were more ominous than vibrant.

“Siymin will shoot a spell into the air. Then the LaKaio will see it, and tell Zekta, who will have a vision of us here.”

“You saw all that, huh?” Nick murmured, looking at his sister through squinted eyes. She’d gotten so much stronger. Both in her magic and as a person. Their recent trials had left Miri with a new air of strength he’d never seen in his sister before. He wondered how long she’d been this way, realizing how different she seemed now compared to just two weeks ago.

He hoped the newfound strength of magic matched her strength of spirit. And, imagining the battle they’d soon face, he hoped he’d be there to protect her. Whatever that meant for him, he didn’t care.

He just hoped that was enough.

No one said anything for a long while as they stared at the field, watching the distant gray skies.

“Are we really doing this?” Nick asked, his eyes never leaving the clouds.

“We have to,” Kayta said through gritted teeth. “They need to be broken, so we can be free.”

Miri said, “She’s right. We can’t figure out how to get home or find Tella if they’re out to kill us. With Zekta’s espy it will always be just a matter of time until they find us again.”

“The only way to the other side is through the fire,” Siymin muttered.

She met his eyes and said, “Yes.” An unyielding sense of calm took hold. She refused to allow her fear to win today. No second thoughts, no regrets.

“You scared?” Nick asked.

She cracked a smile. “Absolutely terrified. But I’m ready.” And she meant it. “You?”

Shrugging, he said, “We’ve seen worse.” Though inside, Nick struggled to keep his breathing steady.

Miri laughed humorlessly. Her brother had such a way of putting people at ease, almost like he was using magic, though he’d been able to do that long before they came to Olexia.

“When this is all over—assuming we live—we’ll find a way home. We got here somehow, and we’ll get back somehow.”

“Our mother, Tella, and then a way home,” she said. “I guess there’s no point in stalling, is there?”

“Let’s get this finished and bury it.” Kayta crossed her arms, looking over her shoulder again. She shivered, watching the bowing branches and leaves twitching in the wind.

“I’ll hold that.” Nick gestured to the potion in Siymin’s free hand.

He put Jaten down—who immediately began digging through the dirt for worms—and handed it over, wiping his palms. “Is it time?”

Miri nodded, stepping toward Siymin and taking his hand. “You got it,” she whispered, squeezing and enjoying the feeling of his palm in hers.

With a deep breath, Siymin raised his other hand toward the sky, fingers curled up. He summoned a surge of power, funneling it into a spell and letting it course through his body, up his arm, and out his hand. It soared into the gray sky, radiating in a field of murky light.

“No going back now.” Nick crossed his arms, taking a moment to contemplate the choices he’d made up to this point. A stone settled in his stomach, his mind running through their previous encounters with Garran and Zekta.

They waited, and after a few minutes, Kayta’s voice broke the silence. “I regret my words.” She spoke so softly, the breeze almost carried her statement away. “Tuko should’ve been the priority. I was wrong.”

Siymin shifted his weight, not looking at her. “Good.”

She paused. “ ‘Good?’ ”

He nodded. “If we survive, I’ll have plenty more to say. So, keep your apology and use the energy against the people who are really responsible for his death. If you hadn’t noticed, we’re about to face our own mortality, so forgive me if I’m not giving all my attention to accepting your apology with the utmost sincerity.”

“Right.” Kayta nodded once. “Good.”

Still digging through the soil at their feet, Jaten paused, ears perked up. He listened a moment, then looked around and scuttled away, heading into the forest just behind them and effortlessly scaling a tree.

As Nick watched the critter, a panicked thought crashed through him. “Miri?” he said, looking at her with eyebrows high on his forehead. “How do you actually use the mirror?”

“Uh, well...” She blinked. “I don’t know, exactly.”
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No one said anything for a painfully long second.

“Okay.” Nick took a sharp breath, watching the growing storm. “So, what’s your plan then?” He gave a short nod, as if trying to settle the realization that they had no real plan.

“I don’t know how to use the mirror now, but I will.” Miri shook out her hands. “I’ll know how to use it once I try, but until then, I won’t know.”

He gave a suppressed chuckle, not because he found her answer amusing, but to try relieving the building, fear-fueled pressure in his chest.

Suddenly, Miri said, “They’re here.” She pointed straight ahead.

In the tree line across the field, branches swayed in the breeze of the coming storm. The scent of rain permeated the air as the wind picked up into heavier gusts, as if Olexia itself objected to their conflict.

A chill ran down Miri’s spine, whether from fear or the elements she wasn’t sure. She summoned a shield around herself, Nick doing the same as Siymin stepped closer to Kayta, covering her in his shield.

It seemed like the trees parted for them when they emerged from the woods. Four LaKaio in their standard green jumpsuits led the way for Garran and Zekta, who were followed by four more LaKaio, all riding their silver hovering boards.

They approached the field and continued moving forward, air off their boards stirring the dusty soil beneath. Garran’s unmistakable voice boomed as he called, “Hello there!” He raised an arm high above his head, waving.

Miri’s hands involuntarily clenched. “What should we do?”

“Meet them in the middle,” Kayta said, catching her glance before striding forward on a tilled row of dirt. “Stand up straight. Don’t show weakness.”

Miri pushed her numb shoulders back, suddenly aware of how every part of her body moved. She let her arms swing at her sides as she strolled through the field, matching Kayta and the others’ careful gait. Her gaze shifted from the LaKaio to Garran and Zekta and back as she forced herself to keep looking at them, hoping she might trigger a vision that could give them some scrap of advantage.

She shivered, even though a sweat broke out across her skin, and Miri felt a sudden lack of fresh air, as if they were in an intolerably stuffy room.

The gap between the two groups tightened.

Miri bit the inside of her cheek and prayed that her face wouldn’t give away how frightened she was. She didn’t know who might be listening to prayers in Olexia, so she sent one to whoever might be there, wherever they may be.

With only their shimmering orange shields and a few yards of air between them and their enemies, Miri felt exposed. Naked. The field spread out in all directions, and she knew that in the span of one moment, it would no longer be a vegetable field, but a battlefield.

The LaKaio shifted slightly on their boards, but faded into the background as Miri beheld Zekta’s eyes, sparkling with wild mischief. She wore her sleek brown hair loose around her shoulders, as if she expected this to be a quick matter easily dealt with.

But Garran, he had a look Miri couldn’t quite read. He didn’t seem to share his wife’s eagerness. He rubbed his fingers against the cuff of his jacket. Something about how his eyes narrowed when his gaze slid across Miri’s face, or how he pursed his lips, frowning for a moment and then deliberately straightening his face—he looked almost cautious. He shook his head suddenly, and the look left his face as he took a final step forward.

“We haven’t seen you in quite some time! How are you?” Garran threw his arms out and leaned back slightly, his previous hesitation hidden behind careful, friendly tones and a tight grin. As if he was hoping to easily smooth everything over. But Miri knew he wasn’t so oblivious. There was only one way their meeting could end.

Nick shrugged, saying, “I’ve had better weeks. Kinda puts a damper on things when a bunch of psychopaths are trying to kill you.”

Zekta smiled at him, cheeks creasing with amusement. “We don’t want to kill you.” She stopped, considering. “Well, maybe just a little,” she admitted.

“We want to make a bargain,” Garran said, and his icy gaze locked on Miri.

“We don’t make deals with the devil,” she said, squinting. Though she knew it was better to meet his eyes, his stare was too disturbing for her to bear, so she settled on his slender, freckled nose.

Zekta barked out a laugh. “There’s nothing demonic about a fair trade, child. Just give us the mirror and your mother will remain unharmed.”

“How do we know she’s still alive?”

The woman clicked her tongue. “These children are starting to irritate me,” she said to her husband. “Let’s skip the chattering and end this quickly.”

Garran tilted his head. “Dearest, let’s not be unreasonable.”

“I’m being perfectly reasonable, my love.” Curtness laced each word, and Miri could feel the conversation’s shift like a gust of cold wind prickling her skin.

Zekta leaned toward Nick, preparing to strike.

“You can’t use it without me,” Miri blurted. She tried to keep her breathing steady, even though her lungs seem to have forgotten their job. She forced her weak legs to take a little step, which made Zekta backpedal. The woman lowered her hands slightly, showing she was no longer summoning her magic.

When the teenagers said nothing, Garran’s eyes flicked between them, landing on Miri again in the end. “Do go on,” he said, brows flicking up in intrigue.

Miri raised her chin, trying to replicate Daira’s commanding and calm voice. “The mirror needs to be bound to someone before they can use it. Our mother bound it to me, and now I’m the only one who can bind it to someone else.” The lie came easily, flowing like water from her lips.

She knew if they handed over the final piece of the mirror, Garran and Zekta wouldn’t let them go.

The longer Miri spoke, the easier it was to forget her fear. Her voice didn’t sound or feel like her own. Steady and powerful, it was the voice of someone so sure in what they said that questioning them would feel foolish. It was the voice of strength. Of someone who faced obstacles at every turn—but not because of who they were, but what they were.

It was the voice of the Korren.

“And, in return... I suppose you want Ira released?” Garran squinted, seeming to search for something in her hard expression, but she only nodded once.

Before Miri could answer, Zekta sneered, “This is a trick.”

“No, I don’t think so.” His expression showed an emotion Miri couldn’t figure out. The thoughtful furrow of his brows didn’t suit him. The creases around his face shifted, as if not used to moving in such a way. He was... concerned? Confused? She wasn’t sure which one it was—if it was either of those at all. “They wouldn’t be so foolish.”

She slowly turned to her husband, and the mischief in her eyes turned to black rage. “Dear love,” she said, voice tight as if struggling to contain her anger. “You’re questioning my honesty?”

He looked up in frustration, saying, “Those weren’t my words, dearest. I was simply saying that I think Ira’s children are intelligent enough to know that doing something... rash would put them in even more trouble. I think they’re capable of understanding their current situation.”

Miri’s voice kept that low, steady tone as she said, “Prove she’s still alive. Then we’ll consider a deal.”

Zekta laughed sharply. “She challenges our integrity.”

But Garran stepped closer to Miri, and she flinched, cursing herself for doing so a second later. Don’t show weakness, she thought.

He slowly raised his hands, showing he meant no harm, and smirked. “Someone needs to get things started,” he said. Still moving at a snail’s pace, Garran turned one palm up, curling his fingers slightly. A deep blue sphere hovered above his hand, obscuring everything behind it. An image fluttered across the surface.

Miri had seen this image a thousand times before. Daira sat in a dark cell, a dim glow of light creeping in from one side. Her mother fell to her knees, mumbling to herself, her voice breaking in an uneven whisper, the words almost indiscernible.

“This was when I visited her only hours ago,” he said, voice thick. “She’s unharmed, I assure you.” The image bobbed, and Miri realized he was displaying one of his own memories.

Miri almost asked for proof that it was recent, but saw the circlet of festival flowers still resting on Daira’s head, the petals wrinkled and wilting.

“What’s wrong with her?” Nick asked, the woman mumbling and rocking from side to side.

Miri watched her mother. She knew the sounds of her words by heart. Had heard them over and over, every time she tried to sleep, night after night after night.

But this time, the words she spoke were more than what Miri heard in her visions and dreams. In Daira’s hurried speech, Miri now understood every word instead of muttered nonsense. Instructions. The strange words were instructions, spoken in another language—neither English, or the common tongue of Olexia, but something else entirely.

Miri slowly raised her eyes to meet Garran’s, then Zekta’s. And she knew. They didn’t understand a word.

Nick knew that look well by now. Miri’s eyes unfocused, staring between the atoms. This particular vision was short, lasting less than two seconds. Heart thundering in his chest, he hoped no one else would notice.

Miri gulped, saying, “Nothing. She’s fine.” One corner of her mouth turned up slightly, but she forced it to stay down. Finally, the confusion of all the possibilities stopped, and she saw only a handful of possible endings. But how could she tell Nick without them knowing? She remembered something her mother had done, and tried again to keep the frown on her face. “She’ll be okay,” Miri said, taking her brother’s hand.

Nick didn’t give her a confused glance, no matter how badly he wanted to. He ground his teeth to keep from reacting as images started playing in his head. They had a yellowish hue and flashed by like a memory he’d never experienced. It was over in the span of a second, and after a moment to process it, he asked his sister, “Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” Miri nodded, turning her attention back to the others.

“Enough,” Zekta barked. “Bind the mirror to me, or... well, I’m sure you can imagine.” She swept a hand through the image of Daira, and it faded like mist into the surrounding air as Garran lowered his hand.

Miri’s heart felt like it would escape her chest as she released her brother’s hand and stepped forward. This could end very, very badly. “Okay. You can have the mirror piece, and I’ll do it. Just don’t hurt my mom.”

“No!” Kayta shouted, her face winding up in red rage. “You can’t!”

“Kayta”—Miri turned and took her hands—“it’s going to be fine.” She tried to force the images into her mind but Kayta resisted, a strong wall blocking the thoughts and images.

“This is madness!” Kayta said, stomping and kicking up a puff of loose dirt.

“We have to,” Miri said, tightening her grip as Kayta wriggled. “It’s going to be fine, I promise—Siymin, hold her back.”

He looked at her, a question in his eyes, but he did as she asked, wrapping his arms around Kayta and pinning her in place. In her ear he said, “Stop it. They have a plan, and you’re about to ruin it.”

She stilled for a moment, considering, but resumed her kicking and protests. “They can’t have it! Don’t do this!” she said, knowing that if she suddenly stopped fighting, she’d give it all away.

As Miri walked forward another step, Nick slipped the vial from his pocket and uncorked it. He tipped it into his mouth, viscose fluid coating his palate. The potion tasted like beans and blueberries, but the surge of power was instant, filling him with cool energy waiting for his command. It swirled, sitting alongside his usual source of power within himself. Potent, untamed, and raw.

Kayta said, “Thank the Gods, someone has a plan.” But then she shrieked and startled as magic crackled across the shield covering both her and Siymin.

Zekta’s fist still glowed with power after firing at Nick but missing, hitting Siymin’s shield instead. Siymin immediately released his grasp on Kayta and summoned magic to his hands, flinging shot after shot of cover fire as the pair retaliated.

Kayta stayed behind him, ducking out of the way and keeping close to his back to remain inside the shield.

Thanks to her visions, Miri knew exactly where they’d hidden the mirror—it wasn’t so hidden after all. She summoned her magic and snapped out a hand, aiming for one of the LaKaio hovering a few feet behind Garran.

Her shield sizzled as a spell hit it, and she flinched, making brief eye contact with Zekta’s wild stare. Miri breathed, continuing. It will hold, she knew.

Zekta ducked another shot from Siymin that almost hit her.

Miri latched onto the LaKaio’s satchel, and he gripped it tight to his shoulder, trying to stop her from pulling it away, but she was too strong. Within a second the satchel shredded to pieces and the mirror whipped through the air, landing in Miri’s hand like a trained bird. With a flick of her wrist, Miri brought the last shard out of Siymin’s pocket and put it in place, completing the mirror. Then, she handed it to Nick, creating a pair of spells in her hands and dodging incoming attacks from the other side.

Nick grasped it, and the mirror morphed, growing an intricate gold frame around the edges of the oval glass. It sang with power, and, as Miri had shown him in his mind’s eye, he fed it his magic. Nick’s throat tightened, and his eyes burned, but the extra power barely satisfied the mirror’s greed. No, it’s not greed, he realized. It’s hunger. Starvation.

A spell hit his shield, rocking him and buckling his knee, but he continued feeding the mirror.

He couldn’t imagine something having as much power as it demanded, let alone what that much magic could do when wielded by someone with cruel intentions. It drank and drank, and the mirror glowed.

“No!” Zekta’s shriek carried above the chaos, and she released a scream of hatred that froze Miri’s blood. She swirled her hands together, creating a huge, flickering ball of red energy. She lunged, hurling the wicked pulse of magic at Nick with the power of a star.

Behind Siymin, Kayta moved, and he knew instantly what she’d do. He dropped his own shield and created the strongest partial one he could to cover her instead, pouring energy into it and praying it would be enough.

Kayta leaped.

Zekta’s spell flared, hurtling toward her and flashing with blinding light as it collided with the shield. It shattered like glass, and pain and energy pulsed through Kayta’s body, radiating through her bones, down her legs, and back up again.

She silently crumpled to the ground, motionless.

And Zekta’s cry was nothing compared to Miri’s.

Her rage broke through all sense of reason. Something snapped into place within Miri, like she’d freed some piece of herself, and was using her magic for the first time again. She sensed every source of magic around her, like lanterns blazing on a moonless night. The LaKaio were hardly there, their minuscule tools the simplest things to suppress. Miri held the LaKaio back, freezing them in place.

Doing so with one person should have required all her power and concentration, but her magic didn’t waver.

Nothing could stop her. Miri’s expression was hard as she stalked toward the woman. Zekta fired spell after spell after spell, scarlet and yellow and black as the void itself, but Miri blocked them without lifting a finger, her shield an immovable mountain.

Miri conjured something special and vicious just for Zekta, letting her pain and rage from all that had happened infuse the magic. Dirt crumbled underfoot, and green power swirled in her hand. Everything besides her target blurred, and the woman seemed to take up her entire field of view.

Nick continued covering Miri, firing spell after spell at Garran. When he tried calling her name, telling her she was being reckless, it was like she couldn’t hear him.

Garran watched her take stride after stride, magic crackling. He didn’t know how she hadn’t blown apart yet. He was careful at first, using spells that would only incapacitate her. She was so small, so young, and looked so, so much like her mother. That fire in her eyes was so familiar, it caused him pause. His spells bounced off of her shield like nothing.

He spared a moment to look at his LaKaio. Useless, the lot of them, he thought. How is she this powerful? Panic crept up his spine and into the back of his mind. He wondered how one stopped unleashed fury. His spells became fiercer, harsher, now enough to maim. But still they did nothing.

From the moment he first saw Miri, Garran knew he couldn’t kill her. But now? Now that he was about to die by her hand? He still wasn’t sure he could do it.

Closer.

Miri wanted to watch the light fade from Zekta’s eyes. She needed to see her suffering up close. Everything hummed, as if Miri’s power itself had come alive inside her, pulling waves of black energy to her chest, feeding on it, channeling it in a maddening storm of magic. She’d never felt anything like that before, but it was much too late to curb her rage.

She could’ve snuffed out Zekta’s light right in that second. But something within her was pleased, watching her struggle, firing pointless spells. Watching them all struggle. The LaKaio helplessly clinging to their boards as they remained frozen in fear a few inches above the ground.

As Miri closed in, she saw a flash of fear in Zekta’s eyes that turned to panic as Nick’s next spell crashed into her shield, a web of lines cracking the surface.

Zekta stopped firing and started rebuilding her shield, her magic coming in weaker bursts as she tried to repair the failing shield.

Miri was only steps away, and she could see everything she needed to. Zekta cried out, leaping aside and ducking behind Garran at the last moment.

Miri’s spell hit Garran’s full shield like an avalanche, a howl of rage reverberating through her body. He stood between Miri and her target. Nothing could have convinced her to stop. She would plow through him and never, never stop.

She’d topple mountains and boil rivers to get what she wanted.

He dug his feet into the earth, struggling to just keep standing against Miri’s force.

His wife, directly behind him, received not even half the power of Miri’s spell, but its strength was abounding and unyielding.

Miri’s cry silenced.

They were left in utter stillness. And even the storm overhead seemed to freeze in time for a moment, before the wind picked back up, fluttering their clothes.

Nick didn’t catch each of Zekta’s final words, but as Garran sank to his knees beside her, he caught her saying, “The monster—he will rise.”

Miri’s lungs almost burst with the next scream. As her emotions took over, she could only watch the energy bubbling inside herself. She was vaguely aware of a voice behind her, begging her to stop, but she raised her other hand to join the first, a swell of power rising to them.

Warmth touched her fingertips, and everything inside her quieted to a murmur.

Carefully, Siymin shuffled into her line of sight, putting himself between her spell and her target. He raised his other hand, feeling how hers shook as he grasped them, then covered them.

Eyes blazing like Olexia’s twin suns, Miri’s Idol was out of control, and it was about to destroy her from the inside out.

He gently squeezed her hands together, then pushed them toward her until he was inches away. Leaning down to her ear, her hair brushed his nose as he whispered, “It’s over. You can stop now. Please, stop.”

And to her, his hushed words were like a spell. She came back, a little piece at a time, peeling away the rage bit by bit and finding herself underneath. 

Thunder growled overhead, and finally, she took a clear breath. She dropped her spell, feeling its power seep back into her body as the glow faded from her fists. Miri turned slowly, watching her brother.

Nick stood with the mirror in one hand, his eyes on Garran. “Call them off.” He spoke with a calm but rough voice that wavered. It took all of Nick’s self-control to keep from giving the mirror everything. Even after he’d served it bowl after bowl of his magic, it still guzzled power like a starving wolf with a fresh kill under its paws.

Garran slowly raised a hand to dismiss his LaKaio, fingers twitching. “You’re to leave them alone,” he said weakly. His eyes were red and irritated, but no tears welled there.

“Be more specific,” Nick ordered.

The man’s face twinged but he added, “You, and the entire command, are not to confront or interfere with Erinick or his companions.”

Reluctantly, the LaKaio backed away, retreating into the woods with no sound besides the whirling of their boards.

Nick didn’t dare glance away from the gray-haired man kneeling before him. “Turn around,” he said, grimacing from the way the mirror tugged on his magic, ripping it from him by the fistful.

Garran squeezed his eyes shut and—still on his knees—shuffled around in a half circle.

“Siymin, restrain him, please,” Nick’s voice cracked from the pressure of the mirror’s greed. He couldn’t hold on much longer, but Garran didn’t need to know that.

Siymin undid his shoelace and stepped behind Garran, a pair of spells flaring to life in Miri’s hands just in case. He tied Garran’s hands together behind his back, the older man grunting as he yanked on them to check the knots’ security.

“Don’t resist,” Nick said, moving around to the front of Garran. He could command the man’s actions—and even his words—but the gleam in Garran’s eyes showed unbridled hatred. And a promise.

“You’ll pay a steep debt for this. A debt worse than death.” Garran’s voice was low and rolled with the wind that threatened rain.

The instant he was secured, Miri slid to her knees beside Kayta’s limp form, panic rising in her chest, and sweat prickling her skin. Sweeping Kayta’s pink hair aside, she felt for a pulse.

“She’s alive,” Miri sighed, pulling her fingers away and moving them to Kayta’s forehead. “But I think she’s got a fever. Something’s wrong.”

Garran’s laugh pierced the air. “That’s my girl!” he said, admiring the spell his wife had crafted. He shook his head, staring down at Zekta’s lifeless body. His smile countered his next statement. “Whatever it is you think you’ve won here today, know that this was the last victory you’ll live to see.”

“Shut up,” Nick commanded, trickling another sip of power into the mirror. He asked Miri, “Can you do that thing you did in reverse?”

She nodded, tearing her gaze from Kayta and rising. “I can try.”

“Show her everything she needs, and no tricks,” Nick said, still commanding him with the mirror.

Slowly, Miri took the man’s scalp between her hands, his silver hair rough with dirt and sweat. It took a few deep breaths for her to bait forth the newfound ability in her mind, but coaxing it into working in reverse was a simple matter of asking.

The others watched Miri’s eyes flick under closed lids for a few seconds, until she dropped her hands and stepped back. Giving a little smile to her brother, she grabbed his hand and showed him what she found. “Let’s go save our mom,” she said.
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Miri pointed to their destination on Siymin’s map. “This is where they’re hiding her. It looks like an abandoned farmhouse, but there’s a cell underneath.”

“Are there any guards?” Siymin asked, nervously biting his lip.

Miri closed her eyes, analyzing the visions in her mind. “I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I didn’t see any, but there has to be.”

“Only one way to find out,” Nick said, preparing to jump.

Miri motioned for him to stop. “Wait. If there are guards there, then we need a plan. Can you use the mirror a little more?”

Her brother nodded hesitantly. There was still a bit of the extra power left inside him from the montravrill potion, but after that, he’d have to rely on his own magic.

“Good,” she said. “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. Are you ready?”

“Just a moment,” said Siymin. He cupped his hand around his mouth and whistled a few short tones. A few seconds later, Jaten came scampering out of the forest and scaled his clothes, settling on Siymin’s shoulder. “Alright, we’re ready.” He scratched his pet’s fur, causing him to trill happily.

Nick said, “Then hold on to your lunch.” He channeled that special reserve, and jumped them where his sister had specified.

The muddy road where they landed was far outside the city, and a hazy rain hung in the air, splattering little flecks of water against their skin.

Slowly, Miri moved, boots slapping against the wet ground even though she was careful. She raised a finger to her lips, pointing at the ground where a smaller path branched off the overgrown road they stood on, and went back into the dense forest.

She crouched, moving into the brush and motioned for the others to follow.

The ground rose in a short, gentle hill, and at the top stood a stout building with broken windows and peeling paint on the rotted wood siding.

They peered through the bushes of the overgrown woods, seeing movement through the trees. Two men in nondescript black uniforms sat outside the dilapidated building, talking to each other, but it was impossible to understand anything they said from so far away.

“You got anything?” Nick asked, noting the blades hanging at the soldiers’ hips.

“I can’t just make a vision happen,” Miri grumbled, keeping her voice low. She reached out with her magic, the newfound power begging her to explore its possibilities. A plan began formulating in her mind, and her eyes flashed amber with a vision. “All the entry points of the building are covered with shields, and they’re really complex. I think they’ll send an alarm if we’re not careful. If you can get us past the guards with the mirror, I think I can get us behind the shields without being detected.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “How is this going to work?”

Miri shook her head. “There’s no time. You’re just gonna have to trust me.”

He sighed, still gripping Garran by the shoulder, who had taken a break from giving dirty looks for the moment. “Alright,” he said. “Siymin, you keep an eye on him while I get us past the guards. Miri, you watch Kayta.”

He prepared for the jump, then took the whole group to the front of the house, standing just a few feet from the guards. “Hi there,” Nick said.

The guards scrambled from their seats, both summoning magic, but Nick was already feeding the mirror more power, and he said, “Freeze.” They remained as they were, hands slightly raised but no longer glowing. The left guard opened his mouth but Nick stopped him with two words. “Don’t speak. Only nod, yes or no. Are there any more guards, besides you two?”

They shook their heads, their lips twitching as they tried to speak.

Nick took a moment to choose just the right words, trying to avoid any loopholes that might get them killed or found out. “You never saw us, you never heard us, you don’t know that we were ever here, and you don’t know where we’ve been or are going. You won’t tell anyone about anything that happens here.” He ripped his magic from the mirror, panting from the effort of keeping its greed at bay. He didn’t know how long the effects of the mirror would last once he stopped giving it power. Nick hoped it was at least long enough for them to escape.

The guards simultaneously sat in their chairs. They stared into the distance as if they were alone, and resumed their previous conversation about the new leadership in a small town nearby.

Miri nodded for the others to follow her around the side of the small house. She held her hands out while Siymin and Nick held their breath. Miri reached out with a pulse of her magic, feeling for where the shields started. There, carefully stacked atop one another, were half a dozen shields of different purposes.

One for keeping out people, another to protect against magic, though she wasn’t sure what the rest were.

“Miri what are you—” Nick started to ask.

She shushed him, not harshly but not gently, raising her hands and feeling the way her small pulse of magic reverberated off the shields as she tested for weak spots. “Okay. I’m making a hole in the shields. Can you see them? Jump us into the basement, if you can.”

Her brother nodded, then, realizing her eyes were still closed, said, “Yeah, I see it.”

A moment later and they stood in the cell.

Miri was dazed for a moment, taking in her surroundings. The bloody wood wall in the dungeon wasn’t visible in her visions. Neither was the muck on the floor or the reek of decay. The chamber sat at the end of a long stone hall, with nothing else in sight.

Miri’s eyes hurt. Her head hurt. Her legs hurt. Everything hurt. But all of that didn’t compare to the pain of standing there in the dank chamber. Miri dropped to her knees beside the woman. “Let’s get out of here,” she said in a low voice.

Daira’s head popped up from where it rested on her knees, her hair even more tangled than Miri’s. She smiled at her daughter, but it faded when her eyes landed on Garran. “What happened?” she asked.

“The mirror works.” Nick gave his mother something between a grin and a grimace.

“You used it?” Daira tilted her head at Miri.

“No. It was Nick.”

Daira raised her eyes to meet her son’s. “I see.”

“And Zekta is dead.” Miri summoned a spell and reached for her mother’s iron cuffs, but before she could, Daira did the same and the cuffs sprung open, clinking to the ground.

Daira gulped and rubbed her raw, sore wrists. She paused for a moment, staring at Garran. Zekta, his life partner, wife of so many years, and someone she’d once called her closest friend, gone. But also the woman who had treated her so cruelly, leaving her to rot and hunting her children like rats.

Daira allowed herself a moment to indulge that complex, wrenching pain. Despite the betrayals, despite the battles and hatred, part of Daira grieved deeply. The rest of her, however, pushed the emotions aside, because she had a duty to her children. “And her?” she asked, nodding at Kayta who was still crumpled on the ground.

“She got hit by Zekta,” Miri said. “I thought you might know what to do.”

The woman’s brow wrinkled in confusion, and she looked between the teenagers’ grim faces. “Take her to Tuko. He’s a skilled healer.”

Nick shook his head, glaring at Garran. “The LaKaio... He’s gone.”

Daira put a hand to her heart and clenched her eyes. “Did someone cut out Garran’s tongue?” she spat. “I’ve never known him to be silent.”

The gray-haired man glared, but still said nothing.

“Oh,” Nick said, realizing. “That was me, I think. I told him not to talk while I was using the mirror. Must’ve worked.”

“It’s better this way. What will you do next?”

“We’re leaving him here, cold. I was hoping you’d know somewhere safe, somewhere we can hide out until we can figure out how to get home—back to Earth. And... you can come with us, if you want.”

“No,” she said, voice suddenly strong again. “You will not kill him. There’s been enough death already. And what is this absurdity about running away? I doubt the people would ever believe I’m fit to rule again, but Erinick, you are the rightful heir of Goopra. If you want the people to accept you as their king, you mustn’t kill him. You must rise up, and take action—”

“I’m not a king,” Nick scoffed.

“It’s your duty to be the leader your people need. Leave him here.” She stopped for a moment, fighting a coughing fit, but then straightened her shoulders and continued, “Go to The Royal Estate and find my sister. Her name is Elenora. She has a husband, Asdor, and a son, Arker. They can help her.” She nodded to Kayta.

“What about the LaKaio?” Miri said. “When Nick used the mirror, he made Garran tell them to leave us alone, but will they?”

“With Zekta gone, the LaKaio are under his control alone.” Daira nodded toward Garran and stood with her daughter’s help. “If he called them off, they won’t be of any concern to you. His word is their law.” She met Miri’s eyes. “Our biggest worry now will be the guild. When the Council finds out Garran and Zekta are missing, they’ll likely send them out in search of answers, and we don’t want to be those answers.”

“What’s the guild?”

“They’re the soldiers of the Council. They were once called The Royal Guild. Your friend looks pale. We should hurry. Erinick, my sister will help you as much as she can, but she has no real authority. She can get you in front of the Council. That will be your only chance to do this peacefully.”

“It’s Nick.” His eyes shifted down, almost in guilt.

Daira’s face softened. “This battle is far from over, Nick,” she said, though the name was clipped and awkward on her tongue. “If you don’t stand against them now, the Council will never change their minds about us. About all of us. Your sister and I are likely considered fugitives, and we can’t go into the city again. Now that their council leaders are missing, it’s too dangerous. But you’ve done nothing wrong, and my sister can protect you.

“It’s been sixteen years since your father and I led our people. Even though you’re the rightful heir, the Council won’t see it that way. Our country no longer operates how it used to, but it can. It’s up to you to convince them.”

He shifted his weight, cursing under his breath. “How?” he sighed. “I can’t do all that.”

“You have so much of your father in you,” Daira said, tears welling in her eyes. She paused, looking up and listening intently. “We should go. They’ll come to check on me soon. Wait—how did you get in here?” She touched her head. “It took me years to find a way out of the shields, and Zekta built them up even stronger when she left me here last time.”

“It wasn’t too hard,” Miri said. “We didn’t go around them as much as came through them. I can get us out, too.”

Her mother smiled slightly and said, “I’ll be fascinated to hear how you did that with such little training, after we get somewhere safer.” Daira raised her palms and took in a deep breath, summoning a flicker of magic and squinting at Garran.

Nick watched as the skin of the man’s face fluttered, becoming tighter in places and softer in others. Garran’s freckles disappeared, and paler skin replaced them, his cheekbones higher and rounder. His nose became small and feminine. Nick grimaced as Garran’s entire body became an exact replica of his mother. He shivered, saying, “That’s next level creepy.”

“What was that?” Miri asked. “What was supposed to happen?”

“I’ve used a glamor spell on him. To others, he will look exactly like me. But those with espy and other clairvoyant abilities, abilities of the mind, like you and I, are difficult to fool with these types of spells.”

“Oh,” Miri said, studying Garran’s face. As she stared at him, a glimmer of light crossed his eyes and a spark of recognition pricked in the back of her mind. She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the strange sensation.

“We should go,” Daira said, touching Miri’s shoulder and getting her attention.

“Give me a second,” she said, centering her Idol before delving back into that new power. She created a route through the shields, then said, “Okay, can you see the way out?”

“Yeah,” Nick replied.

As they huddled together, preparing to jump, Daira met Garran’s eyes one last time. His usual sharp, icy stare was replaced by melted irises, heavy with ideas and emotions she couldn’t read.

That pang of sadness hit Daira again, this time accompanied by a wave of guilt. In all the years she’d known Garran, she’d seen him broken only once before. He’d risked his life for others, rallied his troops when the outcome was grim, loved and lost and forgiven, and only once had she seen him break.

She tried not to see the young man she’d once trusted so fiercely, but behind the layers of arguments, lies, and betrayal, there he was, kneeling before her.

It took a great deal of will to keep from blaming herself, but she knew in the end that she wasn’t at fault for his undoing. She’d had years alone to heal from what he’d done—and to accept that it wasn’t her fault.

Still, as she was pulled away from that cell, Daira felt the guilt creeping in.

Where the eyes of the woman had been, Garran continued to stare long after they left.
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The clearing—obscured from the outside by trees—seemed too peaceful a place for their current situation. During Miri’s first trip here, it was the most terrifying place in the world to her. Reminiscing now, she was so glad for that day. She and her brother never would’ve found Daira—she doubted they’d even be alive—had they never met Siymin and Kayta in that clearing.

Nick pulled the tightly rolled map from his pocket and held it out to Siymin. He gripped the other end, but Nick didn’t let go. Siymin looked up and met his grave brown eyes. “Take care of her,” he said solemnly.

Siymin hesitated a little, then nodded, not shifting his gaze away. “I promise,” he said. Nick gave a sad smile and patted his shoulder.

“What are you talking about?” Miri’s voice rose along with the panic.

“Don’t come looking for me,” Nick said. “I’ll come back, when it’s safe, but for now you need to lay low.”

“You can’t be serious!” her voice cracked and she rushed toward him, gripping his arm. “There’s no way we’re splitting up, not after all this.”

Nick engulfed his sister in a hug, and a knife stabbed his heart when he felt her trembling. “Kayta needs help, and I won’t risk losing you, Miri. I mean it.” He pushed her back a little, so he didn’t have to look down. “Don’t try to find me. Even if you have a vision, even if you see me falling off a roof or getting blown to bits. Stay away. And don’t make any trouble.”

She choked on the words she wanted to say, on all the things she had to tell him. “Nick.” Her voice came out like a squeak. But she couldn’t find any other words. “Please,” she begged. “Don’t. We can hide in the city.” 

“It’s gonna be okay.” He lowered his head so only his sister could hear. He knew she’d realize this was the only way later, but seeing the tears trailing down her cheeks twisted that dagger in his chest. “Stay safe, Miri. I love you. And don’t give them a hard time.” Nick pointed his chin at Daira and Siymin. “They’re just trying to help. I’ll meet you here in a week, okay?” He backed away from his sister, afraid if he stayed any longer he wouldn’t be able to leave.

Miri wiped her face, nodding. “Yeah, a week. Okay. That’s okay. Don’t die, okay?” She smiled cheerlessly.

Nick traced an X on his chest. “Cross my heart, hope to die... or... hope to not die.” He smirked. “Take care of... Ira.” His eyes flicked to the woman and he waved. “See you soon.” Nick disappeared, taking Kayta with him.
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Nick’s journey began at the edge of the city limits, where the barrier kept him from jumping any farther. A peaceful quiet had settled, and there wasn’t anyone around to witness the last rays of the second sun burning as it set between the slowly parting gray clouds. Traces of a cool breeze rode along the hot air of the day and slid over Nick’s skin as he used his magic to lift Kayta’s limp body over his shoulders, steadying himself as he began down the path toward the city.

By the time he reached the first city street, his arms ached from holding her up. The magic helped, but his Idol was draining from holding the spell so long. He used the spell on and off every block to save his power, but his energy drained quickly.

The streets of the city were busy, but it was nothing compared to the night of the festival. People moved out of his way, many jumping from his path at the sight of Kayta’s limp form over his shoulder.

Nick’s mouth flooded with sour saliva, and his stomach clenched in one big knot. Keeping his head down, he prayed no one would recognize him. It already felt as if he were drawing too much attention.

Once The Royal Estate came into view, he was grinding his teeth, but it encouraged him enough that he found a last burst of energy to make it there.

Leaning Kayta against the wrought iron fence, he reached for the awkwardly shaped lock on the gate’s handle. Checking over his shoulder first, he searched for a keyhole but found nothing.

The scrape of a boot made Nick twist his head, but when he turned there was no one around, only people crossing the street, oblivious to his troubles. He lowered his head to look at the strange lock again, but froze; the lock had released itself from the gate, dangling loosely in his palm. He was too exhausted to question it and dropped it to his feet with a solid clunk.

Nick lifted Kayta once more, using his foot to swing the gate closed behind him. When it latched, the lock jumped from the ground up to the handle, putting itself back in place.

He stopped in front of the imposing, ornate door of what looked like the main building. He hesitated a little, awkwardly scratching his cheek’s bristle before taking a deep breath and rapping on the door. He didn’t know if knocking on the front door of The Royal Estate was customary or some kind of faux pas, but it was his only option. He waited, the clock tower chiming in the distance.

The muted sound of a lock disengaging came from behind the door. It cracked open, letting out the scent of apples and spice. Feathery blond hair and a blue eye peeked through the gap. The eye shifted across Nick. “Who are you calling on?” he asked, bored.

“Are you Arker? My name is Nick—Erinick.” Even though he knew the name was his own, it felt foreign on his lips.

He grunted, and the door snapped shut.

Nick waited a few seconds before huffing and knocking again.

It opened, farther this time, revealing the young man’s sharp, pale features. “Erinick died a long time ago. Do you think you’re the first person to come up with that trick? Try something more clever next time.” He turned his head away, muttering, “I told her that lock was a piece of trash.”

Nick’s hand shot out and he pressed the painted wood open before it could close on him again.

“Wait. I can prove it. That lock on the gate fell off in my hand. It’s some kind of genetic lock, isn’t it? It knows who I am. Please. My friend needs help, and Daira told me Elenora could help.”

The eye searched his face, flicking to the ground and noticing Kayta’s limp body. He frowned and shook his bright, feathery hair. “Wait here.” He shut the door, and locked it.

Nick let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m kinda in a hurry here!” He glanced back at Kayta. Her chest still rose and fell, but it was weak and slow.

The door opened again, this time long dark curls and a pair of amber eyes met him, though only for an instant. Before he could speak, she swung the door wide open and ushered him inside. “Come in, quickly.”

Not wasting time on a reply, Nick scooped Kayta up and stepped inside.

The woman gasped at the sight of the unconscious form. “Arker, call for the doctor!”

The boy darted off into an adjacent hallway.

The woman ducked behind Nick, her multi-layered black and navy dress sweeping the floor. She shut the door and flicked the locks, spinning around and trotting down the main hallway. It led straight back into the massive building, many carved doors flanking the dark, rich carpet over black wood floors. “This way, Erinick.” She waved for him to follow, and her curly hair bounced with every step.

Nick thought that the term ‘house’ didn’t seem appropriate for the size of the building, and even ‘estate’ wasn’t quite grandiose enough. A wide staircase led up to his right and a long hallway was straight in front of him. The walls of the hall were painted a deep purple, and held black doors framed with elaborate trim. Glass lanterns hung from the ceiling—as black and shiny as the floor. They lit the hall with warm orange light and somehow opened the spacious corridor even more.

Nick rushed after the woman. They turned left at the corner and found another long hall. A door on his left was open to a study with elegant seats and tall bookcases.

She turned right, down another hall, and right again into the last door on that side.

When Nick caught up, he found a white and plain room, with three raised beds and wide windows. An infirmary. The woman pulled a sheet off one of the ghostly beds and he gently but quickly placed Kayta there.

The woman opened a drawer beside the bed and pulled out a clipboard. “Tell me everything you know about what happened.”

Nick shut his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m sorry, but who are you?”

The woman smiled at him briefly, then focused her attention back on Kayta. “I’m Elenora, your mother’s sister.” She pointed her pencil at Kayta. “How old is she?”

“Uh...” He bit his tongue, cursing himself for not bothering to remember. “Sixteen? I don’t know.” Nick scrubbed his face.

“Tell me exactly what happened, everything that you know.”

He tried his best to tell Elenora everything he could remember. She didn’t say a word, letting him get out every piece of information and nodding occasionally. Elenora scratched her pencil against the paper, only looking up when Arker entered the room.

“He’s on his way,” he said, catching his breath. He swiped a hand past his cheek in the customary greeting. “I’m Arker.” He smiled at Nick. “I never thought I’d meet you—well, actually, we have met before, but we were toddlers, so I certainly don’t remember, and I’d be shocked if you did.”

Looking at him closer, Nick could see where they were related. Some features of Arker’s face mirrored his own, but the boy’s eyes, hair, and complexion were all fair.

“Not the time for chattering, my boy.” Elenora set her clipboard down and pulled Kayta’s mouth open. She frowned and pinched the skin on Kayta’s neck, then seemed to nod to herself before she opened another drawer and pulled out a sack of liquid, hanging it on a small hook in the wall.

Arker’s cheeks turned slightly rosy at his mother’s scold. “My apologies.” He bowed his head. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No, thank you.” Elenora wiped the inside of Kayta’s arm with a cloth and stuck her with a needle, setting her up on the fluid drip. She pressed her hand to Kayta’s face and met Nick’s eyes, saying, “I’m sorry that this is all I can do. I’m no physician.” She pulled her hand away. “But I am a mother. She’s feverish.” Elenora busied herself, wetting a rag and placing it over Kayta’s forehead.

At first sight, Nick assumed Arker was years younger than himself, but he made it sound like they were close in age. He was about Siymin’s height, with a similar trim frame, but he didn’t carry himself in the same laidback manner. Arker held himself up squarely and looked ready to jump out of his riding boots at any moment, his fingers no doubt fidgeting behind his back.

Another figure filled the doorway. This time it was a very short, stout man with a trimmed gray beard and bright eyes. “What happened here?” he asked, getting right to work.

“A curse by my guess,” Elenora told the doctor.

“Any ideas as to who cast it?” The doctor took a wooden ring from a drawer across the room and hurried back.

“Zekta,” Nick answered gravely.

The doctor looked over Nick with a raised eyebrow. “I wouldn’t have guessed at first, but I can see his features in yours. You are the king’s son, no doubt.” He shook his head, checking Kayta over with various strange, glowing instruments.

“So I’ve been told,” Nick sighed. “Can you help her?”

“You said Zekta did this?”

“Yeah.”

The doctor slowly nodded, adjusting the angle of his device. He frowned. “I’ll do my best, but I can’t promise anything. When did this happen?”

“About two hours ago. I got here as soon as I could.”

“Good. That’s good. It’s always best to catch it early. These things can take days to show their full effects. It’s too early to tell now, though. I’ll monitor her over the next few hours and administrate the necessary medicines. Zekta, as I recall, has quite the affinity for curses.”

“I know, Tuko told me about her.”

He switched to another instrument. “How is old Tuko? Still training youngsters?”

“No,” Nick said, throat boiling as he remembered. “He’s dead.” He clenched and unclenched his fists at his sides.

“I see.” The doctor paused. “He was a good man. Always helping those around him. He was my tutor as a youngster, and my father’s before him.”

How old was Tuko? Nick wondered. If he’d trained this elderly man’s father as a child, he must’ve been easily over a hundred.

“Erinick dear,” Elenora said. “You look exhausted, let’s get you something to eat.” She touched his shoulder and ushered both him and Arker from the room, though Nick somewhat reluctantly. “Your friend is in good care,” she said. “And we’ll call you immediately if anything happens.”

He nodded and let her show him out, stopping outside the study he saw earlier.

“I’ll have a meal brought to you here, and prepare a room in the meantime.” His aunt wrapped her arms around him in a warm embrace. “It is so good to have you back home. Please, make yourself comfortable.” She shut the doors of the study behind her, leaving the cousins together alone.

Arker sunk into the cushion of a stuffed chair and said, “Whatever you’re planning, I want to help. Those kakanekos on the Council need to be evicted from their seats.”

Nick shook his head, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. The knot in his stomach only got worse, and his head now ached. He lifted his head. “How do you know about—”

“My ability is reading emotions and some thoughts. I can see what you’re feeling and a little of what you’re thinking.” He shrugged.

“That’s creepy,” Nick grumbled, slouching into a sofa that his clothes felt too dirty for.

“Sorry. I try not to do it without permission, but sometimes I can’t help it.”

Nick scratched his jaw, stomach rumbling. “I appreciate the support,” he said. “But I think we’ll need more than the two of us to change the whole country.”

“Says who? I think we’ll make a great team. The Council will go scattering at the first sign of trouble.” Arker smiled, leaning back in his chair.

“You’re very... optimistic.”

“I suppose I am,” Arker said with a chuckle.

He didn’t reply. As nice as Arker seemed, he didn’t have the energy or patience for much conversation. He needed answers and rest, and craved the convenience of antacid and ibuprofen. He relaxed into the plush seat, letting the quiet soak him up.

Arker seemed content to sit in silence, picking up a book from the table between them and reading. A knock sounded a moment before the door cracked open, Elenora carrying a tray of food in one hand.

“Thank you,” Nick said, taking it from her.

She smiled, saying, “I’ll be checking in on your friend frequently, and I’ll show you to a hot bath whenever you’re ready.” Elenora ducked out of the room, shutting the door behind her.

His plate was piled with shredded meat and rice with vegetables, a large wooden cup of herbal tea and a sliced stone fruit accompanying them. Nick was so hungry he barely remembered to pick up the fork before shoveling the food into his mouth. “What?” he asked Arker, who was eyeing him over the top of his book.

His cousin shook his head and forced his eyes back to the page. “It’s nothing. I’m sorry. Enjoy your meal.”

“You have something to say, then say it,” Nick said through a mouthful of rice, a sweat suddenly breaking out on his forehead.

“I just...” He shut the book and put it down beside him. “What happened to you?”

Nick sat up, using the provided napkin. “It’s a long story,” he said, reaching for his pocket. “But it started with this.” He took out the metal device and ran a thumb over its glass face before handing it to Arker.

“What is it?”

“I was kind of hoping you’d know,” Nick admitted. “But I know it’s called an addresser. It’s how we got here.” He took another bite, and the gnawing in his stomach turned sharp, a bitter taste seeping onto his tongue.

Leaping to his feet, he hardly knelt beside the planter before hurling his food into the dirt. Just as he wiped the blue sludge off his chin with a grimace, the room wobbled, and his ears crackled before he fell unconscious.
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“Do you trust her?” Miri asked. The rustling leaves all around them helped their conversation remain private. The waning evening light cast long shadows around the two teenagers, and their little campsite was barely visible in the distance.

“Do you?” Siymin adjusted his bundle of branches, following her.

Miri picked up another stick and set it atop his pile. “I don’t know,” she mumbled, “she’s my mother, so I feel like I should trust her but... I don’t know if I do. I think Nick gets a bad vibe, but he’s... he’s been so angry at our parents for so long. I guess that’s what I’d expect from him.”

“Yes, but what kind of vibe do you feel? It sounds as though you’d like to trust her, but you’re unsure about how that would leave your heart open to more pain.”

She shook her head, pushing some low hanging leaves out of her way. She sighed. “I don’t know, Siy.”

He stopped, and she turned to face him. “Tell me what you do know.” His voice was soft, but it wasn’t a question. The bruise from the siren still shadowed his jaw, but it was healing, darkening each day, and now blotches of deeper purples and blues joined the pink and maroon ones.

“I don’t know what I know anymore,” she finally said.

“One thing. Tell me just one thing you know. I promise, it will help.”

She sighed again. “I know I trust Nick, and you. And I think I trust Kayta.” She paused. “That’s about it. I asked because you’re not as... involved as me. I’m not sure I can make an unbiased call about how trustworthy my mother is.”

He smirked. “You’re the one with espy. You should be able to make a better judgment than I.”

She barked out a dry laugh, and that made him smile a little more. It wasn’t the same carefree happiness they’d shared before, but it was something. Miri continued walking, their camp quickly coming into view.

“But that’s understandable, Miri. I think you’ll just have to wait, and get to know her. She’s your mother, but she’s still a stranger, and it’s difficult to place your trust in anyone you don’t know.”

He was right, she knew, but it sounded so... easy. Too easy of a solution compared to the complexity of her problems. “You know...” Miri shook her head, realizing. “I feel different now. Something... something’s off.”

“With your mother or your magic?”

“My magic, mostly. But I’m pretty sure she’s hiding something.”

“I think you should give her a chance. You searched so long for your parents. Besides, you know what they say about sharing your treats with nosy children.”

He fell into stride beside her, and she laughed, her grumbly mood fading away. “No, I don’t. You know I don’t.” They were at the edge of the clearing now, the scent and flicker of their small fire just ahead.

Siymin leaned closer to her ear, whispering, “That you should, for they may share an equally sweet secret in return.”

She shook her head with a mighty grin, her face flushing. “I have no idea what that means!”

“I think you do.” He dumped the branches onto the dwindling fire, then turned and headed back into the brush. “We’ll need a bit more to see us through the night. I’ll go and find some.” With a pointed look, he disappeared into the woods.

Miri rolled her eyes, but joined Daira on the log beside the fire. She stared at her shoes, unsure what to say. This was their first chance at a real conversation. Something Miri had waited her entire life for. Yet now that she had the opportunity, she didn’t know where to start. She was sure that someone had stolen her lifetime of questions from her mind, because she couldn’t think of a single one.

“So,” Daira said, her voice startling Miri. “What is this situation between the two of you?”

Miri lifted her head to find Daira’s left brow raised, chin resting in her hand, waiting for an answer.

“What situation?” Miri asked, looking left to right and back again.

“He likes you, you like him, but I see you’re not pairing. Why?”

“Excuse me?” Miri blinked hard a few times.

“Don’t tell me Terra doesn’t have romance!” Daira said, sitting up straight.

“We—they have it,” Miri said, and it was strange to think of herself as something besides human, but she was. “But Siymin... it’s not like that. We’re friends.”

“Do you take me to be a fool, my dear?” Her mother brushed a piece of Miri’s hair behind her ear, and her heart twisted with the small, loving gesture. “I’d wager that with all you’ve been through together, something unbreakable could become of you two. And, if it helps, I quite like him.”

“Maybe,” Miri mulled. “We’ve... I don’t know. We’ve talked about it, kind of. But it’s just too much right now.”

“Perhaps you’re the fool, dear.” She smiled lovingly. “Life goes by faster than you could dream. Take what opportunities are given. I don’t know how these things go in Terra, but here, if you’ve found someone you truly connect with, you shouldn’t let them slip away.”

Miri groaned, covering her face in embarrassment.

Daira laughed, leaning over to wrap her arms around her daughter. “My dear, if you’re afraid he doesn’t feel the same way, I can almost guarantee he does. No one looks at a friend as attentively as he does you.”

“Honestly, I really don’t want to talk about boys,” Miri said. She had other things to think about, and a relationship wasn’t even near the top of that list. Plus Siymin was just becoming someone she’d call a good friend, and Miri couldn’t bear to think of losing that. He meant too much to lose over the silly arguments of a first love.

Daira backed away and flashed her palms, smiling. “You have my apologies, I won’t say another word. What is it you’d like to talk about instead?”

Miri perked up, finding that her many questions had returned. “How did you know we’d find Fiona and Reed again?”

“Who?”

“The people who found me and Nick when we went to Earth—Terra.”

A look of understanding crossed Daira’s face. “As you know, I had help in hiding the mirror. And with the help of the same people, I was able to send you away. We spent many restless nights figuring out how to create spells that could draw you back when you were ready. I wanted to send more information with you than I did, but our time was cut short.” A haunting darkness crossed her eyes, as she was if lost in a painful memory.

“Who were they?”

Her voice broke. “Friends. My dearest, bravest friends.”

Miri nodded, reaching for her hand.

Quiet surrounded them as the last bits of light faded from the dreary sky, and Daira watched Miri tend the fire, poking it with a charred stick.

Miri held the question in for a moment, deciding if she was ready to hear it yet. “Will you tell me about my father?” she asked quietly, like if she spoke too loudly she’d scare away the answer. “Just something... anything.”

The request hung in the air between them, weighing down Daira’s amber eyes. For a long moment, she held her gaze, but then lowered her head and looked away. Her lips parted slightly, then closed into a frown.

“It was complicated, wasn’t it?” Miri said, studying Daira’s expression. Something in her mother’s face told her the suspicion was right. She expected to see a lot of things in her mother’s eyes when bringing up her father, but she didn’t expect the lack of warmth. Regret, sorrow, pain—each of those understandably cast shadows on Daira’s face. But tenderness? Miri wasn’t sure.

“You don’t have to tell me everything,” she said, her heart speeding up with the uneasy feeling making a home in her gut. “Just tell me... what he was like. A hobby. Anything.”

Daira’s eyes welled. “Miri...” She forced her lips together and wiped the tear dripping down her cheek.

“Was he... Did the king hurt you?”

Her mother’s trance broke like a stone through a glass window. “Oh, Gods no,” she said, sniffling. “What Erinick and I had... it wasn’t easy. We fought like screeching kopi, but no. My husband wasn’t a bad man.”

“Did you love him?”

A dry smile graced her royal features. “I thought you didn’t want to talk about boys.”

Miri huffed a nervous laugh, shifting.

“I loved your father very much. And no matter the circumstances, my husband was a good man.”

“But?”

Daira nodded slightly. “But we were a mess. A dreadful, chaotic wreck. Our marriage was... poisonous. For both of us. I’m sorry if this isn’t what you were hoping to hear.”

Miri chewed her lip and shook her head. “I just want the truth.”

Daira nodded, the tension noticeably lifting from her shoulders. She took a deep breath and reached for the loose strand of Miri’s hair. She tucked it behind her daughter’s ear, her soft touch almost weightless on Miri’s skin. Without thinking, Miri covered her mother’s hand in hers and squeezed it slightly, not sure which one of them needed soothing more.

“If we hadn’t been about to take over for Erinick’s parents, we would have separated,” Daira said, looking at her daughter with so much love and pain it sent tears to Miri’s eyes. “Maybe it would have been best if we had. We were so scared—felt so trapped in the foolish decisions we’d made as young lovers—but we had a son, and also a country, that we had to put first.”

She paused, then looked away, drawing her hand back before waving it in dismissal. “I suppose there’s no point in chattering about the past, though. You asked about your father. Your father was so passionate about life. He loved to race his mutt of a mare against our purebreds—and won frequently, by the way. He would play any parlor game, including the ones he was terrible at. And he mastered the art of drinking just enough cider to regret it in the morning.” She smiled fondly. “When we were your age, we used to ride to a place in the grasslands with our friends and picnic there, where no one could find us. We lived a charmed life... for a little while, anyway.”

She lapsed into silence, and Miri smiled at the dwindling fire. So her parents had loved each other, if only for a little while. And finally, after all her searching, she had real, concrete facts about them. Her parents. Maybe she’d never meet the man who’d brought her into the world, but she was content to have what she did of him. 

Still feeling the weight of Daira’s gaze, she asked, “What?” poking the fire again.

When she didn’t answer immediately, Miri looked up, catching Daira’s eyes as a perfect reflection of her own. Her mother smiled. “Nothing. I was only admiring your beauty. I remember the days when I was your age as if they were only yesterday. So many adventures.” Her face fell, voice dropping with it. “I am so glad you inherited my looks.”

And Miri thought something about the phrase was strange. Her stomach ached with anxiety, but before she could ask more, her mother continued.

“Except for those freckles of yours. They’re your father’s.” Her piercing gaze finally left Miri, and she watched the flames.

“Nick didn’t get them,” Miri said, picturing her brother with a spattering of spots across his face.

“Well,” Daira said through a thin breath, “Nick’s father didn’t have freckles. Yours did.”
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Thanks for reading!
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You can find Olexia Legends 2 - THE DORMANT TITAN on my website,

sydneyfaith.com

Note: Reviews are the lifeblood of authors, and if you left one on Amazon or your favorite retailer, I’d be eternally grateful. Each one helps new readers find my work, in turn supporting me and improving the series.
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Want more Olexia?

The exclusive short story Age of the Gods is set thousands of years before Olexia Legends and details the origins of magic itself. When the Gods discover a limitless source of mysterious power, it turns the divine brothers and sisters against one another in a brutal war, damaging the very world they exist to protect.

Go to sydneyfaith.com to read it for free.
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