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  Preface


I am a creator of worlds and a conqueror of my imaginations. I am a seeker of truth in all its forms, and I won’t deny that I express heavy disappointment when the truth I seek alters from my fantasized idea of the world. I’m an adventurer of the mind, though I’m still trying to get better at my adventure in nature. I am in awe at the beauty of the world and ache at its inequities. I know of balance, and the unchangeable flaws of people, but I still selfishly hope everything about the world was all-good. Can it ever be? Or is our objective idea of “all-good” flawed? I would understand in all honesty because I myself am flawed. A flawed man, a hopeful man, a black man. I write my stories hoping to create the fantasized ideas of the world I build in my head. I create the characters with a love I didn’t even know I could have for scribbled words on a piece of paper. Love for the ones you may deem objectively good or objectively bad; each one I put careful thought into, to craft their dreams and their desires. I apologize in advance however, because even in my fantasized world, I couldn’t make everything “all-good”. I found my idea of that was also flawed. 
I’m a creator of worlds and a conqueror of my imagin… hmmm, I wonder if my imaginations rather conquered me?






  
  
To all those who helped me get here. The list might be too long to write but know that you’ll always be appreciated in my heart.   






  
  Chapter one
Into The World’s Abyss


“Breathe ... Let the wind guide your hands and focus on your target.”  
The string weighed tense on her fingers and the fletching steadied as the breeze kissed her cheek. Her father’s words echoed in her ears. The point of her arrow gazed at her opponent, its golden skin bathed in sunlight unbeknownst to the perils that lay hidden. With her fingers firmly nocked, it raised its eyes, meeting her gaze; two little dark voids each bordered by fur white as clouds. It stood unmoving, oblivious to its fate though its eyes still begged for mercy. Naemi stared back, doubt filling her heart, she let go.
“Hahaha — I knew she couldn’t kill it, father!” Her brother uttered, springing out of the bushes. Naemi reached out to knock his head, but he ran.
“You can’t even hold a bow well, you doodle,” she fired back. The doe was long gone by now. Fast as lightning it scattered, maybe faster. An arrow whizzing past its ears was as good an indication as any to find new feeding grounds.
“I’m sorry father,” said Naemi. Eyes lowered, unable to glance at her father.
“You’ll get it next time, we already caught three rabbits today. Let’s head home so I can make my famous rabbit stew you like so much.” he responded. An answer that lightened his eldest child’s face. He noticed the uncertainty in her eyes as she drew her arrow toward the doe, and regretted asking her to do it even though he thought it necessary. Hunting was a great skill to have and he was eager to teach his children one of the basic foundations of survival. Naemi was a great archer, confirmed by the numerous times he’d watched her hit the center of her mark on tree targets during her “secret” practices. Weirdly, she seemed to always miss an actual target. It wasn’t until their third hunting trip that he observed her arrows consistently shooting past the prey’s ears. Close enough to signal danger but far enough not to hurt it. A couple of similar experiences followed and he kept trying, hoping that one of these days she would take the next step, but it was all for naught. At least these misses seemed to amuse her brother who was always eager to mock her afterwards.
“Hmph.”  Ozai let out a sigh. Another failed attempt.
He initially wanted to hunt the doe himself but thought this might be a wonderful teaching experience, and a great story at that. Unfortunately, he now had neither the story nor the doe, and was just grateful he had caught the three rabbits earlier. 
Naemi was now in full pursuit of her brother. Arrows hopping in their quiver as she chased after him. She was fast, but Dakai was faster. A boy of three and ten, three years younger than his sister; svelte and of medium height. He dashed past the trees, springing over branches, barks and stems with no effort. His braided black hair bounced around his head as if in excitement for his triumph in evading his sister. Naemi slowly came to a halt. Her mistake was letting him get a head-start. A mistake she never learned from. He was truly elusive. 
The walk back home was as calm as it could be. Rabbit stew, she thought. A smile plastered across her face again. It had been a while since she’d had some, and just the thought made her salivate. It could be argued her father was one of the best cooks of rabbit stew in their entire town. He was not as good at cooking other food, but for rabbit stew, he had a sorcerer’s touch. He never divulged his recipe even after the countless times she’d asked. She once guessed the secret ingredient to be ground Séte leaves in her attempt to replicate, and ended up cooking the worst stew she’d ever tasted. She remembered her father trying his best to ingest it with a pleasant face while her brother dramatically spit his scoop out of his mouth with visible displeasure. 
“Are you trying to poison us?” he blurted out. This was the day Dakai came up with her infamous “Poison princess” nickname. 
She hated it.
Admittedly, she was never a good cook and nor was her father, apart from his specialty. This much she knew. Dakai was the one with the sorcerer’s touch in this aspect. He made meals that made her taste buds dance with excitement. Of course she never acknowledged his delightful cooking, and always retorted with, “It’s a decent meal,” anytime their father gave him praise, but deep down it was one of his qualities she adored him for.
Speaking of her brother, she realized an opportunity to sneak up on him while he admired some plants ahead and burst off.

      ***The sun inched closer to rest. Its rays dimmed and the clouds scrambled in the sky as they lost their golden shrouds. The forest air smelled of green and tranquility, and the tree leaves swayed with every pulse of a breeze. The night-dwellers were on the verge of awakening and the day-wanderers made preparations for slumber. Sounds of playful teens and rustling branches rippled off trees and forest floor into the forest void.
The town wasn’t too far now. Fenced by the forest of Anul and the mountains of Lua, it boasted a sizable population, vibrant and peaceful.
Ozai walked well behind his children. Their playful antics had sped their return home, and he felt no similar burst of energy to keep pace. No matter, he loved the quiet — or not entirely quiet walk home after a somewhat successful hunt. The forest was peaceful and he could reminisce about old glory days as much as he wanted. He rarely spoke of those days with his children, for the emotions that surfaced with some of the words were sometimes too hard to bear, and he despised showing any emotions of sadness in the presence of his “gems” as he called them. “Our gems,” his wife would always correct him mockingly. “I did most of the work.” She’d add.
And of course she did. Naemi’s birth happened in the middle of one of the worst storms to hit Soros in five summers. She came days ahead of what the birth-mother predicted and took till night to be birthed. He remembered running to the farmer and his wife the next house over to seek help because there was no way to get to the birth-mother, and Shaye was screaming so much, he thought she’d die. Night fell and amidst the rain, a brown-eyed baby girl was born, with curled hair as black as midnight, and skin brown and shiny, it reflected the light from the candle flames. She didn’t cry, not once. Just stared in his eyes as he held her, rainstorm be damned. “Naemi … That should be her name,” Shaye said, bloodied and exhausted.
“Through the storm,” Ozai reiterated in approval. Tears in his eyes and a smile across his face, he gazed at his first child in admiration.
Dakai was another story. Came out screaming like his hair was on fire. Half the town could hear him the moment he popped out. A single tear streamed down Ozai’s face and trickled along his cheek.
Ozai smiled. — Oh how he missed Shaye.

      ***Home was in sight now. Living a bit farther away from town had its benefits and drawbacks, but the former heavily outweighed the latter. It was quieter here, and no one complained when Naemi rode her horse as fast as she could. “Who’s that standing in the middle of our yard?” Naemi asked. 
“Can you not recognize Aunt Rema? You truly are blind,” Dakai responded, walking by her side. Enough running had tired them both and a truce was called. 
“I’m not blind, you just see too well with those eyes,” Naemi fired back. 
“Whatever you say poi...”  He stopped himself before he had to deal with the consequence of his name calling.
Truce still intact.
Naemi was going to ignore him just this one time. Chasing after her younger brother was no small feat. She lost most of the time yet never gave up.
“We lost father,” Dakai said. A usual occurrence on most of these trips. Ozai used to grumble at the constant departure of his children on the return home but grew used to it in time; even desired his time alone now. He would still appreciate it if they carried the game home once in a while, it would save his shoulders from the weight. 
“Naemi, you want to finish this race home,” Dakai proposed. Naemi looked back at him with disinterest. 
“Are you not exhausted? And what is that stuck to the bottom of your pants?” she responded. Dakai looked down and she burst off again. If she lacked the speed against her brother, trickery was going to be her helper.
As Ozai once remarked, “You’re either the fastest or you’re not,” and she most definitely was not. 
Rema looked back to see a speeding Dakai and his sister panting and frazzled right behind him. A scene she wasn’t a stranger to. Basket in hand, filled with fruits, fresh radish, cabbages, and potatoes from her farm. She and Ozai supported each other after becoming victims of the same dreadful predicament. The widow and the widower, some in town called them though never to their faces. Others guessed they would get married and support each other since they were close and had built deep bonds of friendship. It seemed logical. These opinions however rarely left the privacy of their rooms. Once, the baker’s daughter made a comment about Rema acting like Ozai’s wife when she was buying bread for him. A comment she paid for with a nasty smack to her face. “Have you no respect girl?” she fired. 
The truth lay significantly far from the gossip. Close friends before, tragedy brought them closer. They complimented each other and helped as best as they could. From sharing fresh ingredients from her farm and his hunting game, to looking after children, fixing broken tools, cleaning stables and any activity that either of them required help in. Their relationship worked in the most unique way possible but never went any further. It’d been four winters since her husband passed, Ozai’s wife passing a season before, and time had barely healed her wounds. Maybe at one time, in a moment of vulnerability, she thought of taking the extra step but what that meant was a question better left unexplored.
Even Naemi fell victim to these gossips, and what followed was a fortnight of tantrums, scoldings and tears from all sides in this endeavor. Except for Dakai, who just went about his day looking for herbs and visiting the town healer. After the fortnight of chaos, tempers calmed and both families had a discussion. Turns out Rema’s daughter and her youngest son had similar concerns, and this discussion was indeed needed. Clarity helped a whole lot, and both families grew in their appreciation for each other. Naemi and Rema’s daughter bonded even closer and Naemi ended up being one of her flower-hands at her union last summer.
Dakai whizzed past Rema to a halt.
“Sorry auntie, you seem startled.” Her reflexes saved her lest she dropped her basket.
“You almost made me spill the food!” Rema barked back. Dakai reached out to rid her of her extra weight and she willingly obliged.
“Where’s your father? Leave him again?” she asked.
“He just walks too slowly and Naemi was chasing after me every chance she got,” he responded in defense.
“You two truly never get tired. Any good game this trip? The butcher’s wife mentioned some scarcity in the market today.” she questioned. 
“Yeah, we had trouble finding anything for a long while but lucked into a nest of fat and juicy rabbits, and a nice-looking doe a bit after but we lost the doe,” Dakai answered.
“Let me guess, she missed again, didn’t she?” Rema said with a laugh.
“Not on purpose Auntie!” Naemi, who finally reached them, responded amid loss of breath.
“I am sure it wasn’t sweetie … I’m sure it wasn’t,” Rema echoed sarcastically.
The door to the house creaked open. Always first home, Dakai often had the keys. He picked up the basket and went inside. Aunt Rema followed.
Naemi stayed back to check for any signs of her father. She could have relieved him of at least one of the rabbits, she thought to herself with remorse. 
He would have a faster return if she did, and she’d be way closer to some sweet rabbit stew. Next time she won’t be consumed with the thought of catching up to her brother; next time she would be the darling daughter and walk beside her snail-paced father carrying all the game.
A trend of her history will call these statements into doubt.

      ***Night came slow and steady. The season of early summer was fading and the late summers came with longer days and shorter nights. Flickering lights sprouted in different parts of the Zenu home and joined other sporadic flames in brightening Soros from above. Hungry horses neighed from their stable for their dinner, and fireflies buzzed around without regard or ambition.
The door opened and Ozai stood at the threshold. Rabbits in hand, he tossed them to the side with a tremor. “It’s getting quite chilly,” he remarked.
“You’re getting old Ozai, the children got home long ago,” Rema interjected.
“Rema? I didn’t know you’d be coming by today. Did Daem leave for the capital already?” Ozai asked.
“He left at dawn today but not to the capital. A messenger-bird came to the town’s old-guard requesting all army foot-soldiers near the east shore to report to the eastern infantry. Something about pirates or warships or an enhanced, not really sure which it was,” she answered.
“An enhanced? That sounds dangerous,” Ozai responded with concern.
“I thought so too. However the message was more uncertain, and Daem mentioned a lot of false alarms most times, only known enhanced is part of the queen's royal guard, so I reckon it’s false,” she remarked. And Ozai nodded in slight agreement.
“Well, I need to get to cooking. Rabbit stew tonight and everyone is quite famished. I was going to get Dakai to bring one of the rabbit’s over to you, but you can take one home since you're already here. Want to stay for rabbit stew?” Ozai asked.
“Good thing I brought some fresh radishes just in time, and could I ever say no to your rabbit stew? It’s fit for the queen,” Rema responded in excitement.
Dakai descended down the stairs hearing his father’s voice. “Finally! I am starving, father.” He said in exhalation; as dramatic as only Dakai can. 
“Okay ... Okay, I will go get to it then,” Ozai teased as he left the room. Dakai in close pursuit.
Rema collapsed back on the rocking chair. Arguably her favorite piece of furniture in the Zenu household. Made of Oakenwood and cloaked in a heap of soft sheepskin, this is what she imagined lying on clouds would be like. She loved it so much she asked Aika, one of the most skilled carpenters in Soros to make a replica for her, but the result never felt the same. It rocked too hard or too slow. Or the fur didn’t feel as right even after she switched it infinite times. She tried at one time to just ask Ozai for it. A question that startled him but ultimately decided if it meant that much to her, she could have it. Unfortunately, that didn’t help either. It creaked so much in her home, she returned it in a sennight.
“Some things feel right in only one place,” she remembered Ozai saying satirically. And he was right. A trait he visibly derived pleasure in.
The windows rattled rhythmically as a faint zephyr filled the parlor. The lamp flames danced around occasionally but still held their ground. Rema put some extra logs in the fireplace and the flames roared back in appreciation. More light filled the room with warmth in hand. The bricks adopted the color of the luminescence of the flames, and Ozai’s hunting trophies gleamed on the walls with pride. The hide of the famous Irkshire wolf that tormented the town for weeks, a skull of a mountain deer with horns big as tree stems and the white scales of a snowlizaed; as surprising as that is having one this close to Soros. 
Admittedly, this shouldn’t be possible for a common blacksmith. Even Daem questioned the legitimacy of killing the snowlizaed, citing the best army archers would lose in an encounter with such an imposing creature. Town gossip would have that he just found a dead young snowlizaed and brought it home, and Ozai never argued in defense. Regardless, the town’s old-guard relentlessly pursued him in recruitment, an act which he denied time after time. Unknown to most is that Rema saw for herself what was returned from that hunting trip. An accident really, she showed up to the Zenu blacksmith forge in need of fixing some broken knives, and witnessed what she could only describe as parts of an animal she couldn’t identify. It had bright white scales and it oozed blood that had lost its hue. Shaye was hunched down over it, axe in hand.
“Rema? ... You startled me,” Shaye said, slightly flummoxed.
Rema looked back at her quizzically. A little silence followed and Shaye added, “Oh we caught a shara … umm a snowlizaed. I didn’t even think we had those in these parts, their meat tastes incredible!” Shaye said with enthusiasm. Rema continued to gaze at her. The words for a response hadn’t formed yet or couldn’t. Ozai walked in the smithy from behind her.
“I see you broke another set of knives. I can just make you stronger ones instead of buying from the market you know,” Ozai joked.
“Have you seen Naemi and Dakai? We haven’t seen them since our return and the snowfall is getting heavier,” Ozai added.
“Uh ... Uh I saw Naemi on her horse a while back but haven’t seen Dakai,” Rema responded. 
Thud! Shaye hacked into the meat over and over again.
“You can leave it and I will get Naemi to bring it back when I’m done. Tomorrow evening, perhaps,” Ozai concluded. She nodded and dropped the knives. Turning around to leave, Shaye stopped her and handed her a pot of meat continuously raving about its good taste. In hindsight, the memory blurred together, and she couldn’t tell how long she stood there or when she got home. Her husband filled with disbelief when she accounted what she saw but evidence made it harder to discount. Curiosity got the better of them and they both reluctantly tried out the bepraised offering they’d been given, only to conclude that there hadn’t been anything sweeter on the tongue under the Mother’s light.
They never mentioned this encounter to anyone, but this wasn’t their last time experiencing something unusual in the Zenu home.
A crawling aroma interrupted her thoughts. Dinner was close.

      ***Naemi poured more grain into the bucket. The other horses were not even close to finishing but Bellie had finished his with expedience. He looked angry, as angry as a horse could look and huffed repeatedly to signal her to add more. She obliged. She was late to serve their dinner and they did their best to voice their displeasure, Bellie always the loudest and headstrong. She was almost done with cleaning the stables.
Dinner shouldn’t be too long now, she thought. It was her responsibility to feed the horses and clean the stables. She loved being around and playing with the horses, but not so much the cleaning. Someone had to do it regardless, and she’d rather do this than the forge. Yes, it smelled worse here, but the forge was hot, dark and dusty and made her cough and sneeze till her chest gave out. Better a job for Dakai. At least this way, she could spend more time with Bellie and saddle him at her whim. She picked up a horse-brush and combed his hair. Gray like a gloomy day with brown patches splattered across his head and body, his beauty couldn’t be hidden even at night. He was her favorite and he knew it; the other horses did too. He neighed in gratitude with more strokes of the brush. It truly is surprising how fast and strong he had grown. A sickling as a foal, it was by mere chance she encountered the trader who owned him on his way to sell him to the butcher. “Good meat must not go to waste,” the trader claimed.
Some bonds are created in the most peculiar of times. However, pleading and tears weren’t enough to persuade the trader to let go of his possession for free when he could get a few bronze coins in exchange.
Ozai opened the door to a crying Naemi, a stranger and a small — almost dying horse. 
“Your daughter said you will pay seven silver coins for the horse!” He barked in a hoarse tone. Ozai looked at his daughter’s expression of anguish and knew entirely what had happened. He hesitated still. Not for the fact that a fully grown healthy stallion sells for ten silver coins but because losing Shaye a summer ago tore them in pieces and he feared what another attached loss might do with wounds still bare. Nonetheless, he paid the price to buy his daughter joy; even if it might be brief. 
The days that followed came with a lot of unrest and trips to the town-healer. Different concoctions later, the horse’s sickness barely budged. At night, the foal would sleep next to Naemi on a small cot Ozai built next to Naemi’s bed, and she would always get off her bed to sleep next to him, regardless of how many times Ozai moved her back. He gave up after a couple of tries. Sometimes, he’d squeal in agony at night’s peak and she’d hug him and rub his belly in response to dull his pain. The more days that passed, the more Ozai questioned whether he had made the right decision. The foal’s health wasn’t improving and he continuously searched for answers. On one of these searches, the town-healer proposed a solution. A venturous endeavor. If potions and medications weren’t helpful, it could be possible the only means of discovering the issue was exploring inward.
An older woman of seventy and nine, she tended to almost all the health needs of the town, seven assistants under her tutelage, and a high reputation that stretched towns over. “I want you to know it would be very risky but I’ll do my best to help him,” she said. Naemi obliged as she laid the foal on the wooden table for the procedure. Four of her assistants stood close-by in preparation. The second of the butcher’s daughters; Azzie, a woman of thirty from Shoretown in the east; Fael, the one-eyed baker’s third son; Lupe, and her youngest assistant, Dakai. In truth, this wasn’t a resort she’d normally engage in, especially for animals but beseeching from her assistant had gotten to her. She had at least located the source of the pain; a small region on his underside, close to his hind legs.
The operation wasn’t a pleasant one. Blood, bodily fluids and excrement were the least troubling items extracted. The worst had passed, and the wait for possible recovery or inevitable perish was forthcoming. Naemi stayed in the outside room throughout the entire process. Through the low groans and high moans, Ozai stayed right with her. It was almost sundown when they returned home, foal in his arms and his children close behind. The young horse was still breathing, even through all that pain. A fighter through and through. The upcoming days came with brightness for the Zenu family.
“The little thing,” as Ozai liked to call it, was showing more signs of life and energy. Undoubtedly a member of the family now, his appetite for grain and bran was nothing to be trifled with. He was walking on his own accord in a fortnight and running in the fields by two. Fully healed at this point, you could almost never know his history if not for a large black scar on his belly-side. Henceforth his name — Bellie.

      ***“It is time for dinnerrrr!” Dakai yelled into the stables.
“You don’t need to scream it, I’m standing right here!” Naemi fired back. Her job here was done and she lifted her lamp to leave. A final goodnight pat to the horses who were on the verge of sleeping, and a goodnight hug for Bellie.
“We aren’t going to wait all night for you, princess,” Dakai budded in as he left with a sheepish smile on his face.

      ***Dinner was served.
Ozai looked at his masterpiece; pride filling his lips and his ego growing with every passing scent of aroma. Took a little bit longer than usual but the food was finally here. Rema helped set the table. Four chairs and four hungry mouths tired of waiting. Dakai entered the room with Naemi at his heels.
“No running in the house! And I don’t want to hear any excuses,” Ozai scolded vehemently.
“You should be too tired for all that child’s play,” he added.
“Sorry father,” they said in unison, and calmly headed to their seats.
With everyone seated, Ozai looked to his daughter for a prayer. “But I said the prayer last time.” Naemi defended in a childish tone. A response Ozai countered with a stern look filled with grim. She gave in. Eyes closed, she prayed. 
“We give thanks to the Mother, for unending light and fruit of the land. We give thanks to the sailor, for blessings of the sea and salt from water. We give thanks to the warrior, for devotion and servitude in protection of the Mother and queen. The Mother’s light is forever eternal. Xalem.”
Spoons clashed bowls and food filled throats and bellies. The crickets choired songs in the distance; never sweet enough to be acknowledged or desired. The creatures of the night traversed the Anul forest in search of food, territory, or any other things beasts do in their free time, whilst the streets of Soros ran empty except for an old-guard or two patrolling the roads. The patrols weren’t glorious most times but necessary regardless. Once or twice every season, a beast from Anul strayed close and would attack a native in the dawn of morning or peak of night. Worst of those attacks was the mountain bear that attacked two winters ago. Five men sent to the infirmary with cuts and claw marks drawn all over their bodies. Two breathless before Arwa could even set sight on them. Fire filled the town center, broken sheds filled the roads and roars filled the air. When the smoke cleared and the sun brightened, the damage in view was colossal. The days that followed went slow. Mourning and burials occupied the earlier days. After, the town’s people banded in camaraderie and worked to fix what could be fixed. A dozen days later and the new town center buzzed in attraction. Brighter than previous, it boasted a bigger market and better sheds. Another tragedy endured, another entry into the history books.
Back in the Zenu home, dinner continued.
“So I heard you’re leaving for Shoretown tomorrow morning?” Rema asked. 
“You heard?” Ozai countered inquisitively.
“People talk you know,” She responded with a smirk. “Ahh the butcher still can’t keep his mouth shut,” Ozai said with a smile. He added, “He needed some tools fixed, and I don’t have the supplies for it. I’m low on materials and work keeps piling up.”
“I was wondering when you were going to go this season. Do you mind getting me some Tuscan-fish at the Sea-market? I haven't had some in ages, and they’re plentiful around this sun-period,” Rema replied.
“Are any of them going with you?” She asked, looking at his children.
“It’s just two days and I’ll be back before nightfall. There's no need to bother them. And of course I can get some fresh Tuscan. Naemi loves those too,” Ozai answered.
“But I want to go! I’m the only one who has never visited Shoretown. You never take me anywhere,” Dakai blurted in frustration. “You took Naemi with you the last time,” he appended. 
A brief silence ensued with stares and seeping emotions.
“I will take you when you’re older,” Ozai responded bluntly. An answer Dakai wasn’t pleased with, evident by him storming off. Ozai just looked on. This wasn’t the first time he’d denied his son of experiencing the world outside Soros and it probably wouldn't be the last. Rema ate the rest of her food in silence. Awkwardness had crept in and she did her best to hold her tongue. Indeed, Ozai had a peculiar strictness with his youngest child. He rarely left him to his whims and freedom, and once scolded him emphatically for engaging with a traveler. She was surprised however that he let Dakai learn under Arwa. Shaye was the one probably liable for that decision. She and Dakai shared a lot of resemblance; he was a copy of her features and exuberance.
“I haven’t seen Raex in a while, he doesn’t come by anymore,” Naemi said, trying to rekindle the smoldered flames of conversation.
“Oh… he’s trying to join the old guard unit and is preparing for the test of warriors. He’s following in his older brother’s steps. I barely see him except for when he has to eat or sleep.” Rema answered feigning enthusiasm. Two of her children already residing in the capital and possibilities of her youngest also leaving certainly didn’t excite her in the slightest. The younger generation loved adventure, and Soros did little to quench their thirst. A small town caught between the mountains and the forest, it flaunted beautiful scenery and little excitement. The capital on the other hand roared with advancement and jubilation. The tournaments, festivities, banquets, and more opportunities for employment pulled children from parents in their quest for grandeur and better living. Soros did none. Far enough from the capital, it also wasn’t significantly close to any larger towns. The closest large towns: Farla, Rune, and Shoretown, were spread across the coast about half a day’s ride to the east. Bigger and thriving. Meros, a smaller town lay in between them but shared a lot of similarity in size with Soros.  Farther to the west along the road to the capital, more towns lay sporadically and in varying sizes; all under the realm of Primea.
“Well, I think that’s great for him, he always talked about joining the warriors core,” Naemi concluded.
“Yea it is,” Rema dully added.
A couple of similar short conversations passed around the table as night continued but dinner neared its end. 
Rema left the Zenu home sometime after dinner ended and the tables cleared. Basket in hand, she made her way home denying an escort from Ozai. “There’s no need to worry, I can make my way home. You need to go rest for your journey,” she said, and waved goodbye. The night enveloped her as she walked away. One after the other, flames gave out and the family took to slumber. Night was at its peak.

      ***Morning came with warm light and incoherent songs. The birds weren’t in unison, but still sang to their heart’s fulfillment. Naemi rolled in her bed with eyes still closed. The sheep skin felt as soft as ever, and her head sank in her cotton pillow as she stretched to her content. A little bit more sleep won’t hurt, she thought, and it didn’t. She woke sometime later to the clashing of pots and pans, and the scent of fresh bread and wheat. Food was ready. She jumped off the bed, scruffy and disheveled, and raced downstairs to the cookery.
“You look as wonderful as always, sister.” Dakai said as he passed her to the dinner table. Naemi ignored him and continued. She popped back out with a bowl in one hand and a big loaf of bread in the other. 
“Did you see when father left?” She asked.
“No, he was already gone when I got up,” Dakai responded, and continued his meal.
What followed was a routine the siblings had indulged in many times over. Chores, cleansing and venturing into the wild. Dakai would go visit the town healer for any new duties, and on free days, would play around with other boys his age, while Naemi would go riding Bellie, practice her shooting or explore more of the forests and mountains with an occasional dip in the gray valley lakes. Today was no different, and the siblings were back home at sundown exhausted and dirty. 
Someone knocked on the door and Dakai opened. 
“Hey Dakai,” Raex greeted with a broadened smile, standing at the entrance with a basket of food. The siblings jumped to hug him, expressing their joy. A boy of one and seven; he was one of their oldest friends.
“I haven’t seen you in ages,” Naemi said excitedly.
“Your mother said you were training for the warrior’s test? That's amazing!” Dakai declared.
Raex laughed at their enthusiasm. 
“Mother thought you’d be hungry, so I brought some pig-feet soup and potatoes,” he replied with a laugh, a response that delighted the siblings more. Conversations persisted as the children shared laughs and stories by the fireplace in the parlor. Not exactly where they should be eating, but who could stop them. The moon was out tonight and it's light out with it. Less torches needed and the darkness spited. The night grew older and the chatter amongst friends showed no signs of deadening. A horse neighed, cutting through their discussion. The banter halted.
“A bit too late for Bellie or the others to be up to their antics,” Naemi commented. In a flash, the door creaked and blasted open. A moment before they were all full of laughs and giggles, and now two strange figures stood barring the entrance. The bigger man on the right, held a drawn curved dagger and stepped forward while the other followed. The first had a face full of markings, which continued down his neck disappearing into his cloak with piercings on his lips and nose. The moonlight reflected his lack of hair and his eyes popped bloodshot. The second crept quietly behind, shrouded in the shadow of the first but his teeth peeked with filth. Raex swiftly grabbed the unburned end of log from the fireplace, holding the fiery end out in a sword stance as the children retreated slowly to the edge of the stairs. The door to the cookery at the side of the stairs opened and another man appeared. The back door through the cookery was most definitely not an option for escape. They continued their retreat.
“You don’t have to die tonight young one, but you will if you don’t put that down. We are only here for the boy with colored eyes,” the pierced one engaged in a shrill tone. He put his other hand beneath his cloak and revealed another smaller unbent dagger; reflecting the flames as they burned with indifference. The one behind him cackled in response.  His words pierced them, but this was no time for reactions. The third, who was at the edge of the stairs in slow pursuit, was younger, had a head full of woven brown hair and was deprived of scars, except for the sly grin he wore.
“So what fate do you choose?” The younger added, looking at Raex. A brief pause ensued and he lunged toward the siblings. Raex responded with a fiery swing to his face that exploded the fire embers in a puff of smoke cloud. Then the children burst in speed up the stairs. The closest room with a window was Naemi’s room. Dakai got there first and kicked the door open with the others close behind. The pierced one anticipated their move and threw his dagger at Raex as they ran. His younger accomplice shrieked in pain on the floor with his hair on fire, and the shrouded one leaped to help.
In the room, they slammed the door and pushed the bed against it. Naemi noticed a trail of blood dripping on her arm and searched to find its source. “Your ...Your back!” Dakai said in horror as he looked behind Raex, blood dripping. On cue, the pain hit him. Right below where the back of his left arm met his shoulder, the dagger was sunk in. He collapsed to his knees. 
“You need to run,” Raex said, as the siblings helped raise him to the window. A plea they ignored. The door banged and pushed against the bed. It won’t hold for long. Naemi grabbed her bow and quiver by the corner, and they made their way through the window. The door flew open as Naemi jumped last. The stables were right by the side of the house and the horses had already awoken from the frenzy. There were two entrances to the stable, one by the front of the house and the other by the rear. Dakai opened all the doors bounding the horses, and from behind him the two smaller attackers raced from the front door with swords drawn out. Naemi helped Raex get on Bellie and turned to see Dakai caught on the ground with the shrouded one on his back with blades drawn. Call it instinct, or experience from countless days of practice, or a sister’s desire to protect her brother. The arrow flowed from the quiver to the bow strings into the ball of the man’s right eye in an instant. He was dead before his body hit the ground. The younger one was aghast with terror, and swiftly leaped to the side of the stable just in time to avoid the next arrow. Dakai jumped up to run to his sister.
“Naemi! Behind you!” Dakai yelled. And behind her he stood, with a curled sword like a green snake moving on a hot summer’s day. He approached the horse with Raex clinging to it; losing blood by the ounce. Bellie raised its forelegs to kick him and he slashed through them, causing the horse to tumble to its side. Raex fell first and Bellie fell right on him, with the weight of the horse pushing the entire dagger right through his chest. Blood from Bellie oozed as water oozes from a fountain, and he neighed in pain wriggling over the corpse that lay under him. Naemi screamed louder than she ever had in her life. No sound came out, but her throat bled with pain. She attempted to get another arrow from her quiver, but the pierced bandit engaged in his same shrill tone.
“Do you want me to take him too?” Pointing his sword at Dakai who had a dagger to his throat from the younger attacker. Tears flowed from her eyes as her only answer to her helplessness. She fell to her knees with bow in hand. He walked up to her and gazed down. Raised his sword and slammed the hilt to her head. She dropped unconscious. 
“Tie her up. We are taking this one too,” he said to his accomplice.
“What about the body of Xod-de?” The younger one asked with concern.
“The dead are of no use to us,” he answered.

      ***Naemi faded in and out of consciousness, picking up little pieces that flashed her senses. She could feel the blood running down her head, and the pain that pulsed like drums that beat for a dance. Her body bounced as her hair dangled and the air whipped her face. Her hands were bound and she couldn’t move her feet. A hand was placed firmly on her back, and she could smell bits of the forest trees. The horses moved fast and their riders held onto their captives as predators do prey. The moonlight clearing their trail. 
They couldn’t use the main roads for fear of being noticed, and had to settle for the longer return through the woods. This path wasn’t going to be smooth and allowed for little breaks in their journey, but their relentlessness never wavered. They’d captured a bounty worth a hundred thousand gold coins with only a half-wit dead. Rawthe smiled, good riddance anyway, he thought. He had expected a father to be there as he was told but only a fool will complain about easy work. Nonetheless, they needed to get to the ship before word spread.
Primea was one of the worst places to get caught as a pirate. Deluded worshipers of the All-Mother, he thought. Due to their history, murder was amongst their most loathed crimes, and piracy was a close second. Taking a job here wouldn’t be worth it in most cases, but this wasn’t one of them. His grip tightened on the reins and he kicked the horse harder. The ride continued.
Sunrise came slow and steady, posturing in its beauty for all of Shoretown to gaze a bit longer in admiration. The Sea-market was already buzzing, and ships strung around the market pier with workers moving all over preparing for trade. The market was the prize of Shoretown, and it boosted its economy tenfold. Wooden sheds opened and sellers filled their corners with their goods in anticipation of the chaos. Ships from all over filled the pier with almost everything approved under the queen available for sale. Old-guards strolled around in the dozens to control chaos, which consisted mostly of breaking up quarrels between sellers and buyers. In an hour or two, the market would be filled and overflowing.
A horse and wagon descended down Sea-street and through the crowd with cloaked riders. Rawthe fumed at the traffic, smell, and noise, but his frustration lay with the delays that held them. A stop to disguise his victims in a fruit wagon to pass guard checks, and another to send a messenger bird to his captain delayed him more than he had calculated. It was not a good idea to depend on luck heavily, and he wasn’t planning to. He whipped the reins and urged the horse to move faster amidst curses and swears from those offended.
Naemi wiggled in the crate with no effect. She was gagged and shoved into a box at their last stop and her brother in another. He wasn’t conscious as they moved him, and all her calls to him fell on deaf ears. Her confinement felt the seeping scorch of the blaring sun, and the weight put on top of it creaked with every movement. It was loud outside; she heard people and screamed into the silence of the cloth that bound her lips. She wiggled herself harder and was finally able to move her head to a tiny vent that poked at the side for air. Through it, she called to the eyes that couldn’t see her. One after the other, she passed them by. Each one engaged in their own reality, while hers was full of despair. The caravan stopped. Almost at the ship, a kid tripped and fell in front of the horse, and the child’s mother slowly aided her to more infuriation of Rawthe and his younger accomplice.
Naemi looked around helplessly hoping to meet the gaze of a random stranger with inquisition. In her search, she saw a familiar face standing just a reach away. By the Tuscan fish vendor, Ozai stood. She screamed with everything in her, biting on the cloth with all her might. Her throat vibrated as the sounds pushed forth were pushed back. 
If blood could substitute the tears that flowed desperately from the eyes, it would. She shook around so hard the wagon moved and Rawthe whipped the horse into a gallop toward the string of ships that lay ahead. Ozai turned to look unto people throwing curses at a fleeing caravan and turned back to buy the fish he’d promised his children and neighbor. It won’t be long now before he sets out back home.
The horses slowed as they got close to a shipmaster who stood in front of one of the ships by the pier. Rawthe exchanged glances with him and signaled to the boxes he wanted hidden. It won’t be too long now before he meets up with his crew in the open seas.
The ship set sail not long after. Packages on board and a smirk on Rawthe’s face. Down below the ship, as she sailed away bound in a box, Naemi had no tears left to cry and no screams left to shout. Her reality had been turned on its head and all that was left of her world was the abyss that lay forthcoming.






  
  Chapter two
A Prayer To The All-Mother


The sea roared with calmness and the clouds looked on in nonchalance. It was a gloomy day, and the gray clouds dulled with every drop of sand in an hourglass. The trading ship:  the Spice Mistress, floated somewhere south with the speed of the wind pushing against its blue sails and white pennant. She glided through the open seas with grace, her rudder splicing the water like knife splices bread. The sea water slapped at her hull repeatedly. She was old, but far – far from broken. 
“A decade’s worth of journeys under her name and more to go,” her shipmaster was known to say. On the main deck, her crew moved around with incessancy, doing one activity after another.
A barrel-man shouted from the crow’s nest alerting of a ship in proximity. Rawthe stood up from the barrel in the corner of the ship's hold and stretched with satisfaction. “Finally!” He proclaimed. Gorm broke from his nap at the sound of Rawthe’s loud stretching.
“Are they here yet?” he asked, and Rawthe grunted in response. Keys clanged at the other end of the door and the door flung open. The shipmaster entered with three crew members and signaled them to the two boxes that sat in the middle of the hold by the wooden pillar. Rawthe exited the room with Gorm not far behind.
The two ships anchored shoulder-to-shoulder with a bridge descending from the unknown ship to the Mistress. Rawthe was the first to come up from below. The light hit his eyes harder than expected, and he raised an arm to shield himself.
“Ahhh, there’s my champion!” A familiar voice hurled with exuberance.
“Captain!” Rawthe answered with a smile as the man lunged at him in a forceful hug. Gorm came out after with the other crew holding the boxes behind him, and the captain broke into a maniacal laugh at the glance of him.
“You finally lost that pretty face and became a man like the rest of us. Whores will pay in gold to fuck you and hear tales of your journeys now,” he added with enthusiasm. He’d gotten some report of what transpired during their mission, but nothing about his youngest and “prettiest” pirate; in his own words, losing the privilege of beauty.  Half of Gorm’s face looked like he had been shoved in a fire, with faint colors of red drawn by the side of his left eye and down his cheek. The captain did however show remorse for the loss of his poisoner. Xod-de wasn’t the brightest, but he liked him and benefited a lot from his skill. Another crew member lost to the seas, but for a worthy price. He drew his attention to the boxes and beckoned to two of his crewmen to carry them over to his ship.
He paced forward toward the ship master and handed him a bag of coins and smiled. “For your troubles,” he professed, and walked away. As he got to the edge of the ship; by the foot of the bridge, he turned and said to the ship master, “I really do hope our little arrangement remains private; I’d hate to send my men to see your little daughters again. They might not be able to control their urges a second time.”
Ways parted and the Mistress steered onward, hopefully never to cross paths again.

      ***A pry bar jammed underneath the nails and loosened the cover of one of the boxes. Once, twice and creaked open on the third try. The crewman kicked the box to the front and Naemi fell out, slamming onto the dirty wooden floors. Her eyes were barely open, and her hands stayed bound to each other behind her back, as did her legs beneath her. Her eyes unfolded slowly, flinching with every light ray that hit it, opening just enough to see the feet of the people who surrounded her. She had lost the essence of time and had no clue how long she’d been concealed. She was famished so much her stomach hurt, as did her arms, legs, thighs, neck, and feet. Another box creaked open and a heavy slam followed. She looked on to her younger brother in a similar predicament. His eyes were still teary, and he groaned through the cloth that bound his lips.
“Release them and hold them up. I’d like to see my prize.” The captain said, and the crewmen obliged.
Naemi struggled to find strength in her feet and collapsed to the floor. Hands held her up again as they did Dakai, and the agony lingered. They stood in the middle of a circle with eyes gawking at them from every angle. A man walked toward Dakai, daunting in size. The hand on his right, filled with rings on every finger. And on his left, nothing, just a shiny metal fist that disappeared into his sleeve. His clothes stood out from the company he kept, but the scars on his face rendered him indistinct. Hair as colorful as an orange filled the top of his head, and the hair beneath his chin descended down his neck into knots. When he spoke, his teeth shone with specks of silver behind a voice filled with huskiness. He held Dakai by the chin. 
“Open your eyes boy … wide!” He said, and moved his hands to widen Dakai’s eyes when Dakai hesitated. He burst into a laughter Naemi recognized earlier.
“Leave him alone!”
The words parted Naemi’s lips before she could find the strength to shout them. Her lips still felt numb, and she barely felt the sound leave her mouth. He ignored her and continued his act.
“I said leave him alone.” She barked again. This time catching his attention. He turned to stare at her, letting go of her brother and moving to engage her instead.
“Shame you don’t have your brother’s eyes, I would be twice as rich.” He remarked in disappointment.
“What do you want from us?” She asked.
“From your brother? Everything. But you … I’m still wondering what you’re worth. You don’t have the eyes but any child of the Kaku bloodline will fetch a heavy weight in gold. How heavy will your weight be?” He answered with a grin, the silver in his teeth in full display. The crewmen echoed his smiles behind him with greed embodied on their faces. Men of varying build with no good intentions. Two women stood at the forecastle looking down the main deck. They didn’t seem to be prisoners as she was and wore faces of indifference. Next to them was a man — no, another woman, sharing a similar expression. 
The wind started to pick up, and the black sails of the ship flapped in accordance.
“Take them inside.'' The one who was clearly captain commanded.

      ***Their new confinement wasn’t glorious but infinitely better than the former. The caged cell the pirates threw them in was filled with stench, but they found solace in being able to finally touch and speak to one another. The siblings hugged with all the strength they could muster and consoled each other in their pain. Whatever their new reality was, they had each other, and for now that was something they could hold on to. Questions however still lay unspoken. Where was their father? What happened after they got kidnapped? Where were they headed? Did anyone have any idea how to find them? For now, it was best to keep those questions buried and focus on their health. They would need strength to survive this journey if they were to survive at all.
Dakai’s left wrist was bruised from the bondage and Naemi tore off part of her robe to treat it with his guidance. She held him in her arms as his pain soothed and his eyes closed. Helpless and powerless, she turned to the only one she could.
She was never a believer of the All-Mother. True, she said the prayers when instructed and attended the gatherings when the mothers of light, servants of the All-Mother visited the town on occasion, but most of her effort was bound by curiosity or her father’s compelling. The pious were always intriguing to her and their devotion to a non-existent being was more reason for confusion. They claimed that the All-Mother was the bringer of life in all aspects of nature, and the protector of Primea through its darkest times. The stories rage on about countless periods the All-Mother protected Primeans in war, famine and through disease outbreaks; not that she had ever experienced any of those. To her the stories were just that — stories. Tales believers told non-believers to aid conversion.
Her life had never known despair to this day, but despair makes believers of us all. In her hopelessness, she sought from the divine as the powerless often do. If it was ever going to be possible to get back home, she needed all the help she could get. So as Dakai laid on her lap with her hands around him, she prayed to the All-Mother. Her dried eyes had no more tears to shed and her lips moved in silence. This was her sacred plea to the holy; whether anyone was listening or not, she prayed. Offering whatever part of herself she could trade in exchange. Whatever deal could be made, she was willing to make it. In her moment of selflessness, all she desired was her brother’s health and safe return home even if that meant in exchange for her. The whispers left her lips and floated on into the void. Whether the All-Mother heard or not, her last hope left with that prayer, and for the first time she was truly hopeless.

      ***Dakai opened his eyes to fading lights from the small window circles that showed nothing but blue water in excess. The room had only two windows and their cell was at its opposite, next to a heap of barrels, crates and filled sacks. The cell itself was almost empty except for the dirt and pieces of wood that lay scattered. The foul stench stood unswayed and kept the siblings company. Naemi’s arms were around Dakai and still. He looked up at her lost in sleep, leaning on parts of a broken barrel. Weirdly enough, he felt content in seeing his sister get some needed rest. The days previous had been unbearable; he barely found any peace to sleep being cramped in a box and reckoned she didn’t either. He moved her hands gently and retreated to the other end of the cell to free her of his weight. A moment passed and she switched in her sleep to a position of better comfort.
Dakai sat in silence as darkness greeted them again. Questions paced through his mind running full and overflowing, his emotions swaying with every question. One emotion always stood out however; his feeling of blame. He blamed himself for their predicament. His sister, his father, Raex, Rema, and Bellie. He wondered if their very lives would have changed if it wasn’t for him. What did they do to deserve this? He thought. And the only answer he came up with was they were associated with him. Blame turned into hate and he cursed himself, cursed his eyes. For whatever reason they needed him, he wished those he loved didn’t have to be hurt in return. A memory from three fortnights before their father left for Shoretown replayed in his head.
Word had spread of a circus touring the coast that planned on going only as far in the mainland as Meros. News that excited a lot of the young boys and girls in Soros. Dakai was ecstatic to hear the news and see all the acts he had heard about from the bigger boys. In their words, this was something that happened once in many years and he couldn’t miss such an opportunity. Devastation hit him when Ozai slammed the idea shut and forbade him from going. He had never thought much about his father's warnings of strangers and travelers. Something every father must tell their child, he assumed, but this was an event he couldn’t miss. So the night prior, he mentioned at dinner that Arwa needed a lot of help the next day and once his cover was granted, he snuck on a friend’s wagon going to Meros early the next morning.
The circus was glorious. He stood in awe at every act and jumped from station to station, laughing as loud as he could with his friends. Whatever scolding his father would give him if he got caught was worth it. A woman from one of the acts offered him sweetcorn and remarked how beautiful his eyes were. 
“Where are you from young child? I haven’t seen eyes like that in a very long time,” she stated. She stared with a weird intrigue, and a smile that creased her skin as she parted her lips. She was a nice old woman and fed him and his friends free sweetcorn till they were bursting. They talked at length about him and his family, so much that he almost lost track of time to return home. Soros was about a four hour ride away from Meros, and he got home just after nightfall. His ruse was strong and Ozai never saw through the cracks.
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