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      LAREN SAN DIEGO

      Everyday, I pray to the ancestors and to the Gods to guide me. Being a Chief Hunter is new to me and the first action that I have to do is to liberate the Nivans. It was not an easy task.

      The journey to Kanela was not without its challenges, but we’re finally here outside the Kanelan Gates. It is time to demand a negotiation with the Emperor, but just as Kino had told us, the Emperor is not in the Kanelan Palace, but rather, in Karis Thia searching for the last dragon’s egg. Last night, the sky was covered with an orange haze and I could only attribute it to the eruption of the Karis Thia volcanoes.

      Lamare had been thoughtful upon seeing the sky and she said that it couldn’t have been, and further added something that I didn’t understand. She had said, “I have written it a long time ago, why is it only happening now?”

      This morning, even as the sun had risen, the sky was still dark. Ashes covered the ground and I could still smell the putrid scent that came from the lava. Indeed, the volcanoes have erupted, and I can only hope that the children were able to escape it.

      “They’re here,” Lamare said in a joyful tone. And then she was followed by the children. Kino, Pyper, Mayo and Dogan were all here. And Kino was clutching at a—what was that?

      “Is that a—?” 

      “Dragon, yes,” Lamare said. “They were able to take him away. It’s such a small creature now, and it needs to be tended. We must not let the Emperor get a hold of him.”

      “Drakus,” Kino said. “We’re naming him Drakus.”

      Mayo was beaming. “It’s such a cool name,” he said. “I was the one who suggested it.”

      “You will be in-charge of it, all three of you,” I said to the children. I didn’t have to repeat myself because the three of them were all nodding acceptance.

      “And what about Elder Mahen,” Lamare said.

      “He was there with us, but then the volcanoes started erupting, and we had to leave fast,” Dogan said.

      “We wanted to save him,” Pyper said. “We really did, but we couldn’t find him.”

      Lamare turned to Kino. “Can you try to check on him? See how he is?”

      Kino’s eyebrows knotted in concentration, then after a while, he said, “I can’t sense him. I will try again later.”

      “Chief Hunter,” Romyo interrupted. “I have some news. The Emperor is also back in the Kanelan Palace.”

      “That means we will proceed with the negotiation. We are ready with our terms. We will meet him tomorrow. Please make the arrangements,” I said. 

      “It will be done,” Romyo said before leaving.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the sun rose the following day, our group started the preparations. Romyo has sent word that we were demanding an audience with the Emperor. We will meet in neutral ground and there we will state our negotiation points.

      Imagine my disappointment when instead of the Emperor, it was the Emperor’s Advisor, Tiran Aragre, that I came face to face with.

      Lamare was still wearing a cloak, and this wasn’t taken kindly by Tiran.

      “You didn’t tell me that you will bring with you a sorceress,” he said.

      “Take off your cloak,” I told Lamare. I sensed some hesitation from her, but when I glared at her, she obeyed.

      It was Tiran’s turn to be surprised.

      “You’re alive,” he said. “Now this changes a lot.”

      “Yes, I am alive,” she said. “Tell the Emperor that. And tell him that he must agree to what we are demanding. One, the flag of Nivaton will rise again. The Ghost Town will be no more, and the province will be free to trade again with the other provinces. Two, there will be no more attacks to the province and its people. Three, the Kanelan Palace shall recognize the rule of the Chief Hunter in Nivaton.”

      “The Emperor will be pleased to know that you are alive, my lady,” Tiran said. “Regarding your points of negotiation, I am certain that he will not be so pleased. But these things, he will hear from me.” He stared straight into my eyes.

      “Two days, that’s how long we’re willing to give you to think this over,” I said.

      “And if there’s no word about that?” Tiran asked.

      “Then we will not fall back. We will remain here to fight for our rights,” I said.

      “Very well, then,” Tiran said. “The Emperor wishes to let you know that there are tens of thousands of men surrounding the Kanelan Palace ready to defend it from anyone who seeks to wreak havoc in this place. And thousands more are being gathered from all over Akea because of this threat,” he paused, and he appeared as though he was surveying the number of soldiers that came with the Nivans. “And how many are you?” His gaze fell on the odd combination of men, women, and children who were gathered everywhere to fight. “An odd lot. A thousand perhaps? How long do you think your people will last should a battle ensue?”

      “If there is no freedom and recognition for us, then it is good as being dead,” I said.

      “You can continue hiding in the Ghost Town, continue with your tirade, hide as ghosts, frighten the children,” he said with a sneer. “But that would mean that you and your people will still be living. Rather than bloodshed, this is my advice to you. When the Emperor rejects your negotiation points, which I have no doubt he will, go home before he takes everyone in as a slave.”

      My jaw tightened. I am ready for this, and when next I spoke, there was no trace of fear in my voice. “The only reason we stand here today is because we fully understand the risk of doing so. If we have nothing to live for, there really is nothing to be afraid of.

      “We will await here at the same time tomorrow. Should the Emperor have come to a decision regarding our demands, I trust you will send someone to speak to us about it immediately.” With that being said, we turned around and left.
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        * * *

      

      “The Emperor’s advisor, Tiran Aragre, seemed to be surprised to find you,” I began.

      “The Emperor believes that I died because he killed me,” Lamare replied.

      “Yes, I believe that I  heard that before, but I wasn't able to ask the children for details. You see, they were gone before I got the chance to talk to them,” I said blushing because all of a sudden I remembered how the children under my care were able to escape me. “I want to apologize for what happened before. When my people learned that the Emperor was after your son, they got scared. We all got scared. The Emperor had once tried to kill all of us, and your son’s presence in Nivaton endangered everybody again—”

      “So you sent him away?” Lamare said in an icy tone. “A boy of roughly twelve moon-turns was being pursued by the most powerful man on the land and you decided to send him away? You could just as easily turn him invisible with your power!”

      “I didn’t get a chance to do that. The decision was left hanging because there was nothing to decide on anymore. Kino, Pyper, and Mayo fled from Nivaton,” I said.

      Lamare’s eyes did not soften. “As a mother, what would you have done? Would you have spoken against your husband if he had decided to send my son away?” 

      “I would not have endangered your son’s life.”

      Lamare exhaled slowly, probably relieved about what she heard. Could it be that she understood the difficulty of having to choose between one person and a clan because once before, she did this as well? She did not say anything more, and we stood side by side, waiting for three o’clock.

      There were  another six men with Lamare and me as we waited for the Emperor or his advisor. The leader of the rebel group, Georre Pasap was with us. He looked ready to fight, and while his hair was already all white, his body was still packed with muscles that it was quite hard to put an age on him.

      Romyo also stood beside us. Should the Emperor decide to send word to us, this would be where we would talk about it. If no one from the Kanelan Palace comes, then we will go back here tomorrow at the same time. If by then, there’s still no word from the Emperor, the Nivans will then decide to rise against the Kanelan Palace. Whether that works against our favor or not, it didn’t matter because we have already started this fight. Should we decide to call it off now, we will not be pardoned so easily. Each one of us will be held for questioning and will be tried for treason.

      The bell tolled, signaling that it was already three o’clock, but there were no movements from the Palace’s side as we stood silently waiting until the silence was broken by the sound of the Palace gates being opened.

      A soldier bearing the Palace’s insignia rode in front of the entourage. He was followed by a dozen soldiers. Tiran Aragre galloped ahead until he reached the front of the Emperor’s men.

      I watched as Tiran dismounted from the horse and walked steadily towards us. It would be a good sign to see the Emperor here, but Tiran will do. At least it means that we were being taken seriously by the Palace.

      “The Emperor demands that Lamare Amark be surrendered to her,” Tiran started. “And for that His Grace is willing to trade your lives. No one will die here even though you are guilty of treason. Instead, you will be sent to Karis Thia. Should you perish, the Palace will not touch you. Should you flourish, the Palace will disregard you. You will be given a new home, but you may not attack the rest of Akea. These are his instructions.” Lamare gasped. Her being here seemed to have done more damage than help in the negotiation.

      “We do not accept those terms,” I said.

      “What terms were you expecting from him, then? For rebelling against him, that was to me more generous than what I was expecting. I was counting at least that the leaders would be guillotined,” he paused. “But no, His Grace is being forgiving. There is really no option for you here. If you do not accept his terms, there will be a battle, and in that battle, whatever remains of your number, no matter how trained they are, would find death in the hands of the Emperor's men. And have you forgotten the Tree Runners?

      “Those creatures have skin like barks of trees and leave all swords blunt. How do you expect to fight them? Now, when you lose the battle, the Emperor will still take Lamare Amark so I am telling you, it makes no sense to protect her.

      “I assure you, my lady, what the Emperor is offering is generous and kind, and any wise leader would be happy to take that,” Tiran said. 

      Lamare’s face had lost its color.

      Tiran stood waiting. “Lady Lamare?” he said.

      Lamare swallowed. No words escaped her, but it was clear from the way her eyes were bright and wide that she was dreading having to make a decision about it.

      “No one is going with you, Tiran Aragre,” I said. “My people will not succumb to the Emperor’s wishes. We have laid down our terms. We will see you again tomorrow and wait for the final word from the Emperor.”

      With a pounding heart, I turned around, and one by one, my entourage followed me, leaving Tiran staring after us with a sneer on his face.

      “There is no way this will not result in bloodshed unless you accept the Emperor’s terms,” he said loudly for our group to still hear.

      I quickly halted my horse, turned to face Tiran again, and said, “Moon turns ago, the Emperor made our province bleed without warning by killing more than half of Nivaton’s population. We are here for the bloodshed, remember that when you counsel the Emperor.”
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      LAMARE AMARK

      I had a hard time getting some sleep after meeting with the Emperor’s men. It had been so long since I last saw the Emperor and as I tried to remember everything that happened between us, it was difficult not to shudder. When we got married, it was like I was living in a fairy-tale. There was this man, handsome and rugged, and with a very potent power. He was someone who could craft storms, who could make the trees dance by his power to control the wind. He was someone who could relieve long stretches of drought because by will he could command rain to fall down in torrents. But all of this admiration was short lived. In the first few months that we were together, I witnessed his strong desire to rise further in power.

      While it was true that my father, Northsam Mendel Amark, had been fond of Wind and had even spent an awful lot of time with him alone, I had nevertheless been reluctant to fully trust my husband.

      That time when he vanquished my power and made me write myself off Akeans’ memories still sends chills all over my body. 

      McWindStorm Arren was such a powerful man, and without me beside him, his descent into vileness had plummeted at such a significant speed. What happened to Soleran Dugress, though? I specifically ensured that the lady would not fall prey to darkness. I had written it a long time ago, and I had seen how the little fires burned off my writing to indicate that what I had written would come true. Wind, though, was such a stubborn man, and I had feared that no amount of goodness nor willpower will be able to overcome him. Soleran could just be another one of his entourage with little to no power to influence him.

      I wondered if this was the battle I was hoping to have? To come face to face with my husband and then after that, what’s next? Supposing that the Nivans could outsmart Wind and his men, then what’s next? The Nivans’ would be freed from the Emperor’s rule, but was that really all that I hoped there would be? Or was I wishing somehow that I would be able to gain back my power and my right to rule Akea? How will I do that without anyone remembering my heritage was still a puzzle to me. While it was true that I think about it, there’s my son now. Do I want him to rule Akea in the future? The Gods knew that he certainly had the right to do so, but would that be wise for a mother to wish for her son especially now that Northsam was gone, and there’s no one to guide Kino but me. What’s troubling was that I know that I may not have sufficient experience to do that because I didn't actually get to rule Akea. Everything I knew about leadership came from what was taught to me by the scholars.

      Another option was to have someone, perhaps one of the generals, rule Akea. Maybe that was the better option. The only question was what guarantee do I have that whoever would replace Wind would not turn out to be the same monster he was? Who was really available to take the throne from him? If Northsam were still alive, that would have been quite a fitting option. But with him gone... What about Laren? Would she be interested to take on that role? Will the provinces unite under her? Or will it just spark a division that no Akean at this point wanted.

      Perhaps I should no longer meddle in politics. What would  father say if he had known that even with the rebellion that I was supporting, I still was uncertain if I wanted to take back the throne that was rightfully mine?

      There are lots of thoughts running inside my head so I pushed them all away and just focused on the issue at hand—Wind’s demand for me to surrender to him. I may have a lot of uncertainties, but surrendering to him was not one of them.
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      KINO AMARK

      “I can feel Elder Mahen now!” I yelled. 

      “I told you he couldn’t be dead,” Pyper chimed in.

      The Chief Hunter breathed a sigh of relief. “Let’s pray he returns safely because we are going to need his friends to defeat the Emperor.”

      Dogan stood silently behind us and when my mother’s gaze fell upon him, he smiled and curtsied.

      “My Lady,” he said softly. “It is a surprise to be standing right in front of you today. I buried you with my own hands...”

      Goemi blushed. “We dug her out,” she said. “We had to save her. Miroe was keen on saving the beautiful lady from her attackers. We didn’t really know it was the Emperor himself who was attacking her. Had we known, we probably wouldn’t have meddled.” 

      “You never told me that before,” mother said.

      “There was a woman who had her hands on your neck, and before she could kill you, Miroe had already touched your heart so you fell limp, and they thought you died. It was a good thing that they didn’t take your body with them, otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to revive you.”

      “Miroe used his power on her?” I asked. I was surprised, but not angry.

      “There was no other way we could have saved her,” Goemi said. “Your big friend there,” she said, pointing at Dogan, “was already knocked unconscious. And Miroe and I had no chance defeating someone who could command lightning. It was the only way to save her.”

      Goemi’s eyes moistened as she continued. Her hair had started to grow, but it was still short; and while there were scars on her face, she looked really pretty. She turned to my mother.

      “I’m sorry, Mama... I mean, Nia, I mean, Lady Lamare...” she began. “But we were so alone and lonely. When we rescued you and you couldn’t remember anything, we thought it best to give you a false identity. Besides, that false identity would have protected you from the Emperor.

      “Miroe and I wanted nothing but to keep you safe... And I guess, that’s how we ended up lying about you. We didn’t want Kino to suffer, but at that point that we met him, we honestly didn’t know what to make of the encounter anymore. All we wanted was to have you with us. It was not easy to let you go.

      “But you have slapped me already, Mama. And you have hated us since you learned about the lie. I hope that by this time, you have found it inside your heart to forgive us,” Goemi said.

      “Oh, Goemi,” mother said. Then she embraced her. “You were a delightful daughter, and the way you cared for your brother was admirable. But the lies...”

      “I’m terribly sorry for them, Mistress Lamare...”

      “Mama— you may call me Mama.” Mother turned to me and gestured for me to join them in the embrace. I rushed in and hugged them tightly. I hold no more grudges against Goemi. She was sobbing, and my eyes were moist too.

      Then all the others joined in the hug. Dogan was the last to put his long arms around all of us.

      “Come,” Mistress Laren said. Nobody saw her when she came, and when Pyper saw her mother, she quickly ran to hug her tightly. “We have not won the war against the Emperor yet, but if this would be the last night we’re spending together, we might as well celebrate it. All that matters is we’re together now. And then tomorrow, we’ll fight.”

      “Papa will guide us tomorrow,” Pyper whispered.

      Mistress Laren tousled her daughter’s hair. “Of course, your Papa will be leading the fight. And Kino’s Papa will also be there.” Mistress Laren was staring straight at my mother.

      “How did you...” was all mother could say.

      Mistress Laren shook her head. “I wasn’t exactly sure, but hearing the Emperor’s words about this prophesy—that out of the Nivan blood, Akea would rise again—it was easy to put two and two together. Suddenly, I’m remembering bits and pieces of you. I couldn’t place where I met you, but then, in those memories, I would see the former Chief Hunter before his demise... And somehow, I’m still not sure, but I think you might have something to do with him. And he is of Nivan blood. No one could ever question that.”

      I looked up at my mother. “Is that who my father was?” I asked.

      Mother’s eyes were wet with unshed tears. Then she nodded. “His name was Timbukte Lassis. And like you, he had such green eyes.” I clutched my mother tightly against me.

      “I thought I would never find out about him,” I whispered.

      Mistress Laren tugged at Pyper’s hand. “Let’s go,” she said, and then motioned for the rest of them to leave me with my mother.

      “He was a good man. He was a Chief Hunter. Before Andoni San Diego became the Chief Hunter, it was your father.”

      “Where does the Emperor fit in?” I asked. “Grandpa told me all about my heritage—or at least, what he did know.”

      “So perhaps now you do believe me that you’re Northsam’s grandson?” mother said askingly.

      I smiled sheepishly at her. “I guess I do believe you now. It was difficult to do so it before. Even now, I still find it hard to believe.”

      “You are his grandson. And moon-turns ago, I was known to everyone as Princess Lamare Aristin Amark, Second to the Throne. And then came Wind—McWindStorm. He asked for my hand in marriage, and he was able to win your grandfather’s heart. Papa believed that Wind would be able to ensure that the Amark line would remain strong over the moon-turns to come. What he failed to see was that he would be the one to break that lineage...” she paused. “Or perhaps it was I.

      “You’re still young to understand it, honey,” she said. “Wind was—he had been like that from the start. He wanted power. He wanted to rule the world, and there was really nothing wrong with that except if your purpose, instead of serving the world, becomes serving one’s self. I hold myself accountable for that decision because falling in love with someone does not merely happen on a whim. An option presented itself to me, and I made that decision to fall in love with you father.

      “Wind—he didn’t know. He only learned about your heritage when he saw your eyes. No one between us has green eyes, and so he could only presume that I had been with another man.” Lamare was silent for a while. “Forgive me, Kino. I have acted so wrongly in the past.”

      “I am your son,” I said. “What is there to forgive?”

      Mother laughed weakly. “Wind could have been your father... Perhaps that’s what I’m asking forgiveness for.”

      I hugged her tightly and hoped that she knew that there was nothing to forgive. But there’s more that I wanted to know.

      “Tell me more about my father,” I said.
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      MAYO CALO

      While we were inside the tent and had nothing better to use for dining tables and chairs, the Nivans created makeshift tables from whatever material was available to them. Mistress Laren guided us out of the tent and made us all sit in front of a bonfire where some of the Nivans were roasting pigs and some chickens.

      “Tonight is a celebration because you were able to reach us before we started this war.”

      “Mother, is fighting really necessary?” Pyper asked.

      “War is not a beautiful thing,” Mistress Laren began. “The Emperor won’t leave us in peace. It’s either he kills us all without any way for us to defend ourselves, or we stand here, make our voices heard, and fight for our rights. It is devastating that he did not listen to our pleas, but it only means that we are making the right choice. The Emperor has no plans of freeing us. He wants the Nivans to stay hidden forever.”

      “And it’s all because of the prophecy,” Mistress Lamare continued. “The Emperor fears that Out of the Nivan blood, Akea will rise again. He is not of Nivan blood, and that could only mean that whatever greatness is bound to happen in the future, it wouldn’t be him to deliver that to Akeans. And so he wants to eradicate the entire Nivan clan.”

      Mistress Laren nodded in understanding. “That is why we will fight. Because the Emperor already has put us in that disadvantageous position where we could only die,” Mistress Laren said. “I pray that our ancestors would guide us in this fight.”

      She raised a glass and offered a toast. “To Nivans and to all Akeans! May we all be freed from the rule of the Emperor.”

      We all raised our glasses and said, “To Nivans!”

      The other rebels who were with us did the same.

      From behind me, Georre Pasap came out. “Chief, there is something that’s—” He wasn’t able to finish what he was about to say because somebody interrupted him.

      “Father?” 
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      GEORRE PASAP

      My spine went rigid. It was the voice of my daughter that I remembered from a long time ago. It had changed somehow, but the way she spoke the word father brought memories inside my head. It couldn’t be, could it? Slowly, I turned towards the source of the voice and found myself staring at a handsome young woman.

      “Goemi?” I said. Her hair was rather short and sticking out in all directions, but nevertheless, her eyes—they struck me. They were like her mother’s.

      “Papa!” she cried out before racing towards me and embracing me tightly. “You’re alive!”

      There was a surge of emotion inside my chest that I couldn’t explain. All I knew was that I was not expecting that on the day that I was supposed to fight for Akea until I die, I would still be able to make amends to my daughter.

      “Forgive me, Goemi. I am sorry for deserting you and your brother,” I said.

      “Hush, Papa. I don’t hate you. I only want you to come back again. Bubba and I waited a long time for you.”

      “Where is he?”

      “He left us. He did some horrible things, Papa. He could kill anyone without touching them, and he— he killed someone I loved.” She looked at me straight in the eye. “Papa, he was wicked. He pretended to be insane all the time that we were together just so I wouldn’t leave him—”

      “Stop,” I said. “It wasn’t his fault. While you were growing up, you experienced nothing but desertion. If you must hate him, hate me instead of him because it is because of me that he turned out that way. Oh, Goemi, you don’t know how many times I laid awake in the night wondering how my children had been. At times I would dream that you and your twin were being chased by wolves.” I shook my head and when I next spoke, my voice was shaking. “And I would wake up with this feeling of paralyzing loss that I would have to shake off the entire day.”

      Goemi hugged me tightly again. “But why did you have to go?”

      “Because I was a coward. It was a long story. Before I met your mother, I was in love with someone else... and to tell you honestly, I still love this woman.”

      Goemi’s face crumpled, but she nodded. “Love cannot be forced on someone, Papa. I know that. You cannot choose who you love.” 

      “It is so, my love. Now, pray tell me, where is your brother? I have to make amends to him.”

      “He is here with the Emperor,” Lamare said.

      I stood up and curtsied. “My Lady.”

      “There’s no need for that. I am a common woman,” Lamare said. 

      “What is my son doing in Kanela?” I asked.

      “When he left us, we didn’t know where he was headed. It was only later when we saw posters with his face that we learned he was in Kanela. He wanted his revenge against everyone who ever wronged him. He wanted to be important, to be somebody, and he knew that the Emperor would value his power.” It was Goemi who answered.

      “What power have you developed, my love?” I asked.

      “I can revive dead people,” she said, pausing. “But I can only revive those whose hearts Miroe touched.”

      I gasped. “What have I done?”

      “Nothing,” Lamare said. “You did nothing wrong. The powers are gifts from gods. It isn’t really exactly our doing.”

      “You don’t understand, I was not in love with their mother when I had them. Their grandma used their power on me to coerce me into staying with her daughter. But the children that we had were not created out of love. And that’s probably why the gods tainted their powers.”

      Goemi began sobbing. Perhaps It was hard for her to hear that her father did not love her mother. I reached out a hand to Goemi and pulled her towards me.

      “I love you, Goemi. Both of you. You must understand that it was not by choice that I did not love your mother. Before I could get the chance to even love her, your grandma already used her power on me. All my emotions died. It was as though I were alive but was devoid of any feeling. Shortly after I left you, I felt something inside me change. Then it sank in, my emotions were back. I could feel again. And when I realized that all I had been toyed with, I got angry for being manipulated. That doesn’t mean that I did not love you.”

      Goemi was pressing her face against my chest and hugging me as though she never wanted to let go. My shirt was soaked with her tears.

      “There’s no need to explain, Papa. Bubba and I waited for you to return, and we said that it didn’t matter what your reasons were, we just wanted you back.”

      “It is amazing at how these events have turned out. It is a reunion of sorts,” Lamare said.

      Laren smiled. “We are grateful to have you here, Georre. Is there a chance that perhaps we can convince your son to change sides? He can kill hundreds in minutes because of his power. And look at the size of our army. It would be close to impossible to defeat the Emperor’s men,” Laren said.

      “We did not separate with fondness, Chief Hunter,” I said.

      “Neither did we,” Goemi butt in. “He just wanted to be with the Emperor.”

      “But he loves you,” Quila said. “He adores you. Actually, if there’s anyone among us who can convince Miroe, it’s not going to be Master Georre, but rather Goemi who will be able to do that. Her twin worships the land that she walks on. It was the same love that made him kill Arden.” Her voice broke when she said Arden’s name. Lamare was quick to grab Quila and put her arm around her shoulder, squeezing her against her side.

      “I will try,” Goemi said softly. “Papa, we can do it together. Think about how happy he’d be to see both of us. He wanted a family he can belong with, and now there’s us.”

      “We will do it, then, Chief Hunter,” I said. “Instead of fighting, we will work on reaching him so that we can save the lives of our fighters.

      “Who will lead your men then, Georre?” Laren asked.

      “Romyo will be more than capable of doing that,” I said.

      “Me! Pick me!” Mayo squealed. “I want to be a soldier like my father.” He looked a little bit scared, but his chest was thrust outward as though he was full of courage.

      “Yeah, Mayo and I can join Master Romyo’s team. We will be there fighting with your men, Master Georre,” Kino said.

      “And if the two of you will fight with them, of course that’s where I will be,” Pyper said.

      Kino smiled. “We’re in this together,” he said.

      “And what about Drakus?” Mayo said.

      “He will stay in the main camp. He’s too little to fight,” Kino said. He turned to look at the dragon that he was holding in his arms. The dark dragon had scales all over its tiny body. Its eyes were red and from its nose blew some wisps of smoke. 

      “Dragons grow quickly, and should we get defeated now, we can perhaps make a comeback after a year with the dragon and see how we can fight him again.”

      “If we lose, the Emperor would get hold of Drakus and there’s no second chance for us,” Kino said.

      “We must remember this night,” Laren began. “It is when we all came together in one place, had our last meal as a family reunited. Let this be our inspiration for the battle that we are about to face. This is what we will lose should the Emperor defeat us. Living won’t mean a thing if we will lose each other.”

      “Let’s take some time to enjoy this moment. I hope it won’t be the last time that we’ll get to celebrate like this, but—” Lamare said. “But we still have to draw up our plans.”

      Romyo said, “I have spoken with the Nivan Elders. We know what to do. The Emperor’s men are many, but we will make a big dent to their numbers for sure. The goal is to take the Palace. And when we do that, when we defeat the Emperor, who will lead us, Chief Hunter?”

      Laren’s face was serious. “I will lead the Nivans back to our province and we will rebuild Nivaton again. As for Kanela...” She turned towards Lamare. “Isn’t it yours to take, Lamare?”

      All eyes turned to Lamare who looked a little bit surprised. Her mouth was slightly open, but at the same time, her eyes were narrowed as though she was thinking about something. “Mother,” Kino said. “I want to go back to Nivaton with Pyper and Mayo. Or just go back to Wawang Village.”

      “Is it really what you want, son?” Lamare asked. So suddenly, her voice sounded so regal and cold. It was enough to send chills down anyone’s spine.

      “Can we go back to how it used to be?” Kino asked although it seemed as though he already knew the answer to his question. After everything that had happened, can he go back to being a simple villager again? To someone who had to trade fruits and vegetables for coins, and then trade those coins for bread? Can he go back to school under Professor Leban and listen to the bullies? Can he really go back to that time when he knew nothing yet about his power? Or was all that simply a part of his past now? A new life had paved its way for him, and he—Kino Amark—must do what he must.

      “It is in your blood, Kino,” Lamare said. “You came from a clan of leaders. You are of Northsam’s blood, who came from a long lineage of kings. You are of Lassis’s blood, who led the Nivans for centuries. You have it in you to lead. When we take the Kanelan Palace, it is because it needs a new leader—its rightful leader. We’ll get the Empire for you. And I will be there to guide you through it, but remember that this is your destiny now.”

      Kino must have felt the burden of having to lead everyone in Kanela and wondered if he could do it. His mother was looking at him with eyes that told him she would support him, and for that, he must have believed her. He certainly wasn’t ready, but he would learn.

      “I accept, mother,” Kino said.

      Pyper gasped. Then she hugged Kino tightly. “You will do good. You have a kind heart,” she said.

      Mayo was astounded. “Cratty royalty!” he bellowed. “I always told you that, right? Well, well, well. Just don’t get my ass stuck in the dungeon, all right? And don’t make me bow to you!” Mayo said.

      Kino laughed weakly, shaking his head. “There’s not gonna be anything of that sort.”

      “Now that everything’s clear, we can all finish our meal. We have a plan to rehash and a battle to win,” Lamare said.

      “To Nivaton!” Romyo shouted. Then they all cheered.
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      ROMYO DE NICOLAS

      It was already late, but I couldn’t sleep. I was looking at the sky searching for signs from the gods that we would win this war, but there was none. I had tried to talk the Chief Hunter into offering sacrificial lambs and deer, but my pleas went unanswered. The Chief Hunter said no out of respect to Elder Mahen and his friends, and said that the gods would favor us if we would spare the lives of his creations.

      I didn’t really know how to respond to that so I let it pass, and as for the war, I have to rely on the Nivans capacity to turn invisible. In this war, everyone will be using his power. If the Emperor’s men had super strength, I was certain that they would be at the frontlines, and the Emperor would not have second thoughts deploying them on the battlefield. So why should I, a mere Nivan Chief Fighter, have qualms about using our powers as well?

      While it was true that invisibility puts our clan on a certain advantage, so were the powers possessed by the Emperor’s men. We won’t be cheating. If at all, our advantage would only be for a short time. Once the Emperor was able to detect where my men and I were, then that advantage would be gone. For what do my men know about fighting but to use swords and spears? My army was heavy on infantry and there was hardly any cavalry. I had counted on Georre Pasap and his men to fight as cavalry, but even they didn't have enough horses. And what about chariots? We have none of that.

      I raised my hands upwards as though in prayer and asked the gods to guide us in this fight.

      “If I should be with my ancestors soon, then let my death be for a good reason. Free us, my gods, and let the Nivans live again along with all the other Akeans. Guide us so that we may not wrong a fellow Akean. Give us courage so that we could fight boldly without fear of losing our lives. And should we win this war, let it be according to your will. Let there be no trace of arrogance, and allow us to take only what you would have taken. And if we should lose this war, then take us kindly to your home. Be merciful to us, our gods, and take us instead of allowing us to live under such tyranny again. We fight for you. Send to us our ancestors,” I paused. “All this we pray as one.”

      Then I lowered my arms and knelt on the ground, and then I started singing a war song. It was as old as time itself, and hardly anyone among the Akeans knew it, for it was only sung during wars. And with the Nivans, there was hardly any war to fight. But I was raised as a fighter, and so I was taught this sacred song. So though alone, I sang. I sang until my throat was parched and no words would come out anymore.

      When I finished my prayer and ritual, the dawn was breaking. I stood up to rouse the men that would fight with me. There’s still some time to talk about our strategy.

      I no longer feel nervous. This is the day of the reckoning, and I will give my best.
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      KINO AMARK

      “I can hear Master Romyo singing,” Pyper said. Then tears rolled down her face.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. Mayo was peering curiously at Pyper too.

      “It is a prayer. I’m not familiar with the words, but I know the melody. It is a war song and it is only sung during desperate moments. Father used to sing this song so the memory will not fade, that’s what he said.” Pyper went silent for a while. “Perhaps Master Romyo, just like the rest of us, fears what the outcome of the battle would be.”

      “It will be a long day,” I said. “We are fighting for something. At some point—”

      “Don’t say it,” Pyper said.

      “If the Emperor searches for me, I will fight him. I won’t run away from him anymore,” I said.

      Mayo’s eyes were huge and round, and his mouth was slightly open. He nodded slowly. “I don’t really agree with you, but I trust your decision. I should. I mean, if one day you’re going to rule Akea, I must believe in you.”

      I laughed half-heartedly. “Don’t be like that. Like someone who believes in me just because I might be in power someday, but believe in me if I have proven myself worthy. If I should get there someday—”

      “You mean, if you become the Emperor,” Pyper pointed out.

      “Yes. Should that happen, I would need you to be more critical of me. I need to be surrounded with friends I can trust, and friends who won’t follow me blindly. I will be wrong an awful lot of time, but I must not become a bad person.”

      Pyper took my hand and squeezed it. “You’re not going to grow up to be a bad person.”

      “You only say that because I’m your friend, but Pyper, men died already because of me.”

      “They were fighting for something they believed in. Don’t let that be a burden to you. The future would be wrought with even more uncertainties, and you don’t need to face it with baggage that you carry from the past,” Pyper said.

      “How could you be so young and yet so wise?” I said, smiling. Pyper blushed. And then before she could say anything, I hugged her tightly. “Thank you so much for believing in me, Pyper. Thank you for everything.”

      I pulled away from her and motioned for Mayo to come closer, and then we were in a tight group hug. “And Mayo, you will always be my best friend. Please don’t change your uncanny ways.” Mayo hugged us back.

      “Oh, you can definitely count on that!” he said. Then we all laughed.
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          [image: ]
        

      

      GEORRE PASAP

      Goemi, Quila, and I were waiting patiently for the war to start. I agreed that I would find Miroe as soon as the war started, and Quila, my daughter’s chubby and pretty friend had asked to join us. I didn’t want to  at first because it would be easier to just contain the negotiation among family members, but then, Quila rescued Goemi once before, and now, Goemi seems to be ill at ease whenever Quila is not around.

      I took a cigarette from my pocket and lit it, inhaling deeply before slowly puffing out the smoke. From behind me, Quila giggled.

      “You’re like Drakus,” she said. I decided to ignore her. 

      “What’s your brother like?” I asked Goemi.

      “Well, I don’t really know how to describe him because all the time that we were together he disguised himself as half-witted. He was drooling all over, Papa, and I couldn’t make out anything of the things that were coming out of his mouth most of the time,” Goemi said. She looked confused. “But he loved me, Papa. That I am sure of.”

      “That’s enough for me to want to rescue him from the Emperor,” I said.

      “He doesn’t exactly need rescuing,” Quila said. “He can kill you in an instant.

      “That’s why Goemi is with us. In case he tries to kill me, she will be able to revive me.”

      “But what if Miroe decides to freeze her heart first?” Quila asked.

      Goemi blushed. “He won’t do that,” she said softly.

      “How can you be so sure?” she asked.

      After a while, Goemi shook her head. “He is my twin. There’s no way that he would touch my heart.”

      “Or maybe, you’re already immune to his power,” Quila said.

      Her eyes seemed to be looking at something far away the way someone does when trying to recall a memory.

      “What do you mean?” Goemi asked.

      “I remember Master Damian and his words to Mistress Lamare. Once before, he said something like You cannot touch the heart of someone who gave you life. Something like that,” Quila said.

      “Huh?” Goemi asked. “And how could that be relevant to me?”

      Quila frowned. “Well, I happen to remember that there was this one time that you revived Miroe. So in that sense, didn’t you give him back his life?”

      “What?” I asked. “How did that happen? Does anyone else have Miroe’s power?”

      “It was Kino,” Quila said. “He can copy powers. His power is Shuffling.”

      “Why didn’t you tell anyone about this? If that were his power, he might actually have a chance at defeating the Emperor. It could change the course of this battle. But in any case, let us focus on the specific task that we have. It is good to know that Miroe won’t be able to kill you. That means that you can revive anyone he tries to kill,” I said, pausing. I turned to meet Goemi’s eyes. “Even me.”
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          [image: ]
        

      

      AYAAN NOTO

      The sun is rising fast, and soon, the Emperor would give his command for this battle to commence. I am the King of Ameres. I wonder what title the Emperor would confer upon me after I defeat these Nivans.

      It would be a tricky feat since Nivans can turn themselves invisible, but there’s a way that we can immediately reduce their numbers. And there are the Tree Runners. They have affinity towards the Nivans in the past so they should somehow be able to sense where they were when they become invisible. There’s no chance that the Nivans would win this war. “The other generals are also in formation, Ayaan,” Rodora said. “Very well,” I said. I wondered if they had a better position than my troops. If I will prove to be the most valuable to the Emperor, then I must be able to kill as many Nivans as I could. Both my team and I should. I will sit next to the Emperor. Perhaps he will give me Nivaton, and I will build upon it a new province and make its economy prosper. It will soon become the new center of Akea. I could almost see it. Once I flatten those mountains surrounding Nivaton and build structures and universities, the whole of Akea would want a share of that land. And while the land continues to flourish, guess who will be sitting on the throne governing it?

      I laughed inside my head. It was a good plan.

      “What is the size of our army?” I asked.

      “The Emperor has called in the armies of all the provinces. A good 10,000 to 20,000 men for the bigger provinces came here while a thousand men to five thousand came from the smaller provinces. Multiply that into at least five and you get the assurance that this war is over before it even started,” Rodora said.

      “Then why didn’t they take the offer of the Emperor?” It was quite a puzzle to me. These Nivans would barely dent our numbers, and yet, they were ready to fight. They don’t even have any battering rams to penetrate the Kanelan gates. Didn’t they see how thick these were? Unless, of course, they were going to use a different tactic.

      “This worries me, Rodora,” I said. “This is mass suicide.”

      “It is their choice.”

      “There must be a trick attached to it. Why would they engage us in a fight that they have zero chance of winning on? It didn’t make sense.”

      Rodora was looking solemnly at the armies that were gathered in front of the Kanelan Palace gates. “They still amount to something.”

      “Think about it, Rodora. And advise me about it when you see the sense of them fighting us when we could so easily slaughter them,” I said. In all the battles that I fought, I had shown little to no mercy at all. Nothing scared me. And yet, being here with the Nivans just makes me pause. There’s something odd here. Perhaps they would trick us again. But how?

      Sure, they can make themselves invisible, but what else would catch us by surprise?
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      MCWINDSTORM ARREN

      This is the day of the reckoning. While I was in my chambers, sleep would not come because today, it could mean the fulfilment of Mikram Anja’s prophecy. Or I could counter it.

      The Nivans gathered outside the Kanelan walls, but how long will it take before they penetrate these walls? They can go invisible, and if they do that, then no one would know that one or a handful of them were already assassinating people from the inside. And should one of them get to me, or to any of my War Generals, it would put my empire at risk.

      But is this really the last battle? Will today define my rule or destroy it?

      Soleran Dugress stirred and I was roused from my thoughts.

      “Wind,” she said. “There’s still time. Give them what they are fighting for and put an end to this potential bloodbath. They just want to be recognized as Akeans. These Nivans—that’s what they also are. Why would you deny them their basic right?”

      “I had a lengthy discussion with my War Generals about this, and you, a mere woman companion, do not have the right to question me.”

      “They want to live. They want to go back to their mountains, to live there peacefully, to sing their songs, and to dance the Moonsteps—that’s all they want,” she said.

      “Death is what they’ll get,” I said.

      “You are a harsh man,” Sol said. I wondered when she realized that.

      “It is going to be a long day, Sol. May I suggest for you to calm yourself down?” I chuckled at my choice of words. Sol was always calm because that was her power—to be able to emanate peace, and to make the people around her calm, and yet, here she is, babbling about these Nivans.

      “Where is humanity in this?” she asked. She was standing right in front of me now and I couldn’t help it, I raised my hand and slapped her.

      “Do not question me about humanity. Do not ever—ever—talk to me about humanity. There are only two divisions of people in this world, those who are served, and those who serve. Those who oppose that concept do not deserve a place in this world. And they— these Nivans—don’t want to serve me.”

      Sol’s eyes had gone moist, but I wasn’t sure what the reason was because my heart was warmed.

      “Those who are served must also be the ones who serve. Therefore, they are one. They are not two separate groups of people, but rather, what you described was a community—the real essence of a community. There must be no separation because when you do that, that’s when all these rebellions and uprisings go on about. Please, Your Grace, end this war. There’s no need for this,” she said. Then she actually knelt in front of me.

      “At some point, I will have to let you go,” was all I said. Sol was proving to be a disability nowadays. Or perhaps since the very start. I must ask someone to take care of her.

      Sol jerked when she heard what I had to say. She stood up slowly and curtsied. “As I have pledged in the past, Your Grace, my loyalty is to the Emperor. That was my vow before, and I do not intend to break it.”

      “Then do as I please. Do not engage me in useless discussions,” I said. In an hour, I would go to the War Chambers and meet with the Generals and start this war.

      I looked around and tried to find Miroe Pasap. Now where was he? “Miroe,” I said. “Get yourself in here.”

      There was some scuffling outside my chambers before the lanky lad entered and bowed before me. “Your Grace, I am here to serve,” he said. 

      “Very well, then,” I said. “Join me.”
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        * * *

      

      I heard the bells toll. Six times it rang. It means that I have exactly an hour left before this war begins. I formed a cloud and rode it. Miroe looked uncertain, but by now, he had ridden the cloud with me a couple of times. He stepped on the cloud beside me. Another two of my guards did, and of course, Tiran also did.

      I glided on the cloud together with my small entourage and went outside the Palace. Below us, the Kanelan soldiers were all in formation. The generals had our infantry and cavalrymen ready. We rode even farther, towards the Kanelan walls and saw that my supporters were all gathered. Thousands of men surrounded the entire Kanelan Gates. There will be no danger of penetration.

      After that, there was a wide gap, and after the gap, there lay the Nivan camps. There are still a lot. Probably a thousand to two thousand, but they amount to nothing when I compare it to my men.

      “Your Grace,” Tiran said. “Not so close. Don’t forget that an arrow can easily kill you.”

      “No one will dare,” I said. “These Nivans won’t start a war until they have to. They are not going to break any of the rules. In an hour, we will fight, as agreed between the parties.

      “Look at them. What do you think gives them so much courage to fight us?” I asked. “Our numbers could so easily crush them.”

      “They can turn invisible, that’s their advantage. Aside from that I know of nothing,” Tiran said. “And then there’s the Royal Scribe, Lamare Amark.” Tiran paused as though waiting for me to respond to it. There was an unspoken question in his words.

      “Lamare has no power anymore,” I said.

      Tiran’s face was schooled although I saw that his eyebrows raised slightly.

      “She will die with the rest of them. Make sure that none of them will survive the war,” I said.

      “And the boy?” Tiran asked.

      Sometimes it still makes me pause—what am I going to do with the boy? He has great powers, one that I could definitely make use of, but if there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that everyone has a vengeful side. If I capture the boy, there’s no amount of kindness that would eliminate his desire to avenge the loss that he would suffer in this war. There really was no other option for him too. “He dies with the rest of the rebels,” I said. “I prefer it if I would be the one to slay him, but do not limit our men. When they get the chance to kill him, they should.”

      Tiran nodded while Miroe remained silent.

      “When the war starts, Miroe, you will remain with me. Kill those who will be able to reach us. Do not go out there hunting people to kill because your place is with me. Do you understand that?” 

      “Yes, Your Grace,” he said. I flinched. Sometimes, his voice sounds just like mine.

      I glided on the cloud with my entourage and turned around, and flew back to the Palace. I will survey everything from the top of the tower. Already, I couldn’t wait for the day to end because this is the day that I will rule Akea forever.
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      TIRAN ARAGRE

      I waited for the bell to toll, and when it did, I counted it inside my head.

      One, two, three... until the seventh toll was rung. And then, from the terrace at the topmost floor of the Kanelan Palace, we watched as three of the War Generals and their men shouted, brandishing their swords in the air and rushing towards the Nivans.

      I have seen wars before, but never was it fought here outside the Kanelan Walls. It was never a siege against the Palace. Goosebumps covered my arms. I never knew it would come to this.
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      ROMYO DE NICOLAS

      The prayers have been uttered, the songs have been sung, the Moonsteps have been performed. The Gods must take our side in this war or we will perish.

      When the Emperor’s men shouted and ran towards us, I raised my arm and signaled the Nivans to release the arrows. The sounds of strained strings and the swooshing of the arrows as they flew in the air filled my ears. It was quickly followed by the soft sounds when the arrows hit the bodies of the soldiers. “Nock, and release!” I shouted again, and the second line behind me released their arrows in the air.

      “Nock, and release!” I shouted again. The third line did. And we did this several more times. The number of soldiers running towards us was reduced but it was not enough. There were still a lot of them.

      “They were only a hundred meters away from us now. “Be ready to fight! Put down the bows and grab your swords!”

      Fifty meters.

      Thirty meters.

      “Nivans are Akeans too!” I shouted. “This calls for Play Number Forty-Four!”

      And then we were engaged.

      I was face to face with a soldier, parrying against him. I slid sideways and thrust the blade of my sword to his stomach, sliced it a bit, before withdrawing the sword. The poor soldier fell to the ground. Before I could do anything else, another one was running towards me. He jumped, his axe raised high and he swung towards my neck. I ducked and rolled to the ground, and then pierced his stomach with my sword. The soldier fell towards me, locking me in my position. Another Nivan kicked at the soldier’s body to the side so that now, I was freed.

      All around me, the Nivans were fighting against the soldiers. The Play Number Forty-Four would soon take effect.
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          [image: ]
        

      

      LAREN SAN DIEGO

      The battle has started. My people are now faced with the Palace’s infantry and cavalry. Any minute now, I am expecting Romyo to pull off a strategy that he had discussed with the Town Hall. I watched carefully.

      Then it happened, half of the Nivan fighters disappeared, their enemies were confused, swinging their swords around them, and sometimes hitting their comrades. Then the Nivans would appear and kill them from behind or from beside the enemy. They would vanish in thin air again, and the next time that they appeared, they were closer to the Kanelan Gates.

      The flank behind them were moving now. These are non-Nivans, the rebels that were led by Georre Pasap, who were now under Romyo’s leadership as well. They were not as graceful as the Nivan warriors, but their brusqueness was a good quality in this war. They were fast so they were able to fool the Emperor’s men, or if not totally fool them, at least buy us some time to penetrate the enemy’s armies. Whenever the Nivans who turned invisible move closer to the Kanelan soldiers, the rebels move in to replace their place in the battlefield. To anyone who was watching, it would take a while before they realized what was happening. It was a good thing that we were able to convince the Nivans to wear armors this time. If they had been stubborn enough to wear just their tunics, the switch would have been more apparent.

      So now, the Emperor’s men, without them knowing, were being attacked from all sides. It would be in another hour before the majority of them would lay dead on the ground.
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          [image: ]
        

      

      GEORRE PASAP

      We were already close to the Kanelan Palace Gates without anyone from the Emperor’s side noticing. I was holding the hand of a Nivan so he could extend his invisibility to me. And so were Goemi and Quila. If we could reach the gates, all we had to do was wait for the moment that it would be open and we would slip through unnoticed.

      We were pressed against the wall literally because we did not want anyone to notice us. And between Goemi and I, there were several yards. All around us, the Emperor’s soldiers were moving about, getting ready for the moment when it was their turn to fight.

      “Archers, get ready!” someone shouted.

      The men in front of us pulled hard at their arrows, pointing at the sky, and when the general shouted “Release,” all the arrows shot up in the air. The shot was long range and I waited until it fell down on the battleground. I uttered a prayer and hoped that most Nivans and my men were spared death.

      A running soldier was fast approaching and because he didn’t see me nor the Nivan that was holding my hand, he crashed against me. But I was quick enough to grab the knife from my boots and plunged it to his heart. He fell face down and did not rise again.

      From my left, I heard Goemi grunt. We would be found out.

      I stood in unease as sweat trickled down my face. It was too early for my mission to fail.

      “Open the gates!” one of the Generals said.

      I tried to recall whose voice that belonged to, and remembered hearing it when we fought hard against General Ayaan Noto. It was him.

      “Open the gate,” another soldier said from inside the gates. “Didn’t you hear General Noto order it?”

      I couldn’t see the faces behind but I heard them arguing inside. “Open the cratty gate!” General Noto shouted even louder. “My men have to enter!”

      There was a pause, and then, the creaking of the gears turning sounded and I knew that the gates were being lowered. It was our turn to go inside.

      When the gate was low enough, I searched for Goemi and Quila’s gooey figures, but could not really make them out. I have not had sufficient time to adjust to the power of the Nivans. While invisible, Nivans could see the gooey figures of the other invisible Nivans around them, but my eyes were not trained for that.

      I pulled myself up and grabbed at the hand that I was holding and crossed the gates. My heart was thumping as I climbed it and then when I was only a few meters away from the ground, I squeezed the hand that I was holding and whispered, “Now!”

      Then we jumped together and fell to the ground. It was a good thing that inside the palace, there was already a commotion that masked the sound that we made.

      Behind me, I made out the faint sound that Goemi or Quila probably made together with the Nivans that partnered them. “Close the gates!” the soldier shouted. “What is wrong with you?” “General Noto ordered the gate to be opened!”

      “Where the cratty hell is he?” the soldier said, cursing. “Look around you, is there any sign that the general is here?”

      The soldier who was manning the gates looked outside, surveying the soldiers nearby trying to search for the General and his men. He would definitely stand out, but outside, they were all infantry. No one resembled the general.

      “Come,” I urged. And then carefully walked to the side to avoid the soldiers who by now had become suspicious of what had happened.

      “Close the damn gates!” the soldier bellowed. And this time, the soldier that was manning the gate obeyed.

      “Good thinking, Quila,” I heard someone say. I could only assume that it was Goemi who said that.

      Then we went straight to the Kanelan Palace. There’s still a good mile walk from here. And we need to reach it soon.
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      SOLERAN DUGRESS

      I watched as the Kanelan Gates were lowered and then raised again. There was no one who crossed it, so I wondered what could have happened. Apparently, the Emperor saw what happened too. “Ask someone what happened at the gates,” he commanded. “Why was it opened when I gave the order not to open it at any point?”

      He sounded angry and he had every reason to be. Who would dare? But there wasn’t enough time to dwell on that incident because outside the Kanelan Gates, we saw how powerful a power invisibility could be.

      Where the Emperor’s troops had once stood, they were standing in one instant and then lying on the ground the next moment. And it was all happening so fast.

      “They’re using invisibility. I thought that they would reserve that for last,” Tiran said.

      The Emperor was watching it closely the way an eagle does to its prey. His mouth was set in a thin line, and I could almost feel the anger that was reeking from his aura. Outside, the sky had immediately darkened.

      “General Miraso Quises of Anarida had fallen,” Tiran Aragre said, shaking his head. “And some five thousand of his men.”

      “That is not supposed to happen!” the Emperor shouted. “Did you see this happening, Tiran? You are my Advisor, why didn’t you foresee this?”

      “No one has fought the Nivans before, your Grace. Thus, no one knew what battle strategies they have.”

      “Apparently, they just cheat,” the Emperor seethed.

      “They are using their powers,” I said. “It isn’t really cheating because our soldiers were also using theirs. There was no treaty before the war started that required both sides to not use their powers.”

      “How do you expect to kill someone you can’t see?” the Emperor said.

      “There’s always the thunderstorms,” Miroe said. He paused, and then after a while, he continued. “And there's me.”

      The Emperor turned to look at him. “It’s not yet time to go out there. The Generals will be able to defeat them. One general out of twelve has fallen. That doesn’t frighten me.”

      “Two by now, Your Grace,” Tiran Aragre said, reading the letter that he just received. “General Lono Duwerev of Minnowin has fallen too. May the Gods welcome them to their homes.”

      The Nivan’s army was moving towards the gate. If they do that, the other Generals could go behind them and press upon them. Even if they can turn invisible, there’s no way that they would be able to escape that.

      “How many hours has it been?” I asked.

      “Six hours by my estimate,” Tiran said.

      “Then they must be tired by now. Their sheer number is their weak spot. Tomorrow, when we engage them again, the same men will be fighting from their side, while we have a fresh troop to meet them, and when infantry didn’t do much to dent their numbers, we must be sending the Tree Runners to them,” the Emperor said.

      “How many more are we going to lose? These are all your people, Your Grace,” I said in a voice that didn’t seem to belong to me. Perhaps I was unprepared to hear such news.

      “If they cannot survive this war, then they are not fit enough to live in Akea. Only those who are capable will survive this war. Those who could be tricked in a battle are just pawns, lives that can be spared. They are not important,” Wind said.

      “Why didn’t you send General Ayaan Noto to quell this rebellion? Why didn’t you bring him in front of the battlefield if you think he is strong enough to lead this war?” I asked. The general is now King of Ameres, and everyone in Akea knew about his close ties with the Emperor. Ayaan Noto replaced the former Queen Maercella Benilde, Wind’s own mother, because the Emperor declared her a traitor and banished her to Karis Thia where she met her death.

      Wind did not answer. “Have you ever heard of any battle won on the first day?” Wind asked. “There’s none. At least none in Akea, because those who were sent to fight on the first day were always dispensable. Everyone uses a tactic. Had I sent in Ayaan, who knows if I would have lost him this early too?”

      I gasped. “The Minnowines nor the Anaridans were not dispensable, nor were their lives worthless to just be used as pawns in this war. Those soldiers had wives and children who were waiting for them to come home, and you just widowed all of them.”

      “This is the way of war, Sol. You must know that by now after spending so many moon-turns with me, and if you still have not learned to shut your mouth when your opinion was not asked, then I would send you out,” he said. His silver eyes were flashing at me. “I am on the verge of doing that, but I know that I need to remain calm and so that’s the only reason that you’re still here. Because I still need you. So please learn your place and just shut up.”

      For the first time, I could feel tears flowing down my cheeks. I have not regretted serving the Emperor. There were times that I did question his integrity and his purpose, but now, hearing these words from him made me loathe myself for remaining by his side.

      I could feel my loyalty waning as my tears continued to roll down my cheeks.
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      ROMYO DE NICOLAS

      Romyo stood up and pulled the sword that was piercing Martin’s stomach. His legs were at an odd angle, and it was indeed better that he did not make it rather than to spend his life unable to walk. Still, it wasn’t easy to accept that a good number was also lost to me. The men who had fallen were a combination of the Nivan warriors and the rebels that joined us. While it was true that by the end of the day, we were able to kill three of the Emperor’s Generals, it is possible that whatever edge we had today would be lost in the days to follow. By now, the Emperor and his advisor would have seen the tactic that we used, and so Play number forty-four would be no more.

      Tomorrow, we might be lucky enough to kill some of the Emperor’s generals, but that possibility is growing weaker by the hour.

      Both sides have taken to gathering their dead and burning their bodies under the pale moonlight. Oddly enough, both moons were shining brightly tonight as though oblivious to the carnage that had just occurred.

      Now that the bodies were all lined up, one of the Nivan elders uttered a prayer and when he was done, the Chief Hunter lit the torch and burned the pile of bodies.

      The women who went with them who were wed to some of the soldiers that now lay dead cried unabashedly, and even Mistress Lamare’s eyes were glistening with tears.

      “This is the way of war,” I said.

      Lamare did not move. Her face remained passive as though she did not hear anything that I said.

      “Tomorrow, you might see me as one of them. If that happens, I need no tears to be shed for me,  because should I lay dead, that would mean that I died fighting for what I believed in,” I said.

      Lamare turned towards me. “You do not belong to a death pyre. You must promise to live long years,” she said. While her face remained calm, her moist eyes and the soft quivering of her lips told me that beneath this beautiful shell, she was as afraid as any other Akean in our camp.

      “Watch the bodies burn because they will give us courage to fight in the next few days. And while we’re discussing this war, we must remember that on day one, we won,” I said.

      The Chief Hunter Laren San Diego was already beside us.

      “You did well, Romyo,” she said. “My husband would have been proud.”

      “An honor,” I said.

      “But there are days ahead,” Laren said. “This will not be finished tomorrow, nor on the day that will follow. So you must rest.”

      “I will rest all I want when Mother Akea has claimed by body. Not before that,” I said. For some reason, this seemed to satisfy the Chief Hunter.

      She eyed me as though she was trying to measure me, and then she walked towards the camp. “Come with me,” she said. “Lamare, I need you too.”

      Lamare and I trailed after the Chief Hunter. The soft wailing around us were drowned by the cheers of the other soldiers who were recounting the stories of the earlier fight. I could hear them talking about how they were able to kill twenty using just a knife. A knife! “And how many would he have killed if he had used a sword and was riding a horse?”

      When we were inside the tent, the Chief Hunter instructed us to sit down. There were just a few of us.

      “I want to know that there is a plan,” Laren said.

      “I have until Day 8 covered, but that does not mean that we will emerge victorious. I fear that they have seen what we can do and there isn’t much new that we can show them tomorrow and onwards. If at all, the tactics that we’ll be employing are mild variations of what we did today. I expect that the reason that the Emperor lost three Generals was because he sent us the weaker ones so that he could study our strategies. If I am not mistaken, he is with his Advisors and Generals now, trying to plan how they could end the war tomorrow. And that is what I will do my best preventing,” I said.

      Laren was nodding while Lamare seemed to be thinking.

      “The sky darkened earlier and I thought that Wind would be hurling lightning at us. It surprised me when he didn’t,” Lamare said.

      “That’s true. But I guess he really needed to know the rest of what we would do. If he attacked us with his lightning, there will be more dead among us, but the casualty from his side will also probably double. It was wise of him to have refrained from the attack,” I said.

      At this point, the children came inside the camps.

      Kino’s face lit up when his gaze fell upon his mother.

      “That was a good battle, Master Romyo,” Mayo said. “I wish I was there fighting with you.”

      “It’s not your time to fight yet,” Pyper said. There were smudges on her pretty face that could have been due to the tears that streaked her face earlier. I saw her crying when the bodies started to burn.

      “Is there any news about Elder Mahen?” Laren said. “Now that the Emperor knows our strategy, we need the Elder.”

      Pyper shook her head. “He hasn’t sent a bird yet. “Kino?” she asked.

      Kino closed his eyes, his eyebrows furrowed. After a few moments, he opened them and said, “I couldn’t feel him.”

      “He couldn’t be dead!” Mayo squealed. “He could just be sleeping— or—or perhaps your power is not working again!”

      Kino nodded wearily and slumped on a chair. “I hope that’s the case.”

      “What about Master Georre?” Pyper asked. “Was he able to do as planned?”

      “I have not seen him among the living, and I also did not see him in the bodies that were burned so he must have been able to go inside the Kanelan Gates as planned. But let’s not be too happy about that because we all know what that means. If they’re inside the Kanelan grounds now, then they’re in danger of being found out.”

      “I want to go with you tomorrow, Master Romyo,” Kino said. “Today, it was no use waiting from the sidelines, cheering you on.”

      “You did your share. While the enemies have not reached us yet, it is but right that you stuck to your positions. We all have a part in this war, and breaking from that plan could ruin our chance of winning.”

      “But for tomorrow, I want to be fighting alongside your men!” Kino insisted.

      I looked at Lamare to see what her opinion was about her son’s request.

      “We will see what happens tomorrow,” she said to no one in particular. “If we are going to have a good outcome, then we must stay in our designated positions so that we can immediately support should the army need it. But not before that.” She glanced at Kino.

      “But this is my fight, mother,” he said.

      “It is everybody’s fight. Do not turn this into your war. While it is true that the Emperor wants you and I dead, there’s no sense giving him that satisfaction too early in the war. Even if he gets what he wants, and he captures both of us, that doesn’t mean that he would halt the war. He would still kill everyone who rebelled against the palace. That is why we must wait and stick to the plan. And in case our army starts falling tomorrow, then that will be the time for us to march forward and fight alongside them. But not before. Your power will not protect you from the edge of a sword.”

      “Or maybe it would,” Mayo said. All eyes were suddenly upon him. “He can turn himself into a Tree Runner,” Pyper said. There was a slight smile on her face as though she found this funny. Then she raised her right hand and wiped away a tear that had fallen down her face.

      Kino stood up and then in a few seconds, he was covered by bark, and he had grown a few inches taller.

      “What the—” I uttered in amazement.

      “Can you be like that while you’re invisible?” I asked.

      Then Kino was out of our sight.

      “Apparently, I can,” he said. He was back to his normal self now. “Use it when you have to,” Lamare said.

      Outside, it has started to grow silent. And when I went out of the tent, most of the soldiers had gone to sleep while some were still out and about, talking about the strategies for tomorrow. As for me, I need to have a word with my men. After that, I will catch some sleep and prepare for whatever challenges there will be.
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      KINO AMARK

      It was almost midnight, and yet, I still couldn’t sleep. The scenes of the war haunted me that every time I closed my eyes, I could hear the sounds of bodies being pierced by arrows, or javelins, or slashed at by swords. And then the wails. It was bad enough when grown men had to be the source of those sounds, but it was even worse when it was the women because it could only mean the death of someone they loved.

      It still felt surreal, that all of this should be unfolding before my very eyes. Will this really be the final battle? If we defeat the Emperor, will the balance be restored upon the land? Will the Nivans be able to reclaim their place in Akea? Will it be upheld by the people? Will I rule the land?

      Perhaps that was the biggest question that I have right now.

      What must I do? And why hasn’t the Emperor sought me out yet? He had been searching for me ever since that day that I presented my power in the Kanelan Yards, and now, he must know that I am way within his reach. What was stopping him? Was he dreading meeting me as much as I dreaded it?

      Pyper was sleeping beside me, and Mayo was sleeping beside her. There wasn’t much room for us to sleep in so we had to squeeze in together. Besides, this togetherness brought us comfort.

      Mayo snored loudly and started kicking beside me for a few seconds, then he stopped. Across me, there was a blanket where Drakus lay. It was sleeping soundly and smoke was continuously emitting from its nostrils. Yesterday, I was able to see Drakus breathe out fire. It was not enough to scorch my hand into cinders, but it would have lit a cigar.

      As I closed my eyes, I wondered where Goemi was and didn’t realize that I was already Shuffling among the powers that I was able to copy, and in under a minute, I was using Sniffling.

      Quila’s face filled my head, and then, all of a sudden, I could see her. She was huddled with Goemi and some other faces whose owners I did not know, except that I could only guess they were Nivans. It was essential that they each had a Nivan partner so that they could go inside the Palace invisible.

      I must make up my mind. Mother was right when she said that we must wait for the right time before fighting, but it was just hard to swallow that while people were dying, we were waiting by our camps and watching Nivans and the rebels die. They are our allies and I must help them.

      Later, when the war starts, I must go and fight with Romyo. Maybe that is the right thing to do regardless of what my mother thinks.
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      There were sounds all around me that I woke up with a start.

      Mayo was lying on the cot. His back was on me and his face was pressed against the tent flap.

      “Wake up, Mayo,” I said. I keep hearing the running footsteps of men outside the tent. Everyone must be preparing already for battle.

      Mayo grunted but did not move. When I poked his shoulder blade, he got up so soon as though he suddenly remembered that we were in a war. “Why didn’t you wake me up earlier? Where’s Pyper?” he asked.

      “I just woke up too. She’s probably with her mother.” I crawled outside the tent. The humid air greeted me. The sky was lined with crimson as though it was trying to remind me of the bloodshed that will be happening a few hours from now.

      Mayo crawled after me. His hair was as disheveled as mine, which reminded me to run my fingers over my hair. I doubt if my hair was flattened though.

      “Let’s get some coffee at least,” Mayo said before turning away and walking straight ahead to where several cook pots were set up. Everybody was busy, and we actually had to fall in line first. We were standing up fending off mosquitoes when Pyper came holding some bread. She handed one each to Mayo and me. I began munching on my bread while for a long time, Mayo just stared at his.

      “I feel queasy,” he said.

      “Wars can make you feel like that,” I said.

      “But if you want to be able to swing a sword, you’ve got to eat,” Pyper said.

      “Have you seen mother?” I asked.

      “She is with Romyo and my mother,” Pyper said. “Last minute planning. They do look worried. Determined, but worried.”

      I nodded absently. I would be too. Right now, all I could think about was how I could help win this war, and I actually had no idea how to do it. Perhaps, if I duel with the Emperor, that would amount to something. If I defeat him, then we can all go home to Nivaton, and if I lose, then that means that the Nivans will be banished forever, but they might still be allowed to live. I was scared though. I’ve had dreams before, nightmares, if you will, where the Emperor was chasing me, and then he would be able to catch me, and during that time that he catches me, I would somehow be able to lash back at him with one of the powers that I copied from the Akeans that I had an interaction with. And now that the war is here, I just can’t believe that that nightmare hasn’t happened yet.

      “If the two of you will go with Master Romyo, I think I might have to stay behind with Drakus,” Mayo said. “I don’t have a power that would be useful in the battlefield.”

      Kino nodded. “Alright.”

      The Kanelan bells tolled. There were six rings and that means that the war is almost about to start. For some reason, my heart started beating fast as though I was scared, and perhaps I was. “Let’s go find them,” Pyper said.

      There were rows of Nivans ahead of us and there were also the rebels. Our number is still low, but I was proud to say that we were able to win yesterday’s siege.

      Master Romyo was not yet here so we decided to go back to where my mother was, back to the main tent where the meetings were held.

      Upon entering the tent, I could sense the heavy emotions that the people inside were feeling. The Chief Hunter, Mistress Laren, was moving about and carefully examining the pieces on the table that from my point of view revealed the strategy that Master Romyo and his men would employ later.

      “There’s a danger here,” Mistress Laren said. “If the enemies decide to flank us from here, if they see this opportunity, they would definitely take it, and we could lose half of our people.That’s not something that we want to happen.”

      “If they see it—” Romyo argued. “Otherwise, we could buy ourselves more time to further reduce their army.”

      “It is definitely risky,” mother said. “I do not wish to contest your decision, Romyo, but what are the odds that this weakness here would be found out?”

      “The Palace men are monitoring the war from a high position, and they have an aerial view of this. The Emperor could just as well ride the cloud and he would see it. And when he does, we won’t last a day anymore.” It was Laren who replied.

      “Isn’t there a more aggressive plan? That’s all I’m asking because regardless of how many more days we can stretch this war, the truth is that we are badly outnumbered. Are we expecting any reinforcement from any among the War Generals?” Lamare asked. Mayo blushed and bowed down. Pyper nudged Mayo on his ribs. 

      “How about your father? Have you heard any news from him?” she asked softly, and yet, it was loud enough for everyone to hear because at that point, everyone had already gone silent.

      “I have not heard from father for a long time,” Mayo murmured.

      “If only Elder Mahen were here, he would provide us with a good rallying force,” Mistress Laren said.

      “I can go after Master Georre and join them,” I said. All eyes were suddenly on me.

      “And what will you do once you’re with them?” Mother asked. “If the Emperor finds you, you will be dead in a heartbeat.”

      “Not if I can get to him first. I can turn myself invisible, mother. He cannot do that.”

      “He is knowledgeable about how to use his power, you’re not,” she protested.

      “You were asking us earlier if there’s an aggressive plan, and here we are presented with one,” Mistress Laren said. “It seems to me that where your son is at stake, you would rather have all of the Nivans dead.

      Mother blushed furiously. “That’s not what I meant. I am only concerned that we will be handing on a silver platter to the Emperor what he wanted all along.”

      “But if the Emperor is defeated, then we will win the war. As simple as that,” Laren argued.

      “Mother, if Kino is going, then I will also go with him,” Pyper interjected.

      All eyes were suddenly on her. Mistress Laren’s eyes were popping and her mouth was opened widely as though she wanted to protest, but there were no words that came out of her mouth.

      “We’re going together. We know the Palace or at least, we’re somehow familiar with it. We can both turn invisible, and I can defend Pyper if there’s a need for that. I have other powers I can shuffle with,” I said, hoping that they would agree with me.

      Mistress Laren slumped on a chair as though she was resigned to the fact that they would have to agree to what I was proposing. This somehow gave me the push that I needed.

      “Look at it this way, Master Georre is already inside the Palace. Together with Goemi and Quila, they can already start something. But they won’t be able to finish everything. What they’re doing is giving us an advantage. If they can create a commotion from inside the Kanelan Walls, the soldiers outside would somehow be distracted. That will give us an edge out here. In the meantime, while our armies are pushing towards the Kanelan Gates, if I get a chance to—” I paused, trying to search for the correct words because for some reason, I couldn’t say kill. “a chance to stop the Emperor’s plan, and maybe even capture him, then we could win.”

      “How exactly do you plan on doing that?” Romyo said.

      “When you begin attacking towards the Kanelan Gates, we will circle around the palace. We will try to avoid the armies and then, we will enter the Kanelan Palace the way that the Emperor does. By riding a cloud,” I said. I was smiling when I said that. “But we’ll be invisible.”

      Nobody spoke after that save for Romyo. “I don’t like not having a plan that I was able to rehash several times so that I can find the flaws and correct them, but we don’t have much time now. Kino might be right.”

      “Do you believe in luck, Master Romyo?” I asked.

      Mother approached me and threw her arms around me. “It is not right for me to keep protecting you, but you are my son, and that is how I am wired, but you are older now, and wiser too, I hope. There is no future for us if we don’t get what we’re fighting for here. Approach the Emperor stealthily and defeat him with cunning. Be careful. He is wise. He wouldn’t be taken so easily.”

      I hugged my mother back. She had given me her blessing! I couldn’t actually believe that she did that. Then I heard Mistress laren’s voice and found myself looking at Pyper who was in a tight embrace with her mother.

      “You father will be so proud,” Mistress Laren said.

      I caught Pyper’s eyes. She looked determined. We will make it through this.
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      GENERAL AYAAN NOTO

      It was almost seven in the morning, and this time, I rallied my men to the right side of the battlefield. When the Nivans move forward, my men and I will keep on advancing. This way, we will be able to flank the Nivans, and from the back, we will begin attacking them.

      Yesterday was the last day that the Emperor’s army would take a hit. Not under my watch. Never.

      On the left side, Romyo’s armies stood. He knew what we had to do, and today, we have a common goal—to defeat these Nivans.

      We have all seen how these Nivans fight and I hope that they have no more surprises up their sleeve.

      If they were to use the MoonSteps again, they won’t succeed in doing so, because we know their movements now. It was too bad that for us to learn about their strategy, three War Generals had to die.

      The bell sounded signaling that we must begin the siege. The War general leading the army to the middle shouted; he raised the banner of his province, rallying his men. In an instant, the ground rumbled because of the horses’ hooves that simultaneously pounded against the land. I remained in my position, surveying what was happening around me.

      The Nivans moved with caution, and surprisingly, they still employed the strategy from yesterday. The armies from the back released arrows but instead of aiming the arrows towards the middle of the battlefield, the arrows were aimed towards my army.

      “Forward!” I shouted all of a sudden. “Forward!”

      Then I kicked at my horse and galloped away from the direction of the arrows. I raised my shield to cover myself and at the same time kept on kicking at my horse to make it go faster. The arrows started raining down around me and I heard some of my men fall to the ground. Luckily, the next set of arrows were no longer aimed at us, but instead to Romyo’s men. They had a better advantage though because when they saw what the enemies did, they started riding closer to the Nivans already, and with archers mounted on horses, Rener commanded them to release their arrows. The Nivans covered themselves to deflect the arrows and when there was no more from Rener’s group, theNivans countered by nocking and releasing arrows too, aiming for Rener’s group.

      That was the moment that we were waiting for. While the armies are engaged, my men and I will ride hard so that we can cover the distance. Then at a closer range, I instructed my army to release arrows as well while those who were bearing javelins and spears from behind threw them as well.

      We were close already. We could defeat them now.

      I raised my sword and shouted, “To Kanela! Kill the usurpers now!” When I slashed my sword, I hit an invisible man and his guts spilled on the ground. I could already taste victory.
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      RENER CALO

      The Nivans were there waiting for us to attack, and I would have done so immediately if Lui Mancia had not arrived. It was a little too late for him to be sharing with me some information about my son.

      When Lui reached me, I ignored him.

      “General,” he said. “I know I came in late, but there’s something I need to share with you. Your son is with the rebels. He is actually a friend of the boy the Emperor wanted dead.”

      I have heard that already. There were actually posters with Mayo’s face all across Kanela because he was able to escape the Kanelan dungeons. The moment that I saw those posters, I didn’t know if I would be mad at or proud of my son. Perhaps he would become a better general than me.

      “Your news regardless of how good it is is stale. It still matters to me, but it doesn’t change what decision I have already made,” I said. “Ride with me and fight.”

      Lui nodded. “That’s the reason I am here.”

      Before I engaged in a sword fight, I was satisfied to know that my son is still alive up to now, has survived the Kanelan dungeons, and is fighting with his friends. I smiled. He didn’t know that I was proud of his power and he could be a good healer someday—a Healer in the battlefield. Gods know how badly someone with Mayo’s skill is needed in a war.

      With this thought, I will ride to war carrying no more burdens. I couldn’t wait for this war to be over so our family could be whole again. Perhaps it is time for me to retire and go back to Wawang village. Suda probably wanted that. And Bettina, my wife, will probably fall in love with me again. Yes, we can be all that and more. One big happy family. This is what I am fighting for.

      So I turned towards my men and started rallying them, but instead of heading straight to where the Nivans and rebels were, my group circled, just as Ayaan instructed. It would be a good fight. Lui was also riding with me.

      The warriors behind me followed closely, galloping on their horses.

      I raised my hand high and shouted, “To Kanela! To Akeans! To a world united!” And in that instance, my banner-man raised a new banner. Up in the air, the new one soared. It was displaying all the fourteen provinces of Akea, and in the middle, glowing brightly red, was the insignia of Nivaton.

      Those who had their arrows nocked and pointed at us stood frozen when they saw this, their mouths hanging open as though they were uncertain of what to do. The javelins, the spears, the swords, these were not raised as my men and I passed behind the Nivans and rebels. There was a moment of silence before cheers filled the air followed by the Nivans shouting, rallying behind us, their arms bearing weapons raised up in the air. When I finally circled half of the area, I saw Ayaan Noto and his men. They were fighting against the Nivans. He raised his head and saw me. There was a flash of relief when he met my eyes, but when he saw that my men and I just stood there, and we weren’t being attacked, his eyes travelled to the banner that was being blown by the wind. There was recognition of the defection that my men and I did.

      Ayaan’s face twisted and he slashed at the Nivans and rebels that were surrounding them. The men flew around him because of Ayaan’s strength, and their bodies were thrown away mercilessly.

      He galloped towards me. The King of Ameres in flight to kill me.

      This was the moment that we’ve both been putting on hold. But now, it’s time. I kicked at my horse and rode towards him.
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      AYAAN NOTO

      Who would have thought that cratty Rener Calo would choose today to come out as a traitor—at the exact moment that the Kanelan Palace needed him to show support to the Emperor? But who needs him anyway? He is, and always will be, a stinking maggot who didn’t know how to wield a sword! He is useless as a battle leader, and knows nothing about strategies. He is nothing but a traitor—and when this war is over, I would boast to the Emperor that I was the one who beheaded the traitor.

      Regardless of all the obscenities that are running inside my head, the loathing that I felt towards Rener did not subside. As I galloped towards him, my sword on my right hand, I could only wait for that moment that I am parrying against him.

      Rener was riding towards me now, flanked by his army. My men were also behind me. For a moment, I forgot all about the Nivans and these rebels because my hatred was focused on just one man. He was not even wearing a helmet, the fool!

      And then I struck. Sword against his sword. My horse stopped and I turned around, facing Rener again and parried against him. He blocked my attacks, but I Could feel that my strength was draining him.

      I laughed out loud. “How dare you?” I shouted. “How dare you forsake the Emperor to side with these rebels?”

      Rener attacked, forcing me to stop shouting and to focus instead on the fight. My blade grazed his, and then I twisted my sword and gave it a quick jerk before pushing, thrusting against Rener. His blade flew up in the air, but the lucky bastard was able to catch his sword as it fell. Like he snatched it out of thin air. And we’re back to parrying again.

      While I was strong, he was quick. That had always been his power. He was agile even on a horse, and that somehow countered my strength.

      I grunted as I swung my sword against him. This time, I felt him buckle. The blow made him lose his balance, and as he fought to regain his balance, I gave him a kick that sent him to the ground.

      I jumped from my horse and stood above him.

      “Where is your honor, Calo?” I seethed. Then I brought my sword down upon him to pierce him right in his chest, but his boot caught my chest, sending me toppling over. I coughed, annoyed at what happened and grappled for my sword. Rener was moving towards me now, sword in his hand.

      “I lent my honor to you so that you would fight for what is right,” he said—the fool!

      I kicked at his leg and I heard his bone crack. That was how strong I was. Now, even with his power, he couldn’t be so agile as to escape me when one of his legs is broken.

      I was back on my feet, eyes never leaving Rener. He stood up, his face clearly in agony. His hand that was holding his sword shook, but there was no trace of fear in his face.
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      DOGAN RONDA

      Rener Calo fell to the ground while I was fighting General Ayaan Noto’s men. I swung my sword at the man in front of me and as he fell to the ground, General Ayaan Noto raised his hands and he was about to swing towards Rener.

      “No!” I shouted, and at that moment summoned the roots of trees to strike at the general. The ground rumbled, and from it, the thick roots came out, pulling at Ayaan. He kept striking against the roots until they were broken and mangled. That was only a few seconds, but it gave me enough time to stand beside Rener and fight alongside him. I recognize Lui Mancia fighting alongside us. I frowned because I never did like this man. Back in the days, when I was still serving the Kanelan Palace, he would boast that he could make Lamare his.

      General Ayaan Noto would have to deal with the three of us now. I could feel Rener’s pain as he struggled to keep upright.

      The General leapt and thrust his sword at me, and I had to be quick to raise my sword to block him, but he was way too strong that I stumbled backwards and fell to the ground. I rolled sideways to escape from him, but he kept on attacking me as though he knew that Rener would not be able to help me because of his injured leg.

      I pulled myself up and conjured the roots to chase after the general, but he was way too strong, and by this time, he already knew what my power was. He tore at the roots easily, but this gave me some time to be on the offensive. I thrust my sword at him, faked aiming towards his right, then withdrew quickly, and slashed at his torso leaving a long wound. It wasn’t deep enough to kill him, if at all, it only made the general madder. He launched into an attack at me, his right hand kept swinging his sword, and I kept blocking him. He was laughing maniacally now that he has seen that this could be an easy win for him. Darn it. I fell to the ground, hitting my bad knee first, and grunted as the searing pain traveled all the way from my knee to every part of my body. But this was not the time to dwell on this pain. I turned around quickly, and was able to block the general’s sword. He was too strong—that was my last thought as I fell to the ground, eyes raised towards the sky. He was coming fast at me, and I grappled to grab my sword. I was able to get it back and raised it to block his attack, but it did not reach me because Rener was there, standing behind me. He was panting, and his face was twisted in agony, but he was able to fight with his sword.

      General Ayaan Noto was enraged and he let out a howl as he turned towards Rener and this time, hit him with his bare hand. It was so strong that Rener let out a howl. Ayaan Noto kept on punching him even as he fell down to the ground and I took that moment to bind him with roots. I stood up in a rush while commanding roots to bind the general. When I reached him, Ayaan was already bound all over so that he could no longer move. In front of him lay Rener’s lifeless body. His face was mangled that even I could no longer make out where his eyes had been. Lui--poor Lui--was also on the ground pierced by several arrows and a javelin. He would no longer boast to me about Lamare.

      Ayaan was looking at me, the veins in his head almost ready to burst as he exerted a lot of effort to escape from the binds around him, but he wasn’t able to. His eyes were full of hatred as they trained on me and he spat out.

      “You are a worthless man for deserting your Emperor. For deserting someone you vowed to protect with your life. And now, what are you going to do? Kill a King? Kill me?” Ayaan Noto spat out.

      I did not have to answer that. Instead, I raised my right hand and let out a guttural sound that displayed my emotion, and swung full force towards his cratty neck. My sword sliced through it cleanly, sending Ayaan’s head flying a few meters aways before rolling on the ground. His lifeless body stood defiant for a while until I released it from the roots that were binding it. Then it fell beside Rener’s body. Poor Rener. And now, I have to be the one to tell Mayo Calo. Why does it always have to be me to be the bearer of bad news?

      The fighting had not stopped, but for a while, Ayaan’s death gave us a boost and we were able to drive General Ayaan Noto’s men.

      We were doing better, that I can say, until I noticed that the ground was rumbling. And when I turned to look towards the Kanelan Gates, I saw that Tree Runners were now marching out, on the loose to fight with us.
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      PATERNO RINALDO

      I rushed to get to the Emperor. The long halls were empty and I could hear the echoes of my own rushing footsteps. Out there, in the battlefield, there was carnage. Something that I was not expecting. I thought that when the Nivans came here to negotiate, that was all it would ever be—especially since their Chief Hunter is now a woman, the wife of the Nivan who we killed in the Kanelan Grounds more than a moon-turn ago. Who would have thought that these Nivans had good military tactics?

      On the day 2 of the war, the soldiers who side with the Emperor are still dying in bigger numbers compared to the Nivans and their allies.

      I pushed at the wide wooden doors of the Emperor’s chambers. Instantly, all eyes were fixed on me. The guards around the Emperor had their hands ready to draw out a sword. They relaxed only a trifle when they saw that it was me.

      “The King of AMeres has fallen,” I said.

      I heard a gasp escape a lady, and I could only attribute that to Sol. The Emperor’s face was filled with fury as he stood up from his chair and started pacing inside the room.

      “How could he have fallen? The strategies that we plotted were flawless. Circle the Nivans, then gut them all like witless chickens. At what point did that plan fail?” His voice was shaking in an effort to control his rage.

      “A traitor,” I said. “General Rener Calo who circled the Nivans from the left side raised a different flag when he got close enough to the Nivans. This gave the rebels courage, and at the same time, they did not attack Calo’s men. Instead, these Nivans rallied with Calo—”

      “Then what are you waiting for? Kill him!” the Emperor ordered, shouting.

      “He has fallen too. Words reached me that the King, Ayaan Noto, had slain Calo before he fell in this battle,” I paused. “It was Dogan Ronda, Your Grace.”

      “I have asked you to give me his head a long time ago, together with Lamare’s, and yet, until now, all of the war generals have failed. Do you want me to be the one to behead them? Have all the Generals gone weak? What of their powers? Can’t they use them all at once to hand me their heads?

      “And what is it costing me now? The loss of a War General? These aren’t the only ones I’m losing. With each general’s death, I am losing the trust and loyalty of the provinces that they do protect. I have lost four already, and one of them a king no less. Do not make me lose another, Paterno.” The Emperor’s voice had lowered, but it was just as stern and steely. It was a hard task to bear bad news.

      “There’s a way to end this war fast,” Tiran said. He had stayed with the Emperor since the War started and he had been updating.

      “Ravage them with your storm, Your Grace,” I said. “The Tree Runners are already sent to fight. General Kapi Rebere of Bulacnin already gave his orders upon learning of the King’s death.”

      “Do you fear that we might lose?” Wind asked.

      “If their number is an indication, it is not possible, Your Grace,” I said. “But then again, they have slain 4 War Generals and we were not able to bring down one of theirs. If this goes on longer, what was initially our advantage could be lost to the passing of each day.”

      There was silence as though they were waiting in my words and deciding if they should heed it. It was Soleran Dugress who spoke. “It is not yet too late to call off this war, Your Grace,” she began. “The Nivans only want to be recognized in this land. I say that it is a fair request. They’re only after their right to live —”

      “Have you not learned anything from this, Sol?” Wind sneered. “The reason they stand here today is because I failed to vanquish their entire clan a long time ago, and now, I’ve given chance for their fears to grow into hatred. If I give them the same chance now, they will go into their Ghost Town. For a while. And then they will breed, marry into other houses, multiply their clan, and when they have a much bigger army than what we are facing today, they will rally against the palace again, claiming the throne as something that I’ve stolen from them. And by that time, it would already be too late. By then, they would have powerful allies. The support to the Kanelan Palace would have been divided, and I will be facing a battle, one where I am no longer certain I can win. Do you seriously lack the foresight to see that? Paint me a picture then. What do you see? When all of these people are granted their wishes, what world do you see unfolding in the next tens of moon-turns?”

      To my surprise, Sol answered, “If you do not stop this war, you will have far fewer supporters in the next moon-turns. The loss that the other provinces will suffer from this war will be your accountability and the leaders of the other provinces will cease to recognize you as their leader. Just like Nivaton would once they get out of this war alive. You will be left with just your loyal supporters, and to ensure their loyalty is still with you, you will have to instill in them fear. But fear is not indefinite. It would only take another leader as strong as you to sway your allies into someone else’s favor.

      “And yet, if you should stop this war, the losses will be minimized to those provinces who have already lost their soldiers. Should you show mercy to the Nivans, the other provinces would remember that and they would remember you as a merciful Emperor. If the Nivans do not uphold their end of the bargain, then you wouldn’t even have to rally the other provinces. They would on their own volition come to you without you asking because to them, the Nivans would have broken an oath that was sacred,” she paused. “Think about it as opposed to this carnage.” Sol was looking straight at the Emperor, who had gone still as though he was trying to make sense out of what she said. “What do you think, Paterno?” he said.

      “A classic response from a peacemaker. Great to listen to in theory, but quite difficult to manifest in real life,” I said.

      The Emperor gave a low growling laugh. “Always a sound advice from Paterno,” he said. “That is my answer, Sol.”

      The lady Sol shivered visibly, but perhaps she had known that it would be the Emperor’s response to the case that she had brought forward. For days, she had been trying to stop the Emperor from going to war with the Nivans, but always, he had disagreed with her.

      “Let us finish this war, Tiran,” he said. He turned to me and said, “Call all the War Generals. No one will sleep tonight. We will avenge all the four generals and by dawn tomorrow, the Nivans and their allies would have perished. Do not let them see the daylight.”

      I nodded and went away in a rush to summon the rest of the War Generals. To give word to them that there will be no rest for tonight.

      There were occasional tremors that could be felt inside the

      Palace is brought about by the fighting outside. I went towards a window to see what was happening. The gates were being opened to let out the Tree Runners. Across the Kanelan gates, I could see the Nivan troops. They were almost by the wall already. If the Tree Runners won’t be able to push them back, they will be able to enter the Kanelan Palace before sunset.
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      KINO AMARK

      Romyo was fighting several guards at once. Pyper was beside me, helping me out as I tried to kill soldiers that were close to me. I saw Pyper vanish in thin air, and I did the same, thrusting my sword against anyone who comes close to me. From out of nowhere, a sword swung by close to me, almost hitting me across my shoulder blade. Then I dashed towards a big burly soldier and swung with all my might at him. He fell down, and Pyper came rushing in and thrust a knife into the man’s heart.

      “Let’s go!” I shouted. Pyper was immediately behind me. I was panting by this time because using too much of the power does that. It made me weak and so, just like all the other Akeans, I must rest. But invisibility doesn’t make me so tired because it requires less effort unlike hauling boulders or sword-fighting. But we will tire eventually too.

      We ran closer to the Kanelan Gates. When it opens, we must go inside quickly and find Master Georre, Goemi, and Quila. Together, against the Emperor, maybe we stand a chance.

      Since Mayo couldn’t make himself invisible, he decided that it would be best for him to stay in the camps with mother and Mistress Laren. He could help tend the sick and wounded. He had argued vehemently that he didn’t want to stay behind, but Pyper pointed out that his power could be better used that way rather than in fighting.

      I could hear the metal gears of the Kanelan Gates as they turned and the gates were opened. When I could already inside the kanelan walls, my eyes landed on the Tree Runners that were lined up to go outside.

      “Pyper,” I said, hoping that she was also watching the Tree Runners. “It’s our turn to go inside.”

      “They would know,” she said. “They would sense me. And they might sense you too. Remember, they claimed you as theirs when you got to copy their powers.”

      “We’ll find out once we’re near them, so let’s,” I said.

      I ran towards the gates, avoiding the fighting that was happening all around me. It was difficult, because there were too many soldiers parrying against each other that slipping through them seemed as dangerous a feat as actually fighting one of them. When I reached the Walls, I stopped, searching for Pyper’s gooey figure. “Pyper? Where are you?” I asked.

      “Here,” she said softly. “Hide yourself behind the soldiers so the Tree Runners won’t be able to smell you. They wouldn’t know we’re nearby.”

      She was probably right because when I tried to sniff some scent to get a reference point of where Quila could be, it was difficult to do so because any memory of Quila’s scent was immediately downed by the mix of Kanelan soldiers and Nivan fighters. Both were not so pleasant anymore after a whole day long of fighting. “When the last of the Tree Runners are out, we will run towards the gate and make it inside,” I said.

      The Tree Runners were prancing as they went out; some wielding swords while the others had axes, and others still were not holding anything. Their mere might was enough to put the enemies at bay.

      “It’s time!” I said in a louder voice. Pyper squeezed my hand tightly before releasing it and pressed forward. But it was a difficult climb as the soldiers already began to close the gates.

      I ran after her and climbed at the gates, but it was already tilted in such a way that it was already impossible for us to climb.

      “Kino!” Pyper shouted as she lost her footing and fell down to the ground, directly in front of the Kanelan Gates. I was already higher on the wooden gates, but then at the last minute, I lost my footing and fell beside Pyper who was already standing now. She reached out a hand to me which I gladly take. Then we ran towards the side to make sure that no one noticed us.

      “We missed our chance,” Pyper said worriedly. “I think there’s another way for us to get inside.”

      “How? We can’t just wait for the gates to open again,” I said. I wish I could see Pyper’s face because if I could, I knew I would see the sparkle in her eyes as she thought of something amazing to enter the Kanelan Gates.

      “I know you haven’t tried it before, but perhaps we can ride the cloud to get inside undetected,” she paused before adding, “Invisible.”

      “You’re right, I haven’t tried that before,” I said. “But that is actually brilliant. I should be able to do that. It’s just like the clothes that we wear. When we turn invisible, our clothes become invisible too. How is the cloud we’ll be riding on any different?” I said.

      “If that’s the case, then do it now,” Pyper pushed.

      I concentrated and turned myself invisible. It's easier now. Then before I conjured the cloud, I thought of it being invisible too. And there! I was able to do it, but of course, Pyper couldn’t see it so I grabbed her hand. “Step up,” I said. Then we were floating. “And we’re on our way!” I couldn’t help it. We flew invisible. What more could be better than this? Pyper is brilliant!

      Up in the sky, I could see the number of soldiers that still surround the Kanelan gates. The Tree Runners that were now fighting in the battlefield, and ahead, there’s the Kanelan Palace with its great white walls that shimmer even when the sunlight is not touching it. The road is long, but it’s been more than a day already and Quila must be somewhere down there. “Pyper, I need to know where they are,” I said.

      “Don’t use Sniffling!” she said loudly. “You’re already using the Emperor’s power and Invisibility. If you use a third one, we might fall. I’ve read about Shuffling before. While it can be done, use powers at the same time, it will render you weak. Let’s find a good place where we can land and then you can use Sniffling there.”

      Always good to have Pyper around. I smiled in spite of the situation. “Alright,” I said as I maneuvered the cloud into a less dense place. I found a place in the Kanelan Yards where there were not many soldiers. I believe all of them were already in the front, fighting or if not yet, getting ready to fight. This time, we were able to land perfectly! We did not hit our buttocks on the ground, instead, the cloud gradually slowed and slid towards the ground. And... I willed for it to stop and it did. With a smile on my face, I hopped off the cloud and turned towards Pyper. I grabbed her hand again, feeling a sense of security when I was holding her hand. Suddenly, I remembered that first time we were on our way to the Secret Passage. When she was bitten by a Serpetus and I thought she would die. It was an awful feeling, to be so helpless about a situation, and to think that someone you truly care for could die. For no apparent reason, I felt my cheeks hand a squeeze. “We’ll find them, Pyper. And then we’ll put a stop to all of this. We’ll defeat the Emperor’s men.” Or at least make the Emperor grant the Nivans—us, our freedom again.

      “We can stop here. Take a moment to find Quila and the rest,” she said.

      There were moments that I could see her face. I thought it was only during the times that we’re not together, but this invisibility thing makes me miss her even when we’re together. It’s kind of an odd feeling actually.

      I closed my eyes and thought of Quila. It was easy now. I could sense her to my north east. Whatever they were planning on, they’re doing it fast because it seemed like they were already near the Kanelan Palace.

      “They’re closing in on the Palace. Even if Master Georre has power, Goemi and Quila’s won’t amount to anything much. They’re going to need us,” I said.

      “Then let’s hurry,” Pyper said.

      As we ran, it struck me that Pyper and I still held hands. I can make myself invisible on my own now so I can just as easily let go, but if this were the end of the world already, then I must hold on to one of the good things in my life.
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      QUILA TASH

      I have never been this afraid in my life. All I could think of right now was Arden because I knew that he wouldn’t let me be harmed if he were still here with me. And at the same time, because he’s gone, I knew that he’s counting on me right now to take care of his precious Goemi. It just didn’t feel so right that Goemi seemed to be having with her the people who love her, while I got to lose the one I used to have. But that’s not going to happen now because I will protect Goemi. She’s been through a lot already, and I will not let anything bad happen to her again.

      Master Georre was guiding us. We’ve been in hiding for more than a day already and we even had to don a different set of clothes so that we could blend in with the Kanelans. It was a good thing that nobody knew our faces.

      I heard Goemi gasped in front of me. She was standing rigid in front of a poster that I had to walk briskly towards her to see what it was that caught her attention. There, staring straight at us was Miroe’s image on a poster. There was a bounty for his capture. He looked a little different now with his hair tied up behind his head. If at all, he looked menacing in this photo. “There’s no need to be afraid. If he’s with the Emperor now, I’m sure that bounty is not going to amount to anything,” I said. Master Georre was also behind us. He had a sad look on his face, and his mouth was set on a straight line.

      I pray that his soul is not yet lost to darkness and that we can still convince him to go with us. Let’s not waste anymore time,” he said.

      I nodded and grabbed Goemi’s hand. “Come on. We have to go,” I said. When Goemi still wouldn’t move, and I noticed tears grazing down her cheeks, I quickly grabbed the poster and folded it. “Here,” I said, handing the paper to Goemi. “Bring it with you. We will rescue him. That’s why we’re here. Because when the Emperor is dethroned, we want to make sure that your brother is safe with us and will not be sent to the gallows for hanging.”

      Goemi reached out to take the paper. She looked at it almost reverently before folding it to make it even smaller and putting the poster inside her pocket.

      “A reminder,” she muttered.

      Master Georre was already walking in front of us. We were lucky that we were still able to grab some food earlier. In this time of war, almost no one was willing to sell any food for fear of a prolonged lockdown. But there were still the mercenaries who wanted to profit from the war, and so we had to pay extra silver coins just to get each of us a bowl of porridge and some bread to take with us. Water was provided to us for free.

      The Kanelan Palace was now right in front of us, and it stood tall and wide and imposing that I felt like I didn't deserve to be here at all. I wished Arden were here with me. It was his dream to perform here for the Emperor—well, at least for an Emperor that was not wicked. Instead, I stand here alone. Arden would have thrown a fit just to be here. I sighed deeply.

      “How are we going to get inside?” Goemi asked, as though she had read my thoughts.

      “There’s no way we can get inside now.” It was Master Georre who answered. “But we will make a plan. Perhaps we can make use of your power again.” He turned to look at me with a knowing glint in his eyes.

      “It would be easier this time,” Goemi chimed in. “He’s probably as tall as the Emperor so we only need a cloak.”

      “Have you ever seen the Emperor wear a cloak? He’s always brandishing his clothes. He won’t cover his body with a rag, much less cover his face with a cloak. No one is ever going to believe us,” I said.

      For once, Goemi chuckled. “Well, I don’t see much of the Emperor so I can’t answer what you’re asking me, but all I know is that we have to try and it seems like it’s the only way. We can’t turn invisible,” she said.

      Master Georre was calling us, urging us to follow him. To where—I don’t know, don’t care. As long as we get out of here alive.
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        * * *

      

      Master Georre was quite a sight. He stood taller now as though donning some good clothes and a cloak that were made of satin was enough to make him. Not silk, mind you, but at least it’s satin! Not as good, but it was quite an improvement from the wool that we had been wearing all throughout our journey.

      “Are you ready?” Georre asked me.

      “Yes,” I said in a shaky voice. I closed my eyes and breathed in, trying to drive my fears away. It will be over soon, I keep on telling myself.

      This is it. Arden will be so proud of me.
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      MCWINDSTORM ARREN

      I watched from the top of the Palace as the war raged on in the battleground. The Tree Runners were out there already, and I can see that my army is progressing. I only needed a good general to lead them to ensure my victory, but with Ayaan gone, who do I trust next? There’s no one that came close to Ayaan, so it will just be up to me.

      “Miroe, we will fight now and win this war,” I said as I conjured the cloud. Immediately, my troops and I stepped on it. Miroe, Sol, Paterno. We are going out of the Palace now to win and end this war. All the Nivans will die tonight and the prophecy of Mikram Anja will no longer have any chance of coming true in the future. Suddenly, as I rode the cloud and flew outside of the Kanelan Palace, it came back to me. The past that I was trying so hard to forget already, but how could I all of it had been a part of me. There was my childhood. A story that mother used to tell me. That I was named Sarsi before I was McWindStorm. How in the middle of the night, I had gone sick until my mother vowed to change my name. I was Wind then, mild-mannered little Wind. Maercella, my mother, was my everything. I had not known of any riches then. Nothing about these tall structures and grand palaces. Nor had I any knowledge of princes and princesses, or lords and ladies, of the Emperor and Authority. Until I was eight, there was no day that I had not spent with my mother. Suffice it to say that my world crumbled on the day that she left us.

      But I had grown up and buried all the good memories that Mother and I had because what’s the use? She deserted us. She didn’t deserve to live! I felt relief and grief at the same time. Pain because of the reconciliation that somehow I wished I had with my mother.

      And then, what of my father? That man who had raised me so to become a man of honor—hah! What honor did he talk about? He gave up on me when I did not do anything wrong. I was just trying to persuade my mother to go home with me so that our family could be whole again. And my father had reacted as though I had done something so vile? There was loud laughter inside my head. Of course he would punish you. You left Ameres with a great flood. People drowned. People lost their homes because you struck them with lightning. But he still gave up on me. The one who I trusted to protect me from the world was the one who let me be corrupted by it.

      And then there was Sol. Right now, she was not with me. She wanted to stay in the Palace because she did not want to participate in this war. But what of her loyalty to me? What of the vow that she made tens of moon-turns ago? She had vowed that she would serve the Emperor! For this I could have her tried for treason. When all this is over, I will do just that. And as punishment, I will make Sol my slave.

      And then there was Lamare Aristin Amark. I consider Lamare to be the cause of my rise in power and at the same time the only probable reason for my Empire’s fall.

      There was so much to say about us, so much that we could have done together, but I also have my faults. Instead of driving her away from me, I should have taken it easy. I should have known that she was different. That there were things that were important to her that meant nothing to me. I should have fought for us instead of driving her away towards that Nivan.

      Look at what I have done—instead of fortifying my relationship with Lamare, we ended up as enemies. It would have been just as well if only she had died the way I thought she did moon-turns ago. But here she is. Standing before my empire to wreak havoc just as Mikram Anja foretold. But she is not of Nivan blood, and so that pieces it all together. Her commiserating with Nivan gave her the boy who is the only threat to my empire.

      I could already feel that this is the end. Today will culminate in either the continuity of my reign or the total end of it. I wish Northsam were still here to give me any form of guidance. And then, there’s the boy. Kino Amark. The one who I had initially loved as my own, until that point that he opened his eyes and his nanny informed me that he had such green eyes. Lamare had betrayed me and there was no other way but to banish her from my life—from the entire of Akea. But I made the mistake of allowing her bastard to live. I shouldn’t have.

      I could feel Miroe beside me. He was staring straight ahead at the battlefield.

      “You don’t have to worry, lad. All I have to do is call upon the lightning and this battle will be at an end. There’s no way that they could ever win,” I paused, laughing. “How could they think that with the Tree Runners fighting with me they could win? These Tree Runners are almost invincible to the sword. Sure, they bleed, but it will take a long time or a really sharp blade to cut through their skins that are as thick as barks of trees.” “If there’s nothing to worry about, then why don’t we fight them on level ground. No one will be able to touch you while I am beside you, Your Grace,” Miroe said.

      I heard Paterno snort.

      “That remains to be proven, Your Grace. Do not so easily trust anyone with your life,” Paterno said.

      I will fight this battle now. Once this war is over, I will send all my men home so that they can go back to their families, start anew, take a good rest. At some point, perhaps I would take Sol’s advice to take it easy on the people. They just wanted to serve a reasonable man. I will become the leader Sol wished I would be. Tomorrow, everything will be a brand new start as long as I annihilate the Nivans. I just need that assurance. If none of them exist anymore, there’s no way for the prophecy to come true. With that thought, I glided the cloud that we’re riding on downwards. We’ll be in front of the battlefield in a few minutes. “You Grace, please, not at the head of the battlefield,” Paterno said.

      “A leader must lead and display to his people his courage,” I said. And with that, I called on the storms to ravage the land. The sky darkened as though there was an eclipse. Lightnings flashed from the sky and thunder roared. It was such a fitting display of my power to these rebels before they finally met their deaths.
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        * * *
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      ROMYO DE NICOLAS

      What I’ve been afraid of has happened. The Emperor is now in the middle of the battlefield and using his power to win this war. The land rumbled as lightning struck the ground and while his soldiers were also struck by lightning, it was the Nivans that suffered most as bodies flung in the air, both whole and broken. Mangled body parts fell to the ground as loud explosions hit. The wind howled and even that we had to battle against, but what use was it to battle such an indestructible force? For two days, we were able to put ourselves forward in this war. Four generals gone, it would only be a matter of time before the other generals flank us together, or for the Emperor to attack us. And here it is now.

      My men had gone invisible and were running around to avoid the lightning. And in the process, killing one or two Kanelan soldiers.

      “This is the final battle!” I shouted. “Do not falter now. The Emperor is out! He won’t stop until all of us are dead! Fight for Nivans! Fight for all Akeans!” For a moment, the Nivans flickered, twice, thrice, and it was beautiful. It was an assent from everyone, that they heard me, and that they would rally.

      I shouted as I ran forward towards a Kanelan soldier and slashed strongly against him. He fell down, eyes wide open as though he didn’t know what had happened because he did not see the person who attacked him. There was another one, who was parrying with air and I could see the gooey figure of the Nivan who was fighting with him. I quickly lunged and thrust my sword at the Kanelan soldier. Better to end it quickly rather than to allow my fellow Nivan tire out from the parrying.

      There were other soldiers and I yelled as I thrust my sword against him. Too much bloodshed, but it was something that cannot be avoided. For as long as there were supporters of a man even when he was in the wrong, for as long as there were those who follow blindly a man even with his crimes, there will be a war. Bloodshed would not be avoided because there are those who will continue to fight a war. To stand for what is right. Those who see behind the insignia’s of the generals, of Queens, Kings, and Emperors. There are those who are like us. Those who despise idolatry.

      I slashed my sword and another Kanelan fell to the ground. Even with the Emperor here, he was not able to douse a fire. If at all, it only encouraged us to fight because we knew that we are at the last legs of our lives. It’s death today. It’s written for us already unless we defeat the Emperor.

      Then I felt a clobber against me. I was thrown away and landed on the ground, surprised. I was invisible, and yet, someone was able to pinpoint my exact location to punch me. As I looked up, I stared at our brothers—the Tree Runners. They were fighting for the Emperor now. They could sense us in the same way that we can also sense them because once upon a time, we were closely bonded. Our love of the trees brought us together. But they had been banished to SOnista and the Gods know how that place can corrupt one’s soul.

      I jumped to my feet and got ready to fight. Faking a turn to the left, then finally lunging on the right side and slashing my sword right across the Tree Runner’s face. He grunted, and I thought he was done for.

      But instead of seeing that his head had been detached from his body, and instead of my sword dripping with the Tree Runner’s blood, I saw him, standing proudly in front of me with barely a scratch. His skin that was like a tree’s bark had protected him from my sword.

      It was a moment of reckoning what the Emperor had gotten for allies. These Tree Runners, while they do not look like monsters at all were as hard to kill as monsters in the stories.

      But if we rally together, we can defeat them. Perhaps one to four.

      I must give my instructions now. Then I yelled so that those nearby could hear me, and started parrying with the Tree Runner. in a few seconds, Nivans heeded my call, and there were four of us against the Tree Runner. But I could be wrong, because the Tree Runner kept on pushing against us, driving us backwards. He was strong and two of the Nivans that were fighting with me landed on the ground with a loud thump as the Tree Runner flung them. I put all my strength as I thrust a sword to the Tree Runner’s body, but it would not go through. Then I heard the consecutive sound of arrows hitting the flesh. I looked at the Tree Runner and found that arrows had pierced its eyes. It stood for a while as though it did not know what had happened, then its lifeless form fell to the ground in a loud thunk.

      “They are built to last. The only way they can be killed is if you hit them in an open wound or in a part of their body that is not covered by their skin,” Laren said. She was holding her bow.

      It was a brief moment only that I had to pause because immediately, there were soldiers all around us, so I started fighting again, avoiding the swords, until one hit me on my leg. It was barely a graze, but blood still gashed out. There’s no stopping now though. It will be tended later, for now, we must fight.
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      PYPER SAN DIEGO

      Kino and I have been running and brisk walking for quite a while now in an effort to reach Quila and her group soon.

      “They seem to be going to the Palace already, and they can’t do that. At least not without any support,” Kino said. His face looked determined. He had grown so much since the time that we first met. During that time, he was still a scrawny boy who frequented the forest to gather fresh fruits and vegetables that he can sell in the Wawang Village marketplace. There was something about him even then that caught my attention. He looked shy, but he never surrendered to the bullies. He kept on fighting every time. And his kindness, that time that he put ointment on my arm, and that time that he took care of me when I was bitten by the Serpetus were memories that I would never forget. He was wrongly pursued by the Emperor because he was just a boy. Well, now he is older, and already a lad, and someone who seemed to know by now what he’s doing. Somehow, he reminded me a little bit about Arden. He’s not as handsome as Arden was, but Kino, there’s this charm that he possessed that makes me feel light just being with him. I blushed at the thought.

      “What do you plan on doing?” I asked.

      Just after I said that, the sky darkened and I grasped Kino’s hand tightly. I know what this means, it’s the Emperor. Kino was already looking at the sky the same way that I was doing now, scanning the horizon for any trace of the Emperor’s whereabouts. “He couldn’t be doing this from the Kanelan Palace. It’s just too far away,” Kino said. Then he closed his eyes for a brief moment. This time, it was he who squeezed my hand. “He’s out there,” he asked.

      “What’s your plan?” I asked.

      “If he’s out there, that only means one thing— he wants to put an end to the war already, and to do that, he will destroy all of the rebels with his storms.”

      The moment he said that, lightning flashed across the sky. Even though this was not new to me, I still froze at where I was standing and grew afraid. “There was a time that he meant for those lightning to strike us,” I said.

      “He’s not going to stop unless he did.That’s why we must go there,” Kino said. “But before that, we need to find Quila first.” He closed his eyes quickly and when he opened them, he was already sprinting in front of me, pulling at my hand to follow him. I could only surmise that we are tracing the path towards QUila, Goemi, and Master Georre Pasap.
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      QUILA TASH

      “The Emperor is not in the Palace,” I said as I surveyed the sky outside. “He is out there.”

      Master Georre was eyeing the sky with a grim expression on his face. “This has got to stop,” he murmured. “Come with me. Change of plans. Where the Emperor is, that’s where we’re going. We need to rescue Miroe.”

      I sighed but nodded in agreement. I still think that Miroe doesn’t need any rescuing. Heck, the guy can kill a dozen soldiers in one go without even touching them! If there's anybody who needed saving, it would be Goemi whose power is as passive and useless as mine.

      While I scampered after Master Georre, Goemi was also brisk walking after him. At this time, nobody is paying us any mind anymore because everybody was curious and anxious about what was happening outside and how this war would end, and if it would even end today. The sky is still dark but I could already see the faint traces of Sisis’s rays. In an hour, if I were still back in Loondu, the cocks would begin to crow to welcome the sunlight.

      My heart thudded as lightning covered the sky. It would have been a splendid display if it had been fireworks, but they were weapons that could kill. Weapons that the Emperor was hurtling towards the Nivans and the other rebels that sided with them. Heck, if I were there, I would have been one of the targets. Goosebumps immediately covered my skin at the thought.

      I thought that we were already safe as we rushed back to the Kanelan Gates to get to where the fighting was, but soldiers finally found us.

      “Enemies!” one of the soldiers shouted, and immediately, spears were hurled towards us. I dodged one and rolled on the ground. This to me was not new anymore. I have found that I’ve been running faster and my instinct for survival has increased significantly.

      Goemi was running from behind me, but with her long legs, she was able to overtake me in just seconds. She threw a rock against a soldier and grabbed my hand to make me run faster. I was panting at this time. I clutched tightly at Arden’s sword, hoping that I wouldn’t have to use it because let’s face it, even after more than a moon-turn of practice, I cannot claim myself to be skilled in wielding the sword. Master Georre stopped running, and Goemi had to stop too. Right in front of us were some of the Emperor’s soldiers and from behind us, there were soldiers approaching too. Goemi let go of my hand, and she was immediately holding in her hand a knife.

      I unsheathed Arden’s sword and the clear swish filled my ears. It was as though I knew how to use it. It was courage that was powering the sword that when a soldier leaped at me, I raised both hands that were holding the sword and was able to block the soldier. Then I swung with all my might only for the soldier to deflect me. Goemi leaped from where she was and struck the soldier with the knife that she was carrying. It was enough to make the soldier stumble and fall, but he was a man, by far stronger than both of us combined even when he was already wounded. He pushed at Goemi and was now on top of him. Goemi started screaming. Heat rushed inside my head as I remembered what it was that Goemi could have been remembering now—that soldier on top of her brought the bad memories that she was trying so hard to bury. I growled and thrust the sword’s blade at the soldier. When I withdrew the sword, blood gushed out, but the soldier was dead.

      I grabbed Goemi’s hand and quickly hugged her. “It’s alright,” I whispered. Goemi shrieked again and I was not able to avoid the punch of a soldier as I fell backward. I was still clutching the sword. Goemi was sprawled on the ground. I stood up quickly and the surrounding swirled. Blood trickled on the side of my lip. My knees buckled as I put on a fighting stance. The soldier in front of me had on a menacing smile.

      “When we’re done with you, you would wish you’d never been born,” the soldier said.

      Master Georre was a good eight yards away from me and he was parrying with several soldiers all at once. My lip twitched and I wanted to cry, but there was no one who could help me now. I have to be courageous now. Be brave, I could almost hear Arden say the words. And just like that, my heart was filled with immense hope that maybe, there was a good life that awaited us all after this. Just survive this day. Just today, I told myself.

      I gripped the hilt of the sword tighter and when the soldier attacked me, I ran towards him and met his strike with a block, and strike against him in return. He was stronger, but I didn't have to be as strong—I just have to fight smarter. So I used my height to my advantage and swung against his legs. He dropped his weapon. He grabbed it from the ground after a moment’s pause and thrust it at me, but I was quick to dodge it, turn around, arms outstretched and slashed the sword against his neck. I was gasping for breath after that. I watched as his body fell to the ground. All around us, there was fighting. Men, women, children, soldiers. Some also seemed to be rebels like us. I quickly bent over Goemi and slapped her.

      “Wake up,” I said. “Goemi, wake up!”

      I raised my hand and when I was about to hit her again, Goemi raised her hand to stop me. “I’m awake now. What happened?”

      “We’re still running for our lives. The world has not ended yet, but it could be anytime now,” I said.

      “In that case, we better run,” she said before pulling herself up. He picked up the knife that was on the ground. “Come on!” she said.

      I ran after her. The soldiers seemed to have realized that we were trying to escape them and so one of them pointed in my direction and started chasing us.

      I ran and Goemi did too. We got lucky that we were able to save our lives, but next time, the soldiers may defeat us. Master Georre was running behind us because he was trying to create a diversion every now and then. I wish he has a power that’s not passive like Goemi’s and mine—I was with that thought when Master Georre turned around to face the soldiers.

      “Run!” I shouted. But Master Georre just stood there. And then, as the soldiers approached us, the ground broke as though the land had dried up. There were cracks everywhere just like what you see during drought. And then he stomped his feet on the ground, and land thrust up as though lightning had struck the ground. The soldiers who were standing on the ground lost their balance and fell. Then Master Georre turned back to us again and started running.

      I pulled at Goemi’s hand and started running too. Then, wham!

      I stumbled and rolled on the ground. When I looked up, Goemi was nowhere near me. I panicked. “Goemi?” I shouted. And then I saw her, she was trying to stand up. There were another batch of soldiers attacking her. What will I do?

      This time, my courage alone would not be able to save her.
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      KINO AMARK

      “There!” I yelled. “Quila! We’re here.”

      Then I pushed at the cloud that Pyper and I were riding on, and made myself invisible so that Quila could see us. Pyper had also done the same. I can see her face from the corner of my eye, and her mouth was on a straight line.

      “Grab her hand as we pass by them,” I said.

      Pyper nodded.

      “Now!” I yelled.

      Pyper grabbed Quila’s hand while I reached down to grab her waist. It was so quick that everything happened in a millisecond. Then Pyper made herself invisible and so did Quila.

      “Goemi,” QUila said. “We have to rescue her.”

      That need not be said. Goemi was surrounded by the soldiers so we had to create a distraction. Pyper leaped down the cloud when we were close to Goemi already.

      She poked the shoulder of one of the soldiers and when he looked around, Pyper made herself visible, but it was only her head that she made visible so it seemed as though her head was floating in the air.

      “Boo!” she said. The soldier, who was almost twice our age jumped back, and this created a space that was big enough for us to squeeze in while still riding the cloud.

      “Hold on to me tightly, Quila,” I said. Then we swooped down and grabbed Goemi, but we did this while we were invisible so it looked as though Goemi was just flying. “Time to get Pyper back,” I said. Then I located her gooey figure and when I found it, swooped down again on the cloud and grabbed her. She immediately turned Goemi invisible.

      When Pyper was back, I immediately grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. “We’re together now. Time to get back to Mayo, and then see to the Emperor.”

      “Not so fast,” Goemi said. “My father is down there. We must get him too.”

      “What happens if we leave him here?” I asked. It was a crazy thing to ask, but I already wanted to leave the Kanelan yards and into the battlefield.

      “He came here to rescue Miroe, and my twin is outside fighting alongside the Emperor. That’s where Papa has got to be,” Goemi said. I wish I could see her face. I wanted to remind her that her brother was a murderer who didn’t deserve to be rescued, but Mayo said that he was able to escape the Kanelan dungeons only with some aid from Miroe. He’s still sore at me for not being able to rescue him at the Kanelan dungeons, and I still feel bad about it, because, as he pointed out, he had always been there to rescue me.

      So Going back, maybe, just maybe, Miroe might have some redeeming value which may make him worthy of being rescued.

      “I see him,” I said. He was being chased by soldiers. it would be more difficult to grab him because he would be heavier. And he can’t see us. “I’m going to slow down beside him, then I’m going to make you visible, Goemi, both you and I. Then we’ll ask him to jump on the cloud.”

      Goemi nodded at high speed. Master Georre was still running, but in a few seconds, he would be caught already. I pushed myself to make the cloud go faster. Then as we closed in on him, I slowed a bit.

      “Papa!” Goemi shouted. Georre stumbled as though he was caught off guard, but luckily, the soldiers who were chasing him were also caught off guard.

      “They ride the cloud just like the Emperor!” a soldier shouted. “Yes!” I yelled back. “Tell his highness that I got this power from him.” Then I swooped down and extended my hand at Master Georre who grabbed it. Goemi also did the same. Then Master Georre jumped up just as javelins were hurled towards us. All of us vanished in thin air as we became invisible. Then we rose higher. The soldiers were left astounded at what they had witnessed.

      Pyper was behind me. “You can make two persons invisible now?” she asked.

      “My power has grown during the time that we were not together. Perhaps you can also do it if you practice hard enough?” I asked sheepishly.

      Pyper shook her head. “No, I’ve been invisible all my life. Wasn’t that practice enough? If I’m not able to manifest that strength, then perhaps I’m not that strong,” she paused. “You’re amazing.”

      I blushed and I was only too glad that we were all invisible and nobody could see my flaming cheeks. But enough of that now. We are together once more. What’s left now is to find the Emperor and hope that when we’re facing each other, we would be able to put a stop to this war.

      The sky darkened even more and then it lit up as lightning grazed the horizon. It would not be difficult to find him in this mess.
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      MIROE PASAP

      A moon-turn ago, I was out in the world living the life of a vagrant. I didn’t have anything to eat nor do I have a roof above my head, but then there was Goemi, my twin who I knew loved me as much as I loved her. She was my world. When everybody else turned themselves on me—my grandma, my papa, even those who adopted us —everyone else had turned their backs on me. My last hope had been Goemi, but even she replaced me with someone else too.

      And then there was Mayo who I had detested when I was traveling with him. He was the most selfish person I have ever met. And yet again, there was some kindness perhaps, but he still chose to be with his friends. Nobody decided to stay with me.

      And now, I believe that I have found my place in Akea. Right here, beside the Emperor, riding the cloud with him, and making lightning strike all around us, it vilified my power. Nothing could stop me now. I can use my power and I wouldn’t have any reservation about it because the Emperor is going to be accountable for my actions. Not me. The Emperor himself.

      “Just give me your word, Your Highness,” I said.

      “When we land,” the Emperor replied. “Kill as many as you can.”

      I smiled and gave him a curt nod although he couldn’t see me. His eyes were still trained on the group of rebels that were below. They were not so many of them and could have been easily annihilated with all these soldiers here. How did they manage to survive for three days?

      On the battlefield, soldiers were fighting against the rebels, and then to my surprise, the rebels vanished, and when they next appeared, they were already at a more advantageous position to kill the soldiers. the soldiers fell one by one as the rebels— these Nivans killed them. My heart thumped at the realization of how advantageous being invisible in battle was. Just like my power—it is invisible and yet potent.

      I glanced at the Emperor. “They’re invisible,” I said. “How can we defeat them if they’re invisible?”

      “The lightning will hit them and torrential rains shall pour upon them.”

      “Then make it rain already!” I insisted almost to the point of panic.

      “The rain will make it slippery for them as well as for our soldiers. The same thing with lightning. I can kill them all if I want to, but what will become of our soldiers? they will die with the rest of them.” The emperor’s face was devoid of emotion. I thought that he had no regard for his soldiers as long as he got his victory, but it seemed as though somehow, he still cared for those soldiers who were fighting for them.

      The Tree Runners were also fighting, but they were also falling at some point. There were four to one Tree Runners to make them fall.

      “If the Tree Runners all push together, there will be no rebels left. We can kill all of them,” I said.

      “That is the intent,” the Emperor said. “But if we lose this battle—”

      I stopped short. How can the Emperor think that we might lose? “Your Highness, there’s no way that we could lose,” I began. Release me among them and I would cut their number in half in an hour.”

      The Emperor chuckled while he concentrated on hurtling lightning. Explosions were happening all over in the ground as lightning struck. “Have they not taught you in school that as you use your power, you also grow weary?” he said. His face looked strained and beads of sweat covered his face.

      “Huh?” I said. I have never used my power so forcefully before for me to feel drained. “Then let me kill as many as I can. Serving you is my destiny and I have come here to fulfill it.”

      “You will,” he said. Then he flew the cloud lower until we were on the ground. We were right in front of the battlefield. The Emperor turned to look at me and said, “Your turn to serve me has come, Miroe. Go and make haste.”

      It was the command I longed to hear and as soon as my feet touched the ground. No one will stand in my way.

      I sprinted towards the battlefield, but I made a mental note not to stray too far away from the Emperor. It is still my primary objective, to protect him.

      In front of me, there were two rebels. I could tell by the way their armors looked—tarnished and dented. I raised my hand and clenched it in a motion that seemed akin to squeezing someone’s heart, and then both of them clutched at their chest before falling heavily to the ground.
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      LAMARE AMARK

      The hours went on and on and this time, it seemed like there will be no rest for all of us. The battle will end today. Everyone is tired, but we must keep fighting. I feel anxious and uncertain about how this would go. When we started fighting, I knew that there was a slight chance of us winning, but that chance blossomed into hope that we might be able to take down the Emperor and put an end to his rule.

      As our men get slaughtered by the Emperor’s men, winning this war becomes a bleak possibility. But that’s not the point because when we came here to fight, there were three reasons that drove us. One, we wanted freedom for the Nivans. They have to be recognized as citizens in Akea again. Second, for a change in leadership. Wind could have been a great leader if he had not been consumed by so much power, authority, and self love. These were the driving forces behind his rule rather than to serve the citizens. That’s why Akea is in such turmoil now. Lastly, I have to make sure that if I were not able to do it for myself, that I would be able to make things right for my son. He has power now, I am proud of that, but for the things that we suffered from, the hardships that we had to endure… I just have to make things right for him.

      I composed myself and grabbed a bow. The only times that I had held one was when I was trained in the Palace. I had been taught how to fight even though I had guards surrounding me everyday. Nevertheless, my father Northsam made sure that I am not defenseless. It was good that he made me do it. It was time to fight not by writing. it was odd that when I could before, I did not change the course of things by writing them, and now, Gods, I wished I could do it. But I have no more power since Wind controlled it. The Karis Thia volcanoes did erupt long after I supposedly died and resurrected.

      “The armies are falling. It is time for us to fight alongside them,” Laren said. I looked at her and remember the friendship that we once had which was rekindled because we shared the same desire to put an end to the Emperor’s rule.

      “I am ready,” I said.

      I could sense her anxiety, which was completely understandable given the situation that we are in.

      “If I come face to face with the Emperor and he will take me a prisoner, you have to end it for me,” Laren said.

      “What you’re asking from me is a lot.” I understand the desire to be freed from the Emperor’s chains. Death is indeed thus far sweeter than to be held captive. “But I will do it,” I said firmly. “Thank you,” Laren said. “Must I extend the same favor to you?” She was so serious that I wasn’t able to help it, I laughed and shook my head.

      “I will face whatever it will be for me. The Gods forbid that I would be taken prisoner by my former hus—” I stopped short, and then after realizing that Laren already knew, continued, “my former husband. I would find a way to get my revenge somehow.” Laren nodded in understanding.

      “There was something that was bothering me though, and I cannot really go to war without asking Laren about it, so while she walked ahead of me, I grabbed her elbow firmly. “Swear to me,” I started, “swear to me that should I die in this battle, you will care for my Kino the way you care for your own daughter.” I searched Laren’s eyes, and they got misty so soon. She bit her lip and nodded, then she threw both her arms to wrap me in a tight embrace.

      “I promise,” she said in a shaky voice. “And—” She paused, and swallowed as though she couldn’t get her words out.

      “I will do the same for Pyper,” I said. Then Laren embraced me tightly again. After a while, we let go and somehow, I felt better knowing that there’s someone who would be there for my son.

      Going into this battle does not make me feel so weary anymore. I sense hope, a light at the end of a dark hallway. We will make it through this together.
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        * * *

      

      Outside the tent, we were greeted with the breaking of the dawn. The sky was littered with all shades of red and yellow as though it foretells that on this new day, the land is going to be covered by blood.

      Romyo was sprinting towards us. Dogan was following closely behind.

      “The men are falling. Without any rest, it will be a challenge for us to win this war. The Emperor has soldiers that he hasn’t deployed yet, and those who do not die in battle get a chance to trade places with those who have not yet fought. But us—we’re all we have,” he said. His eyes were solemn, but they were very much alert. “The lightning struck us and killed almost a quarter of our men. It was a good thing that the Emperor killed just as many of his men. If there’s no news about any help, then it’s going to be a slaughter.”

      Laren looked grim but she wasn’t fazed as though she had been expecting to hear this from Romyo.

      Instead of putting a stop to the battle, the Emperor wanted to end everything today,” I said.

      “That’s not what I wanted to hear from you, my lady,” Romyo said. “I want you to lead the women to go back to Karis Thia if need be. Go back to take care of the children. When the Emperor banished his mother, the former Queen Maercella benilde, it was there that he sent her, and so, if we lose this war, then at least we will know that not all of the Nivans died. There are male children among us, and when they grow old, we can still procreate. There is hope for the Nivans. Not even this war could end our clan.”

      “That is utter foolishness,” I said. “And yet, one that does make sense. But I am not the Chief Hunter, so my opinion is limited to my outburst.”

      Romyo and I stared at Laren to wait for her instructions. After a while she spoke, “There are some among the children who could already make decisions, and who are of age to tend to poultry and farm. The children will not go hungry, and if there are no adults among them, should all Nivans perish, then they would stand a better chance of being pardoned than if there were women among them. No, this is our fight. We will fight alongside all the men.” Laren’s voice shook with passion. Romyo did not argue anymore. “Alright then. Then onto the battlefield we go,” Romyo said.

      I looked up above and uttered a silent prayer to the Gods. I searched for the biggest star in the sky and prayed to the mother I never knew. Perhaps in this time, she would grant me back my power. Perhaps there’s something that I could still do to change the death that probably awaited us.
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      PYPER SAN DIEGO

      My right hand was gripping the knife tightly because I was terrified to use it. It didn’t matter that we’re in a war because nothing could ever justify a war. The lives of the rebels and soldiers who had fallen meant a lot to their families. They weren’t just a number, just a speck in this world that can be eradicated as though ending their lives wouldn’t make any difference to Akea.

      And that’s why I didn’t want to kill anyone. But I know that it would be impossible to leave my hands clean after today. Kino was still invisible and so was everybody else. The cloud that we were riding on touched the ground and we were all deployed on the ground now, ready to fight, or contribute to this fight in whatever manner.

      Kino squeezed my hand. “I’m going to look for the Emperor. I believe this is between the two of us. Something that we need to settle from the very first moment that I breathe the Akean air,” Kino said.

      “I want to go with you,” I insisted. The Emperor is skilled in his power because he had been using it all his life whereas Kino, he only discovered it two moon-turns ago, and he had learned to control it not so long ago. I want to be there to protect him. “There must be some way that I can help you.”

      “If you’re beside me, I will worry and I won’t be able to fight as strongly,” he said. This time, he had gone visible and I could see the green in his eyes. They were so refreshing, like it could take away all my worries just by looking at them. I didn’t know when I began to feel like I needed him in my life, but maybe it was from the very first time that we met, when he had rubbed the ointment on my arm and I caught a glimpse of his kind soul. But I couldn’t say the words.

      “Alright, but we’ll just be behind you watching you, and if there’s anything we can do to help, you must not get mad at us if we rush in to save your sorry ass!” I said. He smiled, and then I wasn’t able to help it, I hugged him tightly.

      Then the lightning began to strike the land again and we knew it was time to fight.

      Then Kino became invisible and was gone. I could almost still see his gooey figure as it soared towards where the cloud seemed to be the darkest.

      “Let’s go!” I said to the rest of the gang. Kino may have asked us not to go with him, but we’ll be there just the same. Quila nodded and started sprinting. I didn’t know that she could run so fast now that she had shed off some of her baby fats. Goemi and Master Georre were also running after us.
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      ROMYO DE NICOLAS

      Everyone is tired now and yet we are all fueled by that same desire to finally conclude this war. We will not be taken prisoners by the Empire. I can only see two possible outcomes— with us winning this war or with us dead on the ground.

      Both outcomes would result in a high death toll.

      Lamare was riding a horse but Laren and I remained on foot. It was our Nivan way, we relied on our feet and our invisibility to win this war.

      I faced my fellow Nivans. Their faces were grim because they knew as much as I did of this battle’s outcome, and even if we emerge victorious, it wouldn’t be a cause for such tremendous celebration because that means we had killed a lot.

      “If you believe in the value of our heritage, in us being recognized as citizens again, then you will fight this war because the Emperor would stop at nothing to eradicate us. The seer revealed that out of the Nivan blood, Akea will rise again, and that had been the reason why the Emperor wanted to annihilate us. The time to make a stand is now! We’ve almost seen this one through!” I paused to catch my breath. They were all eager to have this over with even if it would mean their death. Fighting for a cause brings out the courage in everyone. “When I say charge, we will take in our hands the lives of anyone who still fights for the Emperor.”

      They raised their arms in the air and shouted, “To Nivaton!” That was all that I needed to hear so that I would know that they’re still with us on this one.

      I caught Laren’s eye. “Chief Hunter, if you may?”

      She nodded, and then yelled with her right hand pumping the air, “Charge!”

      It was the most beautiful sound.
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      MAYO CALO

      I was waiting for this moment, to stand by Master Romyo’s side and fight. I used to think that when I fight a war, it will be beside my father, but all that is lost now. He is gone, but he died bravely as Dogan narrated. He had killed the great general and King of Ameres, Ayaan Noto. The name that when uttered brought instant fear to anyone who hears it.

      And now, the Chief Hunter, Pyper’s mother, was screaming “charge.”

      I took out the sword that I was holding and ran like crazy after Master Romyo. I will protect him, whatever he did not kill, I will.

      The air was filled with the loud burst of the ground that resulted when lightning struck the ground. The clash of swords against swords was all I could hear.

      The Nivans vanished and so did Master Romyo and I found myself staring straight at a Kanelan soldier. I raised my sword and swung at him. He fell to the ground as invisible hands grappled at him. I stared at him as he continued writhing. He was struggling, and he kicked hard, and I think he might have struck a Nivan because there was a loud thunk. Before I could change my mind, I thrust the sword at him and killed him. Blood spilled on the ground, and I felt chills running up and down my spine. It was surreal. I wanted to be a soldier, but I just wasn’t ready to do it like this.

      I wiped the blood that had smudged on my face. My hands were sweating profusely that I got afraid that the sword I was holding would slip. I wanted to be a soldier but am I really ready for this?

      Where were Kino and Pyper? They went to find the Emperor and end this war, but were they able to find him? I hope that this will end soon.

      “Mayo!” somebody shouted and I turned around to see who it was.

      “Professor Leban!” I said, surprised but happy to see him here. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard that you and Kino were at the center of this fight,” he said. “So I want to make good use of my power. What good would my Power Toning classes be if I cannot display my power in a war?” He was smiling. His face was already streaked with sweat which meant that he had been fighting too. As usual he was barefoot because his power was in his legs. “Besides, I believe in what you are fighting for.”

      “Thank you, Professor!” I said.

      “I didn’t come alone,” he said. And then I turned around and found my classmates around me. They were also fighting against the soldiers together. I narrowed my eyes to check if what I was seeing was real. 

      “Is that Conrad?” I said, remembering the bully who had always made the school days tough on Kino and me. “And there’s Lima!” I was surprised. “I can’t believe they’re here too.”

      “Children fight and bicker, it’s a way of life, but it stops there. What’s more important to learn is that schoolmates are like brothers, they believe that they’re the only ones who can bully their brothers, nobody else gets to do that. So when they learned that I was going here, they volunteered and even convinced your other classmates to go,” Professor Leban said.

      If there wasn’t any fighting going around, I would hug the Professor, but my eyes might have gone misty because it was Dogan who spoke next. “Wipe your tears, Mayo. Continue fighting,” he said. I sniffed but did exactly as he said. I nodded at Professor Leban, and then we got back to fighting.

      Dogan moved with such grace that is unexpected from someone with his bulk, but then again, fighting is an art and perhaps he has mastered it. Beside him, Professor Leban was kicking things towards the soldiers. It was fun to watch him in action.

      With Dogan and Professor Leban fighting with me,  everything seemed easier. My heart was still pounding as I raised my sword to thrust it at the soldier who had his back on me. He turned around so quickly that I froze and then before I could swing my sword at him, Dogan had quickly slashed his sword several times. The soldier was dead the moment he hit the ground.

      “Follow me,” Dogan said. “Or if you cannot stomach it, go back to the tents. Else, you will just be a distraction.” He grunted as he punched a sword at the back before kicking at his back and once on the ground, thrust a sword on his ribcage to make sure that he would never rise up again to fight.

      I can do this. I am born to be a soldier. it will take some time getting used to this, but I will be a soldier like my father. That will be his legacy.

      I stepped backward at the right moment and missed the arrow that hit the ground. My face must have paled because I could feel my head getting light. I must compose myself. There’s no place in my heart for so much fear. I must defend myself because when Kino takes the throne, I wanted to be one of his personal guards.

      “Dogan!” I yelled. “We have to find Kino! He is going to fight the Emperor and I’m sure that he will be needing our help, so we must get to him fast.”

      Dogan sidestepped before swinging his sword at the soldier attacking him causing the latter to topple over. Then in one quick motion, Dogan thrust the sword at his back.

      Dogan looked up at me and at the sky. “The Emperor must be riding the clouds, or he could be anywhere here. We’ll get to them.”

      Then right that moment, the ground that Dogan was standing on burst and threw us backwards. There was mud all over me and there were other bodies that were knocked down a few yards from me.

      “Dogan?” I said, and when there was no response, I repeated loudly, “Dogan!”

      There was no reply. Instead, there was a huge man lying on the ground. I stood up and rushed to it, and was relieved when I saw that it wasn’t Dogan.

      “That won’t kill me, Mayo,” he said. “But if a lightning bolt struck me, I would be a goner. Come on now, we must find the Emperor.”

      Then without saying another word, he sprinted towards the center of the battlefield to where I presume the Emperor would be.
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      LAREN SAN DIEGO

      Romyo was ahead of me, and when he joined the battleground, he immediately took to fighting with the rebels. The Kanelan soldiers were attacking us from all sides, but we can turn invisible and that has always been an advantage. The problem was that these soldiers, while they could not turn themselves invisible, had other powers. If someone is unlucky enough to get hit by a soldier who has super strength as a power, then that person would find himself wounded at the very least. I threw my dagger at a soldier. It pierced him just close to his heart, and he immediately fell to the ground. Then I went over and pulled back my blade. No sooner had I touched it did I strike at the neck of the soldier closest to me. It was not deep enough, but the gash cut his veins. He fell to the ground with a loud thunk.

      I kept on skimming through this war, fighting against the soldiers while I remained invisible. Romyo kept on flickering in and out of sight, and it was a good tactic to confuse and weaken the morale of the Kanelan soldiers. Once fear consumes them, they would hardly get the chance to fight with a good mental condition. And so Kanelan soldiers fell. But the lightning struck the ground again and killed Nivans and Kanelan soldiers alike.

      I searched on the battlefield for any trace of my daughter but she was nowhere in sight.

      Dear Gods, whatever the outcome, please care for my little girl.
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      LAMARE AMARK

      I kept galloping on my horse and shooting arrows to prevent the Nivans from getting killed by the Emperor’s soldiers. I cannot come close to them else I risk being slaughtered easily.

      The Nivans are falling because of the lightning. Even if the Kanelan soldiers fell, there are so many of them that the Emperor would just keep on deploying them.

      Right now, the dawn has broken, and on the horizon, the sun was beginning to show. It was a good promise of how this day might end.

      But it was impossible.

      Four of the War generals charged in front of the battlefield and they were flanked by the Emperor’s men. They charged on their horses and the Tree Runners with them. In an hour, we would be dead.

      I took arrows and started shooting again taking aim at those who appear to be about to thrust their sword hoping that in doing so I was saving someone’s husband or father.

      Romyo de Nicolas was leading the Nivans in front, but with the armies gathering strength, he would be retreating very soon.

      If Kino could only end this now.

      Then to my surprise, I heard cheers from behind me. There were loud galloping sounds that filled the air and when I looked back, I saw the animals charging as well. There was a group of tigers and lions moving speedily towards us. And wolves that were moving so speedily you could hardly see them. Far back, there were elephants, and horses. And birds. All kinds of animals were helping us today.

      When they reached the battlefield, there was carnage as men fought against the fighters of the forest. And leading them was Elder Mahen who was riding a dark horse. “Charge!” he yelled, and then there were other guttural sounds that he made with his right arm raised up in the air.

      He was already in the center of the battlefield together with Romyo, and together, they fought side by side against the Kanelan warriors. The generals urged their soldiers to move forward and attack, and they did.

      “Charge!” Elder Mahen shouted, and all was in chaos. “Makibaka!”
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      ELDER MAHEN DILO

      There was nothing else for me to live for save to see the peace that had once reigned in Akea. The fall of the Emperor would be something that I would happily take to my grave. This is it, my last act with my friends. It was hard to convince them because they had not liked fighting the war of men, but I told them that it is a sacrifice that we must make so that all citizens could live free, and the Tree Runners, their brothers would be free of the taint that had ruined them. Perhaps.

      I knew what I’d be losing with this deed—my time. If a friend of mine dies in this battle, my power would be weakened, and so I would lose minutes of my life. Sometimes it could be hours, at most days. But with the number of my friends fighting with me today, it would be a sure death for me.

      Romyo was dancing the Moon-Steps as he fought against the Kanelan warriors. He was graceful as though he was dancing, and yet, every time he landed on his feet, two Kanelan soldiers fell.

      It was an honor to fight side by side with him.

      For every strike that we unleash upon them, they fall a step or two behind, and we march forward, closer to the Kanelan Gates. The elephants that came along with us, slow they might be, but they were close by now, and once they are here, they would trample against the soldiers and knock the gates down.

      The Birds, all sizes of them, hovered above us and swooped down against soldiers as another form of distraction. Several of them were caught by the lightning and I felt electricity running through my body. I shriveled in pain, but I could not stop now. “Fight!” I yelled. “Atare un nilada!” I said in a different language. After that, I made some noises with my tongue to ask my friends to keep pushing forward.

      We will win this war. We must win this!

      The heaven darkened, and at that moment, even the Sun ceased from shining. The moons that usually bring some light on the horizon cannot be seen as well. It was darkness as we had never known before. Then lightning streaks covered the sky.

      “Charge! For Nivaton! For freedom! For honor!” Romyo shouted. The Nivans and rebels chanted in unison. They kept pushing forward, and it seemed as though we might  actually win this war.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      MCWINDSTORM ARREN

      We were winning, and then all of a sudden, we lost the advantage of having more men and having the Tree Runners by our side as men and animals joined forces to fight my armies. There was nothing inside my chest but hatred, and I could feel myself growing even stronger in my power.

      The sky was so dark that it looked beautiful when I made the lightning flashed against the sky. When I was hurling down lightning to kill all of those who opposed me, it seemed like a work of art.

      “I’m here!” I heard a boy’s voice in the distance. Kino Amark.

      Even if I had not talked to him, I knew that it could only be him who would have the courage to approach me.

      There was no need to find him this time, because he was already here right in front of me. To my surprise he was riding a cloud just like the last time when he escaped me in Karis Thia. This was only the third time that I’ve laid eyes on him. He had grown. He seemed taller, leaner, and his hair had grown out.

      There was also some level of confidence in him that I did not hint on in the past. Perhaps it came with knowing that he has a power.

      “We meet again,” I said. “There’s really nothing that I need to say to you except that I have to kill you.”

      “Why?” he asked. “Why do you need to do that when it was you who took my mother’s power? When it was you who had wronged us for a long time? When it was you who had bound my power for a long time?”

      Lightning flashed in the sky and for a moment his face was illuminated. His green eyes flashed and I was reminded of Lamare and her betrayal.

      “I would have loved you if you were my son, but you are a constant reminder that I did not truly conquer Lamare. I would have raised you as my son had your eyes not been that hateful shade. You could have taken on your mother’s shade and nobody would know, but instead, your father’s genes come out of you as though it was a beacon of my failure. You have no place in Akea. You are my only incorrect decision. I should have killed you before, but I let you live. How many moon-turns had it been? Thirteen? Fourteen? Fifteen? Yes, I believe you are now fifteen. I gave you enough moon-turns to know about life, but I must end it now.”

      “What if there’s another way?” Kino said.

      “What other way are you talking about? The prophecy said that out of the Nivan blood Akea will rise again. It couldn’t have been stated any clearer. Those rebels out there, if I don’t annihilate them, one of them will take the empire from me. And you who I should have not allowed to live must die in this battle too.”

      “I want both of us to live. You have wronged us, and you have made some bad deeds, but those don’t make you a bad person. Perhaps not just a good enough Emperor,” he said.

      I felt my blood boil in rage. Was he, a mere lad, going to lecture me about leadership?

      I fed anger to my chest and as I did, I conjured a big wave or air and hurled it at the boy. Kino flew back and staggered, but he was quick on his feet and immediately, the cloud that he was riding on glided.

      “Why do you have that power? Wasn’t Distantekus enough?” I shouted in rage.

      “Distantekus wasn’t my power. It’s Shuffling,” he said matter-of-factly as though it didn’t mean anything at all when almost everyone in Akea knew what Shuffling was. I was stunned to silence. Shuffling was an old power that materialized only twice in this age. It can copy the powers and anyone endowed with such a gift can shuffle among the powers that he or she had copied.

      And the ironic truth was that this boy had copied my power.

      I gathered a big wave of air, made it swirl, made the cloud touch the ground, and in a few seconds, I had created a whirlwind. I aimed the whirlwind at the boy, and I did not fail. He seemed to lose his footing for a split second, but he was back on his feet again and maneuvering the cloud that he was riding on.

      I swooped down and started chasing after him, throwing lightning one after another, which he was able to avoid. He paused, skidded to the left, and I chuckled as I hurled another lightning at him, but this time, he flew higher and then turned around to face me, and before I knew it, he was throwing lightning at me. I dodged it, but I was surprised at how quickly he had learned it. It was not right for the Gods to allow someone to possess a power that was more powerful than what was given me.

      Hatred singed at my core. And I redirected a whirlwind at him, this time, hitting him directly. The air  and everything that it gathered came engulfed the boy.

      I started to laugh. It was such an easy win.

      The prophecy would not come true. All Nivans would be annihilated, and the boy would die with them. The spawn that Lamare brought to our lives will be gone, and so Mikram Anja’s prophecy will dissipate. Northsam—may his soul rest peacefully—would see that Akea is in much better hands with me as the Emperor.

      There was no sign of the boy anymore. I stopped the whirlwind and the boy was thrown away. I rushed in to chase after him for the kill.
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      KINO AMARK

      I couldn’t stop screaming as I was taken in a mix of air and rubbles and whatever was swallowing me. I tried to control it, to counter it, but the wind was moving so fast and there were a lot of things that were hitting me. I tried to use lightning to hit the Emperor, but it was a wrong choice as it only got mixed in the whirlwind. With all my strength that was remaining, I pushed out of this tornado but just when I thought that I was about to escape it, it stopped, and from the force of my power, I lost balance and fell from the cloud I was riding on, the cloud immediately dissipated.

      Cold wind engulfed me as I fell head first speedily and remembered when I used to fly with fake wings that Mayo and I crafted just because I wanted to have power. But I have a power now. I do. And it came back to me, the intense surge of desire to be one with my power. I concentrated hard for a cloud to form, but I wasn't able to. I felt so weak. But the battle isn’t over yet. I hardly even fought the Emperor. I didn’t even weaken him. Hope burst from inside me and at that moment, when I conjured a cloud, it formed, and I stood on it and rode on.

      The Emperor shot lightning at me, but I deflected it and threw the lightning back at him. And then he was by my side.

      “Run, boy, go back to your mother and hide,” he said. His eyes were shining silver as he stared at me. This close, I could sense the power that he emanated.

      I skidded to the left and took a turn and went the opposite direction to avoid him, but he was immediately catching up on me. “Do you think that you can master storm crafting overnight when it took me years to perfect it? You’re not going to be good enough,” he sneered. Then he hit me with hail, and I screamed as my body hurt all over.

      I threw lightning at him while yelling. But each lightning that I hurled was avoided gracefully by the Emperor like he was just playing with me. I made myself invisible so that I could avoid him and went to the opposite direction again before making another attempt at striking him with lightning. The Emperor was glowing now, there was an aura of bright glowing red light coming from him and wherever he went, it burned as though he was the source of power itself. Here in the horizon, it seemed like I won’t be able to defeat him. He had mastered this power and I was only a novice. Without my friends, I may not be able to beat him. I have to make use of the power where I know I am far stronger than him, and that is, the power of friendship.

      With this realization, I swooped down, hurriedly scanning the ground for my friends—Pyper, Mayo, Quila, and Goemi. They would all be able to help me. Pyper was difficult to spot because she was probably invisible.

      Someone on the ground stood up as his bulk attacked Kanelan soldiers. He parried with the soldiers, and after killing two of them, the third one he tied up in vines that he sprung from the ground using his power. It was Dogan.

      Not far from him, Mayo was also fighting with the soldiers. There was a javelin thrown towards Mayo and I slid on the cloud that I was riding on and kicked at it. Then I landed on the ground right beside Mayo.

      “Gee, thanks!” he said, surprised. “Did you kill him?” He was referring to the Emperor.

      “Not yet. I need your help,'' I said. “I can’t kill him alone.” As I said this, I kept hurling lightning at the enemies, but the lightning that I was able to craft was smaller and less powerful than what the Emperor created. It stun those that it hit, but it wasn’t powerful enough to make the ground burst from underneath the soldiers.

      Dogan was still fighting. All around us, the animals were also charging. I kept scanning everywhere to find Pyper and the others, but they were still not around.

      “Then let’s go together and take him down,” Mayo said bravely as though there was no ounce of fear in him.

      I nodded. Then I ran alongside him as I reached out to touch his hand so that he would become invisible as we searched the grounds for our friends.

      I saw Goemi first. She was crouching and she had her hands on someone else’s chest. The soldier jerked under her hands and immediately leapt up, dazed and confused at what had happened.

      It occurred to me what she had done, she was reviving him! And if that was what Goemi was doing, then it only meant one thing— that Miroe was here!

      “Do you think you’re fast enough, Bubba?” Miroe shouted. I turned around and there he was.

      “If you kill ten, it matters to me that I can at least revive half of them,” Goemi answered.

      Miroe was standing proudly. He had changed since I last saw him. He does not look special anymore, and well, he can talk! I struck lightning towards him, but he was able to avoid it by rolling on the ground, and then quickly standing up where he landed. His attention was now on me.

      “The Emperor values you most of all, Kino,” he said. “It seems odd that everyone I care about seems to put you on a pedestal.” Then he laughed. He leapt in the air and extended his hand as though to touch me and while he was in mid-air, I felt my heart constrict as though someone was gripping on it tightly.

      “No!” Mayo shouted. Then he hit Miroe on the back of his head. But that was not enough to make him unconscious.

      I was panting as I clutched at my chest. “Show me how it’s done,” I told Goemi. She quickly nodded and went to another fallen Nivan. I could feel her power as she unraveled the strings that bound the fallen Nivan’s heart. Then she cut it and his heart was then loose. The Nivan gulped in air as he was revived.

      “I can do it now,” I said. “I will help.”

      Then we went to the fallen Nivans as Mayo fought with the soldiers.

      Miroe, on the other hand, was laughing maniacally as he squeezed the hearts of the rebels and Nivans, each of them falling hard on the ground.

      I could not keep on healing them, but instead, I needed to strike at Miroe so that he would stop.

      I turned invisible and leapt towards him and urged vines to grow from the ground. Immediately, thick vines spouted and crawled towards Miroe. They wrapped around his legs.

      Miroe slashed wildly at the vines to free himself, but he was not fast enough. In a few seconds, he was bound up to his waist.

      Pyper was by my side. I didn’t notice when it was that she arrived.

      “You have to let him go,” she said.

      “He’s killing the Nivans,” I said.

      Goemi came running towards us. She was eyeing Miroe like she loathed her, and yet, I could see her concern still flowing from her to her twin. She looked around and froze as her gaze fell upon Master Georre, who was moving towards us.

      He leapt towards Miroe and in one quick motion slashed at the vines that were binding Miroe.

      “Stand up,” Master Georre ordered.
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      MIROE PASAP

      I tried to squish Goemi’s heart, but for some reason, my power kept on sliding away as though I was not allowed to touch her heart.

      “Father?” I said as my gaze fell upon Georre Pasap.

      “It is I,” he said. “I have wronged you when I abandoned you and your sister, but it is for this reason that I am here now.”

      Miroe’s eyes narrowed. “What kind of father deserts his own children?” he spat out. “Did you know the hardship that Goemi and I had to overcome? We ate mud!”

      Master Georre appeared shaken, but he was not able to give a response immediately. “It was the most difficult decision I had to make—”

      There was a loud sound as lightning struck the ground we were standing on. I flew high in the air as I was thrown backward together with the rest of my friends.

      “This is not the time for the reunion,” a cold voice said. I knew it was the Emperor even before I saw him. He was standing right in front of me, still glowing from radiant red from the lightning aura. He was the picture of power.

      “Miroe, kill them, but leave Kino to me,” he said. He started walking towards us. Everything was happening so fast but it was as though I’m seeing it in slow motion.

      Quila rose up, hands in the air, swinging Arden’s sword at the Emperor. The Emperor laughed and threw Quila away with a gust of wind. She lay on the ground unconscious.

      Miroe stood up and rushed beside the Emperor. I stood up although my knees were shaking from the impact when I fell. I have to fight now.

      “Prove your loyalty to me, Miroe, kill the old man first,” the Emperor ordered.

      At that moment, Master Georre stood up and faced the Emperor, holding his sword in his right hand as though he was ready to fight.

      “I will gladly do that,” Miroe said in a low tone and walked arrogantly towards Master Georre.

      “No!” I yelled.

      Miroe was already just a few yards away from Master Georre, he extended his hand as though he was twisting his heart. “This is for all the pain you caused me. Goemi may have forgiven you, but she had always been the good one. I’m not the forgiving type,” he said.

      Goemi was crying now. She walked beside Master Georre and held his free hand. “If you kill him, I will revive him, and then I will see to it that you kill no one else,” she said.

      “And you think you can win against me, Bubba?” he said.
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      MCWINDSTORM ARREN

      I wanted to end it all that very moment, but I was not prepared to meet the man who had I thought to be long dead.

      “Papa?” I said, never really taking my eyes off the old man who everybody else had referred to as Georre Pasap.

      All eyes swiveled to me as though I had uttered something so vile.

      “Wind,” Goryo McArren said. “It is I.”

      I wanted to burst into tears upon hearing him call my name. This man had deserted me, had given me away to the Kanelan soldiers when my only fault was that I went to Ameres to take Mama back to Minnowin. This man, who I had always dreamed of rescuing me from my days in the Palace dungeons, who was standing before me now and revealing to me his true identity caught me off guard. How will I ravage thousands of men if the person I had always wanted to please was here to pass judgment about my behaviour should I so act badly?

      “Why are you here? Do you come for a reunion? To support me finally? To honor me for what I have become?” I asked. I did not realize that my voice had gone soft as though I was about to cry. This was not what I had hoped for, and yet, this was an unexpectedly sad but good surprise.

      “I have forgiven you for what you did to your mother in the past, but for sending her to Karis Thia, that is something that I would never forgive. Your very own mother, the person who until now still held my heart, suffered from your own hand’s doing. If you think that I am here because of you, you are wrong. I came here because while I had doted on you while you were growing up, I had abandoned my other son. I had looked at him with hatred because he reminded me of my other son that I had walked out on for all the wrongdoings that he did. For that I had been guilty. And so Miroe had always thought that I didn’t love him. It was too late for me to tell him and to change my ways. To show him that I have always loved him,” Papa said.

      Each word that he said burned a hole in my heart. All this time I had thought he had forgiven me, that somehow I had made him proud, and yet, I was dead wrong.

      I was burning with rage at his words and so I strangled him with air and lifted him up. My face twisted in fury as I stared right into his eyes, those eyes that were very much like my own, and yet held not even an ounce of affection for me.

      “You will regret everything you just said!” I yelled. “Mother left us. I thought I could forgive her, but she lied and betrayed me. And yet you still side with her?” My voice was shaking with rage.

      Papa was struggling from the invisible bind that was holding him. “Release... me” he said in a tortured voice. “Or if you must, kill me, because you can never make me proud. You murdered your mother.”

      Tears stung my eyes but I blinked them back. For a while, I loosened my hold on his neck so that he could speak because whatever he had to say, I felt compelled to listen to it. For my sanity. So that I could learn the truth about my mother.

      “She left me because she loved you more,” Papa said. “Her power was dreaming... She talked to the Mima many times, and in her dreams, it was revealed to her that the only way that you would earn greatness is if she would leave you behind. I was a fool to think that you would ever achieve greatness.” He laughed weakly. “You will never measure up to the courage of your mother. She left me because she was more concerned about your destiny and you repaid it by flooding Ameres.”

      I was shaking. How could this be? Did Maercella Benilde tell me the truth? But I had not believed her then... But Papa was telling all of this to me now... Did I kill the only person who ever truly loved me?

      “Liar!” I shouted. Rage filled my chest once again. Then I tightened the air around Papa and he choked. His eyes bulged as he kept on struggling.
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      MIROE PASAP

      Brother? The Emperor was my brother? I felt cold. Why does it feel so wrong? This man that he had been strangling, my own father, was also his father? I glanced at Goemi and her eyes were bulging in disbelief. She let out a sound as she watched Papa choke.

      “Stop it!” I said. Then I raised my hand to squeeze the Emperor’s heart. But he was faster than I. He had slammed me hard with a gust of wind and I rolled on the ground. Goemi ran to my side. Quila was beginning to regain consciousness, and as she stood up, she searched for Arden’s sword. When she found it, she took it and ran towards the Emperor to strike at him. But the Emperor was fast. He threw her back and this time, when Quila fell to the ground, the Emperor struck a lightning bolt over her. Goemi let out a yelp and then she cried. Blood covered Quila where it was not charred. Goemi was trembling and I put my arms around her, trying to console her. “It’s alright. He’s your brother too. He won’t hurt you.”

      Then I did what I knew I had to do. I ran towards him and focused only on one thing, to squeeze his heart. To kill the Emperor. The one that I had vowed to protect.

      He is killing our father, and while I thought father had not loved me, these past minutes just revealed to me his true feelings and the reason he was here—to save me from my own brother. To save me from sharing the same fate as the Emperor.

      I stopped just a few yards away from the Emperor and gestured to squeeze his heart, and I could already feel it as the Emperor’s eyes bulged. I thought I was winning until I felt something strike at my own heart. And then there she was—the Lady Sol.

      She was serene as she countered what I had been doing to the Emperor’s heart.

      “Death is the punishment for betrayal,” she uttered. There was sadness in her eyes as though she regretted what she was about to do. And then I felt my heart constrict. I fell to the ground, eyes fixed now on my father. Did I save him? He was still suspended in the air. But did I save him? Was this the last time I would see him?

      And yet, I couldn’t help but smile. Because I believe my father had loved me all along.
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      PYPER SAN DIEGO

      “Quila’s gone,” I said as I bent over her. “Kino, Quila’s gone.” I was trembling as I stared at her half-burnt body.

      The Emperor continued to strangle Master Georre. And then when he had stopped moving, the Emperor let go of Master Georre and his lifeless body fell on the ground.

      Kino’s face looked hard as though he wanted to fight the Emperor, but he looked torn. Then he raised his hand and threw lightning at the Emperor.

      “It’s me you want!” he shouted. “Stop killing innocent people!”

      The Emperor turned to face Kino. “Do you think they’re innocent? They kill not only the bodies but they do much worse. They kill a person’s soul. And do you know what happens after that?” he paused, his voice low. “When a person loses his soul, it becomes hard to think about what’s right and wrong anymore. And when there’s power and authority just right at your fingertips, one becomes almost unequivocally undefeatable. I am that. And you are not the one who can take the Empire from me.”

      He slammed a wall of air at Kino that sent him flying backwards. The sounds that he made were almost like that of a pained animal. I pitied Kino, but there must be something that I can do. I looked at the sword that was lying beside Quila, and then I turned invisible, leapt towards it and grabbed it with both hands. I was running towards the Emperor and when I was close enough, I struck him really hard. But he was so fast that I only grazed the side of his left arm. Then he pushed air all around him so that I too was caught and was thrown backwards. My body fell to the ground, and the sword landed just right beside me. I had become visible.

      The Emperor walked beside me, his eyes staring right into my soul. “You’re a Ghost. You’re a Nivan,” he said. “None of your kind will ever pose a threat to me anymore. ”Then he raised his hand to call out lightning and there was nothing left for me to do but scream.
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      KINO AMARK

      I had not been prepared for this. I thought I was. I thought all the days that I had spent with grandpa had trained me to fight the Emperor. But I was wrong. I couldn’t even conjure anything now. I couldn’t even remember what power to Shuffle so that I could defeat the Emperor. I was staring at Pyper as the Emperor lifted his hand and I knew what he was about to do.

      At that moment, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to take it if he kills her. If I lost Pyper.

      I remembered General Ayaan Noto’s power so I shuffled. Then I remembered the power of the boy in the Loondu marketplace, the one who could run so fast and so I shuffled and used this power to race to the Emperor, to grab the sword that was lying near Pyper’s body, and then leapt, swung with all the strength that General Ayaan Noto had at the Emperor’s neck. The blade of the ruby-gilded sword cut cleanly through the Emperor’s neck. It rolled several yards away.

      I was panting hard. I saved Pyper. I had saved her. There was no lightning that had struck her. Or was there? Had I been fast enough?

      The Lady Soleran Dugress let out a piercing cry. Then she began fighting against us. Dogan was already with us, so he fought with her and the Emperor’s men. Mayo was also doing the same. He is indeed a fearless soldier. How he had grown.

      But to me, I only wanted to check on Pyper. Will she be alright? Goemi was crying. She went from Miroe to Master Georre’s body. And at some point, I believe she also went to the Emperor’s body. He was her halfbrother after all.

      There was still fighting not so far from where we were. But with the Emperor gone, we might just win this war. The group of animals and the horde were coming in driving away the Emperor’s soldiers. If the news of the Emperor’s death would spread, the war would definitely end.

      I grabbed Pyper’s body to take her to safety. But I couldn’t leave Goemi behind.

      “We’re leaving,” I said.

      Goemi shook her head. “This is my place. I will mourn them here.” Somehow, I understood. “I will be back, but for now, I must bring Pyper to her mother.”

      With that, I clutched Pyper close to my chest just like that time when she was bitten by a Serpetus and I thought that she was about to die. This time, everything is within my control. This time, I was able to save her.

      And with that thought, I conjured a cloud and flew away from here to go back to our camps.
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      ELDER MAHEN DILO

      As the sun fully rose on the horizon, my friends had dominated the battlefield. I felt  weak and I was afraid that my time in this world would come to pass. I have served my motherland. I have fared well.

      There was no sign of lightning anymore, no more rumbling battleground. I could only wish that we had won this war.

      And then I heard it—the words that I wanted to hear all this time.

      “The Emperor is dead.” It was repeated several times like a chant until it became an actual chant. The Kanelan soldiers retreated, and the rebels and the Nivans pushed forward, shrouded by courage as though it was an even more powerful cloak than the armors they had been wearing.

      I smiled despite the pain that I was feeling, and I fell to the ground. There, just right in front of me, was a dead lion. It will take its toll on me. I gasped for breath as pain seared all over my body. Each death of my friends that I asked to join the battle will steal minutes, hours, or even days from my life.

      I grunted. There was no regret. I could die in peace.

      “Elder Mahen,” I heard a voice say. I looked up to stare at Lamare Amark’s face. She was still beautiful even if she had seen days of war. It’s such a surprise to me to find that her hair had hardly been disheveled. She stood regally before me like the real Princess and heir to the throne she was.

      “It is done,” I said. Lamare crouched down and tried to pull me up, but I just couldn’t stand anymore. It seemed like my legs had gone numb. “No,” I said. “This is my last farewell.”

      “No. Don’t say that. We have a healer with us. Amaya will see to your condition,” Lamare said. But as I gazed upon her eyes, it was filled with so much concern that I worried that I would not live through this.

      I squeezed her hand. “It’s alright. I’m old. I died fighting for what I believed in. That had always been my purpose.”

      She held me in her arms and tears dropped on my face. She looked like an angel. I stared up at the blue sky as though it was welcoming me already. I winced as pain tore at my chest. I uttered several words—words that only my friends would understand. It was to thank them for their service and to bid them goodbye.

      As I closed my eyes, I could still hear the birds chirp in unison, singing to me to fly with them. The wolves howled, the elephants trumpeted, the lions roared. All of them bid me farewell.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      DOGAN RONDA

      She had been the Lady Sol, and as she lay on the ground, I made sure that her body was close to the Emperor’s. They were not my favorite people in Akea, but it is my honor to make sure that I put them side by side. A respect that I wanted to offer them. A kindness that I wanted to bestow upon them.

      Mayo was beside me, stunned in silence.

      “Hey, kiddo. Do you still want to become a soldier?” I asked him, smiling even though my heart was heavy. I was hurting all over, and my left knee was searing in pain.

      Mayo looked at me, his dark eyes shining, but there were questions in them. “Aren’t I already?” he said.

      My smile grew wider. “That you are, my lad. That you most definitely are.”

      There was loud barking of dogs everywhere. But one grew louder and louder. And when I turned around, there was a brown mutt running all the way to us. Mayo turned in time to see it.

      “Brue!” he yelled as he ran to meet it, and when they met, Mayo hugged the dog tightly. The dog, or Brue, kept on wagging its tail and licking Mayo’s face. “What are you doing here? Did you fight with us? Wow, you’re a soldier too!” He was laughing hard.

      “I needed to take him with me so that I could find you,” said someone. I glanced at the person who spoke. It was an old woman.

      “Suda!” Mayo shouted. Then Mayo ran towards her and they embraced tightly.

      “I am here so I can scold you. What kind of adventure did you get yourself into?” she said in a light tone.

      “A really great one,” Mayo replied. Then he broke into tears. “Papa’s gone. He was killed by a general. Mama’s gone too.”

      Suda wrapped her arms around Mayo. “Hush now, boy,” she said.

      “You got me. You will never be rid of me.”

      This war may be over, but it has taken a lot of lives with it. It will be a war that will go down in history as the day Akea was liberated from a usurper. Everyone’s got somebody. Even when Mayo lost his parents, he still has Suda, and well, Brue.

      Somehow, I felt sad. Until now, there’s no one for me.

      I looked around me, hoping to find Lamare, remembering her to be the Princess I once had fancied. But that was all in the past. “Are you hurt?” somebody asked me. And then I turned around and blushed. Amaya was standing before me and she was with Mathis. I shook my head.

      “No. I have a few wounds, but that’s all, I said, lying about the pain on my left knee. I didn’t know what else to say. I have always been tongue-tied when I’m around beautiful women and I blame it on this monstrous face that I have. Mathis threw his arms around my leg. “You’re safe! I told everyone in the camp that you defeated the Emperor,” Mathis said. I bent down and tousled his hair.

      “It wasn’t me,” I said. “It was Kino.”

      He frowned and looked disappointed.

      “But did you help defeat the Emperor?” he asked. I smiled.

      “That I did,” I said.

      “Then you’re still my hero,” Mathis said and hugged me again. I carried him and stood up.

      “Let’s go back to camp. Everything will settle now,” I said to Amaya. She smiled and I blushed again. Cratty Hobub’s ass! I couldn't believe that I had killed a lot of these soldiers and yet, when a lady smiled at me, I would blush like an idiot! Then she held my hand and I stiffened, but at the same time, I felt so light as we walked down the path to the camp.

      This was truly the beginning of a beautiful day.
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      KINO AMARK

      I wanted to bring Pyper to the camps so that her mother won’t worry, but then my mother would also be there and would want to know everything that happened, so instead of bringing her there immediately, I flew farther off and selected a tree with branches that were thick enough to support us.

      I found one and decided to land there. I sat on a branch and arranged Pyper’s body, clutching her face tightly to my chest. I made both of us visible now because I wanted to see her face.

      Hers was gray, not because she is sick, but because it is her natural color from making herself invisible most of the time. And yet, regardless of color, I couldn’t stop looking at her face. She had long lashes. Her nose was small and thin, and her lips were pink. I would never get tired looking at her face.

      She was there for me when I was pursued by the Emperor, and she was here as I battled against him. We will always fight together. And we will always stay together.

      I breathed in and embraced her tighter. Tomorrow is going to be different. The Nivans, our clan, our people, will be recognized in Akea as a province again now that the Emperor is dead.

      Does that make me the new leader then? I don’t want to know about that yet. For now, I’m content to stay here, in our own space in Akea with nothing to worry about. Just us.

      “Pyper,” I whispered. She was breathing softly, and that’s how I knew she was just knocked off. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed.

      I watched her sleep as the sun rose higher on the horizon. Out there in the battlefield, I could see all the dead bodies that lay cluttered. It was a ghastly sight, and yet, we have achieved what we came here to fight for.

      When my arms started to numb from holding Pyper, I shook her a little and said louder this time, “Pyper.”

      Her eyelids fluttered, and then she opened her eyes. Her gaze fell on me as though she was uncertain where she was. And then a smile lit her face.

      “Must I call you Your Grace now?” she said jokingly. I laughed not because what she said was funny, but because I was so relieved that she was finally back with me.
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      GOEMI PASAP

      I wrote a letter for Bubba, for what we had been. How much I had loved him, and how much I’m going to miss him. He was brave and I’d like to believe that he was also kind, but the circumstances had changed him. He was also a victim.

      I wrote a prayer for my father—Georre Pasap—who I didn't know had led a double life. It must have haunted him, to know that he had abandoned his children. But I prayed that he had found peace when he had gotten to talk to Miroe and let him know how much he loved us—loved Miroe.

      There was a special letter that I wrote to Arden as well. He had been in my life for only a brief moment, but he made me dream. He promised me a life that was not to materialize in this world. Perhaps when we do see each other again, there will be some sort of continuance, and maybe, we could be together somehow.

      My tears fell at all these memories. But now, I must also pay my respect to a foe that had turned into an ally. Someone that used to be a rival when it comes to Arden’s affection. And yet, one who had won my heart.

      Quila rescued me when I couldn’t fight for myself any longer. She let sparkle something inside my heart. She was my rescuer in more ways than one. She made me rise from challenges that I had to deal with. And now, I am stronger. And because of all of these things, for her, for Quila Tash, I wrote a poem.

      I burned all the letters so that the smoke would reach their souls and they would know that I lamented over their loss.

      Your sacrifices won’t go to waste. I will not be broken because of all the love you have given me.

      Then I raised my eyes towards heaven and hoped that they were all watching me.
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      LAMARE AMARK

      Romyo made sure that all the Nivans and the rebels were honored. Their bodies were laid side by side and they will be burned in a while. Tears were streaking our faces, but it was a mixture of sadness and joy. Sadness for all the lives that had to be sacrificed, but joy for our liberation.

      I glanced to my right and saw Kino. he had grown taller, and he’s looking a bit like his father every day. Pyper was beside him, and so was Mayo. Laren was also here. Romyo walked towards us to tell us that everyone had been accounted for. They will all be honored in this burial.

      Laren spoke of the courage that everyone showed, and she talked about what this day meant for all of us.

      Then she turned to Romyo and gave the signal to burn all the bodies.

      After that, Romyo released an arrow that was lit with fire. It soared high in the sky before falling down to the middle of where the bodies lay.

      “Release!” he shouted. Then all at once, the other soldiers also released their arrows that were lit with fire and they fell at the bodies too. The bodies started to burn.

      Then we said our prayers and sought guidance from these fallen heroes.

      When it was over, Laren said something that didn't quite reach my ears. Everyone turned to look at me.

      I did not understand what it was because I had been lost in my thoughts.

      And then they chanted, “Princess Lamare Amark, True Heir of Akea, First of Akea!”

      “Lady Lamare Amark!”

      “True blood!”

      Everyone was chanting. This time, I was proclaimed. Kino was grinning at me. Then he ran towards me and hugged me before pulling back and kneeling before me. “It would be an honor to serve you, mother.”

      He looked up at me and smiled. It was the most beautiful smile I had ever seen. But being Empress was no longer for me. I have a lot of thinking to do.
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      In the days that followed, Akea saw a change of Emperor, but it was not Lamare Aristin Amark. While the Nivans chanted her name and they supported her, Lamare decided to relinquish her throne to her son. She said that she would be her son’s guardian instead. That while he is not of age, she will be there to mold him to become the future Emperor.

      Nivaton was declared a province in Akea. The War Generals no longer hold power in the provinces, but instead act as partners of the provincial lords  and ladies to ensure peace among the lands.

      Dogan finally found his family in Amaya and Mathis. He became a Lord in Loondu for the service that he had served in the battle. And during his coronation, he married Amaya.

      Laren San Diego continued to be the Chief Hunter in Nivaton. 

      Mayo trained to become an Empress’s Guard. He will serve with Brue. Suda was forced to go back to Kanela in the capitol to be with her grandson.

      The three friends Mayo, Pyper, and Kino decided that it was best to return Drakus to the Tree Runners. Now that Lamare has released the Tree Runners from being banished to Sonista, they decided to return to the mountains of Nivaton, which used to be their home. They were back to building treehouses. They swore to guard the dragon and to ensure that it wouldn’t be used by anyone to usurp Akea.

      Goemi studied in the university to become a Healer. She had learned to read and write, and has since aspired to do research work about the medicinal properties of plants.

      After the war, Pyper was tasked to make sandals for all of her friends as a punishment for running away from Nivaton without the permission of her mother. But aside from that, she had started to train in the ways of War, and learning the Moon-steps was her first lesson.

      And Kino, he had mastered Shuffling. He became the Crowned Prince of Kanela. And when he is not training with Mayo on swords, arrows, and javelin in Kanela, he is back with his classmates in Wawang Village learning Power Toning from Professor Leban. 

      But what he loved to do most was visit Nivaton and spend time with someone he could never live without—Pyper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Are you on Kindle Unlimited?
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        If you are on Kindle Unlimited, read Kino Amark Series Books 1 to 7 for FREE!

        

      

      Imagine yourself in a world where everybody has power!

      And then next, imagine yourself being the only one without any special ability. It will feel as though you are alone in a sea of superheroes.

      This is Kino Amark's story.

      Every day, he is bullied for having no power, but he keeps on going to school like all the rest of the children do in Akea. But his fate changes when he becomes friend with a little ghost girl, starts traveling to the Ghost Town, and soon becomes the object of the Emperor's wrath.

      Kino has no one on his side but the little girl ghost who goes by the name Pyper San Diego, and Mayo Calo, who is his most-of-the-time-irritating-best-friend. And of course, Kino's mother, Lamare Amark, whose only power is to write stories.

      Join Kino Amark in this great, great, grand adventure of his life.  Click here.

      To hear more about the Kino Amark Series, please subscribe to my newsletter on this link: www.nickonorton.com
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      Agin, Alren – A thin palace soldier who was part of Derellan rescue mission

      Akea – A world whose citizens have extraordinary powers. Akea is composed of fourteen provinces namely: Kanela, Ameres, Derella, Minnowin, Bobola, Nivaton, Bulacnin, Lacay islands, Irina, Tullin, Karis Thia, Prile, Anarida and Loondu. Nobody knows if there are other lands across the oceans surrounding the mainland.

      Akean Wine Festival– The annual event where traditional wine-making is made together with presenting powers of new talents of Akea. In the celebration, children who presented their powers would make the vow to serve Akea and the Emperor, and their names would be registered as citizens in the Akean Book.

      Alguila, Tala – A member of the Elder’s Guild who served the Emperor.

      Amark, Kino – Lamare’s son who is fourteen moon-turns. His power has not manifested. He has curly, brown hair and green eyes. His chin is dimpled and there is a gap between his upper two front teeth.

      Amark, Lamare Aristin – The Royal Scribe. Her gift is to write anything she wants to happen. She used to be the Princess of Akea, Descendant of Amark bloodline, Eldest of Northsam. She is a very beautiful woman. She has dark brown hair and caramel eyes. She is short.

      Amark, Northsam Mendel – He is the previous Emperor of Akea. His power is charisma.

      Amaya – A Healer in Minnowin. She has long brown hair.

      Amenoros – A Tree Runner who rescued Lamare Amark. He was joined with Sedos and Cacoros. See also Tree Runners.

      Ames – A Nivan who joined the Dogan Ronda in the search for the Chief Hunter’s daughter Pyper and Lamare Amark’s son Kino. See also Maneren.

      Ameres – One of Akea’s provinces; Maercella’s hometown.

      Andis, Gani – A Nivan who was involved in questioning Elder Mahen.

      Anja, Mikram – A seer. She lost her hands and a leg as a punishment.

      Aragre, Tiran – Advisor to the Emperor who is also a War General. He has white hair that’s cropped tidily an inch above his ears. He is old, but he’s still a strong man, and his wisdom is unmatched in Kanela. There are rumors that the Elder’s Guild had been sending him invitations to join the group for the past five turnings of the moons, but he kept on declining.

      Arindola, Lucca – Lord of the wines. His gift is to make any liquid cold.

      Arren, McWindStorm – The current Emperor of Akea who is also known as Wind. He used to be a grape-picker, but he rose to power after he was married to Lamare Amark. His gift is the storm.

      Arren, Goryo – Wind’s father. He was once married to Maercella Benilde. His gift is to make the land dry. He is a frail man with blue eyes.

      Astud, Rod – He is a Palace Soldier, who killed Nonie during the mission to Derella.

      Belo, Nonie – Derellan who was killed by Rod Astud. Father to Mathis Ronda, the ugly child.

      Benilde, Maercella – Wind’s mother. She ran away with Goryo when she reached marrying age. Her gift is foresight. She has gray eyes.

      Bondell, Randell – The boy who can read through books even with covers closed

      Brue – Mayo Calo’s friend who only speaks to Elder Mahen.

      Calo, Mayo – A fat kid who is a friend to Kino. His power is to remove unwanted components in a food. He is from Turona village. His hair is dark and limp that falls across his forehead. He has dark, big, round eyes.

      Calo, Bettine Tune – Mayo’s mother. An excellent swordsman.

      Calo, Rener – A young War General who led the Derellan mission. He is Mayo Calo’s father. Word gets around that his power lies in how he swings his sword. At his young age, he had always been successful in stopping uprisings. His hair is close cropped with some grey at the temples. He has dark skin.

      Cross soldiers and War soldiers - War Soldiers are the usual Palace Soldiers and those who are deployed all over the land to maintain peace. Cross Soldiers are the ones who investigate discreetly. They are cunning and don’t look like the usual heavily muscled stereo-typical soldiers.

      De Nicolas, Romyo – A member of the Nivan Hall. He has a distinct voice. He led the group that pursued Elder Tala.

      Derella – One of Akea’s provinces. Dogan Ronda’s hometown. Derellans are more commonly into fishing and farming.

      Dinta, Nong – Kino’s classmate who is a great swimmer.

      Dugress, Soleran – A lady whose gift is serenity. She has the power to calm people. She has dark hair and dark eyes.

      Eros, Conrad – He can run like the wind. He is Kino’s classmate.

      Fairen, Lila – She is the Nivan’s weather-lady. She has learned how to predict the acts of nature.

      Gascon, Nicola – A girl who can grow seeds. She is a resident of Willingham, Hollo village.

      Gotti, Lima – He can make the land rumble. He is Kino’s classmate.

      Heeler – Lamare’s horse when she was still a princess.

      Hobbubs - Hobbubs are beasts as stocky as horses. Their eyes are red and they have fangs. They also have a strange smell that can make people faint. Stories say that Hobbubs smoke tobacco and sit on branches of trees

      Kanela – Akea’s capital. This is the province where Kanelan Palace sits.

      Karis Thia – The province known for its volcanoes.

      Lacay Islands – One of Akea’s provinces. Its people, the Lacayans, are dark skinned people.

      Lanto, Boni – A Palace Soldier who is hot-headed. He is tall and lean. He has the reflexes of an animal.

      Lassis, Timbukte – A Nivan who has green eyes. He is tall and has long dark hair.

      Maneren – A Nivan who joined the Dogan Ronda in the search for the Chief Hunter’s daughter Pyper and Lamare Amark’s son Kino.

      Leban, Dante – A handsome professor. He has curly blonde hair and green eyes. He is Kino’s teacher in Power Toning. His power is in his legs.

      Lewla, Dorothy – She has the ability to find water during drought. She is Kino’s classmate.

      Lerod – A Kanelan Palace Soldier who has the ability to read one's feelings.

      Lomer – A Kanelan Guard stationed in the dungeons.

      Luna and Risa – The two moons guiding Akea. Many believe that they are the reason all Akeans have special abilities. Akeans look up to the moons for guidance and wisdom.

      Mancia, Lui – A member of the Masked Warriors.

      Masked Warriors – A group of soldiers headed by a War General to raise arms against the current empire and take the land under their care.

      Master Damian – A boatman. He can read words as they form every time he looks at people. He can try to make out meaning from these words.

      Maneren – A Nivan who joined the Dogan Ronda in the search for the Chief Hunter’s daughter Pyper and Lamare Amark’s son Kino. See also Ames.

      Minnowin – One of Akea’s provinces. Lucca Arindola and McWindStorm Arren’s home town. Minnowin’s people, the Minnowines, are fair skinned and usually tall. They are quiet people.

      Moon-turn – An entire moon-turn means that the moons have made their revolution around Akea. A moon-turn is the Akeans measure for length of time. It is composed of 360 days or 12 moon-month rotations, which is in turn composed of 30 moon-days.

      Multa, Calista – An old woman who serves as advisor to Soleran Dugress.

      Nivaton – It used to be one of Akea’s provinces, but it was destroyed by McWindstorm Arren. It is now more popularly known as The Ghost Town.

      Rios, Oded – A Palace Soldier. His power is to weave air.

      Pasap, Georre – Father to the Pasap twins.

      Pasap, Goemi – She is fourteen moon-turns. Her eyes were a very pale hue of blue. She has a twin named Miroe. Goemi can unfreeze the heart that Miroe froze.

      Pasap, Miroe – He is fourteen moon-turns. He has a twin named Goemi. Miroe can freeze a heart.

      Puge, Bambe – A Nivan.

      Raga – Lamare’s horse that she stole in the Akea Trading market.

      Red – A pig. One of Elder Mahen’s friends.

      Dilo, Elder Mahen – One of the members of the Elder’s Guild.

      Rinaldo, Paterno – A middle aged War General who openly opposes Wind during discussions. He has a beard and wide jaw.

      Ronda, Dogan – Wind’s Man-Shield. He is tall and has a huge frame. Scars litter his face. He limps when he walks. He hates his power.

      Ronda, Rupert; Mila, Inda, Bornok, Mari– Relatives of Dogan

      Ronda, Drew – Rosa’s father and Dogan’s cousin.

      Ronda, Rosa – Dogan’s niece. She is ten moon-turns. She has two missing front teeth.

      Ronda, Robin – Dogan’s younger brother who is barely fifteen moon-turns.

      Rudiah – Another province in Akea

      San Diego, Andoni – A Nivan; Nivaton’s Chief Hunter. He leads the Nivan Hall. Pyper’s father.

      San Diego, Laren – A Nivan; Pyper’s mother. She is a stocky woman with blonde hair and blue eyes.

      San Diego, Pyper – A ghost of Nivaton. Kino’s friend. She has curly blonde hair and blue eyes. She has seen eleven moon-turns.

      Sendo, Laross – Maercella Benilde’s trusted soldier. His power is to make men fall in love with women.

      Sisis – The Sun.

      Sithar, Lucia – Lamare’s nurse. She is a thin, pale woman whose hair is always in a bun.

      The General – A War General who leads the Masked Warriors. He is plotting against or for the palace. His intentions are not entirely clear.

      The Mima – It is similar to the Oracle. She is an old lady with long white hair. She looks clean. Her face glowed.

      Tree Runners – They are gentle creatures that were banished by Emperor Northsam Mendel Amark for the death of the seven lords. No trial was held as the act was classified as highly critical and could result to rebellions. Hence, a punishment was immediately pronounced and Tree Runners were banished in Sonista.

      Serpetus – A type of snake that’s known for its venom. Its bite can kill a person in minutes.

      War Generals – Each province in Akea has a War General that supports the Ruling House of the provinces that make up Akea. The War Generals were deployed to ensure that all provinces are united and controlled by the Kanelan Palace, the place where the Emperor resides. The War Generals are: Marcus Asan of Loondu, Beno Tibol of Ameres, Kapi Rebere of Bulacnin, Lono Duwerev of Minnowin, Rizalo Aguia of Bobola, Aristel Kokona of Lacay Islands, Edom Masawi of Irina, Paterno Rinaldo of Karis Thia, Ayaan Noto of Prile, Miraso Quises of Anarida, Alua Horto of Nivaton, and Rener Calo of Kanela

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear friend,

      I can’t believe that the journey is over. I started writing this book in 2012, and it took me 8 years to finally bring their stories to a close. I will definitely miss my early morning routine thinking about what Pyper, Mayo, and Kino will be doing for the rest of their journey. In my mind, they are alive, acting out their own stories, and I was the only one who penned them down.

      It was an honor to have you stay with them through all these years.

      Thank you for your support.

      All the best!

      -Nick O. Norton
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