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      KINO AMARK

      There are times that my power works, and times that it doesn’t. When the power I’m trying to copy is that of the person near me, I succeed, but when it is a power I had used in the past and the owner of the power has long since been away from me, harnessing that power becomes a challenge.

      “Are we still going to Kanela?” grandpa asked. He was riding a horse ahead of me, his white eyebrows furrowed. I made the horse I was riding on a canter to get close to him.

      “I think so,” I said. “Yes.”

      The lines on grandpa’s forehead deepened in worry. He was an old man. My grandpa used to be a great and important man. To be exact, he is Northsam Mendel Amark, the Emperor of Akea before McWindStorm Arren took charge. How that happened was still a mystery to me. I only got acquainted with him recently so there wasn’t much to talk about so for lack of a common topic to discuss, we just talk about how I could harness my power.

      It had been an okay moon-turn for me. I practice so that I could manifest Shuffling, which, according to grandpa, is a magnificent power. One that could equal the Emperor’s power if it were learned. Otherwise, Shuffling could be so rotten that it could be as though I had no power at all.

      Before we began the journey to search for my friends, grandpa and I talked lengthily about where we should go first, and we both decided that it should be Kanela. And then I told him about the Last Sniffler and how for a while I was able to copy his power. That is what I’m using now to trace my friends. It was challenging to use Sniffling now unlike before when the power first manifested in me. Grandpa said it was because the Last Sniffler is already dead, and even though I was able to copy his power, the power that I am using now is no longer magnified by its owner’s presence in this world.

      Grandpa said that Shuffling works best if at one point I was able to use the power beside the person whose power I copied from because it means that I was able to replicate the exact pattern of wielding the power. Second, if I am close to the owner of the power when I use it, the power is magnified because it also feeds on the original source.

      This might explain why I’m having difficulty using Sniffling now. I get some scents every now and then, but it wasn’t enough to give me an exact path to follow. At first, I thought the weak Sniffling was only because I have not mastered Shuffling yet, but it turned out that even when I was greatly concentrating, I would still lose hold of Sniffling. The length of time that I harnessed it was only enough to pinpoint if we were still on the right track to reach my friends, but the scent never lingered long enough for me to follow an exact route. It was still useful though because all we had to do was travel as fast as we could and reach my friends.

       I didn’t get the chance to think about my mother yet. What I wanted to do was focus on finding Pyper, and once we see her, focus on finding Mayo next.

      Come to think of it, maybe I should try and search for Mayo before Pyper. Mayo Calo is my best friend even before Pyper came into our lives, and I would hate for Mayo to learn that I didn’t search for him first. I was pretty sure he would be mad, but then again Pyper’s also his friend, and so my decision to search for Pyper should be alright with him. Knowing him though, I doubt my initial assessment of the situation because I’m pretty sure that Mayo would have preferred that I searched for him first.

       Maybe I should look for Mayo. I closed my eyes and tried to picture his face. Images of our past adventures entered my mind that I was filled with nostalgia for a while. Mayo was the one who shared his sandwiches with me at school. He was also the one who kept on popping in our cottage to tell me about our assignments in class, and not only that, Mayo would always bombard me with his thirst for adventures. I missed him. I wonder what he could be doing now.

       Nothing came to me though even as I closed my eyes and conjured inside my head what he looks like—his plump face, his dark hair that always fell to his forehead, his little pointed nose, and his dark eyes. A scent came to me, but at such an inopportune timing because right that moment, the horse jolted to a stop. I gripped the reins tightly and let out a yelp. 

      “Kino!” grandpa shouted. I opened my eyes and saw that the horse had trudged away from the path, and I was close to a precipice. The wind blew against my face and chill coursed down my spine as I imagined falling into that steep slope. I suddenly remembered those times when I would wear a pair of wings that were made from leaves and jump from a hill like this one to try to fly. I had been courageous then, but looking back now, I understood why my mother had forbidden me to do it. It could end my life in a second if I landed wrong.

      The thud of the horse’s hooves came closer, and when I turned around, grandpa was beside me. He quickly took my horse’s rein, dragging me away from the cliff.

      I breathed out in relief.

      “What came over you?” he asked.

       “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I was trying to detect Mayo’s location and—”

      Grandpa was shaking his head admonishingly. “Focus, Kino,” he said. “We cannot save all your friends if you will allow emotions to control you. We’ll get Pyper, and then we’ll find Mayo next. Riding a horse with eyes closed is reckless.”

      “I just wanted to know if Mayo is closer to us and if that’s the case, then it would be logical to get him first. He would be mad at me if he learns that I chose to get to Pyper first and not him.”

      “Oh,” grandpa said, shaking his head. “He will understand. He’s the one you said that wanted to be a soldier, right? If I’m correct, then he will want to save the ladies first before the men. Trust me, Kino, he wouldn’t mind.”

      I wanted to tell grandpa that Mayo doesn’t think like that. Even though he is my friend, he can be selfish too, but I decided not to contradict him. 

      “All right. Let’s go,” I said. I was still breathing fast, and my hands were clammy from the immediate surge of fear.

      Somewhere to the north, I could almost feel Pyper. There was something wrong. Yesterday, I could sense her in one location, but now, it felt as though she was moving… I could detect a change in her course and that now she was slightly to the east.

      “Grandpa, I don’t think Pyper is in Kanela,” I said. “I can still sense her, but now she is a little bit northeast.”

      Grandpa’s face turned ashen. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      “Why? What lies northeast?” I asked.

      “The grand volcanoes of Karis Thia,” was grandpa’s reply.
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      PYPER SAN DIEGO

      The sky was still dark when Dogan, Mayo, and I started the journey to Karis Thia. It was going to be a tough ride, but there was no other option for us. Kino was not captured by the Emperor’s men, which was a good thing. And since he wasn’t in Kanela and there were talks about how the Emperor was on the hunt for the last Dragon’s egg, we thought it wise to distract the Emperor by going on a wild goose chase after the egg as well.

      Before I met Arden and Quila, I wasn’t exactly aware of the Last Dragon’s egg. To me, it was all just a myth. Something that was fabricated by the Elders so that the children would always obey them. Tales about the dragons and how their breath could scorch anyone was known to all Nivan children, but they were just tales. After all, I never saw any evidence of such existence. But to learn that the Emperor is on the hunt for the last Dragon’s egg somehow solidifies the fact that there really must be a dragon’s egg.

      Mayo was silent for a change. Perhaps his time in the dungeon had made him accustomed to keeping his thoughts to himself.

      “How did you manage to escape the dungeons?” I asked.

      “Miroe used his power, and I also used my power,” Mayo said.

      Dogan turned around. “Really? In all my days serving the palace, no one has ever managed to escape the dungeons alive. Didn’t they give you the Annotan herb to block your power?”

      “They did for Miroe, but they never gave me a dose. My power is so passive that they probably thought I didn’t need it. To be honest, I never thought I would need it too.”

      “So if Miroe’s power was blocked, how was he able to use it?” I asked.

      “Do you remember how my power was so weird that I thought it has no use at all? Apparently, it is quite powerful if I just put it to the right use. What I did was search for the toxic components in Miroe’s body, and I extracted it using my mind just like the way I did when I suck the venom of the snake from your leg.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That is quite brilliant. We must keep that in mind. Chances are we’re going to encounter a lot of the Emperor’s soldiers, and we can have a good use for your power.”

      Dogan was also looking at Mayo in amusement. Perhaps he couldn’t believe what he just heard. 

      “Do you think you can extract the power of the soldiers once we come face to face with them?” I asked.

       Mayo shook his head. “I don’t think so. Having power is not a negative thing. I can only suck out what’s bad from someone else’s body.”

       I contemplated inside my head. He’s probably right. I wished there was some way to know how else we can harness his power.

      “Have you been to Karis Thia?” Mayo asked after a while.

       I shook my head, but I caught Dogan nodding.

      “I had been there before but only to scout the place. There are so many volcanoes in the vicinity that winter never touches that place. I remember things my father told me about Karis Thia, that it is like hell, and I never quite believed him until I set foot in that place. You will understand what I’m saying once we get there.”

      “I’m not sure if we’re doing the right thing. Why are we chasing after a dragon’s egg again? I wish we were still in Kanela,” I blurted out.

      “No. You’re only saying that because you’re scared of the volcanoes,” Mayo said. “And who wouldn’t? I’ve never seen a volcano erupt before.”

      “The volcanoes haven’t erupted in a long time, and I doubt if they will soon so just focus on the task that we have right now—”

      “Which is what exactly? Find the Dragon’s egg?” This time, it was Mayo who voiced out his doubt.

      “I don’t think now is the right time for us to discuss it further. We cannot turn our backs after agreeing on a decision. Remember, if we can only get hold of the egg before the Emperor does, then we’re going to stand a chance against him. And the best part is that we will probably get to save Kino,” Dogan said.

      “I don’t know how getting hold of the dragon’s egg would make a difference—”

      “Yeah. Me too! If I had my hand on such a thing, I would throw it away or crush it,” Mayo said.

      “Better kill the Dragon if the Emperor wants it that badly. I don’t think we can control a Dragon,” I said in agreement to Mayo.

       Dogan was silent for a while, but he had no comforting words to offer us. He was probably as lost to the cause as Mayo and I was. But we must keep pushing forward. As we continued the journey, nobody said another word anymore.
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        * * *

      

       When evening came, we discovered that the pathway we took led us to a lot of long stretches of land with hardly any fruit-bearing trees. It was a good thing we at least had horses; otherwise, it would have been a long journey for all of us. 

      Dogan led us to an empty spot. He looked around as though scouring the place for any potential danger, and when there was nothing to see, he gestured for us to go towards him.

       We set out to pitch an old tent that Dogan was able to retrieve from one of the stock rooms in the Kanelan Palace. As a former soldier, he knew where all the supplies were kept. 

      After a few minutes, we were all inside the tent and relaxing. Inside my head, I was wondering what our chances of survival were in case a group of soldiers passed by. Will they slaughter us or will they just let us be?

      “It gets so boring,” Mayo complained.

      “I thought you like going out on adventures?” I asked.

      “I never said without any food.”

      “That’s part of the thrill. To survive through all of these in this condition.”

      “I’m sorry. I’ll try to find some food for us tomorrow,” Dogan said. His eyes were solemn, and it feels as though he is making himself accountable towards us again.

      “It’s all right. We knew what we were getting into, and it’s all for the common good.”

      Dogan nodded, but I could sense that he was still concerned. He got up and said, “I will take the first watch. Go and rest. I will come in and wake you up when it’s time to continue the journey again.”

      I glanced at Mayo, who still had a frown on his face. It would take a lot to convince him, so I lay down and ignored him until all loose thoughts vanished from my head. The last thing I remembered was Mayo’s stomach growling so loudly that I thought it was him snoring.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, I was surprised to find that the sun was already rising high on the horizon. I got up quickly and went out to check where Dogan was. Mayo was still inside the tent, snoring.

      “Why didn’t you wake us up?”

      Dogan shrugged. “I figured, what’s the rush? What if the Emperor was out to set out a false trail for us to follow, and we just believed him? What if it’s just a ploy? I’m the mature one in our group, and I should have more sense about these things.”

      “Oh, no. You shouldn’t think that way. We all agreed to this, and we’ve been traveling, both Mayo and I, without you by our side for a long time. We were able to make it. I know you feel accountable towards us, but we’re all in this together. We want to rescue Kino. We want to save the world!” 

      Dogan grinned upon hearing that. Then he handed me the biggest root-crop I ever laid eyes on. “Have a taste. It’s quite juicy even when it’s not cooked.”

      I grabbed it and eyed it reluctantly, but took a bite to satisfy Dogan and to make him stop worrying about us. I was quite surprised when the juice splattered inside my mouth. There was a blend of sour and sweet in the root crop’s juice.

      “Mayo is going to love this,” I said before sitting down beside Dogan. We were both looking at the tent. “He’s probably still dreaming.”

      Dogan chuckled. “Yeah, he probably is.”

      The clear sky was suddenly spotted with a flock of birds. “Look at that,” I said to Dogan. His eyes were already trained on them, and I felt him tense. 

      “Could be anything,” he said. 

      “Could be the Elder’s friends watching over us,” I replied.

      “Yes, but it doesn’t hurt to be careful. For all we know, the Emperor could also have spies.”

      Then one of the birds swooped down. Dogan stood up and extended his hand, and the bird landed on his arm gently.

      “There, there. Tell your friend that we are safe here,” Dogan said. “We are on our way to Karis Thia.”

      I stood up and studied the bird, wondering if it was Kala, the bird that Elder Mahen asked to be our messenger. There was a white feather near its head that made it distinct among the flock of birds.

      “Kala,” I said, extending out my arm. The bird cocked its head, and its beady eyes were studying me. It flapped its wings to fly and transfer to my outstretched hand. I giggled. “It is you. We need to know how far we are from Karis Thia. Can you check this for us? Go there to see and then find us. Tell us how many more days we need to travel by flapping your wings as many times as there are days before we reach it. Can you do that for me?”

      Kala chirped several times, but I wasn’t exactly sure if he understood. Elder Mahen said that Kala would and that I just have to talk to it. Kala pecked on my arm several times before it flew away.

      “Here’s to wishful thinking that he understood me,” I said, hoping that we could have this journey over with.
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      MIROE PASAP

      I didn’t want to see Mayo go, but I never liked his friend. That pale girl Pyper always hated my guts for no reason at all. She probably thinks that she’s better than all of us, and I hate people who think that way. I may be a waif but that doesn’t make me any less of a human being. It just so happened that I didn’t have any family to take care of me. Pyper got lucky. She has a family, an entire clan that cares for her, and the loyalty of friends that surrounded her.

      I figured that with Mayo beside me, I would almost be invisible. No one would be able to block me, and at the same time, I could give him the same level of protection. No one would be able to hurt him. Too bad that he’s out to rescue his other friend now. Enough of that. Wherever he is, I couldn’t care anymore. I must remember why I went to Kanela and see to it that my plans are executed. If no one else would take me, not even my twin, then an alliance with the Emperor was the only thing worth living for. I would protect him if he would have me.

      It has been days that I’ve been patrolling around the palace, and still, there is no sign of the Emperor. I eavesdropped on the conversation of the servants, and yet I didn’t have a clue as to when the Emperor would be coming back to the palace.

      Supposedly, this should give me more time to think about how I would introduce myself to him. I plan on making a grand entrance, but how will I ever do that if he is not here?

      My stomach grumbled, and I was reminded that I haven’t eaten since last night. Now that it’s just me, it’s easier to nick some fruits from the market. I laughed inside my head as I remembered how Mayo would complain if I just handed him one or two apples. He always wanted three or more. Without him, the task of stealing apples becomes easier for me. I’m not used to eating on time and quantity was never my problem, and so, I didn’t have to steal often anymore. Right now, though, I’m getting hungry and this made me head back to the market. I wished I had a few coins with me so that I could eat at a diner, but with sketches of my face plastered all over Kanela, I doubt if anyone would take me in if I offer them a hundred gold coins. Or perhaps someone would, but that someone would just hand me over to the Emperor.

       I walked faster to reach the market sooner, and in just a few minutes, I found myself standing in front of the marketplace. People were bustling about, trying to get a better price for their trade. It should be pretty easy for me because the vendors were busy haggling and negotiating their products. I chose the one with the biggest crowd and slipped through unnoticed. When only one person was blocking me, I reached out and took an apple. I polished it and glanced sideways, and when I was certain no one was looking, I quickly hid the apple inside my pocket.

       Then I moved away from the crowd as discreetly as I could and chose another store where I can get some more apples. I had to do it at least two more times so that I wouldn’t have to go back here for another two days.

       I’ve always been successful in stealing, and it was probably because no one wanted to look at me twice. Once they see me, the smile on their faces would turn into a sneer because they always thought that I would bring trouble to them. This suited me because, in this sense, I am invisible.

       Going back to the Kanelan Palace is challenging because the guards are patrolling everywhere. I took the trouble of borrowing a hat with a wide brim (borrowing because I intend to return it after I become a member of the Emperor’s guard). Something similar to what Arden used to wear. The hat did not conceal my identity completely because I have a scar that stretches across my face, which made my face distinct that even a child would be able to identify me.

       But enough of all this nonsense rambling. I have to focus on finding the Emperor. I was busy trying to hide away from prying eyes when the sky darkened. I looked up to see a cloud formation big enough to dim the sky. The other Akeans were also staring above, and I heard hushed voices murmuring, “The Emperor must be back.”

       Just what I needed. If the Emperor is here, I could go pledge my loyalty  and form an alliance with him. I must be done with my mission already, except that… Oh, Gods, for once in my life, I felt real fear. My heart thudded inside my chest, and sweat started coursing down my back. I wish that the Emperor would take me with him. But what if he orders me to die instead? Do I stand a chance? Would I be fast enough to squish his heart? Would I even dare do that?

      I have heard a lot of bad things about him, and it wasn’t like he is going to treat me any differently. The only consolation that I have is in knowing  for a fact that the Emperor is good to those who serve him well. He made a general a king in one of the provinces in Akea, but at the same time, deposed his mother from the throne. Imagine, his very own mother! Why would I be the exception to how the Emperor treats people when I don’t mean anything to him and we are never related in blood? I would just be as disposable to him as the rest of his soldiers, which is why I only have one chance to prove myself. 

      As I wiped the beads of cold sweat from my forehead, I wondered if I should head on straight to the canal of the palace or if I should still try to come up with a good strategy. All I know is that I’m running out of time. 

      I took out one apple from my pocket, bit it, and started running after the cloud formation. There’s no going back now. This is it.
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        * * *

      

      I was panting when I reached the Kanelan Palace. The cloud formation was gone, which meant that the Emperor is probably inside his chambers by now. It would be difficult for me to enter the palace unnoticed and I cannot use the same route that Mayo and I took the last time we went here. After the Registry of Citizens was stolen, the security was tightened, and the soldiers probably distributed copies of sketches of my face to all of the workers of the palace. One wrong move from me, and I would be captured, and so I must make up my mind now. To get to the Emperor, I was left with no option but one. 

      I hurriedly went inside and prayed that no one would stop me, but fat chance at that! I had only walked a few yards when a soldier approached me.

      “Hey,” he said. “Stop right there!” 

       I didn’t look back and instead ran past him. The chase was on. I kept running and took the grand staircase, hoping that this route would take me to the Emperor sooner. If I remember correctly, his chambers are still on the top floor of the palace. It would take me some time before I reach it. 

       I could still hear the running footsteps of the soldier that was pursuing me, but it was good that the others have not joined yet in the chase.

      “Stop him!” he shouted. 

       I ran faster, taking two steps of the stairs with one giant leap. While I could hear my heartbeat pumping frantically, my energy doubled with an intense desire to reach the Emperor soon. There was a voice inside my head that kept chanting, No one can save you but yourself. No one!

      On the fourth floor of the palace, I found myself face-to-face with several soldiers. I paused and decided to hide inside the nearest door that I was able to find. 

      “What are you doing?” I heard someone say. 

      “Go after him. He is an intruder!”

       At that, rushed footsteps were heard. I crouched from where I was hiding and hoped that when the soldiers went inside the room, I could trick them and lock them in. I waited for the perfect opportunity, and when the door banged open and the soldiers walked in, I grabbed the nearest object beside me and threw it opposite my direction. The soldiers glanced towards that space and hurriedly rushed towards it. That was the moment I was waiting for. I stepped out from where I was and speedily went for the door, and as I went out, closed the door behind me. I was not able to lock them in.

       I was panting hard, and I wasn’t sure if I could still make it to the top of the floor, but I really had to try. I only get one chance, otherwise, once the soldiers catch me, they would lock me in the dungeons again. If that happens, I know that I don’t have a chance of escaping back.

       Luckily for me, I was able to make it to the eighth floor unnoticed. This time I changed my strategy. Stealth was my only ally now. I watched out for my surroundings and went to the hallway only when no one was around. There were several cleaners that I ran into, but they did not pay me any mind. They were busy doing their task, and they didn’t think a lad like me would be a threat to the palace.

       My heart had not stopped with its frantic beating when I finally reached the landing of the Emperor’s chambers. I surveyed it as a rasping breath escaped me. Of all the places inside the palace, this was the most heavily guarded. The Emperor’s men-shield were all here, and there was no way that I could get past them without drawing attention to myself.

       I counted inside my head. At least twenty soldiers were manning the entrance to the chambers, and I would count myself lucky if inside, there would be no one else but the Emperor. To accomplish my mission, I must expect and prepare for the worst. I braced myself for the final stretch of my mission.

       I breathed in and out, trying to calm myself. A steady stream of sweat coursed down my back, and my hands were shaking when I finally decided to come out of my hiding place. There was no other way but this. All twenty sets of eyes were immediately fixed on me. I heard the clashing of the swords against leather and steel as they were drawn out of their scabbards.

      “Who are you?” one of the soldiers asked. I observed them, trying to identify who among them was the leader.

       “I am Miroe Pasap and the Emperor summoned me.” It was a surprise that my voice did not break and that I sounded far more relaxed than how I felt.

      “Why would he summon you?” came back the reply. The man’s eyes were trained on me, and his hand held a sword. The bright light hit the blade, and it shone, reminding me of how painfully this could end.

      “I have a special power, one that the Emperor would need so you must let me speak to him. I want to pledge myself to him.”

      “His Grace is not going to receive anyone today because he just came back and he needs his rest. No schedule was announced for receiving an audience.”

       One of the soldiers moved closer to me and stopped immediately. His eyes bulged out of their sockets and his mouth hung open when he finally realized who I was.

      “I know you. You’re the one in the posters. The one who killed a lot of soldiers! The one who escaped the Kanelan dungeons!”

       At that declaration, all of the soldiers moved into a fighting stance, hands ready to wield their swords. “You are a criminal! Surrender to us!”

       My face was flushed in anger and I could feel the heat seeping through my veins. “I only want to serve, so please, just let me meet His Grace. I am not going to hurt him. I told you, I only want to serve him.”

      “No one is going to believe you after what you did. You have such a horrible power that no one in his right mind would take you to him. You will not be taken as a servant and certainly never in a position that would keep you near the Emperor. No matter what vow you swear, you will always pose a great danger to him. Do not take us for fools! Surrender now so that we can take you back to the dungeons, and perhaps if you do that, His Grace might decide to spare your life.”

      “You don’t understand. Let me through, please,” I said. My heart was thumping loudly because I knew that at this moment, there was no other action left to me but to use my power. I bent down, readying myself to attack the soldiers and to dodge any weapon that would be cast at me. I tried to calm myself and fed anger to my already burning chest. I would not be caught by them. I did not come here to die.

      The soldiers in front of me all moved into a fighting position, but none stepped forward. They held the door to the chambers steadily, and it was clear that they had no intention of letting me inside.

       Suddenly, the door of the chambers opened and out came an elderly man.

      “What is all this ruckus?” he asked. “Don’t you know that the Emperor is not taking any visitors for the day?” he said in an admonishing tone. His eyes fell upon the soldiers, and seeing their weird positions, his eyes were quickly diverted to me.

      “He’s an intruder, general,” the soldier said. “An intruder and a criminal. His head is wanted for the death of many Akeans.”

       The General’s eyes narrowed at me. “If he is a criminal, then what are you waiting for? Go ahead and take him to the dungeons.” He was shaking his head in sheer disappointment at how the soldiers were handling the situation.

      “He is a dangerous one, general.”

      “No one is dangerous enough. There are twenty of you and he’s just one scraggly lad.” He was chuckling now. “If you do not take him now and I decide to take him alone, I would send you to the training yards and let you fiddle with wooden swords for moon-turns!”

      “General,” I said, “Please give me a chance to talk to the Emperor. That’s the only thing that I want to do. I promise you, I will never hurt him.”

      “What arrogance!” the general spat out. “What makes you think that you can even hurt the Emperor? Don’t you know what his power is? Don’t you know what he’s capable of?”

      “Er, General,” a soldier said, “If I may, the lad can kill anyone without touching them.”

      The General’s eyes were back on me. “Is that true?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer his question, which was probably a better confirmation than if I opened my mouth to answer him.

      “The Dark Heart,” the General said slowly as he studied my face. There was a flash of recognition in his eyes as though he remembered seeing my face from one of the posters. “That’s what your power is called. It was gone for a long time and many people feared its return because the prophecies say that it would only manifest again if there is going to be a great turmoil upon the land.” His white brows knotted. “But what about the Good Heart? The Dark Heart cannot exist without the Good Heart. The Gods willed it so that there is a balance. One cannot exist without the other.”

      “I have a twin sister.” I didn’t really care about what our powers were called.

      “Where is she?” the General asked. “Is she with you?”

      “I don’t know. I left her in Sonista a long time ago.”

      “Very well, then. I cannot let you loose upon this land, especially since your sister is not here to counter what your power can do. Soldiers, take him to the dungeons,” the General ordered.

      “Please. Don’t do that,” I begged. Two soldiers were already moving towards me, their swords were drawn out and pointing at me. If I don’t use my power now, I would be captured. That was not the reason I went here. I closed my eyes and let hatred flow through my veins, and then I grasped both of their hearts and squeezed them so that they would stop beating. In an instant, their swords clanged to the floor as the soldiers gripped their chests, and panting, fell to the marble floor.

      “Stop it!” the General yelled. “Don’t move, or I will call upon the Emperor so he could banish you himself.”

      “You don’t understand,” I said in a cold voice. “I am not here to bargain. I can end all of your lives here, right now, without even raising a finger. If you do not let me pass, that’s what I intend to do. I am not here to beg, but I have said please so many times, and you failed to listen! I do not kill unnecessarily. No one has to die.” My voice had gone cold and low due to the emotion that was raging inside of me; this coldness seemed to have affected the soldiers because they stirred from where they were standing.

      The entry to the Emperor’s chambers was wide open, and all I had to do was walk in, but surrounding that entrance were the soldiers and the general, and they could very easily attack me as I passed by.

      “Throw your sword to the ground as a sign that you will not kill me when I turn my back on you. You cannot stop me from going to the Emperor and serving him. I told you, I’m not going to hurt him. I am here to serve His Grace.”

       The General raised his arm to signal his men to drop their swords to the ground, and one by one, they obeyed him. When the last of the sword was thrown to the ground, I walked forward, trying to predict what this group of men would do. They were all muscular that even without a sword they could wrestle me effortlessly, so I ambled, watching them from the corner of my eyes. The General was glaring at me, he stood ready to pounce on me.

       When I was already a few yards away from them, I stared ahead of me and saw the throne where the Emperor was sitting. If he had been there since I started walking in, then perhaps he had seen what had happened. I stopped and bowed down even at the far distance to show him my respect. It wasn’t enough. The men who were surrounding him moved forward in a threatening manner that I knelt down quickly to avoid any bloodshed. I prostrated in fear in front of the Emperor in panic as I heard the soft, rushed footsteps of someone. The sounds didn’t stop, so I stood up in a rush and turned around to find that a soldier was already jumping at me. His arms were outstretched, and he was ready to grapple with me. I raised my hand, and with all the power that I could muster, I squeezed his heart. There was a moment when his eyes bulged before his body dropped lifelessly to the ground with a loud thud.

       Another one came after him, but I was faster this time. Before he could even leap from the ground, I had already squeezed his heart. It seems like they would never stop. They kept on coming at me, and some have already had their swords drawn out, but before they could swing at me, their bodies would fall in a heap while their swords clanged to the floor. I was wondering what the Emperor was making of this fight when an arrow pierced me in my shoulder blade. I fell to the ground as a searing pain shot through my entire body. Blood instantly soaked my shirt, and I could feel myself getting nauseous. The sight of blood had never done me any good because fighting for me never required bloodshed. A fist found my face, and I grimaced when it struck me. Another soldier was above me, kicking me all over my body. This must be it. This must be how my mission would end. The Emperor did not even get the chance to hear my vow. My body was throbbing all over from the punches and kicks that it was receiving.

       But a thought came to me. “The Good Heart,” the General had said. For some reason, the fact that the General knew about my twin scared me. What if he goes after Goemi? I could never let that happen. I was born with her; it was not right to let her out into the world without me. Not when everything was becoming so chaotic. So even when I could feel my eyes shutting from the bruises, and my face was all bloodied, I opened my eyes and gazed at the faces of my detractors. I didn’t have the energy to stand up, so even as I lay on the floor, I squeezed all of their hearts until they fell on me like lifeless sacks.

      All of a sudden, the wind howled as though there was a storm. I heard a cold icy voice above all the ruckus. 

      “Who are you?” he asked. “Stand if you are still alive.”

       It was the voice of my master, the one who I vowed to myself I would serve for the rest of my life, and so even if my entire body was hurting, I pushed at the bodies that were covering me. Everything hurt. I was finally able to come out of the pile of bodies, kneeling, and gasping for breath. My head felt heavy, and the headache that had started to build up exploded into something more excruciating. I winced, but I couldn’t make His Grace wait for me. He, my master, was talking to me.

       I tried to stand up, but my knees buckled, and I fell to the ground. Blood dripped from my mouth to the floor. 

      “What is your name?” the Emperor asked.

       I don’t know why at that moment, it was the general’s words that came to me, so when next I spoke, I said, “The Dark Heart, Your Grace. I am Miroe Pasap, and I possess the Dark Heart. I have no desire but to serve you.” My gaze traveled from the boots that were in front of me upward to meet the silver eyes of the Emperor. They were burning as he watched my every move. He had walked over to where I was, and only several feet were separating us. “I will serve you, Your Highness.”

       The Emperor didn’t move, but he continued studying me, and when I couldn’t bear the silence any longer, I asked, “Will you take me to serve you, Your Highness?”

       It doesn’t matter what his answer would be. For me, it was already enough that I had asked. I will leave the rest to the Emperor.

      “Show me what you can do. Stand up and do not be afraid,” said the Emperor.

      I looked around as gasps filled the air. Everybody seemed to have lost blood as they understood the full meaning of what the Emperor was asking me. He wanted me to slay someone so that I could display my power as though the dead bodies surrounding me was not enough proof.

      I looked at the Emperor, never letting myself cower from his glare while I raised my right arm, pointed it in a random direction, and made a gesture to close my fist. Inside my head, I was already squeezing someone else’s heart. Someone choked in the direction that I pointed. I glanced and saw a man writhing slowly, clutching at his chest. I have not entirely ended his life yet because this man did me no wrong. But as I stared at the Emperor’s cold eyes, it seemed that my display of power was not enough. So I did what I had to and closed my fist and at the same time, squished the soldier’s heart. I could almost tell the exact time that his soul left his body as a shriek pierced the utter silence of the Emperor’s chambers. The silence was broken again when the soldier fell to the ground with a loud thud.

      The Emperor glanced at the body of the lifeless soldier before looking me in the eyes again. A slow smile formed on his lips.

      “Excellent power. One that would be of great use to me,” he began.

      “Your Grace,” the General protested. “He is going to be a danger to you. Forgive me for talking out of turn, but he could at any time kill you without lifting a finger—”

      The Emperor turned to the General. His eyes were burning. “A valid point. But I would rather have him fighting for me than release him to the ones who are rising on rebellions. Don’t you ever use your head to think?” he said in a menacing tone.

      The General’s face turned red in anger. “Your Grace,” he said. “It is evil—”

      “When everyone else has turned against me, when everybody else wants to plant a dagger in my back, this lad will be there to kill anyone who would even dare raise a hand against me,” the Emperor paused. “Even you. I appreciate your warning, General, but this decision is mine. With him beside me, Akeans will see me as the lesser evil.” He laughed. The soldiers shifted in worry where they were standing. After a few seconds, the Emperor turned to me.

      “If I give you an order to kill someone, do not falter. For that, I would bestow upon you the honor of being my new Man-Shield. As you know, the last one defected.”

      He turned away from me and walked back towards his throne. “Come, I need to talk to you alone.”

      The soldiers surrounding us were stunned as though they couldn’t believe what had just happened. The death of their comrade passed by just like that, and perhaps they were all thinking that if that soldier was so dispensable to the Emperor, how much was their own lives worth? I began to ask myself the same question. Except that I have quite an advantage. If I sense someone wanting to kill me, I could easily counter that.

      I stood to my full height, and limping, began to walk after the Emperor. For some reason, all the pain that I was feeling seemed to have abated. I was shouting my triumph inside my head. 

      The Dark Heart has finally found its way home.
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Chapter 2 - Soleran Dugress

          

        

      

    

    
      After everything that happened, I still get amused that I remained steadfast and kept my vow to stay with the Emperor. This promise that I uttered to the former Emperor Northsam Mendel Amark’s General bound me to always serve whoever bore the title Emperor, and yet, seeing Wind act the way he does makes me wonder if it was alright to break my promise. I tried to influence Wind’s decision to guide him to the right path, but most of the time, he would do an entirely different thing if not the opposite of what I counseled him.

      I know that my conscience is intact and that I have done well in my task, but remembering what happened almost two moon-turns ago in the forest leading to Nivaton still made me shiver. Did I really kill Lamare Amark, and if I did, does that make me a bad person? I hardly got any sleep last night as these thoughts continued to haunt me until now.

      Wind is back in the Kanelan Palace, and I started hearing about the things that he had been doing while he was away. I was certain that half of what I had been hearing were fabricated stories embellished with grandeur as they traveled from one mouth to the next, but still, it put him at an all time low to be searching for the last dragon’s egg. He couldn’t have been wasting his time doing that. Did he truly believe that his Empire was near collapse that he would resort to such a thoughtless action? No one living now believes the existence of the last dragon egg and yet, there is he. I wish I could put an end to this. Akeans need him to solve their problems and not to glorify an ancient fantasy where dragons lived. Time had changed and that age of mysticism was long gone.

      There is only one thing that Wind wants and that is to rule Akea for as long as he could, and if I could help him with that, I wondered if he would be content and stop all this madness. I have always used my power to support, and I would keep on doing so. The problem is, rebellions are sprouting about. There is news of uprisings in places where I least expected them. Talks of Tree Runners taking over provinces have reached me as well. There are so many things happening all at once that it became quite challenging for me to track. While the Tree Runners and some generals remained loyal to the Emperor, how many have defected? Really? How many could they be at this point?

      My power has always helped me whenever there’s trouble because I could bring peace if I wanted to. It didn’t matter who the enemy was. If I speak, he will listen. And now I wonder if the right action for me to do would be to summon allies for the Emperor. If I do that, I would be able to convince Wind that no one could take the rule away from him.

      I must begin my journey. There’s still a way for me to help Wind and I would do that. This would be my last chance to bring him back to me. Once he is all settled in his rule, he would have time to remember how it was between us before life got complicated with his unquenchable thirst for power.

      The door to my room opened, and I was caught off-guard. I stood up in a rush.

      “Who told you to —” I stopped in mid-sentence when the silhouette by my doorway moved towards me and the light from my room touched the Emperor’s handsome face. His silver eyes glittered in the dim light. They were cold, and yet, they were beautiful.

      “There is something that I need to show you,” Wind, the Emperor of Akea, said. He called out, “Miroe, come here.”

      A tall, lanky lad well into his teenage years came into view. He had dark hair, which was tied untidily. A long scar stretched from the outer corner of his left eye down to the left side of his lips.

      “This is Miroe Pasap. He is my new Man-Shield,” Wind said.

      I tried to remain calm, but this was preposterous! Another one of his bad decisions again. He is entrusting his life to a lad! What would this boy know about fighting, let alone know about defending an Emperor?

      “You cannot be serious,” I said.

      He laughed. He usually does this when he is confident about what he did.

      “His power knows no boundaries,” Wind said. His eyes were still glinting. I recognized now that it was from excitement. My eyes fell upon the lad again, wondering why if he had such potent power, I did not remember him. Was there an Akean Wine Festival that I missed? He seemed to have presented four moon-turns ago and during that time, I was already in the Kanelan Palace. No, I was certain that I would remember not only his face, but also his name if he ever displayed power with such strength that it would excite Wind.

      “What power does he possess?” I asked.

      “You will be surprised,” Wind said, putting stress on “surprised”. He turned to Miroe and gave him a curt nod. “Let us amuse Lady Soleran,” Wind added in a mocking tone.

      The lad paled, but he nodded. His lower lip quivered. He turned to look at me, and when I gazed deeply into his eyes, I was reminded of a memory, but I couldn’t put a finger on it. I waited for the ostentatious display of power, but the lad just stood there in front of me. His lip quivered slightly, his nostrils flared, and his eyes squinted, but aside from these facial movements, there was nothing else. I was beginning to get impatient when all of a sudden, a sharp sensation crawled towards my heart. It was like there’s a force that was gripping at my heart. My eyes popped in shock upon discerning what the power of this lad was!

      I could almost feel his invisible fingers as they slowly squeezed my heart. I gasped and clutched at my chest.

      “Wind…” I croaked, wanting him to command the boy to stop. But he just stood there in front of me. His eyes never left my face, and there was a curious glint in them.

      “The Dark Heart,” Wind said. “I couldn’t believe it either. I wasn’t even looking for it, and yet, when my supporters started rebelling, I happened to stumble upon him. Everything truly has a right place and time in Akea.” His voice sounded so natural and without any trace of panic that I began to worry if he would allow this lad to kill me. “What are you going to do about the lad, my Lady?”

      He crouched down so he could look me directly in the eyes as I struggled to remain standing. I could hardly breathe anymore. “Stop it, Wind…”

      He just stared at me without doing anything as though he found it amusing to watch me die. Is this the Emperor that I support?

      My face flushed in anger. Wind wouldn’t command the lad to stop, and if he doesn’t, I could die. Anytime now. Tears streaked my cheeks as the pain of betrayal hit me. All these moon-turns that I served him, and still, he would test me. Emotion as cold as ice burst inside of me, and I was able to pry the invisible fingers gripping my heart. Then I twisted it and hurled it away as I screamed in agony. With my energy spent to its fullest, I fell to the floor gasping for breath, and when I was able to stand up, I did so that I could protect myself from the lad should Wind order him to attack me again.

      The lad had been thrown to the other side of the room. I walked briskly towards him with arms raised, and this time, I was the one touching the lad’s heart. 

      “Do not ever do that to me again!” I yelled at him as tears continued to streak down my cheeks. I was shaking. With my power, I never thought that I could be one whose composure could be broken by anyone. 

      “My Lady,” he murmured. “You are hurting me.”

      This close to him, I could see his young face as it twisted in agony and realized that I had been dousing him with a calmness that would be enough to send him to sleep for a month. That must have caused a lot of hurt to someone with his power.

      I let my hands fall down to my side and couldn’t believe how my facade of serenity had crumbled down.

      “Just as I thought,” Wind began. “Powers that are controlled by the mind can counter each other.” Wind’s voice sounded pleased, and I wanted to smack him in the back of his crazy, egotistical head. “With you and Miroe beside me, I wouldn’t even need the cratty dragon’s egg! It would be good to have it, but the two of you may be enough for me already.” 

      “Get up, Miroe,” he said. “A woman must not be able to beat you up like that.” The sound of his laughter deafened me as he turned away and left.

      I moved to sit on the floor, still catching my breath. My eyes were still unfocused as though I had passed out and only came to. When I looked up, Miroe was the one in a standing position now. His shoulder was covered with blood that had already matted. He held out his hand.

      “I am sorry, My Lady,” he said.

      “You must not apologize for following the order of a crazy man,” I said. I bit my tongue. Never had I spoken against Wind in the past, and it was not time to start now. I shook my head, disgusted with myself. He was still my Emperor. Regardless of what emotions he evoked in me, regardless of what foul things he may make me do, I would honor him. “Besides, I hurt you too. But you must remember not to do that again because I know so much more about your power than you probably do and I intend to use that knowledge to kill you should I sense that you desire to hurt me.”

      Miroe looked appalled, but quickly bent towards me and grasped my elbows before pulling me up. I swayed a little when I was finally on my feet.

      “No one has ever done that to me before,” he murmured.

      “I’ve had moon-turns of practice. Your power has not reached its peak, but I hope I won’t be the one you would practice on for it to grow.” Miroe blushed.

      “I didn’t mean to, My Lady. I only want to serve the Emperor,” he said.

      “Don’t we all?” I asked. For the first time, I studied his face, and I was taken aback. This close, I swear I could remember Wind when he was younger. His eyes, his jawline, and his face with the sunken cheeks that only made the cheekbones more prominent reminded me of Wind. I swear, Miroe was the spitting image of Wind when he was younger. The Wind that I fell in love with. This young man had dark hair and his eyes were not silvery gray though.

      I walked as far away from Miroe as I could, intending to escape him.

      “What must I do, my Lady?” Miroe asked. “All I wanted was to serve him.”

      “Do not talk to me like we are friends. Find your way with the Emperor. But if I must share a tip with you, it is that you should wash up first. The Emperor doesn’t take kindly to those who stink.”

      He chased after me and he gripped my elbow upon reaching me.

      “My Lady, must I beg?” he asked softly. His voice sounded amiable enough contrary to the brusqueness of his action that he exhibited when he attacked me. Perhaps he was not a loathsome creature. Perhaps there was a kindness in him and that I just needed to guide him. 

      “In serving the Emperor, you must keep in mind that he will ask a lot from you, and denial of his request could mean your death. At some point, you will be bound to choose between what you believe in and what he believes in, and if they are not the same, what must you do then?”

      His gaze never left my face, but he did not answer. Even with the long scar on his face, he looked so vulnerable, which was so ironic considering what his power was. Red blossomed on his cheeks. 

      He nodded. “I have not served anyone before. I don’t know how to do it. How do I even begin?”

      “You heard the Emperor. He made you his Man-Shield. It means that his life comes before yours. You must not lose sight of him for how will you protect him if you’re not by his side.”

      I didn’t know if it was my imagination or if the lad in front of me shivered visibly. He nodded. 

      “I will do what I must, My Lady,” he said. He opened his mouth as though to say something before closing it abruptly. He turned around and started walking away. He stopped so quickly that I almost bumped into him.

      “I don’t know where to go,” he said shyly. 

      “Oh, don’t be so timid. Come with me.”
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Chapter 3 - Elder Mahen Dilo

          

        

      

    

    
      The Nivans all agreed that it was time to leave Nivaton. The General and his men knew that Nivans exist, there’s no doubt about that. He would be sending a messenger to the Emperor, and the Gods only know what the Emperor would do if he, once and for all, gets the confirmation that the Gray Men who attacked his Palace were the Nivans and that there were never Ghosts in the first place.

      Once, a long time ago, the Emperor had eradicated the clan for no reason at all. At least, for no reason that was known to us. But who knows what he was actually thinking? He could attack us more quickly this time now that he’s not making any attempt at hiding his darker side.

      Salvatore could be right when he suggested going to Ameres, but I heard stories about that place. There is a new King, and if I wasn’t mistaken, that king was the one who led the army to Nivaton, a former general and an ever-loyal supporter of the Emperor, King Ayaan Noto, First of His Name. Oh, he will be back to destroy us. I’m almost sure that he knew that one could never fail in his task if he was answering to the Emperor.

      My friends told me that everyone is in a rush. Not only humans but also those who fly and have four feet. The animals were also wary about what’s happening in Akea, and I kept hearing from my friends that everybody seems to be moving away from Karis Thia as though they sensed impending darkness that was about to loom in that place. But on the other hand, I also got word that there are lots of groups going to that place. The Emperor himself came and was on the search for the last black dragon’s egg. I wonder if Salvatore would redirect the Nivans to veer away from Karis Thia once he learns that the Emperor is focused on going to the place. It would be a slaughter, a carnage that we could avoid because the Nivans, even though they were trained to fight, were not ready to face the Emperor just yet. But in war, was anybody ever truly prepared?

      In an hour, the meeting would begin among the Nivan elders. A decision has to be made. Where must we go? News has traveled far and wide that the Tree Runners have allied with the Emperor and that they are out there creating havoc in any province that they go to. It seems like there is no place that would be safe for us.

       I hurried to the Town Hall, and I was surprised to find that Laren was already there. The blonde woman had lost significant weight since her husband’s death. Her eyes had lost the innocence they once had, and now they reeked of something, a quiet determination perhaps. When she glanced my way, she looked almost ready to fight. Every movement of hers seemed poised and prepared for battle.

      “You startled me, Elder,” she said.

      “You are quite early, but I am glad to find you here,” I said.

      “I worry about a lot of things. Is the world ending, and if it is, will I ever find my daughter again? Will I get to see her one more time before death takes its toll upon me?” Her eyes shimmered in the darkness as though tears were trying to spring from her eyes.

      “The time is dangerous now, but we must not lose hope. Peace will settle upon the land but not without a cost,” I said, wondering to myself if part of the cost would be my life. But then again, I am already old, and so I am willing to pay the price.

      “Where must we go, Elder Mahen?” she asked. “I am torn between going to a place where we can all be safe or going somewhere else where we can have the advantage to fight the Emperor. Was it even worth it to fight if it means that we would only die? What are we even fighting for? If we overthrow the Emperor, what assurance do we get that the one who will replace him is not going to be as bad? All these things keep running inside my head that I hardly get to sleep at all. And to top it all off, I have a daughter to worry about,” she said. A tear slid down her cheek, and my heart broke upon seeing it. “I kept thinking about my last conversation with my daughter, and it kills me that I could not even remember if I told her I love her.” 

      “As a parent, it is only right that you should worry,” I began. “Your daughter has a good head on her shoulders. Not only did she manage to escape the Emperor once. Twice, she told me. Continue praying to the Gods that they would guide her, but other matters must occupy a leader’s mind. Our people need you to make the right decision at this time.”

      “Sometimes, I find it difficult to distinguish between my personal life and my public life. Yes, I serve the people, but I am also a mother who has lost her husband and who is afraid that I might lose my daughter too. What would Andoni even say if he learns that our daughter has managed to escape me again?” A wry smile touched her lips as her hand moved towards the corners of her eyes to wipe the tears. She sat a little straighter as though she was drawing courage.

      “Your husband knows that you have a free-spirited daughter, one that you wouldn’t manage to keep if there is a greater calling beckoning at her. You should be proud that your daughter acts like a hero, and perhaps that’s what she is, a hero, for saving her friends.”

      “You told me before that you would tell me once you learn about my daughter’s whereabouts. Please, Elder, let me know as soon as possible if you have more information about her.”

      “As I promised, I will.”

       She drew several deep breaths, and after a moment’s pause, she turned to look at me again and said, “Before the town hall is completely filled with all the Nivans eager to hear about our plans, give me your counsel. Where must we go?”

      “I have been trying to rationalize it myself, where is the best place for us to go now that we’ve made up our minds that we will fight? There are only 13 provinces in Akea. If you’re going to be conservative about our plans, then the best place for us to go would probably be the Lacay Islands. We can build a fortress there. The sea will protect us from the Emperor’s footmen, and before they reach the islands, our position would give us enough advantage to somehow diminish their numbers even before they set foot on the islands.

      On the other hand, we can also opt to go where the fighting has already begun. If we come to their aid, we can rally the survivors of the rebellion to join our cause. There’s Bulacnin and Kanela, although I doubt if we would be able to sway Kanela. It is the capital after all. Those who had been there long would always prefer to support whoever is sitting on the throne.

      “Aside from that, there’s also Ameres and Karis Thia,” I said after a long pause.

      “I have no knowledge of battles. This is what my husband did before. It was what he was good at while I just stood by to support him,” she said. Laren was not an emotional woman, and it was difficult having to listen to her like this. It must be the time of the night that brings about this emotional side of her. She must be missing her family so much and who could blame her when Andoni was snatched from her without a goodbye, and her daughter was on a wild goose chase to save her friend, who was the real focus of the Emperor’s wrath.

      There was a rustling sound, and we both turned around to find Salvatore entering the room.

      “And I thought I was early,” he said. “Good to find you’re already here because there are a lot of things we need to discuss. I have learned that the Emperor has an interest in finding the last great black egg. I do not worry too much that he would find it because from what I know, it is just a tale, but this will give us an advantage. While his mind is lost to mythological creatures, we can make our presence felt by following him there and engaging him in a battle.”

       Laren opened her mouth to speak, but before a word could form, she closed it again.

      “I have heard that news as well, but I am not really certain how to make good use of that information. What about the rest of the Nivans?” I asked.

      “I’m the Chief and the people will follow my orders knowing that I have their best interests in mind. I just want to discuss it with you first because I want to hear your thoughts about it. I am not even familiar with Karis Thia, nor do I have knowledge about volcanoes.”

      “Are we really ready to fight? Are our people trained to fight the Emperor’s men?” Laren asked.

      “I would like to think that all these years in hiding were put to best use by training. Every day, Romyo and Andoni led the training of our men. When we fought the General’s men not so long ago, our men displayed the courage that I had always suspected they possessed. You said that we have no other option but to fight. I believe that too and with this belief comes the acceptance that we must be ready to die to reclaim and be proclaimed once again that we are the Nivans, as much a citizen as any Akean.”

       Laren and I remained silent. My silence was because I believe in the Chief’s plan. I have no doubt that it was the path to follow. I could only guess what’s going on inside Laren’s head.

      “If you both agree with me, this is going to be my proposition to the rest of the town hall. Now be ready to answer questions once they start arriving. There will be a lot of planning to do in such a short period.”

      “You have my support,” I said. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Laren was nodding.
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Chapter 4 - Quila Tash

          

        

      

    

    
      Ever since our encounter with the Tree Runners in the school, Goemi has become jumpy that even the slightest sound would scare and elicit from her a squeal. Awareness of one’s surroundings is actually a good thing except when it has already crossed the line to paranoia. I’m afraid that’s what Goemi has turned into. It was like she has completely transformed and that she is no longer the courageous twin who was always ready to protect Miroe like in the past.

       Goemi was walking silently beside me as we tried to hide behind the shadows. We travel in the night now to avoid the risk of bumping into any of the general’s men. 

      “Are you all right?” I asked for like the hundredth time this evening.

       Goemi looked at me and put a finger to her lips to signal me to be quiet. 

      “You have to talk to me at some point, you know,” I said. “There’s no one around to bother us anyway.”

      Goemi visibly shivered and snapped at me. “You’re so noisy. Will you put a lid to your mouth?” 

       Well, at least I know that she is still catty. “I understand that you’re scared, but don’t you think that you are ridiculous already? We have to be careful, that I know, but aren’t you exaggerating things a bit? It’s not actually helping, so please, just talk to me about what you’re thinking,” I said.

      “I want to find my brother. He would be able to protect me, and I would be able to protect him too. It was a wrong decision not to go after him, and instead, follow you and the rest of your group when no one among you really ever cared about me.”

      “That’s not true!” I said. “Arden cared about you. I care about you. The rest of them probably cared about you too even with all your lies. Mistress Lamare probably cared about you too until now.”

      “I’m just a living mess. I get panicky because I know that my power is worthless,” she said grumpily.

       I completely understand that because my power is also as worthless as hers, but there’s just no sense dwelling in that fact. 

      “May I suggest that we leave that thought behind and just focus on reaching our destination sooner?”

      “Karis Thia is the home to all the volcanoes so forgive me if I’m suddenly having doubts about going there,” she said.

      I sighed. There was no point arguing with her. She would just ignore everything that I would say, so instead of annoying her further by asking too many questions, I decided it best to just be quiet along the way.

      “Fine,” she snapped again. “Don’t talk to me now!”

      I felt heat washing over my face as annoyance tugged at me. “I only stopped talking because you kept on snapping at me!” I yelled. Then in a much softer voice, I added, “I’m as scared as you are, and that’s why we both decided to travel at night. Don’t you remember that we agreed on that? You’re the one who said that traveling at night time would make us invisible to the Emperor’s men. But if we are to be successful in this endeavor, I need you here with me, and when I say I need you, I mean I need that clear head of yours to help with the decisions. Stop floating around.” I said the last sentence with a tinge of annoyance, and perhaps Goemi had sensed it because she stopped pouting. Finally!

      Goemi grabbed my hand and squeezed it. “Shh,” she said. “I heard something.”

      “There’s no—” I said, but I stopped in mid-sentence. Goemi dragged me to the right to hide behind the bushes. We bent quickly when we got there.

      I didn’t hear anything. “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Shh.” She pressed a finger against her lips to signal me to stop talking.

      But there really was nothing for me to hear. “I don’t  think there’s anyone—”

      I stopped when all of a sudden, I saw a pair of boots right in front of where we were hiding.

      This time, it was my hand that gripped Goemi’s arm. My breath started to race, and Goemi was also breathing hard. My body began to shake in fear as a thought crossed my mind about what could happen in case we got caught.

      To my surprise, Goemi seemed to be more composed. She was still breathing hard, but that was to be expected when one is feeling great fear.

      “Do you see anyone else?” she whispered.

      I shook my head as my eyes were still fixed upon the boots in front of us. It began walking away until it was totally gone from our view.

      Then as quickly as the boots had gone, I yelped in surprise as a strong arm grabbed me.

      “There are girls here,” the man roared.

      I stood up in surprise as the man dragged me. “Stop it!” I yelled.

      Goemi was staring at me, and before anyone could react, she attacked the man and kicked him in the groin. The man bent forward and clutched at the front of his pants.

      “Run!” Goemi shouted.

      I ran as fast as my chubby legs could take me. Branches of the trees kept swatting my face, but I ignored them as I focused on only one thing, survival! I could hear Goemi’s running footsteps after me. I took a turn to the left, and no sooner had I done that did I hear a loud thud as though someone fell to the ground.

      I stopped and turned around but couldn’t find Goemi.

      “Run, Quila! They have me!” she yelled. “Save yourself!”

      Tears streaked my face as I stood motionless, torn between running away or going after my friend. I must rescue her. She was so scared earlier about getting caught that I wondered what would happen to her in case she gets surrounded by hundreds of the emperor’s men. But rescue seemed such an impossible thought.

      “Run!” I heard her shout one more time before another sound filled the air. It did sound like the grunt of someone who was punched.

      Running footsteps became louder, and I knew then that I had dallied enough.

      I turned around and started running away, praying that Goemi would be all right. Oh, Gods! I pray that she will be safe! Please do not let the soldiers harm her! Was she right? Would we have fared better if her crazy twin were with us?

      I was already thinking about how I could possibly rescue Goemi, but nothing came to my mind. Oh Gods, oh Gods, oh Gods! I was so scared. And that thought seemed to have fueled my feet as I rushed away from the men who were pursuing me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5 - Mysteries of the Past
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      KINO AMARK

      I must be dreaming because it’s only in dreams that I get to see this beautiful place I used to call home, Wawang Village. It was the only place I could ever remember living in, and looking at our cottage now, I wanted to go inside, lie down on my bed, and just look back to how it was before. I suddenly longed for mother’s stew and bread.

      I entered our cottage and was disheartened as I gazed at what was left of our cottage. Dust covered everything, and the roof had been torn off. It was probably from a storm that hit Wawang Village since mother and I were here. I surveyed the small living room and noted that nothing was as it used to. All the furniture was either broken or dirty, as though the place had been abandoned for a long time. And yes, indeed, it had been almost two moon-turns since I was last here.

      “Mother?” I said. There was a movement in the other room and for some reason, I hoped it was mother. I slowly made my way there. I hid by the doorway, trying to see what or who was inside, but there were on other movements.

      I went to the kitchen and checked inside the cupboard for food, but all I saw were the maggots that had long ago been festering the fruits and vegetables that we had left behind. Nothing was edible anymore. At that moment, my stomach growled. I put a hand to my stomach and rubbed it. There was a sudden movement under the table that looks to be caused by a giant rat. It stopped under the chair and then jumped at my foot, biting me. I kicked my foot in surprise, sending the rat away. It fell on the floor, squirmed for a second, and got on its four feet to run away. 

      I miss home. I miss my mother. Even if this were the condition of our cottage, I would still love to go back here. I wondered when I would see mother again.

      She was safe with the Tree Runners and this knowledge gave me enough reason to fight through all that I was facing now. Everything is clear to me. The Emperor wanted me dead because he saw me as a threat to his rule. Mother was married to him before, although I couldn’t exactly believe how that could ever be possible. I wish that this nightmare would be over. I hope that everything will be back to its--

      “Kino,” a deep voice said while arms grasped me on my shoulders, shaking me.

      I woke up with a start and sat up immediately, almost bumping my forehead against grandpa’s head.

      “You’re dreaming again,” he said softly. 

      I drew out a long breath. “It felt so real. I was inside our cottage in Wawang village. The house was exactly as I remembered it. It was as though…” I paused, “As though I was actually there. The cottage was badly damaged now, and there was no sign of mother.”

      “It’s all right, son,” grandpa said.

      “Yeah, I guess I have to accept that even in dreams, mother isn’t there.”

      “We will find her soon,” grandpa said. His eyes traveled down the length of my body before his eyes fixed on my foot. “Did you hurt yourself?”

       I shook my head. “No,” I started saying, but when I looked at where grandpa was staring, I realized why he asked me that question. There was a faint trace of blood on my left foot. I examined it and saw that there was a bite mark where the rat bit me in my dream.

      “Where did you get that?” he asked.

      “I was dreaming, and there was a rat that attacked me…”

      “Are you saying that you can enter the Dreaming World?” grandpa said.

      “What?” I said in surprise. I didn’t even know about the Dreaming World, let alone that you can physically enter it.

      “Some people have that gift to enter the Dreaming World,” grandpa said.

      “What does that mean? If I can enter the Dreaming World, does it mean that whatever happens there is actually happening here?”

      “No. Not the events nor the place. Everything is a fabrication in the Dreaming World although it sometimes replicates what is in Akea. It is what the Mima wants you to see. The events could be in the past, present, and a hint of what might happen in the future. 

      “If you can enter it, then it only means that whatever happens there happens to you here in the real world.”

      My mouth hung open in amusement. “So the reason that I have a wound is that I was hurt in the dream? Is that what you’re actually saying?” It was a scary thought because you cannot really control what’s happening in the dream. I have had my flight dreams before, but I have never hurt myself in the past. I dreamt about the Emperor and how he attacked me with lightning, and I wondered, if the lightning had struck me then, would that have killed me? A chill ran down my spine.

      “I’m afraid so. You must have copied it from someone that you met because Shuffling is not known to be paired with Dreaming.”

      “Is that what the power is called, Dreaming?” 

      “There are many variations of Dreaming, and a lot of people covet it, but very few are blessed with it. It can be used to one’s great advantage. I am curious, though, because I could not remember anyone who registered Dreaming during my reign,” he said. “You must have copied it from someone young. A classmate, perhaps. Or one of your friends.”

       I tried to remember my Power Toning class with Professor Leban and could not recall any of my classmates having the power. It could be from anyone in the marketplace in Loondu. Or it could just be from anyone that I bumped into somewhere else. It was a crazy thought, to learn that you can copy almost anyone’s power and not even know it.

      “I don’t know anyone with this power so it must not be from my friends,” I said.

      Grandpa looked concerned. His eyebrows were furrowed, and there were deep creases on his forehead as though he was thinking. “It could only mean one thing. That you have copied it from someone who is royalty. I know of such a woman...”

      A woman! Suddenly a memory flashed inside my head about a woman who seemed to know me. She had visited me once in Wawang Village, and if I remember correctly, she was the same woman who took me in when I was burning with fever during the time that General Ayaan Noto captured me. It was such a long time ago, and my fever was high when I met her that I couldn’t exactly be sure if I had just dreamed it. But if this were not a dream, I believe that she was a Queen--hence, grandpa and I might be thinking of the same woman.

      “There was a woman I met before who called me by my name even though I didn’t know her. She seemed so mysterious. At one point, she had touched me, and it was like there was an explosion inside my head. She was as appalled about it as I was,” I said. The memory was from a long time ago, long before the Emperor even ordered my death.

      “Interesting. What more can you say about her?” he asked.

      “I believe she is the Queen of some land…”

      Grandpa’s eyebrows rose. “A Queen? And how did you make that acquaintance?”

      “I met her twice. The first one was when I found her inside our cottage in Wawang Village. The second time was when I was captured by General Ayaan Noto. The general thought that the Emperor was in Ameres, and he brought me there so that the Emperor could have me faster. But he had left already.”

      “Queen Maercella Benilde of Ameres,” grandpa cut in. “Former queen now, that is.”

      My mouth must have opened slightly when grandpa said that she was a former queen now. I believe her to be a kind soul, for if not, how could I have survived that night? While it was true that Pyper and Rygan came to rescue me, the Queen herself could have quickly summoned the Emperor. Instead, she instructed someone to tend to me. I’d like to believe that she had a hand as to why right now, I am still alive.

      “What happened?” I asked. I really wanted to know. Turmoil has come upon the land, but I have not heard much news since grandpa and I took our journey.

      “Many things are happening in Akea that are beyond our control. Some dangers lie ahead that not even the Queen was able to prepare for. Treachery resides in even the hearts of allies, and that’s how the former Queen was deposed,” he paused. His eyes had narrowed as though he was angry, but when he looked at me again, the anger in his eyes had gone. “General Ayaan Noto is no longer the general you once encountered. I believe he is now King of Ameres.”

      My eyes widened in surprise. 

      “Yes. The realm was handed to him by the Emperor—”

      “Was it because the former Queen did not surrender me over to the Emperor? Was that why she was punished?” Visions filled my head. Memories from my past. The Queen had gazed furtively at the wound that was on my left leg. She had ordered me to be taken in, bathed, and fed. The look she had given me conveyed pity, but during that time, I took it for disgust. I could be wrong to have jumped to conclusions. If she were deposed because of me…

      “It’s not your fault, Kino,” grandpa cut in, breaking the thoughts that were already wildly flying inside my head. “The former queen has a good heart.”

      “But grandpa, how many more lives will I destroy?”

      “It wasn’t exactly your fault. The former Queen and the Emperor have a long history. If he had removed her from power, it is for a deeper reason, and it couldn’t just be because of you,” he said. 

      “What other reason could there be?” I asked, feeling guilty about how badly it turned out for the Queen. People who helped me always ended up destroyed or in a worse state than when I first met them.

      “The Queen is the Emperor’s mother,” grandpa said so levelly that at first, his statement did not sink in. It was only when he continued with his story that I started to believe. “The Queen left her son and took her rightful place in Ameres. It was probably a surprise to her when, tens of moon-turns later, she was bowing down to the Emperor, her son. But that is as far as I can tell you. I was never privy to what happened in between.”

      All of these revelations were making my head throb. That’s why the Emperor hated her for letting me escape because she was his own blood. It would be treason. And the punishment for treason is death!

      “Is she dead?” I blurted out. Tears were forming in the corners of my eyes.

      Grandpa shook his head. “She’s still alive, but she was exiled to Karis Thia, and that would mean that she’s as good as dead.”

      Tears had escaped my eyes, and I raised a hand to brush them off. It was not my fault, I quietly told myself. Not my fault at all.

      Grandpa sat staring at me. After a while, he said. “It is a good power that you copied and if the former Queen was the source of your power, then I can help you. Remember that there are dangers that come with this power.”

      “How can I even be careful when I don’t know when it will manifest? I don’t sleep to dream, if you know what I mean, I just sleep and then I begin to dream, just like any ordinary person would, so the only way I can avoid danger is to teach myself how to wake up when it seems like there’s danger lurking around in the Dreaming World.”

      “Good catch,” grandpa said. He went towards the window and looked outside. It was still dark. “We have a few more hours before we begin traveling, so if you can go back to sleep and get some rest, that would be best.” He turned away from me to probably go back to his room and sleep, but at this point where I don’t know if I’m going to have a nightmare should I sleep, I prefer to stay awake.

      “Wait!” I said, trying to rack my brain for some questions that I could ask him just to make him stay with me. Right now, if I can avoid it, then I would rather stay awake, for who knows how many more rats are waiting for me in the dream world? Worse, what if it’s the general’s men that are out there?

       Grandpa turned to look at me, but I didn’t know what to say. A flash of recognition crossed his face as though he understood what it was that I was afraid of. “Didn’t want to sleep, eh?” he said with a smile.

       I nodded slowly, ashamed of what I was feeling. Grandpa smiled and said, “That’s normal. All right, it would probably be best to stay here with you. There’s no other bed here, so if you don’t mind, would you move to your right so that I could squeeze in?”

      I obliged, and Grandpa lay down beside me. I didn’t think it was going to be awkward, but even though he was my grandfather, I hardly know him, and there was now a load of dead air hanging above us. I wanted to start a conversation with him to make the awkwardness go away. Besides, I wanted to learn more about my heritage.

      “Grandpa, if you were an Emperor before, then who was the Empress? Who is my grandmother? How come I never heard of an Empress? But there must be someone, otherwise, how would mother have come to life if no one gave birth to her?”

       It just crossed my mind now that I think about it that in all the tale surrounding Akea, I have never heard any discussion about an Empress. Not during McWindStorm Arren’s time nor during my grandfather’s time.

       Grandpa was silent for a while as though he was trying to think about his own story. Now that I have opened up that question, I wanted to learn the answer to it. Who was my grandmother?

      Grandpa remained silent that I thought he had already fallen asleep, but when I glanced at his face, I saw that he had his eyes open.

      “I don’t think now is the time to talk about it,” he said after a while.

      “Why?” I asked, and then I felt ashamed of myself. For all I know, grandpa could be avoiding the discussion to avoid any hurt that he was feeling, and here I was prodding him on.

      “Mother never told me anything about grandma,” I said. Come to think of it, mother rarely talked to me about grandpa too. And during those times that she did, I had not believed her!

      Grandpa got up from the bed, and I sat when he did. He seemed to be in deep thought. Then he grabbed a chair and turned it to face me before sitting there. His shoulders heaved when he let out a deep sigh. His eyes were observing me, but I couldn’t read the emotion that was lurking beneath his eyes.

      “It is time you learn about some women in my life,” he said.

      Grandpa edged forward in his seat and held out his hand to me. I looked at him, uncertain of what he wanted me to do.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Take us to the Dreaming World, and I will show you,” he said.

      “I can’t do that,” I said. How could he expect me to do something that I only do unaware in my sleep?

      “I have been there before,” he said. “A lot of times. I can guide you.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do. If I grab grandpa’s hand, what would happen? He said that he would guide me, but how could he guide someone who doesn’t have any clue about what he’s doing? Wasn’t I supposed to know at least a little bit of how Dreaming works before he could guide me?

      Grandpa must have sensed my discomfort and confusion because he said, “Trust is essential, son. It is difficult to know who to trust, especially after all that you’ve been through, but sometimes, you also need to take a risk on trust. We have been traveling together, and while I have shared some knowledge with you, there must still be moments when you feel uncertain about this connection that I have with you. If you still have questions, listen to the blood that flows through your veins. I am there. I am a part of you.”

      “I—” I stammered, shaking my head. “It’s not that.”

      “If you still have doubts about who I am and who I am in your life, then all the more that you must go with me to the Dreaming World,” he said.

      There was something in his eyes that bore a hole through me as though he could read inside of me. There was no reason to doubt him. He couldn’t have been pretending to be my grandfather all along. If he were an enemy, he could have killed me in my sleep a lot of times already. He is—he must be—he really must be my grandfather.

      I reached out to hold his hand. It surprised me that his hand was soft and did not bear callouses, and then I realized he was royalty. He was telling me the truth. And then I trusted him, I closed my eyes and felt a swirling sensation. It was as though I was floating for a while, and then I was falling quite fast.

      I screamed.
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        * * *

      

      When I opened my eyes, I found myself in a place that was very much like the one where I came from that for a moment, I had forgotten that I was supposed to be in the Dreaming World until I heard some footsteps, glanced back, and saw grandpa walking towards me.

      “Where did you come from?” I asked.

      “I was with you, but I landed in a different place. I have been here before, and there’s a place that has become my favorite landing spot.” His eyes crinkled on the edges, and I caught a brief smile.

      “Nothing seems to be different here except for the fog,” I said.

      He chuckled, nodding. “Yes. a lot of the things here seem just like how they are in Akea because this is like Akea itself. It is a parallel world. But that is not why I asked you to bring us here. Come,” he said.

      He walked ahead of me, and I followed. There were no birds here, nothing that made a sound save for grandpa and me. I struck a tree that I passed, and there was hardly any sound that I heard as though I was deaf. It was a weird feeling, like when you know you’re walking, and yet it’s as though you’re floating. 

      Grandpa stopped in front of an enormous cave, studying it. “Are you ready to learn about the past?” he asked. 

      Was I ready for that? Of course! Grandpa didn’t even have to ask. Ever since that unfortunate incident in the Akean Wine Festival, I had always yearned to know more about who I was and what my heritage was. If grandpa was saying that entering this cave would shed light on my questions, then I was all for it. 

      I nodded at high speed. Grandpa looked somber as though he was reluctant to let me in on a secret. “All right. I believe it is high time you learn about it.”

      Upon entering the cave, a strange sensation engulfed me. There were prickling sensations all over my arms and legs and on the back of my neck. The coldness was seeping right through my bones. Then as though it had not been hazy enough already when we were still outside, inside the cave, as soon as my eyesight adjusted, I could see only a faint light. It illuminated grandpa’s face when he turned to look at me.

      “Are you ready, Kino?” he said. 

      “Yes,” I said. He reached out to me and held my hand, and in that split second, I felt as though I was falling down from a very high place. It seemed like it wouldn’t stop until there was another loud thump as my body hit the ground. Curiously though, I did not feel any pain from the fall.

      It was as though we had entered a different world again. 

      “Grandpa?” I asked. 

      I wanted to search for him, but my attention was caught by some laughing sounds that filled my ears. The tune was so melodious that I thought it could only come from a goddess.

      I walked towards the place where the sound was coming from and hid behind the bushes.

      “What is this place?” I asked. 

      “This is the past. Where we came from was the present and where the Mima resides,” grandpa said. He was already behind me, although I didn’t sense his arrival.

      “The Mima?”

      “Yes. An almost godlike being. You might meet her, or you might not. One can never really tell.”

      I was about to ask another question when grandfather nudged me on the chest and signaled for me to be quiet. He laughed when I bent down and hid behind the bushes.

      “There’s no need for that. They won’t see us. Remember, these are people from the past, and there’s no way that they would be able to interact with us.”

      “They won’t see us?”

      “No, they won’t.”

       As soon as grandpa said those words, I saw a man and a woman emerge right in front of us. The man seemed to be at his prime while the woman is almost still a girl. One can hardly tell with the clothes she’s wearing. It was a gown the color of aged wine that was hugging her body tightly.

      The girl was laughing every time the man’s mouth opened to speak as though listening to the man’s voice brought her happiness already.

      “Who are they?” I asked.

      Grandpa seemed taken aback. “Don’t you see it?” he asked. 

      I stared at the figures again and tried to remember who they were, but I couldn’t make out anyone from their faces. The girl was a delight to look at. The man already had peppered hair though he seemed much younger the longer I studied his face. He glanced around, and for a brief moment, he stared at where I was standing, and it was like he was staring straight at me.

      “He’s you,” I said. “He is the younger version of you. I can see it now. The eyes, the jaw, the way he moves…” I let my voice trail off.

      Grandpa was nodding.

      “But that woman, er, girl… Who is she? Is she my grandma?”

      Grandpa’s face clouded. “Sometimes I still wished it was she that bore Lamare,” he said in a sad tone. “But no, that isn’t Lamare’s mother. She was the first person I ever truly loved, but our Houses were different. She was not to be wed to an Amark.”

      I could feel the sadness coating his words. I looked up at grandpa, trying to dig further into his emotions.

      “You look happy together. At least, from what I see now, she looks happy,” I said.

      “I like to believe that we were,” he said. “But then, something must have happened because a few moon-turns after this day, she had forgotten me. She vanished and was never to be found again. At least, not by me. Even her family did not know where she went.

      “I had not taken a wife to court because I was waiting for her to become a full-grown woman. Since our families did not get along well, a betrothal was out of the question, so we were not promised to each other. There was a ball thrown for her, and I was there, and she was with me, but her thoughts seemed to be flitting away. I told her she must rest and ignore everyone--the people, the lords and ladies that traveled all over Akea just to be there with her, and retire instead to her chambers. She had looked at me with her wide eyes, lovingly, I thought at the time, but looking back now, perhaps it was the faint trace of nostalgia. She was looking at me with her future self, knowing that I was already lost to her.

      “The following day, when I was already on my way back to Kanela, I received a message delivered to me by probably the swiftest bird, telling me that she was gone. It didn’t say if she was kidnapped, or Gods forbid, dead. The message just said that the Princess is gone.”

       Grandpa paused, and I waited for his next words, but none came. He was still watching his younger self talking and flirting with the girl in front of us.

      “Who is she?” I asked again.

      “She is the only one I know who has the power to travel in the Dreaming World. She dreams. Perhaps that’s why she went. Perhaps there was a dream that was so bad she had to run away from me,” he said. “She is the former Queen of Ameres, Maercella Benilde. Banished to Karis Thia by none other than her own son.”

      I stared in awe. “She touched me,” I said after a while.

      Grandpa turned to look at me. “Then, my hunch was correct. You have gotten your power from her.” His gaze fell upon the couple again, his eyes were sad but were not moist from unshed tears. Probably, he had somehow forgotten her.

      “Let’s go. There’s somewhere else I want to show you,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      “I want to bring you somewhere,” Maercella said. She still looked like a girl, so it was in the same moon-turn that grandpa was showing to me.

      “You really do love to ride,” the younger Northsam said. “Come, I will ride with you.”

      A peal of soft laughter escaped the girl as she shook her head. “No. Where we’re going, we’re not going to need horses.” She held out her hand to Northsam, who took it reluctantly. 

      “Where is it, then?” he asked, eyebrows raised, but a smile frozen on his lips.

      “The Dreaming World,” she replied. “It is where I go to play. Where the Gods take me when they want to show me something. This year, my power has grown. All I have to do is take some of this potion, and when I fall asleep, I get to be in another world.”

      Northsam was curiously eyeing the vial filled with a green liquid. His face held a smile.

      “This?” he said in a ridiculous tone.

      “Are you mocking me?” she asked.

      Northsam was quick to shake his head. “No, no. Hand it over, and I will drink some.”

      “It has to be me first,” she said. After a while, she added, “At least that’s what I think. Then when I’m asleep, drink some and hold my hand—”

      “Is this the first time that you’re going to do this with someone?” he asked.

      Maercella blushed. “I believe you should be honored that you’re the first one I’m taking to the Dreaming World—”

      “I am honored!” Northsam was quick to interject. His eyes crinkled on the edges, but his mouth had drawn into a straight line as though he was trying so hard not to laugh.

      “It doesn’t seem like you believe me,” she said.

      “We live in Akea. Everybody has power here. What would be so hard to believe?” he said.

      Maercella seemed satisfied with the answer he gave her so she opened the vial and drank some of the potion. Then in a few seconds, she swayed. Northsam was quick to catch her body before it fell to the ground, and carefully, he moved into a sitting position while cradling Maercella’s head towards his chest. He sighed deeply before taking the vial and drinking from it. Then I watched as both of their bodies slid slowly from a sitting position until they were both lying on the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Grandpa nudged me and took my hand. “We have to follow them,” he said. Then there was that feeling again that engulfed me as though I was falling from a very high place.

      When I opened my eyes, I could already hear voices floating nearby. I walked to where they were coming from.

      “What is this place?” the younger Northsam asked.

      “I told you, it’s the Dreaming World,” Maercella said. “Let us wait. Sometimes, something magical happens here. Sometimes, there’s nothing at all. It depends if there’s a warning that I need to heed.”

      They just stood there as though they were waiting for something, but when nothing happened, I started to get bored.

      “Grandpa,” I said. “Are you sure this is what you wanted to show me?”

      “Yes. We just have to wait for it.”

      I saw the younger Northsam reach out to Maercella to hold her hand, and I could feel myself blushing. When I asked grandpa about who my grandma was, I only really wanted to know. I did not ask for a show that would take me to what exactly happened. I was beginning to regret having asked grandpa and wished we could go back now to the real world.

      “There,” Grandpa said. “Do you see him?”

      There was a tall man who was walking towards them at a slow pace. He was dressed in dark gray wool, and he had a hat on. From where I was, it was hard to see his face.

      “Who is he?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” grandpa replied. “I had always wondered if he was the reason she went away.”

      “My Lady,” the man said. 

      Both Maercella and the young Northsam turned to where the man was coming from. Northsam immediately moved forward in a stance that said that he would protect Maercella. On the other hand, Maercella stood behind him, a mixture of emotions was evident on her face. She seemed afraid, annoyed, and half-happy to see the man.

      The man in gray wool bowed down and said, “I am not here to cause you any trouble, but I need to speak to My Lady.” He straightened up and removed his hat, and when I saw his face, I gasped. Northsam’s eyes rounded too because what we were staring at was a faceless man.

      “That man has no face,” I said to grandpa. “Why is that?” My hackles rose, and I could feel goosebumps on my arms. It was peculiar to look at a face that was so smooth, and where the eyes and nose and mouth were supposed to be, there was only skin. His face was flat!

      “When I look back now, I think that this was a metaphor,” he said. “That man has a face, but during this time, Maercella has not met him yet in real life, and so, his identity was still hidden.” We continued watching. “Look at her,” grandpa said.

      My gaze returned to Maercella, who was all red in the face.

      “It’s as if she knew him. I didn’t see her face back then because I was carefully trying to size up the man in front of me—what danger he posed, who he was—but looking at it now…” he trailed off.

      “Look at her,” grandpa said. “She was curious… Even when she couldn’t see his face, it was as though he was familiar to her.”

      “Who are you?” the younger Northsam asked. 

      “I am only relevant to my lady,” he said. “I have to—”

      His voice trailed off because, at that moment, Maercella started to run away. 

      “Maercella!” the young Northsam shouted. The two men ran after her, but after a few moments, the man who had no face was gone as though he was just a figment of my imagination.

      “Aren’t we supposed to follow her?” I asked grandpa. He stood beside me, shaking his head weakly.

      “She was gone. She left me here in the Dreaming World. I didn’t know if the place was just too vast for me to find her, or if she was hiding from me and never wanted to be found out, or if she decided to run away from the man who had no face and went back to the real world. Regardless, it was what eventually led me to have you.” 

      I didn’t understand what grandpa meant by that, but before I could ask any question, he continued, “We’re supposed to follow me. Let’s go.”
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      NORTHSAM MENDEL AMARK

      After all these years, I wasn’t sure if I was ready to face what had happened to me. There was Maercella in my life. Someone that I loved and desired. And then there was Lamare, my daughter, who I had treasured more than life itself.

      Maercella wasn’t Lamare’s. It just so happened that it was through her that I had fathered a daughter. It all happened to me in a blur. I was in my prime, and I wanted to have a queen by my side, but I didn’t know where to find the woman who would capture my heart. There was Maercella, but then again, she kept on slipping away from me even then.

      I squinted, waiting to see what would manifest before me. Kino was trailing behind me. I know what I would find here because this was just from memory--memory that I was dreading to remember.

      We were in a forest, and some varieties of trees here were unfamiliar to me in Akea. They have leaves that glimmer and change color as the wind blows against them. There were animals that I haven't seen outside of the Dreaming World. Indeed, while the place was parallel to Akea’s world, there are significant differences that one would surely take notice of.

      And then I saw the memory that I wanted to share with Kino.

      The younger version of myself had found a horse and was shaking his head as though in amazement at how he came to have a black stallion the first time he entered the Dreaming World. I remembered what I was thinking then, what was this place? I would never want to come back here again.

      There were loud, galloping noises that I could hear. Kino and I turned around to see where it was coming from. My heart started to thump strongly as I found myself staring at the Mima.

      It was just like how I remembered her. She was young and beautiful, and her face was unparalleled by anyone I had ever seen before. While Maercella’s beauty could hold an entire province’s adoration, the Mima's face was incomparable. I couldn’t even begin to describe her face because there are no words I find that fit her description except that she was beautiful. 

      She passed by me while she was riding a horse and stopped when she was right in front of the younger version of me.

      “Mother!” Kino shouted. He was staring at the Mima hard as though he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “She’s the spitting image of my mother.”

      “That she is,” I answered. I wanted to stay longer in the Dreaming World and remember briefly the love that was not to be. A love that shouldn’t be. But until now, it still hurt me that it was because of me that the Mima was somehow tarnished. She gave me the most beautiful gift, and yet, what happened to her was that she lost part of her immortality, and for that, I couldn’t forgive myself. 

      “Let’s go, Kino,” I said. “I think you have seen enough for now.”
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        * * *

      

      It was odd to see her looking the way she looked tens of moon turns ago. The last that I saw her, the Mima looked different. Youth had long ago deserted her, and only her eyes remained to be youthful. When I looked at her earlier, it was as though the same emotions that she made me feel years ago were still the same emotions that I have now.

      But that was not to be. If I could turn back the time, perhaps I wouldn’t have done it. Some good came with it, but there were also some bad things that were the direct result of what I did.

      Anyway, it is time to say goodbye now. Kino might not ask me anymore about his heritage. I thought that I could take him somewhere farther so that everything could be revealed to him. But to share with him, I need to unravel memories that were too painful for me to remember. Maybe I would be able to share it another time. Not now, though. Not yet.
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      KINO AMARK

      Grandpa remained silent even after we went out of the Dreaming World and somehow, I understand him. What I saw in the Dreaming World was too much for me. What does that mean? That mother was the daughter of a—what-do-you-call-her—being? While grandpa didn’t say it exactly, his silence told me that I was able to uncover the identity of my grandmother.

      Now, I am able to put the pieces together about my heritage. The only thing that remains a mystery to me was the identity of my father. Is it still important though? I just need to see mother and when that happens, I will beg her to tell me who he is. Or was.
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Chapter 6 - Quila Tash

          

        

      

    

    
      When I thought traveling with Goemi couldn’t get any harder, just imagine my surprise when  I was finally on my own, and realize that I was wrong because being along was so much more difficult in all aspects. For one, there was no one to watch my back. No one could offer me the same protection that I could offer in return. To top it all off, the nights are long, and with no one to talk to, I was afraid that I would lose my mind in a few weeks.

      When everything was lost, that’s when I came to realize that I had taken things for granted. And this realization made me courageous enough to go after the general’s men that had taken Goemi prisoner. I need to have something worthwhile to live for, and right now, that was my utmost desire to save her. It was for purely selfish reasons because I knew that by saving her, I would be saving myself too. I’m no cratty heroine.

      Before dawn broke, I was already up to make sure that the Emperor’s soldiers won’t be able to maintain a far distance from me. My goal is to keep the enemies within my sight so that when I finally figured out how to rescue Goemi, I would be able to do it. Or if an opportunity opens up for me, then I could make my move. Whatever that cratty hell means!

      Before that could happen, though, I needed to prep up on my basic survival skills. In times like these, I miss Arden all the more. I wanted to blame him for making me so dependent on him, but come to think of it, it took me only three tries before I was able to catch a rabbit on my own last night. I wouldn’t have done that if he had not taught me how to properly hold a knife. 

      I sighed. It seemed like the world is really going amok and that there is no future left for me. So I would just take it one step at a time. I will focus on rescuing Goemi. No matter what it takes. The problem was that we hardly had any more coins left after we paid most of what we had to attend Professor Leban’s classes in Wawang village. A class that probably was suspended until now due to the damages brought about by the Tree Runners and the Emperor’s men during their attack. Such a waste of the coins that Arden had meticulously saved for his traveling show. But he died, and that was the end of that.

       From where I was standing, which was a good mile away from where the Emperor’s men camped, I saw a trail of smoke rising in the air. It was more prominent a few minutes ago, and now it’s beginning to dissipate, which would only mean that they might be preparing to move or to turn in for the night. I must do the same. My stomach growled as though to remind me that I had not eaten anything yet so I sat down and took out whatever remained of the cooked rabbit from yesterday and started ravishing it. The meat had started to taste sour as though it was about to get spoiled but I had no choice as there’s no other food source in this place.

      There were no fruit-bearing trees of any kind, so if not for the leftover rabbit meat that I was devouring, I would be left to gather a bunch of leaves again. I still wince whenever I remember the bitter aftertaste of the leaves I had the other day.

      It has been almost a week now since the Emperor’s men took Goemi, and I still have no idea how to rescue her. Perhaps at this time, having her crazy twin Miroe with me would really be the best way of saving her, but I don’t know where he is. Besides, I’m not sure if I would be all right with the idea of having him next to me when I know that he could end my life so easily. He loves his twin though, of that I’m sure of. I shook my head. Now’s not the time for that. I will try to rescue her without her crazy twin.

      I have to come up with something fast, but what was I supposed to do when my power was sorely limited to imitating voices? I feel disheartened that this close to Goemi, I still couldn’t rescue her, and it is as though I’m just watching her from a distance with the knowledge that she was being tortured.

      I didn’t want to admit it, but yes, I am actually missing her. Even that quiet, snotty side of her. I will find a way. I will make sure that I will get there as soon as an opportunity comes up. I will be there.
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Chapter 7 - Goemi Pasap

          

        

      

    

    
      It seemed like a long time ago since I last felt alive. How many days has it been? Five? Six? Seven? Time seemed to slow down when you are captured and bound to a horse most of the time.

      I am not a weak person. I’ve never been the type to whimper and cry when things go wrong because my childhood molded me to become strong. Mother died. Father deserted us. Grandma died. We were taken in by our relatives, but after a few months, Miroe and I were out in the world, young and unprotected, because nobody loved us enough to care about what’s to become of us. No matter how tough it had been, Miroe and I were able to make it through. Once you get to experience all these, you do not have the right to succumb to weakness.

      Miroe and I were used to just having each other until we met Nia—or Lamare Amark, if that really was her name. Then there was Arden Rubea Molar. Oh, how he filled my days with happiness that I never knew existed in this world. The songs sounded lovelier, the colors were more vibrant, and I was more alive when Arden was still in my life. Things turned sour when he died.

      I can do it. I am strong. This is what I keep on telling myself—that nothing will be able to break me. So why was it that tears streak my face?

      “She’s inside,” a gruff voice said. There was laughter. The tent flap opened and I could see the silhouette of two men entering the tent. My arms were bound so I was not able to protest when the first man lifted me. I grunted and bit his hand. There was a loud sound as the back of his hand hit my face. I could taste the blood that dripped from the corner of my mouth. 

      How could these cratty men desire me when I stink and had not had a decent bath since they captured me? How could they do such a horrid act towards me? I was barely a woman bound helpless on the arms by ropes? Have they no mothers, sisters, wives?

      The other man lifted me effortlessly as though I weighed nothing at all. I was too tired to fight anymore. As both of them took turns hurting me and taking away my honor, I prayed to the gods to end my life now. This was not how I wanted to live. This was hell. 

      Somebody grunted while the other one laughed loudly. I could hear one man go out.

      “You’re an ass,” spat another man. He just laughed and replied, “When you side with the Emperor, you cannot do anything wrong. This is just a reward for serving him. Don’t you know? If you want, just enter the tent and do your thing.”

      The sounds died in my ears as my own sobs racked my entire body. I felt dirty and I wanted to rid myself of my own skin. It sickened me so much that I vomited and because I could not stand anymore, I fell asleep on my own vomit.
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Chapter 8 - Pyper San Diego

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey to Karis Thia was proving to be a daunting task. Mayo kept on complaining—well, at least I am convinced that he is back to his usual annoying self, while on the other hand, Dogan kept to himself. I wondered what he must be thinking. 

      “How long have you been traveling?” Mayo asked. 

      The question came so randomly that I was caught off-guard. 

      “I guess it would be almost three months since Dogan and I started the journey from Nivaton. Why do you ask?”

      “Nothing. I guess I just didn’t realize that it had been that long that I was put behind bars and…” His voice trailed off and his eyes got misty. 

      “What is it?”

      Mayo shook his head. “Nothing,” he mumbled.

      “If you’re not going to tell me what you’re thinking, then why did you even have to ask me?”

      Mayo’s face crumpled, but there were no tears in his eyes. When he spoke, though, I could sense that he was trying hard not to cry.

      “It’s just that nobody rescued me,” he said.

      I felt flushed all over. “I’m sorry, Mayo. I wanted to find Kino and you, but it was difficult to do that. I will never forget what you did for me, and I swear, there’s nothing that you can do that will make me desert you. I will do everything to keep you alive. A life for a life. And didn’t I just prove that? I got here, didn’t I?”

      Mayo hiccoughed and wiped a non-existent tear from the corner of his eye. “I know you would come to rescue me,” he said. “But what about my parents? And Suda.” Suda was Mayo’s grandmother. She was the one who took care of him because his parents were in Kanela serving the Emperor. His father was the legendary General Rener Calo, while his mother was Bettina Calo. She wasn’t a general, but from what Mayo told me in the past, it might not take a long time before she becomes one.

      I put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure they were worried about you, but it wasn’t exactly easy to locate you. We’ve been running away forever, and nobody knew where we went to,” I said.

      “You’re fortunate,” Mayo said to me. “When we were in the Ghost Town, I sensed that your parents love you a lot. It must be nice to be wanted like that.”

      “You also are. We have different situations though,” I said. “And perhaps, when we get back to meet your parents, we can do something about that. Tell them how you feel, or—”

      “Not gonna happen. They’re not the affectionate type. Father will probably just tell me to study and read my books.”

      “I’m sure they have their own way of showing their affection towards you,” I said.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right,” Mayo replied.

      “Hey,” Dogan said. “Enough of that. Whatever you’re discussing can wait. For now, we must focus on reaching Karis Thia. The gods know what we’ll face when we get there.”

      I was grateful for Dogan’s intrusion because I didn’t know what to tell Mayo to cheer him up. He was right about one thing—that my parents really loved me a lot. I wish there was some way for me to make Mayo feel better.

      Mayo heaved a deep sigh and ran a hand across his face to wipe away the sweat.

      “The bird did not come back,” he said.

      “Too bad,” I said.

      Dogan stopped walking and wiped his sweaty face too. Beads were falling from his face down to his shirt.

      “Do you feel the heat?” he asked.

      I ran a hand on my cheeks and the back of my neck and was surprised to find that I had sweat a lot too. Mayo’s face was flushed, and he was so cute with his rosy cheeks like he was a ripe apple. “It’s impossible not to,” I mumbled.

      We finally reached a clearing, and I stared in awe as the tall volcanoes of Karis Thia came to view.

      “This is it,” Dogan said. “Welcome to Karis Thia, the land of the lost dragons.”

      “That’s why it’s so hot! We’re finally here!” Mayo complained. “Remind me again why we came here.”

      “The Last Dragon,” I said. “The Emperor is looking for it so we might as well search for it too. If it gets in the wrong hands, Akea will be ruined!”

      “If ever there’s still a dragon, that is,” Mayo said.

      “It’s not yet a dragon,” Dogan said. “The Emperor is looking for the last egg, not the dragon. If there’s still a dragon, don’t you think someone would have captured it already? Or perhaps tales about its flight or monstrosity will reach Kanela as we speak. It’s just an egg.”

      “It’s surreal. I mean, now that we are here, I don’t know where to start. What are we going to do?” I blurted out.

      Dogan’s eyebrows were knotted as though he was also uncertain about what to do next. “I told you that I’ve been here before, but I wasn’t really able to familiarize myself with the place.”

      Anywhere my eyes fell, dried land greeted me. There were hardly any trees, let alone, fruit-bearing ones. I wondered how we would survive here. Mayo seemed to have reached that conclusion as well because he wouldn’t budge from where he was standing.

      “Let’s go,” I urged.

      Mayo shook his head. “What about food? What are we going to eat here?”

      “We’ll find something,” Dogan said. When Mayo still refused to walk, Dogan added, “I will make sure you’ll have something to eat, and if the portion is small, I will give you my share.”

      “Come on!” I said, and walked on. Mayo would follow us for sure because what option does we have? Either we stick together, which means we’ll have a better chance of survival, or we each take a separate path, which could lead to an early demise. It was not an appealing thought.

      I heard Mayo’s footsteps rushing in after me as though he had broken into a sprint.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When night came, the sight that greeted us was even more fascinating. It was like embers were burning on top of the volcanoes. It was as though the moon’s light were not enough to illuminate the sky, and it needed the volcanoes to add spice to the place.

      We were sitting together and were ready to settle in for the night. Mayo took a big bite of a brown root crop that somehow we were able to dig in this place.

      “It’s amazing how this land seems to come to life at night when, in the morning, it looks barren,” he said.

      “I thought the volcanoes have not erupted for a long time? Then how come I see burning embers on the top of the volcanoes,” I said as I sat beside Mayo. “Aren’t those lava?”

      Dogan was walking towards Mayo and me, and he sat down lazily beside me with a loud thump. His forehead was creased.

      “That’s what I was wondering too. How come the volcanoes are acting up?” he said.

      “Eat first,” I said, thrusting a piece of the root crop towards him. Dogan eyed it warily before taking it. “Never tasted good,” he said. 

      “You’ve eaten this before?” I asked.

      “Borbor is what this crop is called. The only root crop that can survive in this land because of the heat,” he said.

      Afterward, I took a bite of the apple that I was holding.

      Dogan and Mayo were biting and munching on their apples alternately. In a few days, our supply of apples would be depleted and we will have to settle with Borbor for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.

      “What are we going to do with the last black egg in case we find it?” I asked. 

      “We’ll destroy it,” Dogan said at the same time that Mayo bellowed, “We’ll sell it to the highest bidder!”

      “What?” I said. “Of course, we’re not going to sell it! We went here not to make some profits on a trade. Our purpose is much greater than that.” I turned to Dogan and said, “But do we really have to destroy the dragon’s egg? I mean, if it’s the last, shouldn’t we save it? Try to hatch it or something?”

      “If we’re starving, we can eat it! Who knows, maybe we’ll even learn how to belch out a fire,” Mayo said matter-of-factly.

      “The Emperor wants the dragon’s egg, and if he wants it, I’m sure that nothing good would come out of it,” Dogan said. “The egg has to be destroyed. As soon as we get hold of it, we must not think twice anymore, crush the egg! Pound the shell with a huge rock.”

      Somehow, I felt saddened by what Dogan said.

      Dogan stirred and looked around. 

      “What is it?” I asked. 

      Dogan immediately placed a finger on his lips to shush me. Mayo’s eyes were wide, and the apple that he was biting on remained stuck to his mouth.

      I crouched low, and Mayo did the same. Dogan also crouched beside us. The weird thing was that I didn’t sense anything or anyone around us.

      “What is it?” Mayo asked.

      I shrugged. We stayed in this position for a while, but when nothing happened, Dogan got back on his feet and offered a hand to pull me up. I graciously accepted.

      “I could almost feel the Tree Runners,” he murmured. “I can sense them, and I swear I felt them, but why they would never show themselves to us baffles me.”

      I remember the Tree Runners and my encounter with them. They wanted to take Kino because they saw that Kino transformed into a little Tree Runner. How Arden had laughed at that! At remembering Arden, a hollow feeling engulfed me.

      “I saw Tree Runners before,” Mayo said. “Vile creatures.”

      “They’re not vile creatures,” I protested.

      “Oh, yeah? Well, they didn’t offer to help us when we were fighting in Sonista. Right before you found us, they were just around, and they never helped us against the General’s men. They just watched,” Mayo explained.

      “All I know is that they built our houses a long time ago before they were banished to Sonista,” I said. “They were our friends.”

      “But why are they here?” Dogan said. “Unless they are also on the hunt for the Last Great Black Egg.”

      “That’s exactly what Quila said!” Mayo exclaimed. “That the egg is under the care of the Tree Runners.”

      “That’s right!” I said. Quila had narrated how the dragon’s egg was kept by Lucren’s daughter’s lover, and how this lover was cursed and turned into a Tree Runner. “If we can catch them, maybe they can tell us where the Last Dragon’s egg is.”

      Dogan’s brows were drawn in a straight line. “We have no other lead. We may continue roaming Karis Thia and then see if we will come across them. If I use my power, I may be able to grab one.”

      I nodded reluctantly. I don’t exactly see how this is going to help us with our agenda. Maybe we should just have stayed in Kanela and waited for Kino.

      “Sometimes, destiny works mysteriously,” Dogan said. “We are where we are supposed to be.”

      I looked around at the grand volcanoes surrounding us and wondered if that were true. Or maybe, we were just here to burn.
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Chapter 9 - Lamare Amark

          

        

      

    

    
      I could walk for a longer time without feeling any pain, and that was because of Amaya’s healing. Some of my wounds have not fully healed yet, but perhaps it was my motivation to fight that makes me feel stronger than I had ever been. Now, if I could only find a horse.

      “My Lady,” Amaya said.

      I waved my hand at her. “There’s no need to address me as such. Call me Lamare,” I said.

      “How are you feeling today?” she asked.

      “Like I could eat a horse.”

      Amaya gave off a peal of laughter. “I could do that too,” she said before putting a hand over my forehead. She smiled. “I am pleased to find that the fever is totally lost now and that there’s no recurrence.”

      “It wasn’t gone as soon as I wanted. All the time lost. And I’m still here, waiting it out.”

      Amaya sat on the unoccupied chair near mine. We were out on the porch and watching the solemnity of the surroundings. If I wasn’t so keen to search for my son, this was the kind of place that I would have wanted to stay in for a long time.

      “I must not ask you what your plans are--” Amaya began.

      I laughed. “A wise decision,” I said. “You wouldn’t want to be involved.”

      “I wasn’t finished,” she said. “But logic dictates that I should.”

      “Oh,” was all I said.

      “Those Tree Runners,” she said, “they’re still out there, I think.” She pointed at the trees nearby. 

      “Do you really think they’re still here?”

      “Mathis said that the Trees talked to him the other day,” Amaya replied.

      It was interesting to know that the Tree Runners were still here, but I wasn’t exactly sure why they would choose to linger around when there was no reason for them to stay.

      I stood up and grunted as my knees buckled. Amaya was quick to come to my rescue. 

      “I know that you can’t wait to be on your journey, but you must remember that your wounds are still fresh, and your body is recuperating. Allow us to help you, and if you must go, take us with you,” she said.

      “Do you have horses?” I asked.

      “I have two.”

      “Then perhaps we can start with our journey. I don’t know what’s happening out there. I have not heard any news, but I want to find my son. His safety is important to me.”

      “From what I know, the Tree Runners have affiliated with the Emperor, and they are on the move to pose a stronger control on all the provinces--”

      “What?”

      “Yes. That’s what I heard. Bulacnin is already under the leadership of the War Generals and the Tree Runners are roaming the land to instigate fear among the citizens.”

      “But they are gentle creatures--” I said.

      “They are. But it doesn’t mean that they cannot be turned if they were promised freedom.”

      The Tree Runners were supposed to be in Sonista because they were banished there by my father, the former Emperor of Akea, Northsam Mendel Amark. They were banished because of the death of the seven lords. But there was no trial held, and hence, they were treated unfairly.

      “It is time for them to set foot outside of Sonista’s confines, but this was not the scenario I had in mind,” I said.

      Amaya was eyeing me warily. “Neither was this what I expected. Who would have thought that they would side with the Emperor?”

      “Are you saying that you have defected your support to the Emperor?” I asked, surprised.

      “I did not defect, but I was branded a traitor. All the Healers were summoned to the Palace, but I was not quick enough to comply,” she paused. “The Tree Runners brought you to me, and I couldn’t leave a dying woman. Well, at least, not if I can heal her.”

      “You didn’t have to!” I said, blushing. “I am grateful that you didn’t leave me behind, but now that I learned what it cost you--”

      “Nonsense. A Healer doesn’t say no to healing. You were barely breathing, and had I left, you would have died,” Amaya said. “Besides, Mathis insisted that I heal you.”

      Mathis was already sleeping at this hour, so I must remember to thank him later.

      “Your son is such a nice boy,” I said.

      “He is not my son. He was left under my care by a young girl who promised to care for him, but you know what happened during the Akean Wine Festival…” A wave of sadness flashed upon her eyes. “She was beyond healing when I found her.”

      I swallowed upon hearing that. There were just too many deaths that happened in that event, and I find myself accountable for those deaths.

      “He’s lucky to have you,” I said after a while.

      “I hope to give him a good life until I get the chance to give him back to his father.”

      “Right. That would be the right thing to do.”
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        * * *

      

      A week passed, and it must be the unrest that I was feeling that’s making me irritable. All I wanted was to be out in the world  searching for my son already, but instead, I was stationed here, bound to wait for myself to fully recover. Aside from what Amaya told me, that the Tree Runners pledged themselves to Wind, there was no other news that reached us.

      Desperation tugged at my heart, and all I could think about was rescue my son and have him back with me.

      I barely had any belongings, and that made the packing easier. When Amaya went out of the hut and found me with my pack, I was ready.

      “You told me before that you wanted to go with me,” I began. “I am now ready to take on this journey. I would value your presence not only because of your power, but because I trust you. I believe that at some level I might be able to offer you protection too. Will you join me?”

      It was not how I rehearsed it inside my head, but it was rather straightforward. If Amaya changed her mind during the past week, I have no intention of convincing her otherwise. If she would join me, it should be because she wanted to.

      “Yes,” Amaya simply said. “The Emperor is after you, and I need more time to see if you are worthy of my healing, or if I should just turn you in. If I surrender you to the Emperor, perhaps he will have my brand as a traitor lifted.”

      “Fair enough,” I said. I never asked for her loyalty, but a company, for now, was much welcome.
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Chapter 10 - McWindStorm Arren

          

        

      

    

    
      The reports are coming in. Bulacnin was under the leadership of General Ayaan Noto, and the Tree Runners were stationed in the province to provide more control in the place. The remaining provinces of Akea were under the control of the other generals, and so, I shouldn’t worry too much about losing my empire. Still, there are rebellions that I keep hearing about. I have already provided instructions to my men about dealing with that—I laughed inside my head when I remembered my exact words—kill them all if you must, there’s no need for trial. I am the law. I stand above the law. Protect my rule, and I will honor you.

      When I made this pronouncement, I had been worried about Tiran Aragre for he is a reasonable man, but because there are rebellions, he understood the need to not just bend, but rather, twist some rules. Besides, what would he have me done? Call for a votation to pass it into law? The very point of that would have been moot because no one among my War Generals would dissent from my instructions.

      Now, the generals are mostly back to the provinces that they govern. Where before there were Kings that were partnered by War Generals, now there are War Generals acting as Governors, which put them on an equal level as the Kings and Queens of these provinces. And who would oppose them when I have given my blessing that allows them to kill those who do?

      In addition to that, there were the Tree Runners’ allegiance to me. If the thousands of soldiers that come with the generals do not instigate fear in the people, then the Tree Runners would. Their allegiance though is something that still causes me to lose sleep because they were meek creatures. It is their nature to nurture and protect the trees, and if I wasn’t mistaken, to care for the last Dragon’s egg. The reason that I was able to bind them to serve me was because they were tainted for staying a long time in Sonista, which probably muddled their gentle minds. They must serve me well or else I would not have seconds thoughts killing all of them.

      Regardless of all these events, I must not lose focus on finding the boy. Kino Amark is still out there, and I must capture him as soon as I can. It still angers me to learn that he had been captured already by Ayaan and yet lost again by my mother’s own doing. It was just so infuriating.

      The latest I heard was that the Nivans survived. If it had not been Ayaan who sent the information to me, I would not have believed the story. But although his account was quite limited as narrated in his missive, the message was clear: The Nivans are alive. It was confirmed that they were the Ghosts. They, together with rebels, fought against Ayaan’s men, and the Tree Runners with Ayaan in Nivaton were defeated in the war. While he mentioned that not much harm was done to his troops, it still reeked of failure to me.

      Was it something that I should let pass? If my top general could not defeat these Nivans who were joined by a handful of rebels, wasn’t it reason for me to further tighten the control all over the land? That’s why I ordered my generals to hunt these Nivans and slay them. There must be at least three generals to attack them all at once. If they still survive that, then I would remove the generals’ stars and banish them to Karis Thia too. At this time, my men should have been deployed already. In a matter of weeks, I would receive the news of the Nivan's demise. I would not have it any other way.

      Another piece of information reached me--that everybody’s traveling to Karis Thia. Tree Runners are going there, rebels are going there. I even banished my mother there. While I was keen on taking my journey to that place because of the hunt for the last black dragon’s egg, I haven’t done so. But one of these days, I will perhaps set on a journey to see what all the ruckus was about.

      “We are ready,” Sol said. I didn’t take note of her arrival. She was, as usual, as discreet as an assassin. Beside her, the lanky lad stood. He looked cleaner as though he had taken a bath. He was also better clothed now, although his face was still covered in bruises. They were all red and raw, but they will heal in no time at all.

      “Didn’t you call on a Healer to attend to—” I stopped, trying to recall the lad’s name.

      “Miroe Pasap, Your Highness,” the lad said.

      “You should have taken Miroe to them first,” I said to Sol.

      Sol blushed. “I thought you said that we will be leaving soon, but nevertheless, I will call on someone.” She turned around without waiting for my permission. On other occasions, I would have scolded her, but I had a lot on my mind so I let her be without admonition.

      The lad bowed and was peering at me curiously. His volunteering to be my Man Shield was not much of a surprise to me. Nowadays, everybody seems to want my favor. There are even instances where I would catch mothers and fathers eagerly parading their daughters right under my nose. It was quite disgusting actually, but this was how it works, especially if you’re the most powerful man in the world. Favors come in multitudes.

      I studied the lad in front of me. His head was still bowed down, as though looking up to catch my eye was a sin. He was taller than most lads his age.

      “Where are you from?” I asked.

      “Your Highness?” he stuttered. 

      I raised an eyebrow at him. I asked him a question and I intend to be responded to.

      “I came from Bobola, Your Highness. And after that, I was adopted by my aunt in Prile.”

      Bobola, a far off place in the southwestern part of Akea.

      “Tell me more about your family,” I said.

      Miroe looked up at me and hesitated before opening his mouth to speak. “I have a twin. Her name is Goemi.”

      He stopped as though she was all there ever was to him. 

      “And your parents?”

      Miroe looked down but did not say anything anymore.

      Rage started to build up inside me, and I heard the rolling thunder outside. Through the large open windows of my chambers, I saw lightning bolts splitting the sky.

      “Let me tell you this. I am not an ordinary man. I am the Emperor, highest in this land, and I do not take kindly to anyone who does not respond when talked to. Choose your destiny wisely, lad. If you want to serve me, serve me well. And start by answering my questions,” I paused, heaving a deep breath. “Now, tell me. Who are your parents?”

      Miroe shuffled his feet and cowered before standing straight, his shoulders pulled back and his chest thrust out as though to display confidence.

      “My parents are long gone, Your Highness,” he said. “My father deserted us and I never got the chance to meet my mother because she died giving birth to me.” His voice did not break, and I understood that because time really did heal all wounds. It was sad to hear that his parents were just like mine, but for me, it was Mama who left and Papa who gave me away for the soldiers to take.

      “Things will turn around. Put your past behind you. All those people who hurt you won’t be able to do that anymore if you protect yourself from love,” I said. “I have no family either, but that didn’t stop me from becoming an Emperor. If at all, their absence made me aspire for bigger dreams.”

      There was a glint in his eye that resembled sadness and yearning, but then he smiled, and his smile was crooked that I wondered if he was the meek lad I thought. Must I be more wary about his presence around me? What if he decides to end my life?

      “I recognize the need to be alone in this world, Your Highness. That was why I sought you. Because I know that I must follow the one who runs the show. And who else stands mightier than the Emperor?”

      His words sounded sincere, but it was the smile that did not register in his eyes that made me worry. There’s no use letting him know that I am aware of the possibilities of his betrayal.

      “The reason you’re here with me is because you obeyed and not because of your power,” I said.

      Miroe looked startled, his mouth opened slightly, and the smile on his face was completely wiped off.

      “Your power does not mean anything to me. I am far stronger than you think,” I continued. “If you think that one day, you might be able to usurp my power—”

      “Your Highness, I would never—”

      “Think again. Try it now,” I said.

      Miroe shook his head. “Your Highness, I would never betray you. I wouldn’t touch your heart…”

      “Try and kill me!” I yelled. This time, the rain fell in torrents outside, and the wind blew inside the wide open windows.

      Miroe knelt on the floor and then prostrated. 

      “I said, kill me!” I commanded. 

      His body shook as though my words alone terrified him.

      I struck his body with air and he flew backward. Then I lifted him with air until he was in a standing position.

      “Are you to disobey the first order that I gave you right after I made you my Man Shield?” I sneered.

      Miroe’s eyes were wide and he was staring at me with fear in his dark eyes. He was standing on his own now. He bent, as though he was in a fighting position. His fists were tightly clenched, and his eyebrows were drawn down. His eyes were now in slits and his mouth was set in a firm line, while his jaw hardened. I could almost feel him channeling his power.

      I felt the graze of an invisible thing touch my heart, gripping at it. Finding its way around by heart. Then in a flash, the invisible thing covered my heart fully and started squeezing my heart.

      “Is that the best you can—” I said before my voice croaked. “Do?” I coughed, amazed to find out that he was really strong. “Try harder,” I said in a guttural voice.

      I could feel myself weakening, and my heart started to ache.

      “Is that the best you can do?” I asked. “Try harder,” I said, almost panting this time.

      Then I felt the intensity of his power that was probably driven with hatred. It was strong, and I knew that part of the strength could be attributed to the loss of his loved ones. Why did I know this? It was because hatred made me so much stronger in power.

      I flinched and raised my hand towards my chest. Pain seeped all over my body as the invisible hands squeezed at my heart, and I should do something about it. Now!

      I raised my arms and drew all the hatred inside my heart. At that moment, the invisible hands exploded as though I had ripped it apart. The wind blew harder all around us, and I grew temporarily deaf as thunder rolled outside continuously.

      I was panting as I calmed myself. The thunder had ceased. 

      Miroe was lying on the floor in an awkward position. He stood slowly, and when he gazed at me, I noticed that the corners of his mouth were bleeding as though we had actually been fighting physically.

      “The Dark Heart cannot defeat an ever darker heart,” I said.

      He drew up quickly after that, turned around, and sauntered away without as much as a word.

      “You will never be able to conquer me!” I shouted after him.

      The door to my chambers slammed shut after he left, and I wasn’t sure if I was the one who did that, or it was Miroe.
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Chapter 11 - Miroe Pasap

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as I was out of the emperor’s chambers, I broke off into a run without knowing what direction to take or where to go. There was this voice inside my head telling me that this was a mistake. Going here to the Kanelan Palace and presenting myself to him was a decision that was made in a rush that could have no way of ending well. After all, wasn’t the Emperor branded as a madman? As someone whose temper flares with or without reason?

      I searched for a dark place where I could hide, but the Palace Guards were beginning to eye me warily so I pushed at the next door that I found. The scent of old paper and dirty clothes hit my nose. I was just looking for a corner. There was nothing else I wanted but to find a small space where no one would bother me as I process my thoughts.

      There was complete silence as I closed the door behind me.  The room was dark, which calmed my heart. There was no one here but me, and I could hide here and go undetected for days unless the soldiers that I passed outside would tell the Emperor where I went, which has a high probability of happening. It doesn’t matter. I would be found out anyway.

      I went to the corner and sat down. My head was buzzing with thoughts about what happened inside the Emperor’s chambers. He had taunted me to use my power on him, and I did. At first, it was just to obey him because he wanted me to use my power on him. But as minutes went by, and it didn’t seem like I would be able to crush his heart using my power, the desire to kill him sprung into life inside my heart. I gave it my all, and yet, I didn’t get to do it. 

       I shivered even though it wasn’t cold. The Emperor was what everyone called him behind his back--a madman. And yet, he was a powerful madman.

      I have a sinking feeling in my stomach as I thought it over if what I did was right. Do I really belong here? Even if I had no desire to end the Emperor’s life, it felt good to know that I could if I wanted, but I was just proven wrong. My power was no match to the Emperor’s. I never wanted to measure my power against his, but the information given to me was as simple as that.

      I shut my eyes and pictured the face of my twin whom I so badly need right now. Bubba, where are you? My twin would have made everything better with just her presence. And here, as I pass the time in this dark place, there’s nothing more comforting than to find her beside me. 

      I feel lonely that I even began to think about Mayo. What could he be doing now with the Registry of Citizens? He was supposed to be my friend, or at least become the closest relationship that I could probably have after Goemi, but it was not to be because, of course, he would rather go with his friends.

      I shook my head in dismay and exhaled loudly. It was just my luck to be all alone. Even being with the Emperor proved that I am still by myself.
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Chapter 12 - Dogan Ronda

          

        

      

    

    
      Sweat coursed all over my body due to the sweltering heat in Karis Thia. Mayo and Pyper were also feeling the sudden change in temperature. Pyper even has her hair tied now into a bun, and I could only attribute it to this heat.

      The ground shook mildly, but it was still new to us that we were forced to stop and bend our knees to stabilize our positions.

      “Don’t move,” I instructed. “It’s just a minor tremor.”

      Mayo’s face was flushed and I wasn’t sure if it was because of the heat or if it was because he was scared. Pyper was eyeing the volcanoes that surrounded us.

      “Look!” she yelled. “Isn’t that volcano blowing off some lava already?”

      I turned around and watched the second tallest volcano in Karis Thia. Its peak was obscured by clouds that it was difficult to say if lava really did start to flow already. The ground continued to shake.

      “I don’t really see it,” I said.

      “This feels like the apocalypse!” Mayo said. “I think it’s high time we admit to ourselves that this journey was a mistake. If ever I get hold of the Dragon’s egg, I’m going to throw it in the mouth of Mt. Kabloo.” I could sense his annoyance.

      “Not yet,” I said. “We came here to try and look for the last dragon’s egg and that’s what we should be doing--”

      “More like getting scorched!” Mayo bellowed.

      “This is the way of Karis Thia. That’s why this is the land of the volcanoes. But don’t worry, the volcanoes are not going to erupt. We can even traverse the ridges to reach our destination.” 

      Mayo laughed. “Where exactly is our destination?” he said. At least, he wasn’t sour now.

      “The Last Dragon’s Egg,” Pyper said in exasperation. She sounded as tired as she looked.

      I stopped when I heard some noise. “Remain still,” I said. “I think we’re not alone.” I could almost feel them, my Brothers, the Tree Runners. “Follow me,” I said.

      Then I started to run north to where I sensed there were movements. After running hundreds of yards and circling around in the deserted land, I stopped. I was already drenched in my own sweat. “I lost them.”

      “After making me run like that?” Mayo complained.

      “You want to be a soldier,” I said. “Consider that as your training. Should you enlist as a Palace soldier, you will actually have to train a lot harder.”

      Pyper’s eyes rounded and she let out a gasp. I turned around to see what she was looking at and found myself staring at Tree Runners.

      “Brother!” I exclaimed. There were three of them. They looked the same and it was quite difficult to put an age on them because of their skin, but when they spoke, I noticed the differing levels of hoarseness in their voices that spoke of their age.

      “I am Amenoros,” the Tree Runner said. “Cacoros is the short one, and Sedos is the other.”

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Master Amenoros,” Pyper said. She extended her hand and I watched as her little hands were covered by the Tree Runners large ones.

      “Is it true then?” I asked. If they were here, was there really a Last Dragon’s Egg? And were they really protecting it?

      “You’re being rude, Dogan,” Pyper said. “Allow me to do the introductions. I am Pyper San Diego. This man is Dogan Ronda. And that over there,” she said as she pointed to where Mayo was, “is Mayo Calo.”

      I was still staring at the one who called himself Amenoros, waiting for him to respond to my question.

      “We are here to meet our brothers because we have strayed away from them. We just arrived in Karis Thia, and we had to meet you because we wanted to know why you were trailing after us.” His eyebrows were thick and drooping. These made the Tree Runner look kind. His low throaty voice also added up in making him seem to have a  meek demeanor.

      “I sensed you, Brothers,” I said. “We were just exploring Karis Thia too, and there was news that the Emperor was looking for the Last Dragon’s Egg. I didn’t know what to make of that, but seeing you here now, it leads me to believe that you really have the Last Dragon’s Egg.”

      “The Last Dragon’s Egg is of no concern to Akeans,” Amenoros said. Then he turned and started walking away. It was unusual for a Tree Runner to be so rude.

      “Pardon me, brother,” I said. “I will not speak about it anymore. But will you join us? The night is long, and we don’t know what creatures lurk in this place.”

      Amenoros and his two companions stopped and after a while, they walked back to join us. I was able to breathe after that. Somehow, I still feel like there must be something that we can learn from the Tree Runners.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter 13 - Ayaan Noto

          

        

      

    

    
      Being a King was never an easy task, nobody claimed it was, and now that I get to be the King of Ameres, I certainly would affirm that Kingship is not for the faint of heart.

      We were defeated in the Battle of Nivaton. Again. By those cratty Nivans. Cheaters, bastards, vile creatures that do not fight their enemies equally. Regardless, there must be someone to blame for this loss. Always, there is someone who did wrong in the game of war. Always.

      The question is what must I do to teach a lesson to my soldiers?

      I walked at a fast pace towards the center of the soldier’s camps. The sound of dried leaves crunched as my boots hit them. The soldiers who were guarding me walked ahead and behind me, ensuring that wherever it is that I will go, I will be safe. This is one of the privileges of being a King.

      “This is it,” I said. “Rouse everyone. It is time for the soldiers to learn their first lecture from a King.”

      Four of the soldiers who were escorting me moved to different directions, to the north, south, east, and west, and began waking up the soldiers. In a matter of minutes, they were back beside me, and we were all surrounded by my men.

      I studied the soldiers. Do they look scared? Those who look the most scared will be used as a pawn.

      “It is hard to be King and General. While one needs to be the beacon in wars, the other must protect the realm. It is because of the Emperor’s bidding that I become both because he knew that I could manage to be both. Not everyone is given this highest honor.

      “Something bothers me. The Battle of Nivaton is not to be proud of. While we have the Tree Runners on our side, we—seemed—to have not gained anything from that battle,” I paused. “Do you get what I mean?” 

      The soldiers remained silent and by this time, they were no longer meeting my eyes.

      “And why is that?” I said, daring one of them to speak out. I walked closer to them, trying to catch their eyes, but none would meet my stare.

      “Do you know why?” I said louder this time. “Because instead of practicing, you sleep in! A soldier who does not practice his craft everyday begins to lose the confidence when he comes face to face with a battle, and that is exactly what happened there. You had your arrows nocked and ready to release, and yet, they hardly hit anyone. You had your swords out, and yet it was the enemies swords that caused more damage in that carnage! You have trained countless hours in the Kanelan Palace. I trained you myself, screened you, and accepted you in my army, and now, all you do is humiliate in the Emperor’s eyes. What do you deserve then?”

      Nobody answered.

      I removed the robe that I was still wearing. Its velvet texture grazed my arms as I threw it towards one of my servants, who, scampering, caught it and immediately went to fold it neatly. I stretched out my hand to one of the soldiers, and said, “Give me your sword.”

      The soldier immediately complied by handing me a long blade. I inspected it and ran my thumb across its edge and winced as I felt the blunt edge. This could kill someone slowly and extremely painfully. Satisfied with what I was holding in my hand, I swung it and a loud swoosh was heard.

      “Dance with me,” I said. “Any among you, come play with me.”

      Nobody dared move in their positions. Someone stirred from behind the first line of soldiers until I saw a muscular soldier who is probably a few moon-turns younger than me. He was holding a sword. He had a good form, and his grip was steady. I waited for him to attack, and when he did, I hit against his blade, pivoted on my left heel and when I was close enough to his body, hit him on his ribs with my elbow. Turning to the right, I lifted my arm that was holding the sword and with its hilt, thumped the back of his head. The soldier fell to the ground. His sword clanged as it fell a few feet away from him. 

      “Come, fight me. Not one, but more! I will show you what lack of practice does to any soldier.”

      Under the heat of the sun, I squinted. This time, three soldiers were surrounding me. I took a moment to study them. One was tall and lean, who looked like he could leap and pounce on his enemies. The other was shorter, but with more muscles. He had shorter arms though and that could be a disadvantage on his part. The other one, I was no longer able to study as the tall one attacked from behind me.

      I ducked to avoid his sword, and parried with him several times before performing a circle parry as I tried to catch the tip of his sword and make him lose it. He was quick to parry against me and lunged against me. I drew a step back before striking his blade strongly, causing him to fall a few steps backward. This gave me enough time to turn around to the two other opponents that I have.

      The shorter one attacked and raised his arms and in one motion swung at me as though he really intended to slice me. I backed away as I stretched my arms and met his sword, striking strongly several times, and when I knew that he would strike back his strongest, I withdrew my sword, causing him to lose balance as he put his weight on that last strike.

      Before I could think, another soldier was parrying with me. I firmed my stance before doing a feint, and when he attacked, I was able to circle parry and thump the soldier’s forearm hard enough to make him lose his grip on the sword. He bent down in a rush to pick up the sword, but I didn’t want to fight him any more so I raised my right leg and kicked him in his buttocks.

      As I turned around, I was almost caught by a wrath blow as the tall soldier swung his sword from above, diagonally, aiming for my left ear. I stepped sideways and hit him hard with the blunt edge of my sword once, twice, until he fell on his knees. He was quick and turned to face me, as he lay down and kicked his feet in the air and bounced back again, now in a fighting stance.

      I would have none of this anymore, it is time to finish the fight. I lunged, aiming for his left torso, and when I missed, moved in a semi-circle arc to attack his lower limbs. He did not expect that. Before he could react, I flicked my sword against his hand that was holding the sword. 

      His sword fell down to the ground. Two opponents down, only one more to go.

      He was staring at me right in the eye. Sweat was dripping from his jaw to the ground. It was the scorching heat of the sun that’s causing us to sweat like pigs. “Come on, come on,” I urged. A scorn touched my lips. “Too afraid to get hurt?”

      He leaped towards me. A courageous and yet stupid mistake on his part. Never let anyone’s taunting affect you because you will only lose. As I have always told those who trained under me, never lose your control. When you lose it, you have lost. No pun intended.

      I side-stepped, waited for the soldier’s feet to hit the ground, and very lightly grazed the edge of my sword across his back. I felt the cloth of his shirt rip as my sword went through it. I wanted to wound him, to teach him a lesson he would never forget, but I am an honorable man. I would not wound my students. Instead, I thumped him on his shoulder hard enough to send him to the ground.

      All three of them were now on the ground. It happened quickly, all in the space of mere seconds. It was to my advantage that my power is strength. Nevertheless, if I had not practiced my craft every so often, I wouldn’t have been able to execute what I just did.

      My heart was hardly pumping by the time that we finished. 

      “Practice,” I said. “If we lose in our next battle, remember that it wasn’t because you’re not good. It is because you did not practice enough to win the battle.”

      With that, I turned away and headed back to my tent. I suddenly miss Rodora. After a good practice, I crave her. But for now, all I wished was that she was safe.
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        * * *

      

      The day was not over and it became even more apparent as I entered my tent. There was a tall man with his back to me. He turned around as though he sensed my presence.

      “Your Grace,” he said, bowing. “I came here to tell you the news about the Emperor’s success in calling out the other provinces to renew their vows to him. All of Akea will stand united against him. That news should be enough to discourage citizens from joining the rebellions.”

      I nodded to acknowledge what he told me. That would be good. The sooner the uprisings are put to an end, the sooner I could go back to being a King. I wanted to enjoy my new title. And after that, I can be the High King, if I could prove to the Emperor that I am worth it.

      “But—” he said.

      That caused my eyebrows to raise. “Continue.”

      “It doesn’t mean that the rebels are not getting support as well. From the provinces, there are always some who are convinced that the Empire must be taken down. And there’s also news going around that there are active recruiters to make the citizens join these rebellions.”

      “Death will come to them in due time,” I said. “I’m telling you, it’s just a matter of time.”
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      QUILA TASH

      The day stretches now that I am alone, but no matter what I do, I still can’ t figure out how to rescue Goemi. I’ve seen how the soldiers destroyed the school before. If that was any indication as to how they will be treating their prisoners, then Goemi is in such big trouble.

      When you’re all by yourself, there are lots of things that enter your mind. Like for example, how life can be so beautiful to those who are in love and who were born with gold coins, and how sad and depressing it could be for those who do not have those. Like me. But I wasn’t really dissatisfied with life. The truth is, I am grateful because my life feels like such a big adventure. I miss Arden, but maybe that time that we shared was what the Gods wanted us to have. I have no objection to that except that I hope it was longer. I have his sword and this gives me both courage and protection. I hope that somehow, how Arden Rubea Molar had changed me was enough to be called his legacy.

      And then, there’s Goemi. She became my best friend and I wish I could rescue her. But how? I tried thinking it over and over again. How will I do that if there were a hundred soldiers surrounding her?

      The sky was already dark and I was already resting. I looked at where the soldiers were camped again and wistfully wished that Goemi would be able to escape. If only I can turn invisible, then I would be able to rescue her. If Pyper were with me she could have done that! Or maybe if her crazy twin were with us, he could freeze all of the soldiers' hearts and let them die for kidnapping Goemi.

      The wind blew and I hugged myself. I remember a night like this before. That was the first time that Goemi and I really talked. It was when we were both up and we were waiting for Arden, Pyper, and Mayo to go back to us with Kino. That had been a long night too, just like tonight. The only difference was that Goemi wasn’t with me.

      I missed her so suddenly that I closed my eyes and talked to her. 

      “How are you today, Goemi?” I said in my usual voice. And then I imitated her voice, “Oh, I had a good time today,” she said. “I’m finally beginning to see that my twin is evil and that we were right to leave him behind.”

      I giggled. It was fun to do it—to have a make believe conversation with Goemi. And because my eyes were closed, it was as though I could actually imagine her face, that she was just beside me, and it was actually she that was talking to me.

      I stopped giggling and in a more serious tone, I added, “I will rescue you. I will come for you and those soldiers that took you will wish that they’d never been born.”

      To this, I wasn’t sure how Goemi would respond so I just continued using my own voice. “Please hold on. I know that the situation is difficult, but I think of ways to rescue you. I don’t know how to do it yet, but I will be able to figure this out.”

      And then, all of a sudden, my spine chilled when I heard Goemi speak, “Quila, is that you?” 

      I opened my eyes and she wasn’t beside me. So who talked to me? My heart thumped wildly. Was I able to reach her? I closed my eyes again and concentrated and repeated what I did earlier. “Goemi? Talk to me. Is it you?” I said. And then my heart froze as I waited for her answer.
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      GOEMI PASAP

      I don’t feel anything anymore. I thought that I have seen enough cruelty growing up when people would chase Miroe and me away from their farms. When people wouldn’t give us the scraps of food and rather choose to give the food to animals instead of to us, or simply throw the food away. I was wrong. In this campsite, the Emperor’s soldiers slapped me because I couldn’t display what my power was. They had asked me to show my powers to them over and over, and I couldn’t, and they thought I was lying. Since I was traveling during the night when they caught me, they branded me a dangerous person, and because they couldn’t find out what my power was, I didn’t need to go to trial anymore. I could be executed anytime, anywhere. Those were the general’s exact words. Emperor’s orders, he had said.

      But this had not been enough. Yesterday, because I had been too tired to walk, they tied me to a horse  to force me to run. I fell a hundred times and was dragged by the horse. My body was bruised all over, and still, these vile soldiers wouldn’t stop.

      The tent flap opened and my body jerked in fear. They were here again. Whatever they came here to do couldn’t be good.

      “Please hold on…” I heard the voice again. It sounded so much like Quila.

      “Quila?” I said. “Please, help me!”

      The soldiers turned to look at me. “Dreaming, eh?” one of them said. “Don’t dream of being rescued. No one would dare fight the Emperor’s men because he controls everyone. There’s this law, we can capture and execute anyone who his supporters believe are out to rebel against the Palace. There’s no need for trial. Everyone is afraid because they know that they can be easily killed for no reason at all.” Then he laughed.

      “You’ve got to give credit to the Emperor and to his advisors for thinking of that,” the other soldier said. “That gives him absolute power, and no one would dare go against him now.”

      The two soldiers came closer to me. The other one has a shiny metal object in his hand. The soldier grabbed my hair and then I heard the snipping of the scissors as my hair was cut off. They laughed maniacally.

      “No!” I screamed. I couldn’t stop sobbing. “Please! Stop it! You’ve taken everything from me. Wasn’t that enough?”

      But these soldiers wouldn’t stop.

      And then I heard Quila’s voice again. “I will come for you! I will find help, and we will rescue you. Just please, Goemi, you have to hold on!”

      Tears streaked my face while a soldier harassed me. I wish Quila would keep on talking. Somehow, her voice comforted me. “Please, Quila… If it’s really you that I’m talking to right now  and I’m not just hallucinating, please rescue me before I lose all will to live,” I whispered. I prayed that Quila’s power had grown that she could now talk to someone from a far-off place.
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      QUILA TASH

      I was shaking as sobs racked my whole body. I could hear Goemi screaming. I wanted to talk to her, but not like this… Not to hear her begging those soldiers not to hurt her. Not to hear her wishing that she was dead.

      But if I could hear her, then there must be a way for me to communicate to someone else. Perhaps there was a way for me to get some help. The question is who should I call now?
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      LAMARE AMARK

      Ameres is a great province. It had good leadership, but I wasn’t so sure now that a King is leading it. Regardless, it is the province that I was most familiar with because my father had been fond of this place. He would send me here before to meet the former Queen, Maercella Benilde. That was a long time ago, back when I didn’t know that she was the mother of my former husband. Wind, as it turned out, was of Royal Blood too. It occurred to me, was it why father had trusted Wind so much? Because he was the son of a woman he used to value a lot?

      Aside from the many soldiers and some Tree Runners that are now patrolling the province, nothing seemed to have changed. I was able to get a glimpse of the Ameresian Palace, and it brought back memories from my childhood. Those memories made my heart ache for the Kanelan Palace because no matter how many moon-turns have passed, that place was still home to me.

      Amaya was riding alongside me, and Mathis was sharing her ride. His beady eyes were staring straight ahead, alert and delighted at the things he was seeing.

      “It will be days before we reach Kanela,” I said. “The shortest path is if we cut across the Nivaton mountain ridges. It would be a tougher ride but it will cut our travel time in half.”

      Amaya pursed her lips. “I agree. It’s just that I still have some reservations setting foot in Kanela,” she said.

      “When we reach it, you and Mathis can go to an inn and hide while I search for my son. It shouldn’t be difficult for me to locate him because the Emperor is focused on capturing him. Hence, there should be a lot of information the Kanelan inns have to offer me. All I have to do is eat in the common inns and listen to gossip.” 

      “That’s true. But I’m worried that we are easily recognizable, My Lady,” Amaya said. If there are no posters of us hanging on the walls everywhere, then we might stand a good chance of succeeding in our feat, but if not…” She stopped, and there was no need for her to finish her sentence because I understood what she was alluding to.

      The border to Nivaton was close, there’s just one town before it, Pasige. In Pasige, there were small houses that were clustered together. These clustered houses were self-sustaining. They raise their own cattle and harvest their own produce. All year round, they have a steady supply of food. There was nothing to worry about in this place. As we rode on, I saw a lot of signs leading to taverns. There were many here because they were really built to cater to travelers.

      “Let’s stop to have a full meal first before we continue our journey,” I said. Amaya nodded and so we selected the one that looked to be the cleanest.

      The aroma of cooked meat filled the air and my stomach grumble loudly. When I looked up, Amaya was smiling at me. “I am famished as well,” she said. I smiled at her.

      We ordered mutton and soup and to my surprise, Amaya requested a mug of ale as well. 

      “What the cratty hell!” I said, trying to imitate the men who were eating and drinking at the other tables. “Gimme some ale too!” I said loudly. Amaya laughed with me. Mathis was looking at us oddly.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked with his big round eyes staring at us which got us to laugh even louder. Not a proper way for a lady to behave in a tavern, but I didn’t care. I want to enjoy this meal.

      “There are soldier camps nearby. They have been taking in prisoners, mostly relatives of those who joined a rebellion,” the man from the other table said.

      I tried to listen more closely to what they were talking about. Soldier camps? I know that they were being deployed across Akea, but why would they be taking in prisoners if these people are innocent?

      The barmaid gave us our food. The meat looked delicious and Mathis grabbed his plate closer to him and started to eat. 

      “Wait,” I said to the barmaid as she moved to walk away from us. She turned and stared at me. “What have you heard about the soldiers those men from the other table are talking about?” I asked.

      Her eyebrows knotted and she looked warily around first before saying, “Difficult times now. You, My Lady, have to be careful. The soldiers are taking as captives anyone that they think might be opposing the Empire.”

      “But we are just enjoying a meal here,” I said.

      The barmaid eyed our packs that contained our clothes. “You look like you’re running away from something. The soldiers are questioning anyone that travels during these times. If you cannot give a good reason as to why you are traveling, you will be taken in as captive.” She paused and shivered, and rubbed her arms rapidly as though she was trying to make invisible goosebumps go away. “And when someone is taken in, it’s unthinkable what these soldiers do—especially to women.”

      Amaya’s eyes rounded when she heard that. She turned pale. 

      “They’re raping the women,” the barmaid said. “That’s what I heard. So please, my lady, be careful. If you will take my advice, it would be for you to pay for your meals and leave already. I can have your food packed so that you can be on your way.”

      Amaya looked as though her blood had drained her face. 

      “Are there a lot of women captives?” I asked.

      The barmaid shook her head. “I don’t know, my lady,” she said. “I only listen to the clients who visit us. I know nothing more.”

      My face was flushed in anger. How could they do that? And how could Wind have backed up these soldiers to do the unthinkable to women? It was power he wanted, and he has that. So why this dirty inhumane act?

      I closed my eyes to try to control my emotion the way that father taught me before. He had instructed me to close my eyes and count up to a hundred or until I could feel the muscles on my face relax, so I did just that, except that I was already halfway counting, and I could still feel the tension on my face.

      “Help me. Help me save Goemi,” Quila’s voice said inside my head. 

      I opened my eyes. “What? Quila, is that you? Can you hear me?”

      “Yes! I was trying to connect to Miroe to help me save Goemi, but maybe he is too far away. I couldn’t reach him,” Quila said.

      Amaya and Mathis were both eyeing me curiously upon hearing me talk to nothing.

      “Where are you? What happened? Tell me!” I said in a rush. My eyes were open now, but I can still hear Quila. She was able to copy voices before, that was her power. But powers grow, and this was probably how hers developed to be.

      “We’re in Ameres, and if I’m able to talk to you, then perhaps you are nearby. Please, look for the soldier’s camps. A mile away from their perimeter, you will find me. I need you. I need someone to help me. I am all alone now,” Quila said in a rush.

      “Alright,” I said. “I will find you.”

      And then the connection was gone. I couldn’t hear her anymore. “Quila?” I said repeatedly. When she didn’t answer, I turned to Amaya. “We’re not going to Kanela. We’re staying here to rescue my son’s friend and my,” I paused, wondering if I could say the word. Then I continued, “Daughter.”
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      QUILA TASH

      I couldn’t stop my hands from shaking as I squeezed under a haystack. It’s as though no matter what I do, the world is unsafe, and while this thought makes me afraid, I have to remain strong for Goemi. She’s counting on me to save her.

      It’s nighttime again and it’s difficult to find sleep because whenever I speak to Goemi, I would hear her babbling. A week before, she would cry incessantly, but these past days, I worry more about her because she’s no longer crying, but instead, she’s babbling! Babbling like a baby! Babbling like her twin back when Miroe was pretending to be someone with a special condition.

      When it’s dark, it’s easier to communicate. Perhaps that’s because it’s usually more silent. “Mistress Lamare?” I said. But just like yesterday, I wasn’t able to speak to her. “Mistress Lamare, please, if you hear me, please talk to me.” I waited a little bit, but there was no response. “I see her. I see Goemi everyday. When the soldiers travel, she also rides with them. But the other day, she was dragged by a horse. She could have died and I was afraid that she did, but yesterday, I saw her again. I hardly recognized her because the soldiers had shaved her hair. But I knew it was her. I knew her clothes even if they had gotten torn and dirty beyond recognition. And the way she stands so upright even though probably she’s so broken inside—I knew it was she. 

      “When the soldiers moved to another place, Goemi was bound to a horse. I was relieved but only for a while because while she is alive, it also meant that as long as I haven’t rescued her yet, she will still be suffering. That’s why I need you, Mistress Lamare. I need you to help me think of a way to rescue her.”

      When there was no response, I wanted to cry, but instead, I just breathed in and breathed out to calm myself. I will be able to do it. Tomorrow, I promise. I will rescue Goemi with or without any help.
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        * * *

      

      I wanted to dream of a way to rescue her, but even in dreams, I could only pray that I have super powers so that I could rescue her.

      I concentrated and tried to listen. Not just to listen to my surroundings but to listen to words that were directed to me. Since discovering that my power had grown, I can now sense someone who is talking to me in their heads as long as I consciously listen to words. So even as I prepared to sleep, I opened myself to listening and hoped that should Goemi talk to me, or Mistress Lamare—I pray she contacts me, I would be able to hear them.

      Before I fell asleep though, I already heard some voices. “Quila, where are you?” It was Mistress Lamare. I sat up and was immediately awake. 

      “I’m not so sure what town this is, but it sounds like Eggyolk? Do you know of any place?” I said, my heart pumping fast upon realizing that Mistress Lamare was finally able to reach me.

      There was some soft laughter before I heard her say, “Ignolk. That’s good because I’m already here in Ignolk. Can you describe where you are because from where I am, I can already see the soldiers’ camps.”

      I stood up in excitement. “Really? Where are you? Oh gods, I pray you’re not on the opposite side. I hope you are just near me… I hope…” I shrieked as arms grabbed me.

      “Hush,” said Mistress Lamare. 

      Dear gods! You’re the kindest, most wonderful gods for always hearing my prayers! I hugged Mistress Lamare so tightly because I was happy to see her. Heck, I wasn’t even sure she survived Sonista! Talk about luck!

      I didn’t realize that I was crying already as I cling onto her like an octopus. “It’s alright, we’ll rescue her,” she said.

      There was another lady with Mistress Lamare and a little boy. The lady took a look at me and held out her hand. “I will give you some healing,” she said and I felt a wave of calmness wash over me. It was the most wonderful feeling. I didn’t know that I was such a wreck until this Lady cleansed me from all the negativities that I was feeling.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “She’s Amaya and she’s a Healer,” Mistress Lamare said. “I thought I saw you go inside the barn, but I wanted to be sure it was you. But enough of this for now. How are we going to rescue Goemi? Do you have any plans?” 

      I nodded at high speed. “I have an idea, but I’m not sure it will work. I need you to listen to me, and then tell me how we can improve on this plan. And then we can do this tomorrow, please? Because if not, we might be too late already.”

      And so I burst out all that I had been planning in my head and hoped that it would work. Mistress Lamare looked thoughtful, but after a while, she said that it might work, but we need to make some changes. Amaya also joined in. And by the time the cock crows, we have laid out the perfect plan. Or so we thought.
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      GOEMI PASAP

      I see Miroe everywhere. Oh, and there’s Arden too. All the people I love are here, and they will take me someplace where there’s no more hardship. The general won’t be able to break me. Someone will come to rescue me. 

      Arden will be the one to do that except that—yes, he’s dead! 

      I shivered. Every part of my body aches and sometimes, I think that there’s nothing inside my head that makes sense. I feel hot as well. I feel floating. I feel like I am no longer a part of this world.

      I heard someone enter the tent. Or was it a tent? Why was I inside a tent? It’s hard to remember now. Something grumbled and I wondered if it was my stomach. Was it? Then I laughed because I don’t feel hungry at all. 

      “They’re looking for the general,” a soldier said. The tent flap opened and light came inside this usually dark place. I squinted and thought I saw Mama. Mistress Lamare, I thought. She’s here to save me. Then I laughed weakly because I know that I must be hallucinating.

      “I will be out there in a minute,” the soldier who was inside the tent with me shouted. “Who could be looking for the general?” He went out to follow the other soldier.

      I watched as the tent flap opened again. And this time, I think I really saw Mama. Her eyes were fixed on this tent, but I wonder if she saw me. And if she did, did she recognize me? I wanted to shout, but as soon as I opened my mouth, I felt my throat constrict and remembered that I haven’t drank water for almost a day now.
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      LAMARE AMARK

      The soldiers were escorting me to the General’s tent. In the meantime, Quila, Amaya, and Mathis were inside another tent that we were able to occupy because “the Emperor, his Royal Highness” shouted for the soldiers to leave him alone. It was actually Quila pretending to be the Emperor by imitating his voice while hiding behind some sheets.

      I tried to look annoyed so that my fear wouldn’t show, but my heart was thumping fast because I wasn’t sure if this plan would work.

      “General, there’s a lady here to see you,” the soldier who was escorting me announced.

      There was a loud grunt inside the tent, after which, a voice said that the soldier may now enter. That was the soldier’s signal to push me inside.

      General Edom Masawi of Irina province came to view.  It has been moon-turns since I last saw him, and it seemed like he had aged. His hair was almost bald now, and the lines on his forehead had grown deeper. Regardless, he still looked hard. He has always been known as the most stubborn among the War Generals, someone who is difficult to talk to. Of all the generals, why did I have to deal with him?

      I knelt. “General Masawi, the Emperor has taken me captive. He asked me to fetch you so that he can learn directly from you your conquests. At the same time, he wishes to hand me over to you.”

      I stopped talking and waited for his response, but there was nothing but silence. Then I heard him laughing.

      “What is the former Royal Scribe doing here in Ignolk? In this god-forsaken place that’s hardly touched by civilization? And why is she claiming that the Emperor himself has captured her and brought her here when I know that His Royal Highness is in Kanela, probably on his way to Karis This, and not planning on wasting his time flying to Ignolk!” His voice boomed inside the tent.

      “General, the Emperor is here. He was the one who captured me,” I said.

      “It’s true, general,” the soldier said. “He instructed me to go and summon you because he wishes to talk to you. He said not to make him wait.”

      General Masawi’s face scrunched in disbelief. “You do know that once I learn that this is not true, I will have you beheaded,” he said to the soldier. The soldier’s face flushed, but he said, “There’s no doubt about the Emperor’s presence. He’s here. He gave me the instructions himself.”

      “How can he give you the instructions when he is not here?” General Masawi insisted. “He is in Kanela. Do not take me for a fool. The Emperor has more important things in mind than to go after a Royal Scribe who defected her support to him. Do you understand that, Agus?”

      The soldier whose name was Agus nodded. “But General, he gave the instructions to me. And while you will have me beheaded, he said that if you make him wait, he will behead you.”

      It was General Masawi’s turn to be surprised. He touched his chin repeatedly as though he was trying to measure the truth in those words.

      “It is difficult to believe you,” he said to the soldier, and then he pointed to me, “and you. But that does sound like the Emperor. He will not have second thoughts beheading me if I make him wait, and so, because I am curious—let it be known that it’s only because I am curious—that I will join you to see him,” he said in an arrogant tone. He stood up. “But tie her. This still doesn’t sound like something the Emperor would do, so please, somebody tie this woman!”

      The other soldiers bound my wrists while General Masawi stood up to face me. 

      “Why do I need to go to him? If you are telling the truth, and this is not a trick, why can he not go to me?” he asked.

      “You seem to not know the Emperor. Do you want to question him? Or do you hate yourself so much that you’d rather not witness another sunrise tomorrow? If the Emperor learns of your insolence, you will lose your honor, and one of your soldiers, even the scraggly one, may be chosen to take over your leadership.”

      This time, the general looked worried, because it was something that the Emperor would most likely do. After all, wasn’t it just in the last moon-turn that he banished Queen Maercella Benilde to Sonista and declared General Ayaan Noto as the King?

      General Masawi remained silent after that, and then he commanded all the soldiers inside his tent to join him. “All of you will come with me,” he said.

      On the way to the tent where Quila, Amaya, and Mathis were, I tried to control my breathing while I glanced at the general from the corner of my eye. If at all, he looked annoyed. His lips were drooping down and his eyebrows were still knotted.

      He stopped in front of the tent before entering and looked at me and the soldier who summoned him as though to warn us that if this were some kind of joke, we will be punished. 

      I entered after the general. He stopped short when he saw that there was no one inside, but there was a curtain hanging in the middle. This was the part that I was afraid of.

      “Where is the Emperor?” General Masawi asked. He unsheathed his sword in one quick motion and pointed the tip on my neck. “I am not to be made a fool in my own camp!”

      I gasped and held my breath, waiting for the Quila to speak. And then she did a good imitation of the Emperor’s voice.

      “There is no need for that,” the Emperor’s cold voice said.

      General Masawi’s back froze and his face looked surprised. He put his sword back on its sheath and bowed. “Your Grace. I apologize if I did make you wait. But this is a surprise—a good surprise—that is. But nevertheless, still a surprise.

      “What did Lamare tell you? Did she say that the Emperor made a joke? If she did, then please, by all means, flog her!” the Emperor’s voice said.

      “There is no need for that, Your Grace,” General Masawi said. “She will suffer later in the tent with the soldiers.”

      My eyes blurred as rage seeped into my heart. I wanted to tear at the ropes that were binding my wrists so that I could slap him.

      “This has to be quick. Give me an update of your conquests. I heard that you’ve been moving around in Ameres. What have you found out?”

      “There is no doubt that the King and General Ayaan Noto had Ameres in tight control. There are hardly rebels here. Just a handful that my men and I were able to capture. There is no reason for you to worry, Your Grace,” he said.

      General Masawi’s face looked concerned. 

      “Forgive me for asking, Your Grace, but I need to see your face,” he said. “Why are you hiding behind a curtain?”

      “Don’t you dare come here and look at my face!” the Emperor growled. It was a good imitation of how the Emperor shouts when he is mad. “I have contracted some hateful allergies and it is unbecoming.”

      It was a good excuse, one that Amaya had contributed when we were planning out how to execute this rescue mission. The problem was, General Masawi seemed to doubt what the Emperor just said.

      I hope that Quila will remember to ask about Goemi soon! We ran the dialogues over and over so she must remember that now is the time to ask!

      “You spoke of captives?” the Emperor said.

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “I could use a server in the Palace. Is there anyone you can offer to me?”

      “There’s plenty that could serve the Palace, your Highness,” he said.

      “It is important to teach a lesson to the rebels. If you caught one, bring her for me to tame. I will make an example so that no one else would follow her deed,” the Emperor said.

      The general took the bait just like we hoped he would and volunteered Goemi.

      “Your highness, we caught one of the boy’s companions,” General Masawi said.

      “One of the boy's companions? Then what are you waiting for? Bring her to me immediately!” the Emperor yelled.

      General Masawi flinched as though he had expected something to happen, but nothing did. That was the moment I realized that we have to finish the conversation soon and get away because anyone who’s familiar with how the Emperor works knows that he will easily lash out on anyone and use his power to do that. He will bind someone with air, or lash at someone using an invisible whip. This may indeed appear odd to the General.

      My heart started to beat faster.

      General Masawi ordered the soldier to bring Goemi. I wanted to walk around to control my anxiety, but I wasn’t able to do that, otherwise, General Masawi might find my actions unusual. In the meantime, time seemed to slow down as we all waited for Goemi.
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      AMAYA

      I was ill at ease behind the curtains. Quila looked shaken, but it was a good thing that despite that, her voice held firm as she imitated the Emperor. I was supposed to coach her about what to say since I have more encounters with the Emperor than she. 

      Everyone was silent now and I heard the tent flap rustle as it opened and closed. There was a thump as someone was pushed on the ground. I took a quick peek and saw what seemed like a scrawny boy instead of a girl who was covered with dried blood and who was almost completely bald.

      “Leave her with me. I will use her as my servant,” says the Emperor.

      “If it pleases Your Grace then so be it, but it is my duty to let you know that this girl will die in a few weeks. I can get you better maidservants here in Ameres, someone that you wouldn’t have to train because forgive me, Your Grace, but I believe your time is better spent on leading us than teaching lessons to girls,” the general said.

      The way that the general is talking to the Emperor makes me worry. It’s as though he doesn’t believe that it was the Emperor he was talking to.

      “I want her! Who are you to question what I want?” the Emperor bellowed. 

      Quila was doing quite well in her voice portrayal of the Emperor because we were able to rehearse how the Emperor should talk back to anyone, which was basically to just shout should he feel that he is being questioned.

      I wish I could see the general’s face so that I will know if there’s some damage control that I need to do. It seems like the general has doubts that are growing by the minute.

      “Something seemed to have escaped me, Your Grace. I was trying to think what it was, and then, I remember that I didn’t mention anything about the prisoner that I took, nor did I refer to her as she, and yet you knew,” he said. My heart started to beat fast. Quila turned to look at me with large eyes as though she was terrified that we had been found out.

      “So how did you know it was a girl, Your Grace?” he asked, confused. His questioning was quite pointed, and Quila’s eyes were glued on me. 

      “How dare you question me?” Quila shouted in the Emperor’s voice. But no matter how good her imitation of the voice was, it was not enough.

      There was a loud swish as the general’s sword hit the curtain revealing Quila and me. The general’s eyes were fixed on us, and he was smirking at us.

      “Just as I thought. Forgive me, Your Grace, for not obeying you,” he began in a mocking tone, “but I had to make sure that I get to see your face even though, what was that—you have allergies? My goal is to ensure that I am not fooled by anyone, and that should the Emperor be in danger, I would save him.” He turned to face Lamare. “And you will be returned to the Emperor. Instead of one, I now have four to deliver to His Royal Highness. He will be pleased.”

      Chills ran up and down my spine when he laughed. I was staring straight at Lamare, but she  was as stunned as I was. 

      The soldiers captured us with ease, and we were not able to fight because we all have passive powers. That didn’t stop the soldier approaching me from hitting me on the head. My last thought was that we were all going to die.
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      KINO AMARK

      It was an ordinary day. At least it felt like that if what you mean by ordinary is that one had to constantly practice one’s power.

      Grandpa made sure that I practiced everyday and while at first practicing and discovering what my power roused my interest, it was not as fun as it used to before. But I recognized the need for it. Right now, I can turn invisible so quickly that it’s like second nature to me already. In fact, the next time that I see Pyper, I will be able to race her in turning invisible and probably win. I smiled to myself upon thinking about Pyper.

      Grandpa pointed out that invisibility is a good power that will offer me a good protection especially if I use it during battle.

      Sweat was covering my entire body now and when I glanced above, the sun was directly above me, which explains why my stomach was already complaining about food, but I pushed this thought away. I should continue practicing about Shuffling my powers quickly. I should be able to make one manifest as fast as I think about it so I concentrated and shuffled to super strength. Then I threw a punch on the ground and it cracked. Then I jumped up really high, and when I was back on the ground zoomed speedily to the other side of the field. When I got there, I conjured a cloud and hopped on it before flying back to where grandpa was probably waiting for me. And while I was riding a cloud, I made myself invisible. I have managed to improve my skills in shuffling through my powers, but what I need to do now is practice using two or more powers that I copied at the same time.

      I wiped the sweat off my face and cooled myself down by breathing in and out slowly. It was a long day, so I decided to take a bath and sleep early. In the evenings, that’s when I practice with the more passive powers like Sniffling and Dreaming. 

      As I lay on my cot, I tried to think of Pyper and this time, I was able to feel her. She was still in the north, so grandpa and I were not lost. For a brief moment, to my surprise, I was able to see her. It was also dark where she was but there was a hint of an orange glow in her background. I tried to see her more clearly and my heart glowed. It was good to see her face. But why was there an orange glow? Was it—? It’s Karis Thia! She’s where the volcanoes are! True enough, if I look hard enough at her surroundings, I could see the peak of a volcano that was emitting smoke as though it was about to erupt. The odd thing was that the tip was glowing orange as though lava was already flowing out.

      I sat upright and squinted. And Pyper wasn’t alone. Dogan was there—and—could it be? Mayo Calo is also there!

      I couldn’t believe my luck! They were all together. All I needed to do was get to Karis Thia fast and we’ll be together again! This time, I’m not going to let anything come between us.

      I can’t wait to tell grandpa. He will be so pleased. So I stood up and went to where he was. I couldn’t find him inside the hut so I went out, and true enough, grandpa was outside staring at the stars, passing his time.

      “They’re in Karis Thia,” I blurted out. “I saw Pyper.” 

      “I gather Sniffling worked?” grandpa said. I nodded.

      “Yes, and not only that. Pyper isn’t alone. Mayo and Dogan are with her. We must go there now!”

      “Easy, Kino,” grandpa said. “You have to control your emotions. You can’t act on impulse. We will go to them, wasn’t that what we always planned?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No, buts. We will go as planned. In the meantime, while we travel there, you will practice regularly to improve your power’s strength.”

      I was a little pissed that grandpa didn’t share my excitement at discovering where my friends were, but it doesn’t matter. I will try to push our daily ride faster so that we can be in Karis Thia sooner.

      “Did you follow your drill today?” grandpa asked.

      “Yes. The only thing remaining is Dreaming. I practice that when I sleep,” I said.

      “Alright then, better get to sleep now and proceed with your practice,” grandpa said.

      “I was about to do that but I got excited when I found out that my friends are together. Even Dogan is a friend,” I said. “But yes, I will go and sleep now.”
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        * * *

      

      I remember lying down in bed and concentrating really hard so that if ever I get to dream, I will be able to learn from it, learn to maneuver it, and see how it can help me later on.

      And then it happened. I believe that I was able to enter the Dreaming World. It looked like the real world when I was awake, except that there was some haze. There was nothing here save for the trees. There were animals too because I can hear the wolves howling and the birds chirping. I studied my surroundings in amazement because now that I know that this is some sort of a parallel world, that if I get hurt here, I will take the wound with me when I wake up, I have to be extra careful. I wonder though, if I find anything good here, will I be able to take it back to the real world?

      I continued walking, searching for grandpa, wondering if I would find him here, but there didn’t seem to be any trace of him. This place doesn’t look familiar to me, except—I stopped short when I saw a structure in front of me that I seemed to have visited in the past. It was gleaming white, even while it’s shrouded by the darkness of the night. I couldn’t be mistaken. This was the Ameresian Palace!

      I ran towards it although I wasn’t exactly sure where to go because when I was here before, I was so sick that I was unconscious most of the time. The old wound on my left leg throbbed as though to remind me that it was here in this place that the metal arrowhead was removed from it. I shivered whenever I remember how badly General Ayaan Noto treated me. And now, this Palace belonged to him.

      Upon reaching the grand staircase of Ameres, memories came to me. I remembered meeting the former Queen here—Maercella Benilde. She had eyed me curiously, and I must have stank then, because her first instruction to her maidservants was to give me a bath. I chuckled. That part was clear to me, but everything else that came after was a blur even up to the point that Pyper had rescued me.

      I pushed open a door and saw a small simple room with just a bed and a side table. There was also a stool by the bed. It didn’t seem to belong in a Palace, and yet, somehow, it felt familiar. I wonder if this was where I was kept after the maidservants had given me a bath.

      I went outside the room and roamed in the corridors hoping to find someone or something else. 

      It would be my luck if I chance upon The Mima! It would be surreal to meet her and to introduce myself to her. Grandpa told me that The Mima only comes out infrequently. 

      After a while, I got tired of my aimless walking, so I decided that there was nothing much to do in this Palace. Besides, the place is beginning to feel haunted because there were no people around, so I went down the grand staircase and used the backdoor to exit.

      As soon as I stepped outside, I felt as though the world somehow changed. I couldn’t describe it, but that’s how it is in dreams, right? You know that something has changed, and yet, it couldn’t be described using words. My mouth hung open as I stared at hundreds of tents that were pitched. When I looked back, the Ameresian Palace was gone! Weird things happen in dreams.

      There were soldiers patrolling the grounds, but mostly, there were no movements. I reminded myself to be careful because if I engage in a sword-fight here, I could end up wounded when I wake up. So I treaded carefully and just continued walking aimlessly. What could the Mima be showing me? Was she guiding me to make a discovery or perhaps this dream doesn’t have any significance at all?

      And then all of a sudden, it was morning. The sun was already up, and soldiers were coming out of the tents. They immediately took to cleaning up and putting away the tents. They must be moving soon. They were the ones deployed by the Emperor to institute fear in the citizens.

      “Hey, you!” a soldier called out to me.

      My eyes grew wide. He could see me? But he’s not supposed to see me. Unless of course, if I was able to walk into a dream that’s not in the past. Yes, that must be it.

      “What are you doing here?” the soldier walked towards me.

      I turned around and briskly walked away. 

      “Halt!” he shouted. That was when I started running. 

      “Get him!” the soldier yelled. I could hear the pounding of the footsteps that were coming after me. “Stop!”

      I tried to wake up, but to no avail. I started punching on my head to hurt myself so that I could wake up, but nothing seemed to change. I could hear grandpa’s words telling me that I must be able to control Dreaming so that when there is danger, I will be able to escape it. But I couldn’t wake up!

      I Shuffled and used my power to run fast. I was glad that I was able to do it, and so I was able to leave behind the soldiers who were coming after me.

      I went inside the remaining tent that was still pitched and I was surprised to find that it was occupied.

      “Kino!” Quila yelled.

      I stopped short. “Quila? What are you doing here?” I said. And then my eyes took in everything inside the tent. Quila was bound by ropes. There was a scrawny girl who looked passed out who was also bound, a little boy, a lady, and—I froze. “Mother?” I said.

      “You have to remove the ropes that’s holding us, Kino,” she said. I wasn’t able to speak. How in the world did this happen? But I am in the Dreaming World. And wherever this is, I am certain that this isn’t happening in the real world. Wake up, Kino, wake up! I kept on telling myself.

      And then I could hear the soldiers running footsteps. “They’re coming,” I said, fear started to claw inside my chest. I ran towards Quila and tried frantically to remove the ropes binding her wrists, but my hands kept shaking so I don’t think I was any help at all.

      At the back of my head, I could hear grandpa shouting at me. Wake up, Kino, wake up! Wake up! Wake up!

      And then the tent flap opened and soldiers came running in. One had a sword and swung at me. In that moment, I panicked and fear gripped at my chest that I screamed. 

      And then I was running again. But it was different now. I burst out of my dream. Grandpa was with me now. It wasn’t where we were sleeping. Instead, as I looked around, I recognized the tent where mother and my friends were kept. I had walked out of the Dream and had stepped into a different place! My heart was pounding loudly, but it wasn’t what was roaring in my ears but rather, it was the sound of real running footsteps of soldiers that were coming to get me.
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      LAMARE AMARK

      There was a cloud of smoke that appeared inside the tent, and when it dissipated just a few seconds later, I saw Kino and my father.

      “Kino!” I shouted. And then I lowered my voice. “How did you get here?”

      He looked astounded as though he wasn’t expecting to see me. “Dreaming. I came inside my dream and came out here.”

      “Father!” I said. And then tears started to fall down my face. “You’re alive! I thought that you were gone—I summoned you to come back, but you did not heed my call.”

      “Long story,” Father said. “But for now, we need to rescue you and your friends. How did you get into this mess?” 

      I couldn’t answer father immediately because my heart started to pound loudly.  I could hear the soldiers patrolling about. “There are a thousand soldiers all around us. And if they learn that you are here, you will be taken captives too. I don’t want that. But how do we get out of here?” I asked.

      Kino looked as though he was thinking. “Grandpa?” 

      “Use the cloud. I think it’s our only way out,” father said.

      “There’s too many of us. I’m not sure I can support our weight,” Kino said.

      “You can’t go back to the Dreaming World. You haven’t mastered it yet. It’s a surprise that you were even able to take me with you. I surmise it was because I was holding you. Heck, I was trying to wake you up from your nightmare. You were breathing hard and shouting in your sleep.”

      Kino flushed. “I was being pursued by the Emperor’s soldiers.”

      Quila’s ropes finally fell loose, and father was able to untie me as well. “Goemi, she needs help,” I said.

      Amaya was squirming and trying to loosen the ropes that bind her that she fell back with a loud thud.

      “Hey!” a soldier outside said. “What’s the ruckus?” He peered inside the tent flap and saw all of us. “What the—”

      “Now, Kino!” I said. “Whatever power you have, use it now!”

      “Intruders here!” the soldier shouted as he took out his sword and ran inside the tent.
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      KINO AMARK

      Soldiers started pouring in. I pushed a wall of air at them, and they stumbled, but they were able to recover and they kept attacking us from all sides.

      “Help me, Quila! Use your power,” I yelled.

      “My power is useless here!” she answered. Instead, she looked around and found her sword. She took it and started slashing at the soldiers around us.

      “Stop killing them!” I shouted. 

      “Are you crazy? They’re going to kill us if we don’t kill them first!” she yelled back.

      I think I know that, but it was also impossible for me to do that. No, I won’t kill anyone. I won’t use my power to end someone’s life. Not after the men I had killed while grandpa and I were traveling on a ship.

      “Use the lightning, Kino. You practiced for that. Hurl some lightning bolts!” Grandpa shouted as he parried against soldiers.

      “No!” I said. Then I made vines sprout from the ground and crawl after the soldiers, binding them.

      “Run!” Mother shouted. She grabbed Goemi and helped her up, and Amaya was also extending some assistance. And there’s the little boy, I see him as he runs towards them. 

      “I’m blocking them. Run the other way,” I shouted. 

      Quila was quick enough to slash at the back of the tent and that’s what they used to escape. I was left with grandpa to battle with the soldiers. 

      “Use your power, grandpa!” I urged as I made trees grow to block the soldiers. In a few minutes we can run. And when I get to my mother and the rest of the group, I will make a cloud.

      “My cratty power is charm! And age wine! I have nothing to use for battles,” grandpa shouted. “So please, will you hurl the lightning bolts now?”

      I shook my head and ignored grandpa while I concentrated on making the vines and trees grow. Dogan’s power was pretty useful now.

      As soldiers came in to attack us, I made a vine shoot up and bind the soldier. This was, nobody dies.

      And then everything happened so fast. Two soldiers rushed forward and I tried to push them back with air. As I did, another batch of soldiers attacked. One of them leaped at me and I pushed him back with air, but the other one hit me with a javelin and sent me tumbling backwards. The third soldier moved so fast. He was right in front of me for a second and then he was gone, and the next time I saw him, he was in front of grandpa, holding a knife against his neck. Then he slashed it and blood spilled out.

      “No!” I shouted. I shuffled my power and used the power to move fast. Then in an instant, I was grabbing grandpa. A soldier pounced on me, but I was able to Shuffle my power again, and this time, I have the super strength of General Ayaan Noto. I punched the soldier and he was thrown backwards. And then I shuffled my power again, and this time, I was using the Emperor’s power. I conjured a cloud, hopped on it while holding grandpa’s body, and then I made both of us invisible. And then we flew away from them.

      My heart was pounding so fast that I could barely hear anything else. As we flew up, I looked for my mother and friends so that I could get to them. They were not able to run so far away. They were still being chased by soldiers, and if I don’t get to them soon, they might be captured again. I swooped down and increased the speed of the cloud that grandpa and I were riding on. I clutched his body close to me and I wondered if he’s still alive. Oh gods, please still be alive. Tears started to fall down my cheeks. It was my fault if he died. Because I wouldn’t kill those stupid soldiers! They were trying to kill us anyway, so why didn’t I lash out at them, hurl lightning bolts at them the way the Emperor does so easily at his enemies.

      The soldiers were closing in on my friends, and this time, I’m not going to let any of them get hurt.

      I used the Emperor’s power to create lightning, and in rage, I threw lightning bolts at them and watched as the ground broke and exploded, and bodies of soldiers were thrown. 

      Then I slowed down, made myself invisible and shouted, “Over here!”

      Quila was the first to see me, and she immediately climbed on the cloud. She grabbed Mathis on the waist and dragged him up with her. Then mother and the Lady Amaya hopped on too, carrying a sickly Goemi.

      As soon as everybody was with me, I made all of us invisible. I felt weak because of all the powers that I used, but I can still take us away from here. We will escape this. 

      Below us, I could hear the soldiers shouting, “They’ve escaped! Tell the general that the prisoners have escaped!”

      “Quila is bleeding,” Mother said. “She was hit badly.”

      Dear gods. I wanted to make us visible so that I could see where Quila was hit, but I felt too tired already. If I don’t stop using my power now, I think I might faint.
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      QUILA TASH

      I am flying! I couldn’t believe it. So this is how one feels upon dying. I could still feel the soldier's sword as it slashed against me. It must have taken a chunk of flesh from my shoulder like how Arden was wounded. I smiled weakly upon realizing that if I’m already dead, and I am floating in air, then that means that I would get to see Arden soon.

      I could feel the cold breeze as I flew up in the air. Was this how death feels like? Air touches me, and I can still breathe. And to top it all off, I can feel my shoulder searing in pain. I thought there was nothing to feel when you’re dead.

      “Quila’s hurt. Amaya you have to help,” Mistress Lamare said. 

      That was the weirdest thing. I’m not supposed to hear Mistress Lamare anymore if I were dead.

      I rose higher and higher to the sky, and then I moved horizontally. Below, I could see the soldiers’ camps. Everyone was rushing about, screaming and yelling at each other. They won’t be able to get to me now. I’m dead. Ha-ha-ha. In this sense, I beat those lousy soldiers.

      “Kino, you have to make us visible,” Mistress Lamare said. 

      Huh? I wondered what’s happening. And then my body materialized in thin air. I wasn’t dead! I was just invisible.

      All eyes were on me, and Amaya, she immediately held me close. We were flying together—on a cloud! Similar to what the Emperor uses. Wow! Arden would have a fit once he learns this.

      “Hello, Kino,” I said, smiling at him. And then I fainted. I didn’t know if it was because I was afraid of heights, or if it was because I have lost a lot of blood.
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      LAREN SAN DIEGO

      We wanted to go to Karis Thia at first, but what good will that do? Every province is controlled by the Emperor. All the War Generals are roaming around. It would be best for us to return to Nivaton where we knew the terrain, and in war, we could use that to our advantage.

      When I discussed it with Salvatorre, he disagreed at first, but once we encountered another group of the Empire’s soldiers and lost almost a fourth of our men, Salvatorre agreed. Even Elder Mahen Dilo agreed. It was disheartening to be coming back to Nivaton, but Karis Thia was a worse choice for us.

      And now, after weeks of travel, we are back home.

      We were greeted by the destroyed treehouses, but they can be rebuilt. The problem was the trees that had been uprooted. The Tree Runners won’t be able to care for them, and so, there’s a big chance that the trees won’t be saved. It will take many moon-turns before Nivaton is restored to how it was before General Ayaan Noto came and destroyed the province.

      But every Nivan has taken to rebuilding the treehouses already. It will take at least a week to clean up everything, and another to repair the Town Hall. But at least everyone was accustomed to this place, and even if the houses were damaged, everyone would be able to sleep well because this place was home to all of them.

      Elder Mahen approached and his brows furrowed.

      “Is there anything you need, Elder?” I asked.

      “Is the Chief Hunter around?” he said. “I need to speak to him. I heard from Kala and it isn’t good outside of Nivaton. It really is a good decision to head back here.”

      “I can ask someone to go and find the Chief Hunter, but do you mind sharing with me that piece of Information that you were able to gather?” I asked.

      “Those soldiers' camps that we came across with, they’re not the only ones. There are other bigger groups that the Emperor deployed all over the land. Kala said that the Emperor wants to ensure that no one will rise in rebellion… And…” he paused.

      “What is it?”

      “He will kill all the Nivans,” Elder Mahen said. 

      I paled at what the Elder had to say, but I shouldn’t have been surprised because wasn’t that the same goal that Ayaan Noto was trying to achieve when he attacked us here?

      “Let’s find the Chief Hunter. It is important that I get to talk to him immediately,” the Elder said.

      He walked fast for an old man, this was my thought as I trailed after him.  Uncle Salvatorre was giving instructions to the other Nivans. He glanced at us, and when he saw our serious faces, he gestured at the other Nivans to proceed, and then he walked towards us.

      “Elder, Laren, I can see that something’s troubling you,” Salvatorre said.

      “I have learned the history of Akea,” Elder Mahen began.

      Salvatorre smiled widely as though he wanted to laugh, but out of courtesy, he was refraining from doing so. “You might have read it from the annals in the Palace libraries before. I figured that you are someone who spends days and nights reading books,” he added in jest.

      The Elder looked oddly at Salvatorre. “I like books. There’s nothing funny about that.”

      “Chief Hunter,” I said. “Let the Elder speak. I believe he has something important to tell us.”

      “There are three things. The first one, I already shared with Laren, so I will leave it to her to tell it to you later. But there’s another thing that I want to share with you. It is important that you know because nobody else in the land does,” he said.

      “If nobody else in the land knows, then how did you come to learn this information?” Salvatorre asked.

      “Someone who lived more than a hundred years shared it with me,” the Elder said.

      “More than a hundred years? No one lives that long anymore,” Salvatorre said.

      “A tortoise,” Elder Mahen said.

      I gaped at him, and Salvatorre must have too because Elder Mahen continued to explain. 

      “Hear me out. It is a valuable piece of information, and it will explain a lot. Long before when Northsam ruled the land, he had a daughter. She grew up to be the Second to the Throne. When she came of age, she was wed, and that person she married was Mcwindstorm Arren. Now, Mcwindstorm grew close to the Emperor and the latter was to be seen with his son-in-law most of the time. They would talk about plans for Akea, and it was also believed that Mcwindstorm got the chance to meet Mikram Anja. Mikram Anja is a seer, as you all know, and she prophesied that Out of the Nivan blood, Akea will rise again. This caused Northsam to worry because he is not of Nivan blood. And his daughter was wed to someone who doesn’t have Nivan blood in her veins. So what he did was he connived with McWindstorm. He faked his death by vanishing and going into hiding, and entrusted his daughter to his son-in-law. While Northsam tried to understand the meaning of the prophecy, Mcwindstorm grew restless trying to plot out how he could prevent it from happening. At this time, he had felt what it meant to have power over the land. To be at the helm of all decisions, to be venerated by the people, and to someone who was not accustomed to such, his ego was so badly fed.

      “Mcwindstorm used to be a good man. He was rough on the edges, and yet he was alright, but power and authority corrupt people easily. And so Mcwindstorm realized that the only way he could prevent the prophecy from happening was if he annihilated the Nivans. He did, but he didn’t know that Nivans survived. 

      “When he came back to the Kanelan Palace, he thought that he had put an end to the prophecy. He and his wife will rule Akea. But Northsam’s daughter gave birth to a son who had green eyes. One look at the boy and Mcwindstorm knew that it wasn’t his. This is where it gets interesting, and this is why no human probably remembers. Northsam’s daughter is a Scribe of Destiny. She can write things and will for them to happen. When Mcwindstorm found out that the boy wasn’t his heir, he made his wife write that the Akeans will not remember her, and so she was erased from everyone’s memory. The only way for the boy to live was if his power would not manifest, and so his power was bound by Northsam’s daughter. As it turned out, this daughter was no other than Lamare Aristin Amark.”

      I stared at the Elder , unbelieving. “The Royal Scribe is the heir to the throne?” I said slowly after a while. Salvatorre still hasn’t spoken a word as though this story was also too much for him.

      “If Northsam’s daughter is Lamare, then that makes Kino—” I paused as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. “That makes him a threat to the Emperor.”

      “Yes,” The Elder said. “And that’s why two moon-turns ago, when his power manifested, the Emperor ordered his death.”

      I was too shocked to speak. How could this be true? And yet, it makes sense. The unexplainable hatred of the Emperor towards the boy.

      When I was finally able to speak, I asked, “You said three. What’s the third thing you want to tell us?”

      Elder Mahen looked worried. “As we speak, the Emperor has given the order to destroy and kill all Nivans.”
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      ELDER MAHEN DILO

      The news that the Emperor has given the instruction to annihilate the Nivans was worrisome especially now that the clan has not yet settled in. Everyone is busy rebuilding what’s left of Nivaton, and if soldiers  would attack us, we might not be able to defend ourselves the way that we did against General Ayaan Noto and the Tree Runners just a few months ago.

      But my friends are telling me to be ready. Yesterday, an owl spoke to me. It told me that the Emperor had sent troops almost a week ago. And if that instruction was put into execution immediately, then that means that the soldiers may arrive anytime soon.

      I rushed back to the Town Hall and searched for the Chief Hunter. Earlier, I thought that we still had some time to prepare, but I just finished talking to Kune, a rabbit, and said that the soldiers have entered past the Nivaton mountains. They’re coming from three sides of Nivaton.

      I passed by Bambe. “Sound the bells. Send an alarm to everyone. There is imminent danger,” I said in a rush. Bambe nodded and quickly went away. 

      I was still walking briskly towards the Town Hall when the bells sounded. 

      “How fast can we deploy our soldiers? How fast can Georre Pasap assemble his men?” I asked in a rush. 

      Salvatorre looked worried. “I can give the instructions now, but it would mean that we are unprepared. We will lose half of our men if we go to battle now.”

      “There must be a way to escape Nivaton. If there is, then send the women and children away immediately. There’s no more time,” I shouted.

      Salvatorre grabbed my shoulders and shook me. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Why is someone ringing the bells?”

      “I gave the instructions to Bambe to ring them. I have heard from a friend. The soldiers are coming in. They have already traversed past through the Nivaton mountains.”

      Salvatorre loosened his grip on me and his face paled. “Then they will be here any minute now.”

      “Send everyone away. It is not cowardice not to engage in a war when you know you could only lose. If we turn invisible and escape, we might be able to save ourselves. But there’s still Elder Tala. Use him again,” I said.

      Laren came rushing in. “What’s happening?”

      “Send everyone to the Secret Passage. Lead them and escape. I will stay and hold them,” Salvatorre said. “And yes, I need Elder Tala to fight beside me.”

      “I will stay with you,” I said. “My friends will be able to help.”

      Salvatorre shook his head. “It will be wise to go after Laren. Save as many as you can, Elder. This is not your war yet. Your life will be wasted if you choose to stay. You’re not a fighter. I am. For you to win, you need careful planning, and we had none of that today. So please, if you really want to save the clan, go and lead them away,” Salvatorre said.

      Laren hugged Salvatorre. “Be careful, uncle. Return to us.” Then just like that, she was already away. I rushed after her.

      In the middle of Nivaton, the women and children were all gathering. They turned invisible, and I rushed after Laren. We moved as one. Bambe rushed towards me and grabbed my hand, extending invisibility to me. It was difficult to remain quiet as we escaped, but it was essential, otherwise, we would lose the advantage of being invisible.

      We were barely a mile away from Nivaton’s center when we heard war cries behind us. The Emperor’s soldiers were already close. I hope that the Secret Passage will help in our escape. But to where?

      Soldiers were thrown up and I could only guess that it was Elder Tala using Distantekus on the men. There’s a chance that whoever we left behind will survive. A small chance, but a chance nonetheless.
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      GEORRE PASAP

      The soldiers were pouring in from all sides of Nivaton, and it was as though we were set up to be slaughtered here.

      The rebels with me were holding the soldiers that were coming from the west, but more are coming from the south and the east.

      The Chief Hunter was leading his men to fight. They were vanishing in thin air and attacking from all sides, but it wasn’t enough. I looked away so as not to see the carnage.

      “Charge!” I shouted. And the rebels with me all pushed forward. The first batch of soldiers attacking us pulled back and I thought we had a chance, but the hope that started to bloom inside my heart was immediately gone because the soldier pushed forward, and this time, their number has doubled.  On the other side, I couldn’t see Salvatorre’s men. I prayed that it was only because they were invisible. But when I looked at the ground where they had been fighting, I stared at the pile of Nivan’s bodies. 

      All around me, the rebels with me were being slaughtered. It would be wise to save those who are still alive by escaping. It was a difficult call because I am not one to back out from a war, but it has to be done.

      “Pull back!” I shouted. I looked for the Nivan who stayed to guide us through the Secret Passage. He appeared and signaled for the rebels to follow him before turning invisible again.

      Before running away, I concentrated, and then used my power one last time in this battle to shake the earth. The ground cracked and it erupted, swallowing the soldiers who were nearby. That was at least a distraction. Hopefully, we will be able to escape them now.
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            Chapter 18 - The Road to Sonista
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      PYPER SAN DIEGO

      The Tree Runners with us did not talk a lot, but rather they just sat and brooded. We were not able to get any information from them the way we wanted to. If they knew anything about the last dragon’s egg, they were terribly silent about it.

      “We might have to rethink our plan,” I said. Dogan glanced my way. He looked thoughtful. 

      “I was meaning to say the same thing. We’ve been here for weeks now, but we’re not really achieving anything here. There are Tree Runners,” I said, “aside from you. But I’m beginning to doubt why we came here in the first place. Our goal is not to be achieved.”

      “We can spend another night here, and then we can go back to Nivaton tomorrow,” Dogan said.

      “If we’re going back, I might as well pay my grandma a visit. I will head straight to Wawang village, see how things are over there, and then go to Nivaton,” Mayo said.

      I sighed. “Such a waste of time.”

      Dogan grabbed a roasted root crop and tossed it to me before sitting down beside me and eating. “I think that what we need to do is to find Kino. Let’s forget about the dragon’s egg. If we want to protect him, the smartest thing to do would be to find him first.” 

      It was then that I noticed a crow flying towards us. “Could that be Kala?” I said. The bird circled up in the air before flying down and perching on my already outstretched hand that was holding the root crop. It pecked on the food and I giggled.

      “It is Kala. And there’s a note tied to its leg,” I said.

      Dogan and Mayo were immediately beside me. “Let’s read it,” Mayo said as he quickly reached out for the note. Then I moved closer to him so that I could see what the message was.

      “Nivaton is taken by the Emperor’s soldiers. Do not go back there. If you must, come where there is no light.”

      I panicked. “It did not say if my mother survived!” I said. I turned to face Dogan. “We have to find them. We must go where they are. It’s not acceptable for us to just stay here while they are being attacked by the Emperor’s men! We must go to them!”

      Mayo hugged me so tightly. “We’ll find them. Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll find them, right?” He looked up at Dogan.

      “That's very unsettling news.” He sat down on the ground as though he had lost his energy. “Of course, we will find them, but I don’t know where they are. Just that they are going to a place where there is no light,” he said.

      “It seems to me that they could be in Sonista,” Amenoros said. I forgot that the Tree Runners were with us because they were just so silent. 

      “Sonista? That awful place? Why would they go there to hide?” Mayo said. “If that’s where they’re going, they wouldn’t need any rescuing.”

      “The place where there is no light. The sun still touches Sonista, but when you go there, it will begin eating at your soul that if you stay there for months, you will feel weighed down, burdened, as though there’s no hope, no beauty, nothing that is bright. That’s why they call Sonista the place where there is no light,” Amenoros said.

      I looked up at Dogan. “I want to find them. I haven’t seen my father in a long time, and I need to find my mother. At least I have to know that she’s alright,” I said in between sobs.

      This time, Dogan knelt and pulled me to him and hugged me. “It’s going to be alright. We’ll find them,” he said. Then he gestured for Mayo to come closer and when he was, Dogan embraced him as well.
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      KINO AMARK

      Mother and I are together, and I can say that I am happy. But something is still missing. And then I remember grandpa. The three of us should have been together, but instead I lost him. Mother was silent. When we buried grandpa, mother had cried, but not so much, and when I asked her why, she said that it was because she had buried him a long time ago and had mourned him over and over before.

      Quila had suffered from a major cut to her shoulder. It was a good thing that Lady Amaya, who is a Healer, was with us, or else, Quila’s wound wouldn’t have healed so quickly.

      Now, I’m anxious because we had been traveling day and night just to get to where Pyper was. And it seems like we are very close to them. This time, we were riding horses because I wouldn’t be able to carry everyone on the cloud for a long time. I wasn’t that strong yet although grandpa told me that as I get older, my strength will also grow and I will be able to do not just that.

      “I can’t believe we’re in Karis Thia,” Quila blurted out. “Goemi, we also thought of going here, right? Do you remember that conversation that we had?”

      I turned to look at Goemi. She wasn’t riding alone. Instead, she was riding with my mother. A moon-turn ago, I would have been angry at her, but now, as I look at her with her shaved head, scrawny frame, and bruised face, I feel sorry for her. Mother can tend to her all she wants and I wouldn’t feel jealous anymore. I wish that all of Goemi’s wounds would heal. Mother had told me before that all wounds heal, but what about those that cannot be seen? What about the emotional wounds that she’s probably suffering from now?

      I noticed that my power as a Sniffler had also grown stronger. Before, I need to close my eyes to fully concentrate before I can get a scent, but now, I can do it even while riding a horse and only paying half of my attention to it. All I have to do is think about Pyper, which was not difficult to do, and then I would get a sense of where she is. I could smell her, and it wasn’t nasty unlike when I tried searching for Mayo. 

      I stopped short because when I got a whiff of her presence, it seemed like she was just around. 

      Mother was looking at me. And then I kicked at my horse. I could feel her now, this close to me so I kicked and kicked at my horse and every gallop makes me drink in Pyper’s scent more and more.

      And then I stopped. There she was. In a tight embrace with Dogan and Mayo. 

      “Pyper!” I shouted. I was grinning widely. She looked at me with her tear streaked face and my smile froze. Something’s wrong. I jumped from the horse that I was riding on and ran to her. And when she was just an arm’s length away, I actually blushed. 

      “Im back,” was all I was able to say. I couldn’t explain what I was feeling except that I was so happy to see her. In all the moon-turns that we were away from each other, there wasn’t a day that I didn’t think of her. And now, she’s right in front of me. 

      Pyper hugged me tightly that I thought my ribs would get crushed, but I hugged her back just as tightly. “Mayo! Come here!” I said. “What crazy adventures did you have?” 

      Mayo hugged us too. It was so good to be back together. There were so many stories that I want to tell them. Everything that happened in the past moon-turn. My training. Who I am with now. And lo and behold, that I got to meet the former Emperor of Akea, who turned out to be my grandfather. There were many stories and I didn’t know where to begin. Of course, Pyper and Mayo must have their own stories to share as well.

      “We have to go to Sonista. The Emperor’s men attacked the Nivans, and those who managed to escape went to Sonista. We must find them,” Pyper said. That explained why she had been crying.

      “And Mistress Laren?” I said. Pyper wasn’t able to answer that, and instead, she started crying again.

      It was Dogan who answered, “We don’t know yet. We received a note from Elder Mahen, but it was short and limited because it could have been intercepted.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      DOGAN RONDA

      “Mathis?” I said, totally in awe of the ones who came with Kino.

      The little boy jumped from the horse and all but leapt towards me. I was laughing hard and hugging him close. “Where’s Maria?” I asked, and then I locked eyes with the second most beautiful woman I had ever laid eyes on. 

      “During the Akean Wine Festival from two moon-turns ago, she didn’t make it,” the woman said. I tried recalling her name.

      “Lady Amaya,” I said. “I take it that you’re the one who took care of Mathis?” 

      “I did what I had to do. I’m not a heroine or anything,” she said. 

      I didn’t know what to say. I still get tongue-tied around beautiful women. “Thanks,” I said after a while. And then Mathis tugged at my hand and pointed towards the volcanoes, so I had to take him for a walk while the others caught up on each other. Everybody was excited to be reunited, and I could hear that they were already planning to go to Sonista. 

      I held Mathis in my arms. It was good to hold his little frame again. I hoped that he did not suffer from trauma and emotionally from the loss of his parents. He did seem alright and I hoped it would stay that way.

      I was shocked to see Lamare here. I remember that I did bury her a long time ago, so to stare at her was indeed a refreshing thing. 

      “Dogan,” Lamare said, smiling at me. I froze. 

      “I want to thank you for the funeral with lots of flowers,” she said. Her eyes crinkled on the sides. “Goemi told me what a spectacular display it was. And you know, in case something like that happens again, I would expect a better display of flower arrangement.”

      She was teasing me, and yet I couldn’t stop smiling. “I’m so glad you weren’t dead, My Lady.”

      “You protected me before and I hope it isn’t too much to ask the same from you now. To please protect us again. Travel with us,” she said.

      “I am bound to the children, My Lady. When I thought that you died, I vowed that I will protect Kino until the day I die. That vow didn’t change even after learning that you’re alive,” I said.

      Her eyes moistened and then she hugged me tightly.

      For now, we will enjoy each other’s company, but tomorrow, we will start with the journey to Sonista.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as dawn broke the following day, we were up and ready to travel. Amenoros and the other two Tree Runners were sad to see us go, but they understood that we have a different mission now. They bowed to Lady Lamare while they hid themselves from the former Emperor. I wondered why they acted like that, and then I remembered that it was the former Emperor that banished them to Sonista.

      While the reunion gave us hope, we knew that it would be a different thing once we got to Sonista. Dear gods, I pray that none of the people I know died.
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      MCWINDSTORM ARREN

      Tiran Aragre was early and he was already drinking coffee when I got to the War Room. Paterno was also here, seated beside Tiran. The two were engaged in a conversation. 

      “Is there a need to be so early?” I said. Paterno turned around and was about to stand up, but I motioned for them to remain seated.

      “I came here as soon as I got the news,” Paterno started. Then he handed me the note that he received. 

      The note said: Marcus Asan of Loondu, Beno Tibol of Ameres, and Kapi Rebere of Bulacnin were successful in taking over Nivaton.

      I sat down and looked at Paterno. “Were there survivors?”

      Paterno shook his head. “Where they are now, no Nivans or rebels survived, but the clan has not been annihilated. More than three quarters of them were able to escape.”

      “And you call this a success?” I said. “Wasn’t my instruction clear enough? Kill all of them. As long as one of them survives, there’s a possibility for Mikram Anja’s prophecy to come true. What happened?”

      “Our men came from the north, east, and west. They came in full force and did not expect that they would actually be able to escape from the south,” Paterno said.

      I was getting a headache and I wasn’t sure if it was because of the rage that was burning inside my head. “You had them cornered and surrounded by mountains. Escape would have been difficult if there was another troop that came from the south. Why didn’t somebody else think of that?” My voice thundered inside the room.

      I slumped on my seat, thinking hard about the repercussions of this. If they had escaped, then it would be more difficult to trace them now. How will I know if I had eradicated the entire clan already?

      “The generals control Nivaton now. That is an achievement, Your Grace,” Tiran said.

      “I commend the generals for executing their plan, except that the execution wasn’t perfect. Now, Tiran, if you were in my position, what would your next instruction be?” I asked.

      “I would order the generals to search for the Nivan survivors,” Tiran said.

      I nodded. “That’s correct,” I said. “And this time, there is no more room for error. See to it that they are executed.”
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      PYPER SAN DIEGO

      All the while that we were traveling, I couldn’t think straight because I kept worrying about my mother. What if she did not survive? What if she wasn’t one of those who were able to escape? What if she’s dead?

      Chills run up and down my spine again. It was good that Kino is with me because he seems to understand, and how could he not? For a moon-turn he thought that his mother was dead. He kept glancing at me as though to see if I’m alright. I chastised him earlier, and he looked ashamed for behaving like that especially when I pointed out to him that I am strong. Mayo yelled that I was crying and that made me weak, so I had to tell him that crying doesn’t mean someone is weak. Crying is just a manifestation of fear and loneliness, and a whole other bunch of emotions. It doesn’t mean that someone is weak.

      It’s been days since we started traveling and I can’t wait to reach Sonista.

      “Did you see them?” I asked for like a hundredth time already.

      Kino shook his head. “There are traces. I mean, I think I can sense Bambe, but I couldn’t really be sure. It’s hard because I think that they’re really in Sonista, and when I try to use Sniffling, I can smell the foulness of that place. I couldn’t use the power for longer than a few seconds because it really stank. If a scent could kill, then that will,” he said. After a while, he added, “I’m sorry, Pyper. I wish I could give you more accurate information.”

      “It’s alright. It’s not your fault,” I said.

      “This is it,” Mayo shouted. “I can feel the uneasiness creeping on my skin.”

      I chilled and saw that the others were also acting up. “We’re here,” Dogan said. “I suppose we can find them easily if a lot of them survived.”

      “Wait a minute! I sense a movement,” I said. And then out of thin air, Bambe’s image started to form.

      “Pyper!” he shouted. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “Are they alive?” Pyper asked.  “My mother? Mistress Lamare?”

      “They’re safe. Come, I will take all of you to them.”

      “Who didn’t make it?” I asked. I didn’t realize that I was holding my breath waiting for Bambe’s response. The others must have too because I heard them exhale loudly.

      Bambe looked serious. “Out of those we left behind, only Master Georre’s rebels were able to rejoin us. The Chief Hunter didn’t make it as well as the Nivans who stayed with him. There’s around a hundred of them. And then, of course, the Nameless were all left behind too.”

      I felt sad upon hearing that. I wished that I could get to talk to Cogi because I believe that he is Arden’s brother. It would have been nice to share Arden’s adventures to Cogi.

      After a while, we reached the Nivan camps. I looked for mother first and when I found her, I enveloped her in such a tight hug.
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        * * *

      

      It was a good day to be reunited with everyone, and we got the perfect timing too because according to my mother, there will be a Town Meeting tonight. There are lots of decisions to be made, a lot of things to be discussed, and so, according to mother, we must get some rest first.

      She also said that staying in Sonista is not an option because already, the Nivans are feeling some changes in their behaviour. It would do no one good if we were to become corrupted by this place.
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      ELDER MAHEN DILO

      It’s night time in Sonista and although I have spent several nights in this place already, I still feel uneasy as though there are hidden eyes that are staring at me. But matters to discuss today are important and cannot be pushed back any longer.

      Everybody was gathered and the discussion is about to start. I turned to look at Laren who nodded at me. Romyo was staring grimly at the surroundings. He kept looking left and right as though he was expecting some strange creatures to suddenly burst forth and devour us.

      It was Laren who spoke. “Tonight, we will honor those who have given up their lives so that our clan will survive. The brave ones lie in Nivaton, and there’s no one else to honor them there so we will do it here. We will offer their souls to the ancestors, and pray to the gods so that they will continue on their journey dancing the Moonsteps,” she paused as though waiting for a reaction, but nobody spoke.

      “The Chief Hunter fell together with his men, and that leaves us with no leader. One that we sorely need right now,” Laren continued. “It is time for us to nominate a new Chief Hunter to lead us in the days to come.”

      I looked around, waiting. To my surprise, it was Romyo who spoke. “There is no one better to lead us but you, Mistress Laren San Diego. You may not have been trained for it, but you have always been with Andoni San Diego. And when he was gone, you were always with Salvatorre Durismo,” he said.

      Laren looked surprised. “It pleases me that you recognize me enough to nominate me to lead the clan, but I am not a fighter. I am no commander in the battlefield—”

      “I will command our army,” Romyo said. “Or whatever fighters we have here. But you will have to lead us. The Nivans who are broken now, who have lost hope after being repeatedly the subject to attacks of the Emperor, need someone who will help everyone heal. Someone who is strong to be the Chief Hunter, but who is also soft enough to empathize with what the others are feeling. That is you, Mistress Laren.” Then Romyo looked around at the Nivans who were gathered around him and raised his right arm. “All in favor?” he yelled.

      Not surprisingly, after what Romyo had said, to which the crowd seemed to agree to, they all yelled their acceptance.

      I was smiling as I caught her eye. And then we all fell silent to listen to what the new Chief Hunter had to say.

      “Months ago, when we were attacked by General Ayaan Noto, we decided to fight against the Emperor. And then out of self preservation, because we weren’t sure if it was the right decision, we decided to go back to that place we all called home—Nivaton. But you saw what happened. If we will not fight, we will not find peace. The time that Andoni feared has come—the time that the Emperor learns about our existence. Because now that he knows about it, he will stop at nothing until he has annihilated our clan.

      “So I want to tell you that we will fight! We will go to the Kanelan Palace and fight! It will be our last battle. There’s no sense hiding anymore. We have to declare ourselves citizens of Akea once more,” she said. There was no Nivan or rebel with us that day that did not cheer upon hearing that. Battle plans will now be made, and the fight against the Emperor will soon be waged.

      Laren San Diego, the first woman Chief Hunter, made me proud. It was a momentous event for us. She accepted the job of leading us, and everybody was beaming. When the noise died down, Laren looked at me, and her eyes became moist. I know why. It was this moment that she wanted me to talk about her husband.

      “We honor Salvatore and his men. All of those who served the Nivans and fought for the right to be considered citizens again in this land. They are worthy of your praise,” I started. “But there is another man that needs to be honored tonight.” My heart started to pound. I didn’t know that this burden would fall upon me, to tell the Nivans of what happened to Andoni San Diego. But Laren couldn’t speak about her husband without breaking down, and so I had volunteered to do it.

      “Andoni San Diego is gone,” I began.

      Gasps filled the air. I saw Pyper’s countenance change, her smile was gone, and she hugger her mother tightly, burying her face against her mother’s bosom. I had to look away from her before I could continue.

      “The last time you saw your former Chief Hunter was when we set out to rescue the body of a young Nivan who died in the Akean Wine Festival, and it was so because he was hurt in that battle. A general wounded him and he was dying as we journeyed back to Nivaton. He didn’t want to make you worry. He didn’t want you to lose hope should you learn that you have lost your leader, and so he asked that his death not be announced yet.

      “He knew that he wouldn’t survive the day so he asked me to end it for him. I didn’t want to,” I paused. “But your former Chief Hunter is an honorable man, and I wanted to honor him in death. It will bring a great dishonor to the clan if the Chief Hunter dies from a foreigner’s hand. When he requested that I swing the sword that will take him back to your ancestors, I hesitated at first because how can I kill such an honorable man?” I had to stop talking because I was finding it hard to speak anymore. My voice had gone throaty. And then, I looked down on my hand and saw that it was wet where a teardrop had fallen. I didn’t know that I was crying.

      “And so I did,” I said. “Forgive me. But please, spend a moment to honor him.” Those were the last words that I said. 

      After that, I couldn’t stay there anymore. I couldn’t stand the loneliness that all of a sudden engulfed each person.

      I thought I was alone when I heard a voice speak.

      “It was Mayo’s father, wasn’t it?”

      I turned to see Pyper. Her face was streaked with tears, and her eyes were narrowed at me. “It was him, wasn’t it? That’s why you didn’t want me to rescue Mayo. That’s why you kept on telling me to forget about my friend. It’s because you knew that his father was the one who killed my father!” she yelled, and then she slumped down on the ground, sobbing. “How could you not tell me that my father was dead?”

      I had no words for Pyper. I was crushed seeing her like this, but it is the right time to tell everyone. We must honor the dead, all of them who had served us, and then we must move on.

      I crouched down beside Pyper and then I hugged her tightly.
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      LAMARE AMARK

      I could sense Laren’s loss. It was very much akin to what I probably felt when I lost Timbukte Lassis. She may not remember me, but that won’t stop me from being a friend to her. We were that and more. We were best friends.

      “I have no words to offer you,” I said. She was sitting beside Amaya, and when I moved close to her, Amaya stood up and left us, perhaps sensing that we needed some moment alone.

      Laren exhaled. Her eyes were moist and I can see that she was trying so hard not to cry.

      “I had known,” she said. “Elder Mahen didn’t tell me, he brought me back my husband’s head.”

      My eyes rounded. How horrible would that have been for her. “I think that I have gotten stronger over the days, but the pain, it lingers. I couldn’t shake it off,” she said.

      I reached out to hold her hand and just sat silently beside her because there are no words that would take away her loneliness. We whiled away the night. Sometimes, just knowing that there’s someone beside you helps you get over the loss.

      “This feels surreal,” Laren said, breaking the silence. “You feel surreal.” She was staring at me now. “It’s as though I know you. It’s as though we’ve been friends before, and yet, I couldn’t place you. I remember someone who used to spend time with Timbukte Lassis, but I couldn’t be certain. I feel that we must have been friends.”

      I wished she would remember me. But if not, it’s not that important because we still have each other. I smiled at her. “We can be friends now,” I said.
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      KINO AMARK

      The next events that followed were hard to explain. I understand that Pyper was grieving her father’s loss, so she was always sour and cranky. Most of the time, she would snap at Mayo and me. Well, for the most part, it was Mayo she was mad at.

      I decided to keep my mouth shut because Pyper was mourning. I have given her weeks to return to normal, but a month has passed and she’s as angry as ever.

      In the meantime, the Nivans and rebels were practicing their skills because in a few days, we will begin the journey to Kanela to declare the war against the Emperor. All I could hear were the clashing of wooden swords, the thunk of the arrows, and the swishing of the javelins as they were released in the air. 

      As for me, I kept on practicing my power. Even though grandpa is no longer with me, I stuck to my schedule. I made sure not to falter on keeping up with my tasks to ensure that I can rely on my power when I need it. Even if I can use my power now in a heartbeat, that doesn’t mean that I have to stop practicing.

      Mayo was with me and he was chattering about the last dragon’s egg. “Do you remember Amenoros?” he said. “He’s the reason why I am more certain that there’s a dragon egg. He practically changed the topic when Dogan asked him about it as though just speaking about it is already an aberration from what they vowed to protect.”

      “We have a different task. Like the Chief Hunter said, we will fight against the Emperor so we must forget about the dragon’s egg. It’s not important anymore if the Emperor is no longer looking for it.”

      “That only means that if we beat him to it, then all the more that he’ll be on the losing end,” Mayo insisted. 

      To this, I laughed. The Emperor? On the losing end? That must have been the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard.

      “Oh, will you please shut up! If you want to go to Karis Thia and chase the dragon’s egg, then leave! No one’s asking you to stay!” Pyper yelled, catching me by surprise. She was so silent earlier that I had forgotten she was with us before her outburst. Moon-turns ago, Mayo would have pouted and cried, but it seemed like he had grown up too. He slumped his shoulders and frowned, but he did not cry.

      “What’s wrong with you? I’m just saying that perhaps it would be a good choice to do it especially now that the Emperor is no longer looking for it,” Mayo further explained.

      “I’m tired of having you around!” Pyper shouted. “Everywhere I go, you’re there. You’re always trailing after Kino. And it just annoys me so.”

      “Pyper, he’s my best friend. Of course, he will always be around. Just like with you. I also want to be with you all the time,” I explained.

      And then to my astonishment, Pyper  roke into sobs. “His father killed my father. Do you know that the general Elder Mahen talked about was General Rener Calo? How can I not get tired of his presence when every time I look at his face I see his father’s murdering face.”

      Mayo was astounded. He didn’t say anything. He stood up and turned around to leave, and then he glanced back at us. “If my father hadn’t killed your father in that battle, wouldn’t it have been your father who killed mine? There’s a reason they say that all is fair in war. When you do engage in war, whatever the outcome was already consented to by both parties. If you can’t understand that, then I will go.” Mayo looked at Pyper for a long time but when she said nothing, and her cries only got worse, Mayo turned around and left.

      And as for me, well—I didn’t exactly know what to say. So I just sat there and tried to put my arm around Pyper, but because she was angry, she pushed me away before running all the way back to the tent that she was staying at.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      MAYO CALO

      Stupid Pyper being stupid again, I thought. I was caught off-guard with what she said, and how can I make it up to her? How? It wasn’t me who killed her father and besides, it was a battle. People die in the battlefield. There’s no reason to be so mad at me.

      But anyway, I know when I’m not wanted so I will just go to Karis Thia and continue the search for the last dragon’s egg. If Pyper doesn’t want me here, then I don’t want to be here too! I will go as far as I can just to be away from stupid Pyper!

      I hope Dogan will go with me. Fat chance that Kino will go with me! Hah! All he wanted to do since we reunited was stare at Pyper’s face! I am so close to throwing a fit at our situation. And this, Pyper yelling at me even though I did nothing wrong is the last straw!
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        * * *

      

      Quila didn’t want to go with me.

      Goemi was still sick. She’s still taken care of by Lady Amaya, but she hasn’t gone out of the tent since we got here. Her hair has started to grow out, thank God!

      And Kino, well, I didn’t even ask him. If Miroe were here perhaps he would have said yes if I asked him to join me.

      But that’s alright because Dogan agreed to go with me. He said that he wanted to find out about the dragon too. He didn’t look too happy about leaving the Nivans, but seeing that I will go with or without him seemed to have forced him into doing it.

      And even though I could have told him no, I didn’t want to, because I’m afraid to go on my own.

      I would sleep on it now. I’m hurt, by the way. Hurt that I would be let go of that easily for something that I did not do.

      “Hey,” Kino said. I turned around, surprised to find him here.

      “I will be leaving. I think that it’s important to go and search for the dragon’s egg—”

      “I’m going too,” Kino said, much to my surprise.

      “Really? You’re choosing me over Pyper?” I said.

      “Stop being ridiculous,” he said. “I used Sniffling now and guess where the Emperor is.”

      “Karis Thia!” I said in surprise. “So does that mean that he is out to search for the last dragon’s egg?”

      “I don’t know. But if we’re going to war with him, I think that’s where we should go, right?” he said. He mumbled something that I didn’t quite catch.

      “What’s that?” I said.

      “I said Pyper doesn’t want to go,” Kino said. “I talked to her first and told her that it’s where we should go, but the Nivans and the rebels all want to go to Kanela. The Chief Hunter said that if we must go start a war against the Empire, then it must be at the capital, which is of course, Kanela.

      “But it has to be in secret,” Kino said. “I know that Pyper won’t tell anyone about our plan, but we still have to go early in the morning tomorrow so no one would stop us.”

      I nodded eagerly. Talk about good luck. Just when I thought my best friend had deserted me, he changed his mind and decided to go with me.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, I was freezing as I stood beside Kino and Dogan. We’ve been here for minutes already and yet, Kino just wouldn’t go, as though he was waiting for something.

      “It’s so cold here. Can we leave now?” I asked. The moment that we start moving, we’ll feel our body’s temperature go up due to exertion.

      Kino looked around as though he was searching for something, and then I finally figured it out.

      “She’s not coming, Kino,” I said. “If you’re waiting for Pyper, then I’m telling you now. She wouldn’t forgive me for the sin my father committed. In her mind, I killed her father. I’m sorry.”

      Kino looked away as though he was trying hard not to cry. And then after a while, he nodded, picked up his bag, and we started on our journey.
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      PYPER SAN DIEGO

      I was rubbing my arms to make the cold go away as I watched Kino, Mayo, and Dogan leave. I was hiding from above a tree so Kino wouldn’t see me. 

      Yesterday, he told me about the journey, and he asked me to go with them. I wanted to, but I think I couldn’t be with Mayo just yet.

      Kino said that if I go here today, that means that I have forgiven Mayo for his father’s sin. He said that I must not forget who Mayo was to me. That before we were even friends, Mayo had saved my life already.

      And that was true.

      Kino went away thinking that I haven’t forgiven Mayo yet. 

      That’s not quite true. I am here because I think I understand that it wasn’t Mayo’s fault. I just need more time to mourn my father first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21 - Karis Thia
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      DOGAN RONDA

      We were back in Karis Thia, and this time around, the Emperor’s men were here. That’s what we heard. So we must be careful now.

      I still have no idea how to find the dragon’s egg, but the most important thing is to avoid running into the Emperor’s men. I also heard that the Emperor was residing in the ruins of the Karisian Palace where the King of Karis Thia lived before with the dragons.

      “If we get captured here, there will be no rebels to rescue us. We’re on our own,” I said.

      “I can make the three of us invisible,” Kino said.

      “If the Tree Runners would come to our aid, that would serve us well,” I said. Then I crouched and touched the ground, sending a signal to my brothers. After a while, I stood up. “Let’s go,” I said.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was past lunchtime when I noticed that there was someone following us, and when I came after it, I saw that it was Amenoros.

      “Brother,” I said. “It is good to see you again.”

      “You called?” he asked in his usual throaty voice.

      “The Emperor’s men are scattered all around, and my companion are just children—”

      “Hey!” Mayo and Kino objected. 

      “I need someone who can fight with me in case there’s a need for that,” I continued, ignoring Mayo and Kino.

      Amenoros looked uneasy, but after a while, he agreed. “My brothers, they don’t want us anymore. They said that since we walked away from the Emperor’s summon, we can no longer rejoin them.  So the three of us, we’re just wanderers now.”

      “Then it’s a good thing that you joined us. We can offer you protection too,” I said.

      Amenoros chuckled. “Forgive me, brother, I thank you for that kind remark. Nevertheless, I don’t think that you can offer us any sort of protection.” His eyes fell on Kino as he talked, and he exclaimed, “Little brother!”

      “No,” I said. “I’m little brother. Or at least that’s what your other brothers called me the first time I saw them.”

      “No,” Amenoros said. “He’s little brother. I saw him before, he’s one of us.”

      Kino grinned. “Well, I can make myself seem like a Tree Runner. It’s part of what my power can do, which is to copy another’s power.”

      “Wonderful!” Amenoros exclaimed. “Show me.”

      Kino shrugged his shoulders and then he turned into a Tree Runner. That was so odd! He looked as though he was covered with leathery stuff all over his body. He had grown taller too.

      “If we have nothing to use as firewood, we can probably use your leg,” I said, laughing. And then upon seeing that the other Tree Runners weren’t amused, I added, “Pardon me.” And then I chuckled because I thought my joke was funny. Mayo was laughing! It wasn’t just me who found it funny.

      “It’s time for lunch,” Mayo said, looking up at the sky. “The sun’s perfectly above us.”

      “Alright. Let’s see what we got,” I said.

      Kino was back to his usual self when we started eating. There wasn’t much to gobble on. What we have are just fruits again, as Mayo sorely pointed out.

      “Little brother, this is a sad day because our brothers don’t welcome us anymore, but we have a plan on how to fix that,” Amenoros said to Kino suddenly, which aroused my curiosity. Somehow, it seemed as though he trusts Kino more because he can turn into a Tree Runner.

      “What’s the plan?” Kino asked.

      Amenoros eyed him sharply. “Are you just making conversation or do you really want to know?”

      “I do because I know how it feels like to not have any family,” Kino replied innocently. Perhaps it was because of what Kino said that Amenoros started sharing a secret with us.

      “It’s about the last dragon’s egg. I’m going to tell our brothers that I have it. I will remind them of our heritage, and that we were tasked to protect it. If we do that, perhaps they will renounce their allegiance to the Emperor, and go back to Sonista with us. We are still banished, and we must not roam the land before we are released from it or else, there will be chaos. And this is what’s happening now.”

      “That’s not going to work,” I said, even though I wasn’t supposed to be part of the conversation. 

      “Why not?” Amenoros asked.

      “Because then you will be lying. And if you are found out then it will break your brotherhood even more,” I said.

      Amenoros was silent for a while. And then he stared straight at me. “I won’t be lying. Tree Runners don’t know how to lie. It is a curse. Because the first Tree Runner lied to the Princess and stole the dragon’s egg, he was cursed that he cannot lie. And we are all like that.”

      I sat frozen still. Mayo was staring at Amenoros with wide eyes.

      “Do you have the last dragon’s egg?” he asked.

      “He doesn’t have it if he cannot show it,” Kino said.

      “You will shame all the Tree Runners because right now, you’re lying to us,” Mayo pressed.

      And then Kino added, “Liar, liar, liar!”

      “Stop it,” I said. “What are you two doing taunting Amenoros?” And then it hit me, they were trying to make him show them the egg!

      Amenoros took the dragon’s egg out of his skin and showed it to them. It was almost twice the size of an ostrich’s egg, and it was covered in scales. This one was so dark with a hint of blue that one would get confused about its color. It glimmered under the sun and it seemed more like a gemstone to me than an egg. How absolutely delightful it was to look at.

      Mayo’s eyes were popping out of their sockets. Kino was staring at it in surprise as well.

      “Will it hatch?” Kino asked.

      “Nobody knows,” Amenoros said.

      “You must not continue hiding the egg. It must be destroyed,” Mayo said.

      “Nonsense,” Amenoros said. “We are its guardians. We offer it protection.”

      Then Cacoros and Ames gasped when they saw the dragon’s egg. They were back from hunting. “You showed it to them! Our lives will be in peril!”

      “We’re not going to kill you because you have the dragon’s egg. Besides, if it doesn’t hatch, how are we to know that it really is a dragon’s egg and not just some monster’s?” Kino said.

      “It doesn’t matter. Whatever type of egg that is, it has to be destroyed,” Mayo insisted. “If the last dragon’s egg remains, the Emperor will continue to hunt it. And when finally he gets it, then he would only become stronger in power.”

      “It is not to be destroyed.” Amenoros shook his head vehemently. “It was entrusted to us. Our forefather was cursed to become a Tree Runner because of this egg. We must not shame ourselves further. Ever since then, we were raised to be kind, meek, and trustworthy, but what did we do? We shamed our ancestors when we were banished to Sonista by the former Emperor Northsam Amark. Now my brothers have allied with the Emperor because of a promise that our kind can roam the world once again, my brothers knew that it was wrong because no one can release us from banishment except for the former Emperor. But every night, Sonista torments us. It was unthinkable. But then again, that was hardly a justification for what  my brothers are doing now—ravaging provinces, killing the innocent, and all because they wish to be free of Sonista’s confines. I would save them, and by showing them this egg, they would remember.”

      “Can I carry it?” Mayo asked, touching the dragon’s egg and then taking it in both hands. He looked awed by it.

      “Do not play with the Dragon’s egg,” Dogan said. “I agree with Mayo, the Emperor must not have it. There were stories of grandeur if one had a dragon by his side. A man who had nothing could amount to so much more and eventually be made king because of the power that a dragon will give him. I am sorry, brothers, but Mayo is right. We cannot let the egg survive.”

      “That is utterly nonsense.” Amenoros was furious and grabbed the egg from Mayo, but before he could, I had already reached for it.

      “Follow me,” I yelled at Mayo, who had run at full speed. Kino was also running after us.

      When we were hidden, I gave an instruction to the two boys to destroy the egg. “We must separate because the Tree Runners would be able to sense me. So the two of you must carry on with the task.”

      “Will you look for us? I don’t want to be alone here,” Mayo said.

      “Kino is with you. You’re not alone. I will lead the Tree Runners to a false trail and once I have done that, then I will come for the two of you.

      “Kino?” I said. “Go and ride the cloud. I will go the other way.”

      Kino nodded and then out of thin air, he conjured a cloud. He and Mayo stepped on it and they vanished in thin air as Kino made both of them invisible.
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      AMENOROS

      They took the last dragon’s egg. Our honor is tarnished. No, let me correct that, there’s nothing left of us anymore. I stared at Sedos and Cacoros in astonishment. How stupid was I to reveal my plans!

      “What must we do?” I said. “Our ancestors won’t accept us now should we die.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us that you have it?” Sedos asked.

      “It is supposed to be a secret. The egg gets passed on among us, and whoever has it must not tell anyone else—”

      “Then why for the love of gods did you tell them?”

      “I wanted to save the rest of our brothers and I wanted to run this idea with them.”

      “That is stupid.”

      “Forgive me, brothers,” I said. “I make stupid mistakes sometimes.”

      Sedos bent down on the ground and concentrated. He seemed to be communicating.

      “What are you doing?” I said in panic. “Stop it! You must not tell them.”

      “Our brothers must know because we have to catch the thieves and get the dragon’s egg back. They’re flying on that cloud thing, how do you expect us to get it back?” Sedos was yelling, which was hardly ever done by a Tree Runner. He bent down on the ground again and I could feel the words that he was transmitting on the ground.

      The last dragon’s egg was taken. We need to retrieve it. We have lost our honor. Help us hunt the last egg. Forgive us, brothers.

      And then after a while, the ground vibrated as Tree Runners started appearing around us.

      “You’ve lost it?” Martel asked. “That’s the only thing we live for, and you lost it. The Emperor must know.”

      “No,” I said in a rush. “Don’t tell the Emperor. He will take it if he learns where it is.”

      “You failed us when you left Sonista. And we are with the Emperor now. He has set us free.”

      “He is not allowed to do that because he was not the one who cursed us. He cannot release us! It doesn’t work that way,” I yelled, much to my surprise.

      “It’s not important anymore. We’re free. You’re still not,” Martel said before leaving. Our other brothers went away with him.

      Sedos and Cacoros were looking at me and then they left me too.
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      PYPER SAN DIEGO

      I was riding a tiger and it was scary and exciting at the same time. Elder Mahen was doing the same, and we were making good time. I think that we have already entered Karis Thia.

      It was bad enough that I had to drag the Elder with me, but I needed his help to get here fast. I couldn’t take it that I let my friends go without me. What if something bad happens? Who’s going to protect them? And all because I was mad at Mayo for something that he did not do.

      I still can’t believe that my father is gone. There will be no one to call me monkey, or Peeps… None of the evening talks. No one to joke around with. I don’t want to cry anymore, but it seems impossible at the moment. The wind was blowing so fast against my face that it began to feel numb. I wish that every part of me could feel that way so that I won’t have to suffer so much from my father’s loss.

      Elder Mahen stopped and I made the tiger stop too. I didn’t know how I did it until I saw Elder Mahen mouthing some words to the tiger. It was him controlling my ride after all.

      “We’re here, Pyper,” he said. “We just have to find them. Wait a minute.”

      The sky was suddenly filled with a flock of birds, and then one of them separated from the group and flew towards the Elder. It was amazing whenever I got to witness the Elder talking to his friends. The bird was perched on his shoulder and he was looking directly at the bird’s eyes. Melodies were coming out of the Elder’s mouth as though he was whistling. His power was such a gift from the Gods in that it highlights the kinship between man and animals.

      “Irina said that there were boys flying with them,” Elder Mahen said.

      “That’s great. Where to?”

      “To Mount Kabloo, the highest volcano in Karis Thia.”

      “But why would they go there?” I said, confused.

      “Irina said that there seems to be an egg.”

      “Dear gods, did they find the last Dragon’s egg? But why would they go to the volcano?”

      “There’s only one way to find out,” he said. “Hold tight.” And then we were on the run again riding our tigers.
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      MIROE PASAP

      The Emperor went to Karis Thia ahead of us, but Lady Sol and I were not so far behind to follow.  Lady Sol insisted that I learn from her first about the ways of the Emperor so we had to spend a few days together, but now that I have at least been made familiar about his ways, we began the journey, and now, we’re here. 

      “My sister would have loved this place,” I said. “She wanted to travel, and well, we’ve been traveling a long time, but we never got the chance to go here. If we did, we would have completed roaming Akea. Oh, except for Lacay Islands. We didn’t have the means to ride a ship.”

      “I didn’t know you have a sister. Where is she?” Lady Sol asked.

      I didn’t know that this kind of question still gets to me. “Twin sister,” I said, correcting her. “She didn’t want to be with me anymore.” Saying those words made me feel kind of lonely.

      Lady Sol must have sensed this because she fell silent and didn’t ask anymore questions about my Goemi.

      “I waited a long time to be of service to the Emperor,” I said. 

      “That’s interesting. Although I must say that many citizens aspire to be on the good side of the Emperor, it isn’t easy,” she said, glancing at me. “Once you pledge your life to the Emperor, nothing that used to be yours will really be yours alone. Not your time, not your space, nothing. He will own you just like the rest of us.”

      “Was that resentment that I heard, my lady?” I asked.

      Sol looked shocked to have let some of her emotions show for she was the very definition of calmness herself. Perhaps, all these years serving the Emperor had made her detest him a little. She shook her head.

      “The Emperor owns me now, but it was I who had made that fealty. I wasn’t forced or anything. And it wasn’t as though I regret it. No, there’s nothing of that.”

      “All my life, I have sought—” I stopped.

      “What?” Sol asked. “Please continue.”

      “Nothing,” I said. I changed my tone and said another thing, “Life is never simple especially for those who were not born so lucky. But you are a lady, you would never understand.”

      “Do you think my years serving the Emperor of Akea had not made me see the impoverished all over this land? Do you think that just because I wear silk and gemstones that I know not of the problems of the common man? Do you think that my stomach doesn’t complain when there’s no food for a long time? That my throat doesn’t get parched when there’s a long journey and there’s no water to be found? That I do not breathe the same air that all of you who claim to be the oppressed and to quote you, the not-so-lucky-ones? You are mistaken, my boy.”

      “That is not what I was alluding to my lady. Forgive me if by my saying so, I have hit some sensitive spot. You may be breathing the same air as we, but while we breathe it putrid from the scent of filth and hard work, you may be breathing your share on a terrace while drinking some wine on a goblet. Surely the stink of the sewers would not reach your nose.

      “And you speak about not having food for a long time? Does that mean that our definition of long is the same? For you, long could mean a few hours, a day perhaps at most, but do you know what it means for those who are forever hungry? Who lives just to get scraps of food, and who had nothing else to think about, for how could they when all day long their stomachs keep on reminding them about that hollow space that hardly ever gets nourishment?

      “You have your challenges, my lady, but to presume that you understand what it means to be poor is such an arrogant understatement of the way we actually live,” I said. My cheeks felt hot as though I was arguing with Lady Sol heatedly.

      Sol was taken aback by what I said. What could she be thinking? Did she think I’m weird to be saying all of these things? But these were my thoughts, the Emperor couldn’t own that. There is a big political dilemma in Akea. The Kings and Lords get wealthier, and the poor become poorer. The other alternative to being poor is death. Poverty has existed for as long as there has been human life—it is then unjust to think that some man, even though he is the Emperor—could resolve such a problem. I understand that, but still, he has to do something about it.

      After a while, she said, “I don’t know what you have gone through, but believe me, I have seen enough to know what it means to be poor—”

      “Seeing children fight over scraps of food is not the same as actually eating mud, my lady,” I said. Then I stopped the horse that I was riding on and jumped from it. I crouched down and dug my right hand deep into the puddle on the road. Dark brown water dripped from the sides of my clenched fist as I raised it.

      “This, my lady, is what I am talking about,” I said. Then I ate the mud that I was holding in my hand, eyes not leaving Lady Sol. I was challenging her. For her to think that she understood poverty? For a lady to claim she understands it? I don’t think so.

      “Do not presume to know just because you see it. There is no excuse as to why the Palace would not be able to give a better solution to the most basic problems of the people,” I said.

      Although surprised, Lady Sol managed to regain her composure. Without second thoughts, she alighted from her horse, walked calmly towards the puddle where I was, and slowly dug her hand into the puddle. When she had enough mud on her hands, she put them on her mouth.

      “The journey might still take some time and I do not want to get hungry,” she said. Then she ate the mud that she was holding. She fished for the water bottle on her side and took a long gulp. “It is quite sticky. You should also have a drink so that you won’t be so thirsty,” Sol said.

      I was stunned to silence. This woman did the unthinkable so she can win an argument with me, and yet, it seemed as though she was not doing it for show. 

      “Thank you, my lady,” I said quietly. I went back to my horse. Lady Sol moved gracefully and in a few seconds, she was also back in her saddle. “Now, this is quite a fascinating conversation, my lad. Tell me more about what the Emperor’s rule should know about, and I assure you, something will be done about these hardships. Those that affected you for so long have made you so embittered at the world. Share those hardships with me, so that somehow, I may give justice to your afflictions.”

      I felt my cheeks heating again in shame. “Do not get me wrong, my lady. I am here because I volunteered my services to the Emperor—”

      “True, but why do I sense that the reason for that is not because of your unwavering loyalty to His Highness, Emperor McWindStorm Arren?”

      “There are reasons,” I mumbled.

      “No rule is perfect,” Sol said. “But we obey the rulers as long as they have the common good in their head. If that is still their purpose, then we obey. The moment that a ruler places himself higher than his purpose, that is the only time that a rebellion is justified.” Sol laughed weakly. “So tell me, why do you want to serve the Emperor?” Sol asked.

      And just like that, I seem to see Lady Sol now in a different light. She’s not a pretentious woman. She probably does understand what it means to be poor. When she ate the mud, it didn’t seem like she was just acting—it seemed so real. She was a formidable woman, intelligent and strong. And so, so elegant. I have never met anyone so unnerving.
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived in the Karisian Palace, the Emperor was about to leave the Palace. Soldiers surrounded him and he was giving instructions.

      “Your Grace,” Lady Sol said.

      “You finally arrived,” he said in a mocking tone. “Are you tired of defying me already?”

      “I am loyal to the Emperor, Your Grace,” she answered.

      “Then prove to me that you are loyal to me. Stop hiding in the palace. Your power is not just to heal and calm people,” he said. But before Lady Sol could respond to that, the Emperor rode a cloud and flew away; and the soldiers followed him out.

      “Aren’t we supposed to join him?” I asked.

      Lady Sol was studying the Emperor. “No. One thing you should remember, if he doesn’t invite you, it is a sin to go after him.”
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      KINO AMARK

      “I’m tired. Wait,” I said. And then I made the cloud that we were riding on go down. The cloud dissipated and we were back on the ground again.

      “We’re near the mouth of Mt. Kabloo,” Mayo said. We can take the hike from here. Let’s go.”

      Too much use of my power has exhausted me, but we need to keep going. I hope that there’s nothing here to surprise us. I stopped to look back and saw that there were soldiers climbing the volcano.

      “Um, Mayo,” I said. He turned to look at where I was looking at and gasped when he saw the soldiers that were fast approaching us.

      “I think we should run,” he said.

      Even though I was too tired to do so, I have no option but to do just that. “Come on!” And then I started to run to the top of the volcano. “Why are we going up here?”

      “Because no one would suspect us to go here,” Mayo replied. “Well, I’m sorry if I’m wrong!”

      We kept on running, but I was wondering, once we get to the crater, what will happen next? How are we going to escape? Are we supposed to go down the other side?

      All kinds of loose thoughts were running inside my head when the Emperor appeared. He was riding the cloud. When he saw them, he hurled air towards them. 

      “Run, Mayo!” I shouted. Then as the air hit our bodies, we slammed against the ground. Mayo stood up and started running away again.

      I shuffled my power and copied the Emperor’s power, hurling a block of air against him. Then I conjured a cloud formation and hopped on it, and swept past Mayo. “Grab my hand,” I said, and then we were both riding the cloud.

      Lightning covered the sky and thunder started to roll.

      “Just keep going up,” Mayo said.

      “Kino!” somebody shouted. I turned to look and saw Pyper riding a tiger! Elder Mahen was with her too, and so was Dogan!

      “Keep going, the Emperor is right behind us,” I shouted back.

      And then I wasn’t able to say anything more because he was there, hurling lightning at us.

      “Just fly us over the crater, Kino!” Mayo said in a panic. And since I couldn’t think straight anymore, I just did what he asked from me. I pushed at the cloud, making it go faster. 

      But the Emperor beat us and threw a lightning bolt at us. I was able to escape it, but we rolled on the ground that was already shaking violently. It was growing hotter by the minute.

      The Emperor flew closer to us with cloaks of dark clouds surrounding him, and there were flashes of lightning circling him, which was a display of his power waiting to be unleashed. He raised his arms as though to call on lightning again, but before he could do it, I had already thrown lightning towards him. The Emperor though was quick to dodge it. 

      The soldiers that were riding the cloud with the Emperor jumped down, and they were now coming after Pyper, Dogan, and Elder Mahen. They would have captured my friends easily, if they weren’t riding tigers.

      The Emperor struck again and this time, he was shooting lightning so quickly that it was almost impossible for me to avoid. But I was able to Shuffle with my power, and I was able to run in a flash.

      Pyper must have turned invisible because I could no longer see her and the tiger that she was riding on.

      Mayo was running away from the soldiers, but anywhere he went, the land would erupt as a result of the fighting that was happening. But he kept on pushing towards the volcano’s crater.

      Dogan was the only one who seemed to be doing something for us that might actually be saving us. He kept hurtling vines towards the soldiers, casting them as though they were webs at the soldiers. One by one the soldiers fell, but the vines were not enough. There were just too many of the Emperor’s men.

      Tomy horror, the Tree Runners started appearing. I made a cloud again, hopped on it, and flew towards where Mayo already was.

      I could see him standing near the mouth of the volcano. He raised his hands and the dragon’s egg glistened as sunlight hit it.

      “No!” the Emperor yelled.

      Mayo threw the egg towards the mouth of the volcano. It was gone. I flew faster towards Mayo because now, the Emperor was attacking him.

      The volcano did another rumble and Mayo slid and rolled.

      “Mayo, grab my hand!” I shouted as I swooped down and hurled him up.

      “It’s gone. Destroyed. No one will have a use for it anymore,” he said.

      But when I glanced back, I saw that the Emperor had stopped chasing me and instead, he was eyeing the volcano. And then he went inside, riding the cloud.

      “You’re wrong!” I said in panic. “The Emperor just went after it. The dragon’s egg won’t die in there, but instead—” 

      “It will hatch!” we both said in unison.

      Then as though we both understood what we needed to do, I made a sharp turn and flew back towards the volcano’s crater.

      This time, I was racing against the Emperor as we plunged down to the mouth of the volcano. Mayo was gripping my waist tightly.

      “Hold on!” I shouted as steam blew towards my face. It was so hot inside. I don’t think I can last another second here.

      So I shuffled my power again and used the Tree Runner’s power so that now, I am covered with bark. It didn’t provide enough protection, but at least it stopped me from getting scorched. But Mayo—he doesn’t have any protection. I have to be fast.

      But everywhere I looked, there was no egg. It was gone! Perhaps I was wrong. The egg could have been destroyed by the lava.

      And then I heard a soft purring sound from my back. I turned around quickly and saw what seemed like a small lizard. It was as big as my arm, and it was blowing off some fumes. “The egg has hatched,” I said, amazed. 

      We flew towards it and I quickly grabbed it and then flew up at a very high speed.

      The walls of the volcano started to shake, and the lava was fast rising. As we exited the crater, the volcano started blowing lava.

      I flew away so fast, barely escaping the first batch of the lava.

      “It’s exploding!” shouted everyone.

      “Where are they?” I asked. “Search for Pyper. The Elder! Dogan! We can’t leave them here.”

      “We won’t be able to find them. They’re probably invisible by now,” Mayo said, coughing. His eyes were all red.

      “All right, just make sure to hold tightly!” I said, and then Mayo screamed as I doubled our speed.

      There were still some soldiers going up and we ran across them, shouting, “Get out of the way! The volcano is about to explode!”

      Then the volcano gave off lava like it was fireworks. I could hear the loud pleas for help by the soldiers, but there was nothing I could do anymore.

      The good thing was, the Emperor was no longer chasing me. Perhaps I had lost him. I was wrong. He was immediately at my back. I pushed the cloud to go faster, but even if I did, the Emperor could maneuver the cloud he was riding on better. It was as though he was just gliding in the air. He hurled a wave of air towards us, hitting us straight at our backs. I lost focus as pain enveloped my entire body. We spiraled in the air for a few seconds before we were thrown down on the ground.

      I held the dragon tightly and made both of us invisible, but Mayo was thrown far away from me. I searched for him, but couldn’t find him.

      The land rumbled, and this time, it was not simply because of the earthquake, but rather, it was caused by the running footsteps of the soldiers. 

      And then I saw Mayo. He got up, still wobbly on his feet.

      The Emperor saw him too. He raised his hand to strike a lightning at where Mayo was, but before anything could be thrown at him, Pyper was already there beside Mayo, extending her invisibility to him.

      “Dogan!” said Mayo.

      “There’s nothing I can do for him,” Pyper said. “Run!”

      I finally got the strength to conjure a cloud again and then slowed down so that they could hop in. I was scared because the Emperor could just be at our backs, so I concentrated on escaping Karis Thia.

      But out of the corner of my eye, I saw the Emperor walking towards Dogan, unmindful of all the soldiers around him, and uncaring of whether Mayo and I were still around with the Dragon. To the Emperor, Dogan was not a threat because he has no special power.

      Dogan made vines rise from the land to shield him from the attack of the soldiers, but there were just too many of them. Pyper was shivering in fear and she was clutching Mayo’s hand tightly.

      The Emperor was close now.

      “Kino, let’s go save Dogan,” Pyper said. I wanted to say no.

      Then she jumped from the cloud and ran all the way to where Dogan was still standing.

      Mayo was running beside her, clutching tightly at her hand. The Emperor raised his hand and struck, but at that point, Pyper had already extended her hand and touched Dogan.

      For a millisecond, Dogan stood still, as though expecting some kind of transformation to happen to him, but he remained visible.

      The Emperor managed to laugh when he realized the futile attempt of my friends to make Dogan invisible.

      But then, to his surprise, Dogan vanished. He howled as he realized that he might not be able to get us in this encounter. There will be many others, I was certain of that, because the Emperor won’t stop hunting me until I’m dead.

      “Get them! Kill everyone that’s moving! I won’t lose them this time!” Those were the last words I heard the Emperor yell. 

      By now, we were already high up in the air, invisible, and we watched as Karis Thia blew off lava like fireworks on the Akean Wine Festival celebration.

      I was terrified but I was also happy because it just crossed my mind that Pyper saved Mayo. Maybe she doesn’t realize it yet, but her actions told me that she had forgiven Mayo.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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      MAERCELLA BENILDE

      It was too late when I reached the Karisian Palace because Wind was no longer there. I could feel the earth’s tremor and it’s almost non-stop now. I had to clutch at Laross’s hand to keep myself steady. And because of this turn of events, I am worried that my time in Akea must be coming to an end.

      Then there was violent shaking of the land.

      “We must run now,” Laross said.

      “I have to see my son. I know this. I know I won’t make it out of here alive so I must earn his forgiveness.”

      “If you remain alive, there will be a time for that, so let’s hurry.”

      “No!” I said. And then I turned around and witnessed the spectacular explosion of lava from the mouth of the tallest volcano. It was almost night time and the orange glow against the darkening sky was mystical. Then the volcano nearest it also erupted. And then the one beside it. They erupted within minutes of interval. The volcanoes were putting on a good show.

      My heart started to pound.

      And then everything happened just as it did in my dream.

      I saw the face that I’ve been dreading—that of Soleran Dugress. She was making her way towards me.

      I looked up at Laross. “It is she,” I said. Laross’ lips were drawn in a snarl.

      “My queen,” he said. “Let’s go. Only death awaits us here.”

      “Do you remember what destiny is?” I asked calmly. “It is doing what you are supposed to be doing. And this right here is my destiny.”

      Then I reached out to touch Laross’s face and kissed him lightly on the lips. “Remember your destiny. When I am gone, go serve my son.”

      Laross froze as though he realized that this could be the time that I told him about.

      “No!” he shouted as he reached out to grab my arm.

      The volcanoes continued rumbling, and lava was continuously flowing.

      I am now face to face with Soleran.

      “Save yourself,” Sol said. “As long as the Emperor doesn’t see you, he won’t know that you have not disobeyed his order to not show your face to him again.”

      “You are too kind,” I said. “You will make my son a wonderful husband someday. Take care of him,” I said.

      “Go!” Sol urged. “He’s not here. Save yourself from the volcanoes.”

      She has a kind heart, that I can be sure of. And when she spoke to me, my heart calmed, and I remembered that it was her power. It came to me then, that perhaps this was the reason it was destined to happen. “I understand now. Why I am here,” I said softly. “I am here so I can save my son somehow. It is you. You are the salvation that my son needs. He would never forgive me. He would always remember me as the one who abandoned him. But you, my dear child, your loyalty, your love, will be able to save him.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying,” Soleran replied. “Go now, Maercella.”

      Tears streaked my cheeks. I could hear the loud pounding of my heartbeat. My time is coming.

      “Give him my love,” I said.

      The volcano shook again. Sol didn’t see the boulder that was hurtling down towards her direction—but I did. So I pushed Sol to safety and ended up crushed by the burning boulder.

      This was how it was supposed to be in my dream. That even as I faced death, I was thinking of my son.

      Before I lost consciousness, I heard Laross scream.
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      ELDER TALA

      “No!” I shouted, and then I used Distantekus to remove the boulder from Maercella. But I was too late. Her body was maimed and burnt. There was nothing I could do anymore to save her.

      I remembered her words:

      My love, if you remain true to me, obey my request. Pledge your loyalty to my son. He is who he is, he is what he has become, because of me. Do not hate him for his hardness and for the dreams that he has. He is just like you and me. We dream. We yearn. And in some ways, we might do some bad things. But my son is my son. He is not so vile as a man. Serve him, and should you do that, I will await you in the next life.

      Yours if you remain true,

      Maercella Benilde, House Benilde

      Former Queen of Ameres

      I have always served her.  I searched for the Nivans because she asked me to infiltrate them to get information that I can share with her because she wanted to be in the Emperor’s good graces. In the last months, I have allied with the Nivans but only because I wanted to win their trust, and once they did, then that’s the time that I would kill the Chief Hunter. 

      And all of these things I was prepared to do because of Maercella. Now that she’s gone, there’s no more sense in doing that. I don’t have to pretend any longer. Let it be known that I am a supporter of the Emperor—McWindStorm Arren—Maercella Benilde’s son.
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        * * *

      

      I was filled with anguish as I created a ledge from earth and rode it, using my power to move it and push it forward, hoping that I would get to the battlefield fast enough. I came across the Emperor’s soldiers and they were all running away because of the heavy lava flow.

      The Emperor was gone now, I could not see him anywhere, even as I gazed up above the sky. There was no trace of the cloud that he usually rode.

      “Tala!” I heard a familiar voice shout. “We have to escape now. The lava is going to kill everyone!” It was Mahen Dilo. How appropriate that I should meet him now. This man is a traitor! Someone who turned his back on the Emperor and willfully sided with the Nivans.

      He was escaping fast because he was riding a tiger. I chased after him, pushing the ledge that I was riding on. And when I was close to him, he said, “You’re going faster than I am, let me ride with you.”

      I smiled at him. “Of course,” I said. And I watched as he jumped from the tiger and stepped on the ledge.

      “You have made me betray the Emperor, even for a while,” I said. Mahen turned to look at me, his eyes rounding. “Yes, I am back. I have always been the Emperor’s supporter, but I needed to gain the Nivans’ trust, and then pounce when I think it would hit the hardest. Timing is everything.”

      “Don’t do this,” Mahen said. Perhaps he realized how he had entrusted his life to me now, and how easy it would be for me to leave him out here to die.

      “All these years, do you think you’re doing the heroic thing, siding with these Nivans? But what do you really know, Mahen? No matter who rules Akea, it doesn’t really matter. There will be injustice. There will be the continuing gap between the rich and the poor. There will still be suffering. The only ones who survive are those who know how to make use of a bad situation and turn it into something that’s favorable for him. And because of your ideals, you are going to die here,” I said. “Alone.”
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      ELDER MAHEN DILO

      “Itare adlin araw ti punta. Itare anyo,”  I shouted.

      “What are you saying?” Tala said. And then his eyes widened as he realized what I was doing. I didn’t want to kill him, but I cannot die here. I don’t think that this is the last battle that I was supposed to fight. Not yet.

      And then the tiger came back and pounced on Elder Tala. It was one quick blow, and then he fell on the ground. The Tiger ran away afterwards. Elder Tala stood up and raised his hands to conjure another ledge he could ride on, but it was too late. The lava had come to flow so soon, and he screamed in anguish as he was covered in lava.

      I was also thrown away because it was Elder Tala using his power that’s making the ledge move, and now that he was no longer riding it, it stopped so abruptly sending me rolling on the ground. I stood up in a rush and ran, but the lava was flowing so swiftly that it will consume me in a short time. 

      I ran, and just when I thought that I was going to be burned, I stopped, closed my eyes, and prayed. But instead of the fiery lava enveloping me, I felt air blowing all around me. I opened my eyes only to find that a group of birds had come to rescue me. I was flying with them. They were circling me, perhaps thousands of them to make me fly. No one was big enough among them to carry me, so they moved around me, and the air that they generated allowed me to fly. It was a wonderful experience.

      “Maraming salamat,” I whispered. And the birds knew that I was thanking them in the language that only they understood. Now, I have to get myself to Kanela where the last battle will be fought.

      THE END

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Are you on Kindle Unlimited?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        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,

      Thank you! Kino, Pyper, and Mayo’s journey is almost over and I hope you are excited to learn how their story would end.

      Join me in the next and final book that will close the Kino Amark series.

      Again, thank you so much for staying on this journey.

      All the best!

      -Nick O. Norton
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            A look into Book 11
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      The Last Dragon’s Egg was discovered and has hatched, but even though Drakus was safely in Kino’s possession, the battle with the Emperor still rages on.

      The time has not come to fight the Emperor in the final battle. But prior to that, Kino yearns to discover his true heritage. Who was his father? Who was his grandmother? Why was his power so strong? Will he discover the answers to this before facing the Emperor or will he risk his life now knowing the answer to these questions?

      Will Kino Amark emerge triumphant against the storm-wielding, all-powerful Emperor McWindStorm Arren?

      

      Get the final book in the Kino Amark series now from Amazon for only $2.99! 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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