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For you, my reader.
You deserve to have your stories told.




CHAPTER ONE

The Saints no longer heard their pleas for mercy.

That much she knew. The thought pushed her forward as she gripped the hilt of her dagger more tightly. The Home could not afford another night of her returning empty-handed. As she positioned herself against a large tree, she looked up to the sky. It was a deep shade of grey – as it had been for months now, but it seemed darker … sinister even.

It would make her hunt that much more difficult.

Sapphire tugged the sleeve of her ill-fitting tunic back on to her shoulder and tightened her cloak. To her right, a gaunt squirrel rustled the leaves, attempting to burrow into the damp soil, hunting for scraps just like she was. Dagger in hand, she focused her eyes and mouthed a fool’s prayer to the Saints, hoping they would allow her this one favour.

The dagger pierced the creature’s abdomen and it let out a desperate cry. She wasn’t sure she would ever get used to taking a life, but morality had no place in barren lands. Gathering her kill, she headed out of the woodlands.

When she stepped into the Home, she could tell something was different. No one met her at the door. And the musty smell she was used to had been replaced by something sticky, something sweet enough to almost make her stomach turn.

It did not fit the weathered and draughty walls of this place.

As she slipped off her cloak, no one rushed to help her. There was no hum of voices.

Something wasn’t right.

She pressed her thumb into her palm, tracing the thin, jagged scar that ran across it. As she moved deeper into the hall, she noticed a tiny flickering light in the centre of the makeshift dining room.

Cautiously sticking her head through the doorway, she sighed in relief as she took in the smiling faces.

‘Happy birthday!’

On a table in the middle of the room was a small cake that must have taken months of rations to make.

‘I – this was not necessary,’ Sapphire sputtered. The images worming their way into her mind were uninvited and unrelenting. These now-smiling faces staring up at her, twisted in pain. Their bodies hunched, curling inwards on themselves as spasms of hunger overtook them. Those rations were worth more than some silly cake. Worth more than her. She wanted to cry – and scream – that she was the only one that saw the truth. Martia should have known better.

‘It is your eighteenth birthday. It was necessary.’ Martia’s tone was sharp, and Sapphire bit her tongue in an effort to swallow the poisonous feeling welling up in her. ‘Take this as an expression of our gratitude for –’ … a pregnant pause filled the air as Martia’s eyes scanned her, finally landing on the fallen creature tucked into her bag – ‘bringing dinner.’

Sapphire offered Martia a tight-lipped smile, knowing she should be grateful – but the words she wanted to say, about how foolish and short-sighted this all seemed, weighed like ashes in her mouth. Still, when her eyes found Lyna’s, she felt the smallest tug of peace. The eleven-year-old’s face was lit up with excitement. A spark of joy she hadn’t seen there in years.

That might be worth some wasted rations.

When Sapphire was given her piece of cake, she quickly passed it to Lyna and Susanna when Martia wasn’t looking. The draughty room warmed slightly as the twins hugged her tightly before running off with their extra serving.

Sapphire was eighteen now, the age at which Martia had thrown many before her out into the world. Their beds were given to children who could not defend themselves from the cruelty of Witrotean. Sapphire had always known that the land was overrun with orphans. The Home was one of the few places those children could find refuge.

But, out of desperation, Martia had made a rare bargain with her. A bed in return for meat. A bed in return for victuals. A bed in return for whatever forageable scraps existed out in those Godforsaken plains. Sapphire was to provide in a way Martia no longer could thanks to age, and war. The Home needed her, and both women knew it. But there was no telling for how long. Nobody was guaranteed a bed or a home in Witrotean any more. She pushed away from the table, rushing to the washroom, seeking relief from the pressure building in her chest.

There, she stared at her reflection. Haggard and tired. Her brown skin dulled by the constant cloud cover of the Witrotean sky. Deep-set bruises had settled beneath her mahogany eyes. Her long, thick hair was tangled from the hours spent in the woodlands’ unforgiving wind. Her face was gaunt, a sign of the famine and the nights she could not find rest. Too withered and worn to be so young.

In the hours that followed, she prepared her kill from the day. The small animal hardly offered enough meat to be worth her time, but it was better than nothing. Then she cleaned the kitchen, willing to do anything to distract herself from the thoughts that consumed her.

Martia found her standing near the window later that night and offered her an extra blanket.

‘I have been given more than enough today,’ Sapphire reasoned, but Martia shook her head.

‘You will accept the kindness I extend to you, child.’ Martia shoved the blanket forcefully into her hands. ‘Now, get to bed. The candles must be blown out before midnight. You know that.’

Sapphire accepted the blanket and obeyed.

She had not earned such kindness, she knew that. The meal she had provided that night was hardly enough. She could see in Martia’s face that it was only a step short of failure but still, it was more than anyone else had offered.

As she approached her bed, she saw that something was out of place. A small stack of objects she didn’t recognize was sitting on her thin mattress. As she picked it up, she noticed that it was a mix of charcoals and one jar of red paint – a gift from the girls who slept around her. Tears spilled over, hot and heavy with guilt.

When she could no longer tolerate the weight of the guilt she shouldered, she walked over to where Lyna and Susanna slept. It was winter and the timeworn walls of the Home were little protection from the chill. She placed the large blanket over their sleeping forms and Lyna hummed with satisfaction.

‘I hope you had the best birthday, Saph.’

Sapphire bent forward, placing her lips to each of their foreheads in turn and listening to their murmured thank-yous before getting into her own bed.

She sighed, rolling over in the small uncomfortable cot. Anger and grief swelled inside her; the weight of the others’ hunger resting on her shoulders was crushing her. She had been carrying that burden since war arrived at their doorstep two years ago. The memory was still vivid in her mind, the Mothers locking them in hidden rooms as Beasts tore down doors and took lives.

Martia was the only Mother to survive.

She had come to Sapphire the day after the Fall, grasping her chin in a wrinkled hand.

‘You are a few years short of adulthood – I’ve tossed far more useful girls from this place at your age. But,’ she added, her exhaustion obvious in a way it never had been before, ‘I will make you an offer. I train you how to wield a blade, you gather food for all of us, and you may remain.’

And so they began.

Sweat and tears filled the following weeks. She worked with the dagger, razor-thin slices coating her fingers like lace gloves, but she refused to give in. Sapphire knew she wasn’t ready when Martia sent her into the forest, but the desperation in the Home was nearly suffocating. The burden of stopping the slow death march of starvation from claiming them all now sat firmly on her shoulders.

She dug her nail into her scar as she recalled the memory, potent resentment coursing through her, as familiar as the worn scrap of fabric she pulled tighter around herself as the damp chill of the room began to settle into her bones.

It was then she heard the ringing of the bells, signalling the midnight hour. A warning to all those who lingered in the dark to return home and lock their doors.

The Beasts were hunting.

At the twelfth toll, she allowed herself to accept the other thing it signified as well.

Her birthday.

A deep breath in. A deep breath out. She closed her eyes tightly and willed her mind to slow.

Then the world fell away.

Mercy, not another vision …

The scene in front of her was familiar. Too familiar. A mostly felled willow, half tilting optimistically towards the sky, half splintered and shattered, rooted next to the girl she could never reach. It was dark, the world shrouded in frightening shadows, but as always, the girl’s cardinal red hair caught her eye, a guiding light in the storm.

Sapphire stared for only a moment longer before beginning the trek forward.

Her chest swelled as the pathway gave way to tall grass, each blade trailing against her skin. It only took the smallest brush at her back to let her know she wasn’t alone. Something nearby was watching her. Watching and waiting. Her heart rate spiked, as a spark of fear ignited her body. She was always the observer in these visions. Never noticed, never seen.

She took another step and finally saw the flowing hem of the girl’s black dress. She paused as she always did, waiting for the thunder to roll. She felt her shoulders relax slightly at the familiar sound. She knew what came next. She waited for the lightning that tore through the sky to strike the girl and end her life.

Sapphire would be left alone. And then she’d wake in a cold sweat, and spend the rest of the night staring out of the small window of the bedroom.

It always happened that way.

But today the girl spoke. Her voice was like a siren’s song.

‘Help me.’

Sapphire froze, fright rooting her to the spot.

‘Help me, Sapphire.’

The second time, the voice was harsher, no longer a plea but a demand, and Sapphire’s fear swelled. Still, she felt the pull between them. She allowed the tension to force her forward.

The sky above her began to swirl, the storm coming to life. She hesitated, eyes wild as they took in the scene.

The girl spoke once more. ‘The storm is you. It will obey.’

Sapphire attempted to block out the voice. The mysterious words only caused her panic to grow.

Three paces. That was all she needed to reach the girl.

The shadows parted slightly, and Sapphire was close enough to see her outline. Her stomach clenched at the thought of being this close as the lightning struck. Close enough to hear what it sounded like when the electricity split her bones.

From the shadows, she saw a pale hand emerge, the crack of thunder filling the air, and in an act of desperation and terror, she lunged for the girl.

The second their hands touched, lightning struck – and the world went black.

When Sapphire awoke, the musky scent of a campfire flooded her senses. Despite her poor excuse for a bed, whatever she was lying on now somehow managed to be even more uncomfortable.

She groaned and rubbed her eyes, taking in her surroundings.

No draughty windows that let in too much winter air, no row of beds that she and the others had long outgrown, no Martia yelling that they were already behind on their morning chores. This was not the Home.

The world around her was vivid, with large raised plateaus and basins formed from brilliant stone varying in shades of deep red, tans, and oranges in every direction. This was nothing like Witrotean. She pushed off from the ground, and on to her feet.

Mercy, nothing about this was familiar. Sapphire breathed the smallest sigh of relief when she felt the familiar weight of her dagger at her hip. She picked a direction at random and began to walk.

The old makeshift nightgown that draped over her thin frame was ripped and ruined. Martia would be livid. Her shoes were missing as well – mercy, she might as well never return.

There was no clear direction. No obvious pathway. But she continued to move forward – turning right … and then left … but nothing looked familiar.

After about a mile, her feet begged for relief. The terrain tore her skin and a trail of bloody footsteps now stretched behind her.

In her despair, she almost missed the movement to her left – almost. She hurried to slip behind a tall tree, peeking around the trunk to get a better look.

A dark-skinned girl, who looked around Sapphire’s age, was sitting on a quilt with her legs stretched out, reading. Her lips were slightly parted, brows knitted in focus as she hurried to turn the page, engrossed in the story.

Sapphire watched for a few more moments as she smiled at the book with such innocence that Sapphire felt guilty.

She looked away, unable to handle the thought that she could not prevent what was about to happen; convinced this was just another vision – just another person she could not save. Sapphire stepped backwards in an attempt to gather herself but stumbled over a large rock, almost falling over.

The girl closed her book quickly at the noise, jumping to her feet and frantically searching until her eyes found Sapphire. Although her face showed fear and intrigue, her features were elegant and Sapphire admired how lovely she was. But when she met the girl’s eyes, she was taken aback by the sight of irises that burned red like the embers of a dying flame.

With her book clutched tightly to her chest, the girl took a careful step towards Sapphire.

Panic.

Sapphire knew her visions well. They came at all times of the day and night. She had adjusted, memorized them. But this … this was not like what she knew. Never once had a victim approached her. Sapphire stepped back, feeling for her dagger. She blinked a few times, attempting to adjust to the hot sun on the back of her neck, the warm breeze that felt so foreign to her.

‘Who are you?’ The girl’s voice was steady and calm.

Sapphire did not want to answer.

‘What are you doing here?’

The girl’s lips twitched, and she gave a heavy sigh when Sapphire refused to answer her.

‘I’m Evera.’ She closed the distance between them by a few inches. ‘Now, can you please tell me your name? What you’re doing out here … dressed like that? Anything?’

Sapphire took a deep breath before speaking.

‘That all depends.’

‘On?’ Evera pressed, intrigue instantly overcoming her caution.

‘On where exactly I am right now.’

Evera’s expression shifted, but she held her ground.

‘You are in the fields of Aleburn.’

‘Aleburn?’

‘Yes. The southwest territory.’

‘Of what?’

‘The kingdom of Eriobis, surely.’

‘Er-e-oh-bis? I’ve never heard of it.’

Evera gave a deep, shaky breath before taking a few steps forward. Her face was pinched in a frown, but her mouth fell slack as she met Sapphire’s eyes.

‘What?’ Sapphire positioned herself to fight, her fingers dancing on the hilt of the dagger.

‘Your … your eyes. They’re …’ Evera paused. ‘Where exactly are you from?’

‘Witrotean.’

‘I’ve never heard of such a place.’

Evera shook her head, and now it was Sapphire’s turn to feel overwhelmed. A sharp pain split her palm, and she looked at the scar that ran across it, red and risen.

She needed this vision to end.

She reached out for the girl’s hand, hoping that contact would bring the nightmare to a close just like it had before. But in the blink of an eye, a flame erupted from Evera’s palm.

Sapphire retracted her hand quickly, stumbling over the rock behind her. She hit the ground hard, a yelp escaping her lips, though her eyes never left the dancing flame.

Evera’s gaze remained on her for a few more moments before she extinguished it.

‘Sorry. I thought you were going to –’

‘Attack you?’ Sapphire got up, brushing the dirt off her nightgown. ‘Well, if I was thinking about it – I definitely won’t now.’

A small smile played on Evera’s lips. ‘What element do you belong to?’

‘Element?’

‘Yeah, I’m Fireborn, obviously. What are you?’

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

Evera frowned. ‘Are you OK? Maybe you hit your head and you’re confused.’

‘Where I’m from, people can’t casually ignite a flame in their palm.’

Evera’s eyes lit up. ‘Are you a mortal?’

A mortal. Sapphire had only heard that word used in discussion of the Beasts and their prey. Her fear reignited as she realized she could very well be in the presence of a monster. Yes, she was a mortal, and mortals ended up dead when they found themselves in the presence of a monster.

‘I –’

‘But if you are a mortal, breaking the barrier would be impossible. How did you end up here?’

‘That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out.’

‘This doesn’t make any sense.’

Sapphire almost chuckled. Finally, something they could agree on; but the fear she still felt caused the laughter to die on her tongue.

An uncomfortable silence followed until Evera finally spoke. ‘I think you should come with me.’

‘I’m fine on m–’

‘You’re barefoot and in a nightgown,’ Evera quipped back, taking in the girl’s appearance once more, her eyes softening in sympathy. ‘My mother will be able to help.’

Martia’s voice rang out in Sapphire’s mind: Never trust a stranger, my girl. The woodlands are full of creatures born of deceit.

‘All I need is a change of clothes, then I’m on my way.’

Evera nodded. ‘Yes, of course. Follow me.’

The walk seemed to last for miles. Sapphire began to pant under the hot sun, Evera tossing her worried glances as they journeyed towards her home. Finally, rows of small stone houses came into view: a village bustling with life. But Evera opted for the path that led around it. To their right was a large canyon, water glistening at its bottom. Further on stood an incredibly tall mountain with a fire burning at the peak.

Finally, her guide turned towards a small stone cottage that looked identical to the couple of hundred or so that they had already passed. Pausing at the gate, Evera gave Sapphire a half-hearted smile.

‘Just wait for a moment. I need to let my mother know you’re here.’

Sapphire watched as Evera disappeared behind the grey door. Sapphire did what she could to stay calm, tracing the scar on her palm. Several minutes passed before Evera reappeared with an older version of herself in tow. The woman’s eyes mirrored her daughter’s, red and apprehensive, but lacked the softness Evera’s held.

For a fleeting moment, Sapphire wondered if she ran, how far her raw and blistered feet would take her.

‘Hello. My name is Lelani. My daughter tells me you’re in a bit of a bind.’

Sapphire met Lelani’s gaze, and the woman tried her best to hide her flinch. Sapphire did not miss Lelani giving Evera the smallest push, putting her body behind her own.

‘As I explained to your daughter, all I need is a change of clothes, and then I can be on my way.’

Lelani looked her up and down twice before she spoke.

‘You are exhausted.’

Sapphire began to interrupt, but the woman raised a hand to silence her.

‘You are exhausted, and your feet are in a state. Why don’t you come inside and rest while we try and sort things out, hmm?’

Sapphire wanted to say no. She wanted to refuse the woman and her kindness, but as she peered around the village, she wasn’t sure where she would go. She needed shoes, and water, as the thick burning in her throat reminded her. So she nodded and the woman allowed her to pass through the gate. Once inside the cottage, Evera led her to a small table, pulling out a seat before heading up the stairs. Lelani joined Sapphire, her face suspicious.

‘What is your name?’ the older woman asked.

Sapphire chewed on her lip, wondering if it would be unwise to reveal more about herself to these women. But exhaustion weighed on her. She had to trust them, even if she knew she shouldn’t.

‘Sapphire.’

‘So, Sapphire, can you tell me how you came upon my daughter?’

‘I was just trying to get home,’ Sapphire snapped, her tone more defensive than she had intended.

‘And where is home?’ Lelani continued, her face unreadable. She was clearly unfazed.

‘Witrotean.’

‘I’ve never heard of Witrotean.’

The woman’s tone spoke volumes. Sapphire knew what she was thinking: liar.

Still, the answer chipped away at her resolve. Witrotean was a war-torn hellscape, but for her, it was her only home, the place where she’d grown up and, more importantly, a place where she knew how to survive.

‘How do you not –?’ Sapphire choked on the words, the muscles along her throat clenching in tiny spasms from thirst, but Lelani did not move to comfort her.

‘Is there anything you can tell us? Anything that could help us help you?’ Lelani asked.

Sapphire considered the question, but when she met the woman’s cautious expression, she knew honesty had no place at this table.

‘No.’

Lelani pressed her lips into a thin line as her eyes narrowed.

Before her mother could continue the interrogation, Evera reappeared with a pile of clothing in hand. Sapphire pushed back from the table, needing to escape Lelani’s heavy stare.

‘Bathroom?’

‘Second door to the left,’ Evera answered with a small, sincere smile as she handed the pile to Sapphire as she passed. Once she clicked the door closed behind her, Sapphire felt herself coming undone and moved to grip the cold basin in front of her for support. A single sob shook her shoulders before she heard the whispers outside the door.

‘We have to take her to the kingdom, Evera. We have no idea who she is or what her intentions are.’

‘Can’t we take her tomorrow? She’s practically dead on her feet right now.’

‘No. You’ve heard the whispers about the Shattered Lands too, Evera. You saw her eyes. I fear she’s –’

Their voices turned even quieter, and Sapphire moved to the looking glass. Everyone seemed to want to talk about her eyes. When she saw her own reflection, she realized why. They were usually a muddy, chestnut brown, but now they glowed a vibrant violet. She stumbled away from the glass, trying to gather herself together.

This was not possible.

Eyes did not just … change, especially to a colour so unnatural and unsettling. Taking a few deep breaths, she summoned up the courage to look at herself once more. The violet was still there. She blinked, willing it to fade, but nothing changed – and as she stared, unable to turn away, a sick feeling began to settle into her bones.

She remained there for some time before a gentle knock broke her out of the trance.

‘Sapphire? Are you OK?’ Evera’s voice was worried.

‘Just a few minutes, sorry.’

Rushing, she forced herself into the odd garment Evera had given her. It seemed to be made of some type of heavy leather. She was too tall for the top half, causing the entire outfit to fit awkwardly. But still, it was better than what she had been wearing. When she finally stepped back into the main room, Evera went to gather her nightgown, but Sapphire snatched it away.

‘I need to keep this.’

Evera nodded, stepping back towards her mother quickly. Sapphire knew better than to lose the gown she had slept in for almost two years. Martia would never provide another.

‘Sapphire, I can’t, in good conscience, allow you to just stumble through Aleburn on your own. Why don’t you let us escort you to Astral – the queen’s city? I honestly believe the royal family can help you find your way home. They can certainly help more than anyone around here can.’

Just the mention of others put her on edge. ‘No. That won’t be necessary.’

Lelani grimaced. ‘I’m afraid it’s more of a demand than an offer. I have some things to take care of, but in a few hours, we’ll begin the trek.’

Lelani did not allow Sapphire to argue, heading straight up the stairs.

‘It’s better we take you to the kingdom than guards find you,’ Evera said once they were alone.

‘Why would the guards even bother? I’ve done nothing wrong.’

‘Not technically, I guess.’ Evera looked uncomfortable. ‘But your presence is a slightly bigger deal than you might realize.’

Sapphire felt her temper flare.

‘Was that your plan, then, all along? Bring me here just to hand me over to armed guards?’

‘Of course not. I wouldn’t – I was worried for you – you looked so out of place, I just wanted to help.’

‘And what changed?’

Evera deflated slightly. ‘My mother is a bit more cautious than me.’

‘I hadn’t noticed,’ Sapphire scoffed.

To her surprise, Evera smirked.

‘She means well … she’s just protective of what is left of her family. You have to understand that.’

The words burned Sapphire from the inside out.

‘Not all of us have the luxury of a family, much less a mother as fierce as yours.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’ And Evera’s voice truly sounded so. ‘It was unfair of me to expect you to …’

Sapphire felt her anger slip a little.

‘It’s fine.’ She looked back to the washroom, remembering how it had felt to see her own eyes. She recalled Lelani’s hushed tone. She recalled how, despite being afraid, Evera had offered her kindness, expecting nothing in return, and she sighed. ‘My eyes … they’re not usually this colour.’

The girl forced out the best smile she could.

‘They’re quite pretty. They suit you.’

‘They make me look deranged.’

At that, Evera laughed loudly, and while Sapphire’s hand still rested on the scabbard of her dagger, she felt herself relax slightly at the sound, allowing herself a moment of peace in the presence of such kindness.




CHAPTER TWO

As they made their way west, Sapphire learned what true exhaustion felt like. The weight of the leather made the walk excruciating, and she was covered in sweat. But despite the difficult terrain, Lelani and Evera barely broke their stride, slowing only to allow Sapphire to catch up with them.

She was too tired to be embarrassed. Evera kept her pace slow and intentional, remaining beside her.

‘There’s no need to be nervous, you know.’ Evera said, shattering the silence that had existed for the past few miles.

‘Who said I was nervous?’ Sapphire snapped back, more venom in her tone than she actually felt.

Evera shrugged slightly, her eyes fixed on the path ahead. ‘You’re not as hard to read as you think you are.’

Sapphire studied the side of Evera’s face, trying to piece together the girl’s motives before Evera turned a gentle gaze on her.

‘I work at the castle. In the library,’ she continued. ‘Everyone there is nice and I’m sure they’ll just want to be helpful.’

Sapphire didn’t reply. She just snapped her focus forward, not able to bear the weight of those kind eyes any further.

Sapphire was desperate for any ally – but Martia’s avoidance of strangers was constantly in her mind. A few more awkward seconds passed before Evera turned her attention to her mother, accepting that the conversation was over.

They had been walking for what felt like hours when the view finally gave way to glistening water. Lush green trees and rolling hills followed. For a moment, Sapphire longed for the small charcoal set the twins had given her, and enough time to commit the landscape to paper.

‘Astral – the city of water,’ Lelani announced as they made their way down a stone path towards a canal. Ahead was a wooden dock, a small, weathered platform floating beside it.

The man that occupied it scrambled to his feet and smiled as they approached.

‘Keep your eyes down, Sapphire.’ Evera’s voice was low and timid in a way she hadn’t heard before.

Sapphire wasn’t in the mood to argue, entirely taken by the scene unfolding before her. A world so rich with colour she once again convinced herself she was trapped inside a vision. Still, despite its beauty, her panic grew with every step. She had never felt comfortable in the water, and though she had tried to learn to swim she had never mastered the skill.

Evera held out a hand to assist her on to the rocking platform. Once settled, she took a few deep steadying breaths and challenged herself to focus on the world around her. She dipped her fingers into the water and sighed. It was cool enough to feel like a balm across her hot skin, and clear enough that she could see straight through to the bottom, which helped settle her nerves.

But it was the man who directed the floating platform who truly enthralled her. With a simple wave of his hand, he sent them along the canal. At first, she didn’t quite understand how the boat moved with such ease but then it dawned on her – this was another element. Astral was a city of water, and the people who lived there controlled it, as Evera controlled her fire.

The canal opened up into a much larger lake, and a huge castle came into view. She sucked in a breath as she took it in. The castle was perched upon a large hill, surrounded by water on all sides, pristine at every angle. As they moved closer, she noticed each white stone was even and square.

It was charming, but even the artistry of it all could not ward off the anxiety that built with every passing moment. She suddenly felt like a child as she bit back the urge to beg Evera to allow her a little more time before they handed her over.

The floating platform came to an abrupt halt in front of the castle, and as Sapphire’s feet touched solid ground, she enjoyed her reconnection with dry land. The feeling, however, was short-lived as the guards noticed them and wasted no time in approaching. The shorter of the two spoke first.

‘Can I assist you, ma’am?’

‘May we speak privately?’ When Lelani’s eyes cut to Sapphire, the guard followed her gaze and nodded.

‘This is all going to work out,’ Evera said. ‘The king and queen are powerful – powerful enough to get you back to Witrotean, I’m sure.’ She gave Sapphire a small, forced smile.

Sapphire didn’t respond, focused on tracking Lelani’s and the guard’s movements. They huddled together, the man’s gaze darting to her every few seconds. Despite Evera’s original advice, she refused to look away from him.

As Lelani rejoined them, Sapphire felt something shift. It was small, but as the older woman occupied herself with a frayed string on her cloak, Sapphire became intensely aware that the man’s focus was now entirely on her as he crossed the stone walkway towards them.

The realization struck her a second too late, as two sets of hands wrapped tightly around her biceps. She attempted to break free of their grip, but they only held her even more firmly.

‘You’re hurting me!’ Sapphire’s voice was strained.

‘Weapons?’ the smaller guard asked, and Sapphire paled at the question. His eyes tracked down to the leather casing strapped around her waist. In a swift motion, he unbuckled her dagger, removing its scabbard as she fought against them.

The guards did not meet her alarmed gaze as they began to drag her along. The metal of Sapphire’s boots made an unbearable noise as it scraped against the stone walkway.

As she realized escape was impossible, Sapphire’s mind shifted to survival mode, studying her surroundings in an attempt to memorize the layout of the castle entrance. The bridge led straight to the water, and there was a window low enough to jump from and probably survive.

They were almost at the large double doors when she finally allowed herself to look back to the women who had delivered her. Lelani was pulling Evera back towards the platform, the girl’s face stricken with panic as she watched Sapphire being taken away.

The last thing she saw before the doors slammed behind her was the blue sky slipping into grey.

They moved quickly through the castle, and Sapphire tried her best to track each turn they made. Large pieces of art adorned the walls, and the stone floors had given way to a shining marble. Everything was stark white, with greenery growing in terracotta pots that sat in the corners. Statues gleamed and vases shone in the late-afternoon sun that peeked through the large windows.

They took a left, moving into a dark stairwell, and the marble turned back to stone. With every step they took, the light faded until the world around her was entirely black. The warmth drained from the corridor, replaced by a bitter cold that caused her to shiver despite the heavy leather she wore.

There was a rancid smell accompanied by a stagnant heaviness that made her feel like she might choke. Finally, they entered a barren chamber with no natural light. There were no windows; flickering candles were the only source of illumination. Sapphire’s eyes struggled to adjust to the dimness as stone walls and wrought-iron bars closed in around her.

No.

‘You can’t just throw me into jail.’ Sapphire’s voice was too loud, echoing off the stone. ‘I want to go home. Please, I just want to return to Witrotean.’

One of the men grunted in response as he yanked her forward.

‘Please, at least tell me how long I will be here.’

There was no answer as they escorted her to the third cell, and the larger guard pulled open the door before his partner shoved her inside. The lock turned with a deafening clunk, and she shut her eyes tightly, unable to bear watching them walk away. She followed the sound of their footsteps until they faded entirely.

Sapphire couldn’t remember the last time she had been truly on her own. Always in the company of others at the Home – even in the woodlands – she was never truly by herself.

But she was here. Entirely alone.

Panic swallowed her whole as she stumbled backwards until she rested against the filth-covered wall of her cell.

Alone.

Alone in a world she didn’t know. A world where she clearly didn’t belong.

Sapphire clawed desperately at the tight collar of her borrowed tunic, ripping at the buttons in an attempt to find some relief. Still, panic built so rapidly she couldn’t escape it. It twisted its way through her entire being as she leaned her forehead against the cold stone. Eventually, she turned to prayers, begging the Saints to hear her, but they didn’t answer her pleas, and she slid down the wall as sobs racked her entire body until she felt empty.

There was nothing but darkness, a large puddle of standing water in the corner, and a small bench to her right.

She reached for her dagger instinctively before remembering it had been taken from her. Emptiness came with the realization. She wondered when her weapon had begun to feel as familiar as a limb. Was it her first kill? Or before? When she slept, clinging on to sharpened sticks just in case a Beast visited the Home?

She wasn’t sure how long it had been when the man entered, holding a lantern.

‘Hello,’ he said, his voice gentler than expected. ‘My name is Claye. And who might you be?’

She couldn’t find any words as she stared at him, inching forward closer to get a better look. He was small with high cheekbones and a crooked nose. He allowed her time to take him in and offered her a small smile.

‘My name is Sapphire and I just – I just want to go home.’

It was his turn to step forward and she fought the urge to flinch. She was taller than him, which forced him to look up at her. When he did, recognition passed over his face. The violet of her eyes was noticeable even in the dim light. Sapphire swallowed, her throat dry.

‘Nice to meet you, Sapphire. But I do have a few questions first.’ He waited for her to nod before continuing, ‘Now, what business do you have in Eriobis today?’

‘I wish I knew.’

The answer came out flat and angry, as desperation had left her too tired to remain polite, but Claye simply arched an eyebrow, entirely unfazed.

‘This will be much easier if you’re honest with me.’

A bitter laugh escaped her, and anger stirred inside her – actually a welcome relief from the panic.

‘I am not lying. I wish I was lying. I wish I knew what I was doing here. I wish I knew anything. But I don’t. Before today, I didn’t even know Eriobis existed.’

‘Where are you from, then?’

‘Witrotean.’

He held her gaze for a moment before scribbling something in a notebook.

‘I see. And do you belong to an element?’ She stared at him, waiting for him to explain. ‘Do you possess magic?’

‘No. Where I am from, magic does not exist.’

Claye once again scribbled in his journal. Sapphire’s irritation grew as he offered her no explanation in exchange for her honesty.

‘Did someone send you to Eriobis, Sapphire?’

‘I just told you that before today I did not know Eriobis existed.’

He licked his lips, his gaze lingering on her before returning his attention to the notepad. She sighed loudly, falling back against the bench.

‘I am unsure of what to make of this situation,’ Claye said.

‘That makes two of us.’

She could’ve sworn that, for a fleeting moment, the man’s lip tugged upward, amused.

When Sapphire traced the outline of the scar on her palm, Claye’s eyes flicked to her hand, and he arched an eyebrow again before rushing to scribble more on the paper.

‘Sapphire, have your eyes always been … the shade they are currently?’

‘No. They’re usually brown.’

He nodded before tucking his notebook into a satchel.

‘Thank you for answering my questions. Regretfully, I do not have the authority to release you from this cell, but I will talk to the constable to see if we can move you somewhere more … comfortable.’ He scrunched his nose like he was finally noticing how dirty the surroundings were. ‘I am going to report my findings to the king and queen, and I will be back with an update as soon as I have one.’

‘What?’ Her voice broke. ‘What findings?’

But he was already outside the cell and locking the door.

‘Please! Don’t leave me here.’

She sounded like a child, and he looked at her with more sympathy than she expected – but he still walked away. Hot tears flooded her eyes, and soon she started to sob again. She buckled over, fear and anger and exhaustion spilling out of her with every strangled breath.

She wanted Witrotean. She wanted to give Susanna her extra quilt. She wanted to find a tree that leaked sweet water and bring it home as a surprise. She wanted to thank Martia for her guidance. She wanted to provide for the Home again.

But wishes were fickle things, she knew that.

And long after her tears had stopped, she lay on the bench, staring into the darkness.

A gentle hand stirred her from her latest dream and she smiled.

A gentle hand.

Martia.

The vision was over. But as she peeled open her eyes, a soft cry escaped her throat. Claye’s grey eyes were staring back at her. She scrambled away from him.

‘Sorry if I scared you. But it’s time to leave.’

She blinked a few times, the lingering ghost of Martia’s touch making it hard to be present.

‘Where am I going?’

‘You’ve been summoned by the king and queen.’




CHAPTER THREE

The same two guards were waiting for her as she came out of the cell. They moved to strong-arm her, but Claye lifted a hand, insisting they let her walk freely. It was a small act of kindness, and she was grateful for it.

Claye moved with ease as they walked through the castle.

‘What type of magic can you do?’

She knew she shouldn’t ask that question. She had never been one for small talk, but despite her anger and fear, she was fascinated by the idea of magic. Claye gave her a warm smile, opening his palm and extending his hand to her.

She flinched as he twisted his fingers slightly, a cold breeze dancing over her skin.

‘How –?’

‘I’m from an Airborn household. My entire family are air manipulators. I wasn’t always happy about it, but these days, it seems to fit me.’

She considered her response but quickly noticed that the two guards had moved closer to her, watching her carefully.

‘The king and queen are very kind,’ Claye said quietly, like he had read her mind.

‘What magic do they have?’

‘You’ll be able to tell soon.’

He was right. As they moved through new corridors, the walkways were lined with shimmering water. Fountains bubbled in every corner. Flags in varying shades of blue hung from the wall.

‘I told you,’ Claye whispered, the corners of his eyes twitching.

At his words, she wiped away her look of bewilderment and fixed a scowl in its place, but he didn’t seem to mind as he guided her to a small door. Inside was a washroom much larger than any she had ever seen. It was white with gleaming gold finishes, with not a towel out of place and not so much as a speck of dirt.

It was so perfect that it was almost infuriating.

‘Please take a few moments to clean yourself up. A simple gown has been provided for you – if you should need assistance, simply knock twice on the door and it will be provided.’

The gown that had been left for her was made of the nicest fabric that she’d ever touched, soft against her aching muscles. She stared at herself in the mirror once more, never having a dress free of stains or wear before.

She opened the door to find Claye waiting.

‘That is much better.’ He began to usher her down the corridor.

Mercy, she was scared.

Dread settled upon her shoulders. And her fear intensified as she caught sight of two large gold-plated doors. Engravings of the Gods adorned them, and she couldn’t pull her focus away because she knew, without a doubt, what – or who – resided on the other side. Would they order her to be returned to the dungeons where she would be left to rot? Or execute her as a show of power? Maybe they’d laugh, call her a silly child, and leave her to fend for herself in a world she didn’t understand.

She wasn’t sure which possibility scared her the most.

They paused in front of the doors for only a moment before Claye directed the guards to open them. He held out a hand, a signal for her to enter. She closed her eyes tightly, trying to push down the mounting panic in her chest, but the strong hand of one of the guards pressed against her back, forcing her to move forward. When she reopened her eyes, her vision filled with black spots as she struggled to keep herself upright.

In front of her was a large room full of light. It was brilliant white and reminded her of the days when you could feel spring giving way to summer, her favourite time in Witrotean, when food was more abundant and she could slip away to paint by the brook.

The memory brought her peace, but it dissipated quickly as she saw a man and woman seated in large chairs, looking directly at her.

‘Move forward, Sapphire. We mustn’t keep them waiting.’

She followed Claye’s command, her eyes locked on the two thrones looming in front of her. He urged her forward, hustling her steps until she reached the king and queen and looked up to meet their gaze. Claye bowed his head, but Sapphire did not follow suit, unable to tear her focus from the queen. Her brown skin was strewn with freckles and her eyes matched the colour of the green stones set into her crown.

She was ethereal.

‘Hello, Sapphire.’

Her voice was melodic – sweet and commanding. As Sapphire watched the king and queen watch her, she stood a bit taller.

‘Welcome to Eriobis,’ the king said. His green eyes were as brilliant as the queen’s. She wasn’t sure what she had expected these two to be like, but not this. ‘We hear you’re in a predicament,’ the king continued.

She couldn’t find the courage to reply.

‘Sapphire, how old are you?’ the queen asked.

‘I just turned eighteen before I arrived here.’

The pair exchanged a look that Sapphire couldn’t understand.

‘I’m sure your parents are so worried about you,’ said the queen.

She shook her head, not wanting to explain that maybe no one at all was worried about her. She numbed at the thought.

The pair continued to stare at her, eyes flickering to each other every so often, and something shifted inside Sapphire, causing her to sweat. Her eyes darted around the room, which suddenly felt too small – she took a step backwards towards the door. If she ran fast enough, maybe she could escape. Run until her body gave out or they caught her and drove a sword through her chest.

She felt Claye’s hand press against her back. He looked at her with a mix of warning and encouragement.

‘Sapphire.’ The queen’s voice was quiet. ‘I’m afraid we can’t help you.’

No.

Sapphire ran her hands through her dark hair. She had known this could happen. She had known there was a possibility they would refuse her … but how was she supposed to return to Witrotean now? She bit her lip in an effort to quell the angry, heartbroken tears that threatened to spill over.

‘Why not? I just want to go home.’ Her voice cracked.

The queen stood, moving with ease as she made her way down the stairs. Her long dress flowed behind her, her eyes never leaving Sapphire’s face.

Sapphire was unable to look away, nearly tripping backwards as the queen reached her. The woman placed a slender hand on Sapphire’s right cheek.

Sapphire recoiled. Her blood ran cold at the queen’s touch, her mind screaming at her to run. And despite the queen’s kindness, her instincts urged her to put distance between them. She glanced over her shoulder, trying to calculate how far it was to the doors through which she had entered, but the queen’s voice broke through the haze in her mind.

‘We can’t help you go home because …’ The woman seemed to be struggling for words. ‘Because you are home. Sapphire, I believe you are our daughter.’

Sapphire’s vision blurred as she processed the words, her heart pounding in her ears like a drum. She gripped the soft fabric that hung from her body in hopes of grounding herself.

Our daughter.

Oh, mercy, that couldn’t be right.

She felt lightheaded as she rocked on her feet, unable to find her balance.

The queen’s teary green eyes were the last thing Sapphire saw before she passed out.




CHAPTER FOUR

You will be Home. You will see grey, chipped walls. You will feel the light flooding through the open window on to your skin. You will hear Martia’s sturdy footsteps as she moves down the hall to wake everyone. You will gather your dagger and your hunting cloak and you will head to the woodlands.

You won’t be in Eriobis.

After repeating this mantra a few times, Sapphire forced her eyes open, then frowned as she took in the arched ceilings of the castle. To her right, the queen hovered with a worried look.

She immediately shut her eyes once more, willing it all to go away.

‘Sweetling, did you hit your head?’

What a question to ask in a moment like this. And nobody had ever called her something affectionate like sweetling.

‘I know this is overwhelming. But … you … you look so much like …’ The queen choked back a sob, rubbing her arms as if trying to console herself. ‘We lost our daughter eighteen years ago with no explanation. She simply disappeared from my arms only minutes after I first held her and you –’

‘I fit the timeline,’ Sapphire stated, slowly sitting up.

The queen eyed her closely, clearly unused to being interrupted. ‘It’s more than a timeline.’

She reached out an uncertain hand, intending to help Sapphire stand, but her eyes widened as Sapphire held up her own to accept. A loud sob escaped the queen’s lips. Sapphire looked at the king in confusion, but he looked only at his wife. The air stiffened, a new tension enveloping the three as the queen continued to stare at her outstretched palm.

‘Everyone, out.’

The king’s voice was strained but commanding and everyone else in the room marched to the exit without even glancing back, except for Claye, who remained only a few steps away. At the sound of the door closing, the queen walked back to her husband. Her earlier grace had vanished as she collapsed against his chest, sobbing like a child.

‘Araxia, what happened?’

The king held his wife closely, lightly rubbing her back, and Sapphire suddenly felt like she was intruding.

‘Kip, it is her,’ the queen sputtered. ‘Her palm. Look at her palm. It’s Aylara.’

His eyes found Sapphire, and they stayed there for a few heartbeats. The only sounds in the room were the queen’s meek sobs and the king’s heavy silence.

The tension returned to his posture, and he led his wife back to her seat before approaching Sapphire.

‘Your palm again, please?’

‘And if I say no?’

His eyes darkened at her words. Sapphire searched his face, trying to find clemency. Find clarity. Find herself.

‘It wasn’t a request,’ he replied, reaching for her hand.

Her fingernails dug into her skin until she wondered if she had drawn blood.

‘Please, Aylara.’

It was the queen who spoke now. Her voice was teetering on the edge of begging. Sapphire met the woman’s tear-stained gaze for a moment but forced herself to look away.

‘That’s not my name,’ she snapped.

‘Please … Sapphire.’

Don’t care, don’t care, Sapphire chanted to herself. It wasn’t her responsibility to care. But she couldn’t help feel pity at the queen’s desperate expression.

The king took his chance.

His left hand lunged forward, wrapping itself around her wrist. His right forced her fingers back one by one.

‘Kip!’ the queen cried.

‘Aylara, we don’t have time for games.’

As he bent back her last finger, the king paused, shooting Sapphire a look she couldn’t quite read. Apologetic, weary, tired even. He ran his forefinger down the length of her jagged scar – leaving a burning sensation in its wake.

‘You are hurting me!’ she hissed through gritted teeth. Anger simmered deep inside her. Anger that now outweighed any fear that she’d felt.

He dropped her hand but his smugness was gone. His face betrayed panic as he moved quickly, and silently, back to his throne.

‘It’s her.’ There was no question in his tone. ‘Call them. Let’s get this settled.’

A quick flick of his wrist was all it took to send Claye out into the hall, shouting as he went. Sapphire did her best to track every movement, every word, trying to take stock, make sense, anything to understand the world around her.

She didn’t hear Claye’s soft-footed return.

‘You fit.’ He lowered his voice as he continued. ‘You fit who they say you are more than you probably realize.’

Sapphire tried to ignore the meaning lurking behind his words and fixed her eyes on the two figures in front of them.

‘They kept me in a cage for nearly two days.’

A small chuckle shook his body.

‘Better than most are blessed with.’

He paused for another moment, craning his neck slightly to look up at her.

‘And to be fair, the castle guards threw you in the cage. And myself, of course.’

Sapphire’s eyes pinned Claye. ‘I’ll make sure I remember that.’

A grin spread across his narrow face. ‘All I’m trying to say is, we put you in the cage. It was their decision to let you out. I’d make sure to remember that instead.’

He turned and walked away without another word, leaving her. It felt as if time dragged on for hours until the doors swung open again, and two women entered.

The younger one had fiery red hair and skin that was nearly translucent. She had a darkness about her, but even from a distance, Sapphire could tell she was unnervingly beautiful.

The older woman beside her looked more severe. She had the same red hair but her skin was nearly silver with scars running in every direction. When her eyes cut to Sapphire, she was startled to see they were pale blue.

‘Your majesties.
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