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Trigger Warnings

This story contains depictions of:
Physical abuse (man hitting a woman)
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Insinuation of incest
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Your mental health matters.
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Pronunciation Guide

Names:
Rhea Maxwell (Ray-uh Max-well)
Bella (Bell-uh)
Dolian Maxwell (Doal-ee-an Max-well)
Alexi (Al-ex-ee)
Flynn (Flinn)
Tienne (Tee-en-nay)
Erica (Eric-uh)
Xander (Xan-der)
Bahira Daxel (Bah-heer-uh Dax-ehl)
Sadryn Daxel (Say-drin Dax-ehl)
Alexandria Daxel (Alex-an-dree-uh Dax-ehl)
Nox Daxel (Nox Dax-ehl)

Daje Keria (Dah-jay Kare-ee-uh)



Haylee (Hay-lee)

Kallin Keria (Kall-en Kare-ee-uh)
Arav (Ar-ov)

Hadrik (Had-rick)

Osiris (Oh-sigh-ris)

Starla (Star-lah)

Cassius (Cass-ee-us)

Aria (Are-ee-uh)

Allegra (All-egg-ruh)

Lyre (Lie-ruh)

Places:

Olymazi (Ole-mah-zee): World

Vitour (Vi-toor): Capital of the Mortal Kingdom
Galdr (Gal-dahr): Capital of the Mage Kingdom

Celatum (Sell-uh-tum): Small town on the outskirts of the
Mortal Kingdom



Prologue

IT IS QUITE THE predicament I have found myself in. I
wince as sweat drips down my brow and a burning sensation

courses through my body at the massive loss of my magic.

“It’s too late isn’t it, Father?” Solana asks solemnly at my
side, her green eyes shining brightly. I nod from where I kneel,
looking up to her with pursed lips.

“It 1s.” I sigh as I drop my head, brows furrowing in

concentration. “I’ve given too much.”

My obsession with other worlds—with exploring what lay
beyond my own realm—had led to this. As the being in charge
of Void and Time, a god as some mortals have called me, I had
used my magic frequently to walk within the cosmos. An
insatiable hunger to learn and see and experience how others

lived propelled me to go farther and farther.

Every time I returned to my home world, I was left feeling
stagnant, like rain water collecting in a forgotten urn. The

politics of life there and the daily responsibilities I held were



meek in comparison to what I was discovering lie beyond. I
loved my family, of course; my wife was my moon and sun
and every twinkling star in the sky. She understood the
restlessness I felt though, the curiosity that burned within me,

particularly when it came to observing the mortals.

When Solana, my oldest daughter by marriage, showed the
same curiosity, I brought her with me to explore. Drawing my
magic from the black spaces between planets and stars and
galaxies, we moved through voids of time to see new worlds.
During our travels, we came upon a planet named Damatus. It
was full of mortals who brimmed with life and a curiosity that
rivaled my own. Solana and I glamored our bodies to look
mortal and visited them often, watching how they interacted

and found beauty in a life that was so different from what we
knew.

What no one on the planet could see, however, was that
their world was beginning to die. The core of it lost more of its
brilliance with every visit we made. This visit was no
exception. When we had reached Damatus earlier today, |
noticed that the planet had started to fracture, its destruction
looming in the not-so-distant future. And with it, the death of
every being that resided on it.

“There must be something we can do,” Solana pleaded, her
eyes limning with silver as she looked out at the many mortals
gathered in the city center. Children ran past, their smiles wide
as they chased each other. I pretended I didn’t see the way
Solana’s eyes lingered longingly on a nearby male, or man I

supposed. She thought she was being clever at hiding her



relationship with him, but much like her mother, she didn’t

conceal her emotions all that well.

Truthfully, there was something I could do, but it would
require an immense amount of my magic to do it. I wasn’t sure
I would be able to save everyone even if I did act, but the look
of anguish on Solana’s face moved me. As a long-lived being
who generally wasn’t motivated beyond my own desires, I had
to recognize that this might be a sign. Perhaps these mortals
didn’t deserve death merely because they were on the planet at

the wrong time. Or perhaps I just loved my daughter.

“Let us try then,” I replied calmly, chuckling at the
widening of her eyes and the smile on her face. So like her
mother, capable of feeling emotions far beyond what other
gods like myself were accustomed to. I had never tested the
abilities of my magic this far before, but I was a being that
drew my gifts from the vastness of space and the essence of
measure. Surely I could save these beings and bring them

somewhere better.

Drawing in as much magic from the surrounding cosmos as
I could summon, I began to walk between planets, my sights
set on a world I had visited millennia prior and my magic
taking as many mortals as I could carry. If memory served me
correctly, the planet was only home to animals but would be a
hospitable place for all kinds of life. It could be a new
beginning for a people whose impending deaths were

premature.



Time moved slowly at first as the coldness of space and
infinite worlds blanketed me. I found the lull soothing as my
magic pulled and pushed within. Then came a rush as Time
and Void caught up, stars and galaxies surrounded me in
colorful blurs before I landed on the new planet, Solana by my
side. I carefully brought the mortals into the atmosphere but
held them above as I caught my breath. The continent we
stood upon was large, but as I looked around, I wondered if it

was big enough for the amount of life I had brought with me.

“There are too many for this land, aren’t there?” Solana
asked, gazing out at the thick lining of trees just beyond the
beach where we stood. When I answered with only a slight
nod, she looked at me with a frown. “It used too much of your
magic to get them here.” Not a question, but a statement of

observation.

I felt weaker than I ever had, and it alarmed me. “I have
never done anything like this before, but I am not sure I could

move them to a new planet.” Or bring us back home.

Her frown grew deeper as though she heard my thoughts.
Solana surveyed the ocean and then the jagged snow-covered
mountains in the distance. “It is quite beautiful here,” she
whispered before she brought her attention back to me. “What
do we do?” Though Solana was an adult, her voice sounded so
small and unsure, like she was but a child looking to her father

for advice. It, again, tugged at my heart.

“If I help them adapt to this world, I do not think we can

make it back ho—"



“I know,” she said softly, reaching out to hold my hand,
“and I’m sorry to have asked you to do this.”

“Daughter, you asked nothing of me that I wasn’t already
willing to do”—I squeeze her hand gently—*“for you and for
them...” I trailed off as an uncomfortable tightness clenched

around my throat.

Solana understood what I couldn’t voice, her face relaxing
as her eyes glistened. “Then let us make this place and these

mortals truly represent that which we love most.”
And so the beings of this new planet came to be.

On one side of the continent, among the rolling hills of
grass, wildflowers, and sparse forests, I placed the first group
of mortals. They were already curious and clever, so I kept
them as they were, for that was the characteristic that drew me
most to them. These mortals had lived together in Damatus, so
I followed the same pattern as I began bringing more down

onto the planet.

In the center of the continent now lived beings that included
the man Solana loved. To honor her connection with him, she
gave them a sprinkling of her celestial magic. I infused an
inclination towards peace into their souls, making it an
intrinsic part of who they were. Mages, they would be called,

because of their ability to manipulate magic in its purest form.

On the other side of the continent, I created what we had
called fae on our home world, giving them pointed ears similar

to my own. | had noticed dragons that lived in the high



mountainous terrains that would be their new home, so I gave

them the ability to bond with the winged beasts.

Upon a large island to the south of the continent, I gave the
mortals now there the ability to shift into any of the various
animals that lived on this planet. Animals to me had always
represented bravery and tenacity, which were personality traits
and magical gifts of some of the gods I was leaving behind on

my own world.

Finally, to honor my youngest daughter—the one I would
never see again—I created an all-female race that could live in
the sea. Their dark skin and ringlet hair made in her likeness,
while their beautiful, powerful voices and fierce femininity

rivaled that of my wife.

For each of these kingdoms, I gave them everything they
would need to begin anew here. I then wiped away only the
memories of the old world that the beings had come from.
Magic, like all things, required balance—a price to be paid for
its usage. | had saved many lives and had formed entirely new
beings, but I had done so at my own expense. Even the magic |
had given to this world would have a price of its own, unique
to each group of life; for no gift was ever truly free. My magic
now lived in the continent and in the peoples, and I knew now
with certainty that I did not have a way to bring Solana and I

back to our own home.

Coming back to the present moment, I look down at the
ground, sweat dripping from my face onto the sand as I repeat,

“I have given too much.”



“It’s alright,” she whispers, her fingers finding my jaw and
lifting my head back up to look at her. In the breeze blowing in
from the ocean, her light blonde hair flutters behind her.

“I am happy to live here with them.” To stay among the
newly created beings and the man, now turned mage, that she

loved.

“Then you shall rule here among them,” I say, wrapping my
hand around hers. The darkness of my skin was in such
contrast with the lighter complexion of hers—though both

glowed brilliantly under this planet’s sun.

“I will rule over the mages and show them how to wield
their new-found magic.” She speaks the words with a grim
finality as she turns to look back out over the thickly
connected trees. “But we will let the other kingdoms find

rulers of their own.”

“So it shall be,” 1 respond with a smile. A few quiet
moments pass, just the sound of the waves and chattering of
birds in the distance. A beautiful world indeed. “I cannot stay
in this form on this planet. My body has grown too weak,” I

say finally, watching her face to gauge her reaction.

Though she knew this was a possibility, she is unable to

hide her sadness fully.

Solana’s lips tip up slightly, her grin tight as she asks, “Will
I still be able to talk with you?”

I nod, sitting back on my heels. That burning sensation

intensifies in my body as I accumulate the last of my



remaining magic to prepare for my final act. “Use your magic,
and you can meet me in a space between this world and
Eternity.” I pause, closing my eyes and taking in the sounds of
this planet for the last time. “Name this world Olymazi for it

means— "

“All together,” she interjects with a pleased look on her
face. “Yes, I think that fits rather well.” Her chin dips for a
moment before she takes a deep breath, her eyes red-rimmed
when they meet mine again. “I will miss you, even with the
ability to speak to you.” A single tear rolls down her cheek,
her love for me reflected in her glassy gaze. “Thank you,
Father. For everything you have done, both on this world and

beyond. I love you.”

My eyes shut briefly as I let her words settle into me,

easing the weight of my final moments.

“I love you too, Solana. May you always be happy and
loved here.” With a final squeeze, our hands separate for the
last time. I pour my magic into the land, merging my body
with the continent before my consciousness joins with the
Aethers. My final breath is a plea of forgiveness to my

youngest daughter and wife back on my home world.

“Forgive me, my loves. Until we meet again.”



Chapter One: Rhea

MY EYES SHOOT OPEN as I sit up, gasping for air and
swiping the hair away from my sweaty forehead. The silvery
light of the moon reflects off the wood floor around me,
illuminating the loft and beyond as my heart pumps wildly in

my chest. It was just a nightmare.

“He’s not here,” I whisper as I force the memories down,

my shaking hands gripping the blankets tightly. He s not here.

A whimper sounds to my left, coming from the bunched up
comforter at my waist. Peeling the bedding back, I look down
at Bella, my eyes meeting her big round golden ones. She
inches out from under the warmth of the blanket to rest her
head on my thigh, my fingers rustling the fluffy fur of her back
as I take a deep breath. I don’t usually remember my dreams,

like my own subconscious doesn’t want me to grasp them, but



I always remember my nightmares. As if living them wasn’t

bad enough, the memories haunt me while I’'m asleep as well.

Shivering at the thought, I shake my head slightly and look
down into the living area below. From the loft space where my
bed is, I have a partial view of the tower, excluding the library
beneath me. The gray stone walls that surround me suck in any
of the light offered by the moon, leaving eerie dark shadows in
their wake. Sighing, I flip my pillow over—the coolness of the
fabric seeping into my neck—as I lay back down and I close

my eyes.

The tightness in my chest persists, tears forming despite my
willing them to stop. Frustrated, I turn on my side and gaze out
the window to my right. The floor-to-ceiling glass gives me a
perfect view of the sparkling silver stars in the pitch black
night sky and their reflection on the calm waters of the lake
below. When I was a little girl, I used to pretend that each
flickering light was waving hello to me, their presence offering
comfort when I often felt so alone. Even now, though I’'m an

adult, I still imagine it.

The bed shifts as Bella moves around my feet to come lay
in front of me, her body nearly as long as mine. I bring an arm
around her as she nuzzles into my chest, her pointed ears
partially blocking my view of the sky. The white of her fur
glows from the moonlight streaming in through the window,
so stark against the otherwise dark room. Despite the anxiety
coiling inside me, my tired eyes crinkle as my cheeks lift into

a smile. Bella’s presence alone calms me enough to abate



some of my terror. But I know that sleep won’t come for me

again tonight.

After her breaths turn even and a soft snore fills the
otherwise-quiet room, I gently slide off the bed. Grabbing a
long match out of the glass jar on my night table, I strike it and
light the candle nestled in its bronze holder. My hair is a
tangled, sweaty mess, but I find a ribbon on my white vanity
long enough to tie it back away from my face. I’'m in desperate
need of a haircut again, but Alexi—my guard and only mortal
contact besides the king—was so nervous the handful of times
he did it in the past that he wasn’t eager to try again. No matter

how much I told him the trims always looked fine.

I stare at my reflection in the mirror, the taper candle just
barely casting enough light to see the normally bright green of
my eyes. Tonight, they hold fear in them, the dark circles
beneath reminding me that this is the third night in a row of
losing sleep. My complexion looks somewhat paler than
normal, and even my heart-shaped lips lack their normal
fullness, looking more dehydrated and dull. 1 sigh, but it isn’t

like I have to worry about anyone seeing me like this.

Reaching for the candle holder, I move down the wide
metal spiraling staircase to the bottom level. My thin white
night dress sticks to me as a breeze from a small window near
the balcony cools my sweaty skin, goosebumps breaking out

across my body.

Alexi would tell me optimistically to call this place my

home, as if saying it enough would convince myself that it’s



true. I suppose to a degree it is. What is a home, if not the
place you dwell all day and night? But something feels wrong
calling this confinement a word as comforting as that. My
books describe a home as warm and inviting. Filled with love
and happiness, friends and family. Looking around, I can’t

imagine a colder, more lonely place.

The lower level houses the living area with a sink in the
corner. A small black couch is pushed up against the outer
wall. The couch faces another wall—the library on the other
side—that goes up about ten feet before turning into a black
metal railing that frames the loft. A worn white tea table is set
in front of the couch, and the green armchair Alexi prefers is
off to the side near the glass doors that lead out to a white
stone balcony. The entirety of the tower, all the way up to the
pointed roof, is made of the same large gray circular stones.
The only exception are the floors, both on the lower level and

the loft upstairs, which are a light wood.

As a teenager, I begged Alexi to bring me plants and
flowers whenever he could. I needed more color—more /ife—
in this tower than just Bella and 1. The monotony of all those
gray stones nearly drove me insane. He was able to bring in a
few arastera plants that [ now have potted in the corner near
the balcony. Their large bright green leaves shaped like wide
stars provide that break against the gray. When he can, he’ll
bring me fresh drangyeas from the castle gardens—the tiny
blue and purple petals of my favorite flower brightening up

my bedroom and freshening the sometimes-stale air.



When I reach the bottom of the steps, I turn left and enter
under an arched door frame into the library. The red and gold
of a formerly plush runner guides my steps into the room, my
familiarity with the space allowing me to move as though my
eyes were closed. There was a time when [ thought I would
never—ever—get close to reading all the books here. The
sheer magnitude of having nearly an entire room lined with
them overwhelmed me. Now I’m starting to wonder how
many years of reading I have left before I’ve consumed them

all. It can’t be many more.

Do books count as friends? If so, then I have hundreds—no,
more than a thousand—of those. Snorting to myself at the
thought, I continue into the room that still takes my breath
away after all these years. Almost every wall of the crescent-
shaped library is lined with books and tomes, the finely-
crafted dark brown shelves reaching far over my head. A
window seat, inset into the stone beneath an arched window, is
the only one in the tower that allows me to see a little bit of the

main castle and the capital city of Vitour that lies beyond it.

The little flame of my candle dances with the slight breeze
reaching into the room as I walk, casting a moving shadow on
the furthest wall. I drag my fingers across the many colored
leather spines gracing the shelves, knowing them like the back
of my hand. Even in pure darkness, I could find exactly what
I’'m looking for. The worn down wood flooring creaks with

each step I take, reminding me of the age of this room.

This tower.



This existence.

There. My fingers, stift from the night air, pull out the book
I want. I could close the window letting the chill in, but the
truth is just having that small space open to the outside makes
the inside of the tower feel less suffocating. Setting the candle
down on the stone edge of the window sill, I crawl onto the
cushion of the bench seat. The velvet is teal in color and lined
with pillows on either side in dark green, yellow, and blue.
Spreading a cream-colored blanket over my legs, 1 lay the
book down on top. My fingers trace over the foiled title, the
combination of the subtle moonlight and the small candle
flame reflecting off the gold embossing. The Little Sun. A
small smile tilts my lips, nostalgia washing over me as I begin

to read.

Once upon a time, there was a little sun who was sad and

lonely.

“At least the Moon has the Stars,” she whispered, “yet |

have no one.”
Years and years passed and the sun grew more sorrowful.

“I just want someone to talk to so I am not so alone.’

“You are not alone, little Sun,” said a voice that spoke all

around her, feminine and sweet.
“Who are you?” the little sun asked.

“I am a friend. I have always been here, but you have been

too sad to truly notice.”



“But I cannot see you now,” the sun cried.

“Almost, little Sun. When you hover over the horizon, look

to the east.”

Anticipation filled the little sun. Finally, she had someone
to call a friend.

When she floated over the horizon, the little sun looked east
as the voice suggested. At first she saw nothing, but then, a

circle of silver light grew in the distance.
“Is that you?” the sun whispered in awe.
“It is, my little Sun.”

“But you are the Moon. I did not think we could ever be out

)

at the same time.’

“I've always been here, little Sun, waiting for you to notice

me,” the moon said softly.
“You glow so beautifully.”

“It is because of you. Your light makes me shine. Just like it

makes everything around you brighter.”
The little sun sighed.

“Sometimes I do not feel like I make anything shine,” the

sun lamented.

“My little Sun, you bring balance to the Night. This world
would not exist if not for you.” The sun could sense the radiant

truth in those words.

“Do I truly make you gleam?” the little sun wondered.



)

“Your light is the only thing that does.’

The little sun felt happy that she had helped make

something look so lovely.

“We don 't get much time together, but look to the east, little
Sun, and when we’re both in the Middle, between Day and

y

Night, I will be here with you. You are never alone.’
“Forever?” the little sun asked.

“Forever,” the moon answered.

Closing the book, a shaky exhale leaves my lips as a single
tear slides down my cheek. I lean my head back against the
cold stone wall, finding the moon in the sky—a shining
beacon amongst the black—surrounded by all its tiny friends

that sparkle like diamonds.

“At least the moon has the stars,” I whisper before holding
my breath. I know the moon won’t answer, but that doesn’t
stop the flutter of hope that blossoms in my gut every time I
utter those words. Hope that a lovely voice will beckon to me,
telling me I’m not alone. I sometimes imagine my mother
answering although I wouldn’t know her voice if she did—
she, along with my father, died the very night I was born.
When I’'m met with the silence 1 expect, my eyes drop back

down to the book, sadness weighing on my bones.

As if she was summoned by my emotions, I hear Bella’s
giant paws pad down the metal stairs in search of me. When

she enters the room, her eyes scan mine in question. I don’t



know if animals are supposed to be this expressive, this
intuitive, but Bella always has been. I shrug a shoulder, the
corners of my mouth lifting up in a smile that doesn’t quite
make it to my eyes. Bella huffs out a noise that sounds
suspiciously like a sigh and walks closer to nudge me with her
nose, a silent plea to make room for her on the bench. Her
warmth seeps into me as she climbs up and curls her body next
to mine. I cuddle into her, keeping my gaze on the moon. “The
moon may have the stars, but at least I have you,” I say
quietly, giving Bella one more scratch behind her pointed ears.
Her eyes close, and soon her breathing is deeper, sleep finding

her easily. How lucky.
U333~ €hee

I watch the sun rise from my balcony, reveling in its golden
rays as they pour over my skin. Breathing deeply, my eyes fall
shut as I catch the scent of the freshly blooming flowers
below. It’s spring in the Mortal Kingdom, and while the days
are beginning to warm up to a comfortable temperature,
mornings and evenings are still quite chilly. Wrapping the
blanket around my shoulders more tightly, I urge the wind to

dry my post-bath hair more quickly.

My tower is set apart from the main castle, a long stone
bridge just out of my line of sight is the only thing connecting
the two. It was an old watch tower that not only housed the
occasional guard, but also, at one point, weapons and other

things that Alexi told me about, which I then promptly forgot.



My attention shifts back over to the dark blue lake, a few
boats dotting the otherwise calm water. I imagine the people in
them to be fishing or even just enjoying a day off in the sun—
none the wiser that the princess they believe is hiding by
choice 1s actually locked up against her will. Would they even

help me if they knew the truth?

Bang! Bang! Bang! The knocking puts a halt to my anxious
thoughts. I run barefoot across the bottom level, my light blue
day dress fluttering around my ankles as I fling the old
wooden door open until it smacks into the stone wall. Alexi
startles, nearly dropping the large wooden box in his hands,
before he shakes his head and murmurs under his breath about
how I’ll be the cause of his death. I bite down on my lower lip
to stop my laugh from bubbling out and sweep my arm
majestically in front of me to beckon him inside. He grumbles
again before stepping through the doorway and into the main
living area, the boots of his King’s Guard uniform clicking on
the worn panels. He’s dressed—as he usually is—in uniform
black; the only exception being the gold cuirass covering his

chest and back as well as the gold sword sheathed at his waist.

At one time, there was a rug in the middle of this space,
plush and light gray in color. The memory makes my
shoulders tense. My throat constricts as my hands fist, an array
of images playing out in my mind: a nearly lifeless body,
blood pooling out on the rug, Alexi’s pale face, my cries
echoing out— No. | force the memory of that night down,
down, down until my hands relax. Interlacing them in front of

me, the thumb from one hand runs along the crescent shapes



my nails made digging into the palm of my other hand. My

smile wobbles faintly before I force it back in place.

Alexi has been with me since I was around eight years old
—an imposing presence that used to frighten me as a child but
I have now come to rely on for the comfort of companionship.
He is the closest thing I’ve ever had to a parent. [lluminated by
the light of the sun, I frown as I study his profile. He looks
tired, the purple bags under his eyes visible even with his

tanned skin.

“I cannot stay long, Little One.” His voice is low, as if he’s
worried someone will hear—even this high up surrounded by
stone. Despite that, the nickname he’s called me since I was a

child eases some of my concern.

“Is everything okay?” I ask, coming to kneel on the floor
next to the box Alexi set down. Twice a month, I get a fresh
supply of food as well as toiletries brought to me. Sometimes |
even get something special, like papers and quilled pens with
tiny pots of ink. My most favorite surprises, though, are

desserts.

“The Cruel Death has spread. More than twenty men in the
guard alone died last week, an additional hundred or so
residents from the capital as well,” he says in a grave voice.
“We are short a few bodies in the guard until more apprentices
finish their training. The king will be addressing the kingdom
later this morning, and all the King’s Guardsmen are required

to attend.”



“That sounds almost as much fun as attempting to train a
fox to dance so that you don’t go insane due to lack of
entertainment,” [ snark as I look over my shoulder at him and

smirk, watching as he rolls his brown eyes.

I don’t mean to be callous; the Cruel Death 1s awful, and
from what Alexi has told me, the way it kills is horrific. One
day you could be healthy as an ox, going about your daily
business, and the next you’ve aged ten years and started to
waste away. Within a few days, you’re nothing but a skeleton,
your soul gone to the Afterlife. It has been this way for a long
time, and no one has been able to figure out how to stop it or

slow 1t down.

“You were able to train the fox to use the toilet; I have no
doubt you could train her to dance if you really wanted to,” he

insists, fighting his own grin.

“You’ll have to let me know what His Majesty has to say
about it all. I’'m sure he’ll use the opportunity to drone on
about how only he has the capability to keep our realm safe
and finally end the Cruel Death.” I mimic the king’s voice,
remembering what Alexi had told me he said at the last
kingdom address he made. He doesn’t care about keeping
anyone safe; he only cares about having power over them—at
least if his treatment of me is any indication. Alexi sighs but

says nothing.

My attention goes back to the items in front of me as I pull
each one out of the box: dried meat for Bella and I, apples,

bread, nuts, and fresh peas. A familiar scent hits the air, my



eyes widening as I squeal, pushing my honey blonde hair
behind my ears and turning towards Alexi. I gasp, asking, “Is
that what I think it is?” There is no hiding the excited tremble

of my voice because Alexi has brought me a surprise.



Chapter Two: Rhea

[ DON’T WAIT FOR him to answer as I grab—and then
promptly toss—each remaining item out of the box until I get
to the bottom, where the delectable scent is coming from.
Alexi squats down next to me, chuckling quietly as he picks
up the items I’ve dumped and begins to sort them. I gently lift
the small box out like it might disappear if I move too gruffly.
A sweet lemon scent surrounds me, and I can’t help the happy

sigh that releases as I inhale deeply.

“I’'m sorry it isn’t more. I had to sneak a slice while Emelia
wasn’t looking,” he says while making a neat pile of my
forgotten items on the floor. Emelia, the castle baker, makes
the most delicious desserts, but she, apparently, doesn’t like
sharing them with anyone outside of the current royal family.

Which is ironic given that I am technically part of the royal



family. Or maybe she just doesn’t like sharing them with
Alexi.

“Don’t ever apologize for bringing me even a crumb of this
treat. I swear it is sent from the gods themselves,” I beam. He
smiles at my dramatics as I pull out the parchment-wrapped

dessert from the box and carefully lay it on my lap.

The sun hits the yellow loaf slice as I unwrap it, making the
white icing glisten. My mouth waters in response. / will not
cry happy tears about eating lemon loaf. 1 should cut this into
pieces to make it last, since I have no idea when I will get
more, but my restraint snaps as I take a large bite. I let out a
comically loud groan as the flavors dance along my taste buds.
It’s tantalizingly sweet and sour, perfectly balanced in every
way. Mere seconds pass before the slice 1s completely gone
and I’m licking my fingers clean of any evidence. Bella finally
makes her way over, sniffing at my crumbs before turning
towards me with what looks like a frown on her pointed face.
“Don’t look at me like that. I don’t think foxes are supposed to

eat lemon loaf, anyway.”

She huffs in response and then walks to Alexi, her fluffy
snow-white tail wagging happily from side to side. Bella’s
head comes up to Alexi’s waist, the height just right for him to
rest his hand between her ears and scratch without bending
over. My eyes trace over him, noting the tense lines of his face
and shoulders. I would consider him a handsome man,
objectively speaking. His salt-and-pepper hair is shorter
around the back and sides, while somewhat longer on the top.

In the years that I’ve known him, I’ve never seen his square



jaw as anything but clean-shaven. But it has always been
Alexi’s eyes that have held my attention the most with their
expression—kind and compassionate whenever they look at

me. Except for now. Now they just look tired and sad.

Alexi eyes me carefully, taking a deep breath before he
says, “I’m afraid I have some bad news. You won’t see me
again until the next supply drop-off.” His voice is tentative, a
note of pain laced within it that causes the high from my treat

to immediately vanish.

“You can’t come back even once before then?” I ask, my
breath quickening as I scan his eyes. “I’m in need of another
haircut, and your skills are truly the best.” I mean for the
words to come out playful and sarcastic, but my voice cracks

at the end, giving away my desperation.

Alexi’s eyes soften further as he reaches out a hand to pull
me up. When his silence goes on longer, unease settles like a
rock in my stomach. He flattens his lips together like he’s

trying to stop the words he has to say from leaving his mouth.

“I was informed by another guard that word has traveled
about me leaving my post some nights,” he answers, taking
another steadying breath. “I’m unaware if the king knows, but
I fear for your safety if he finds out I’ve been coming here. I
don’t want him to...” He trails off, clenching his jaw as he

turns his gaze out towards the balcony.

A ringing starts in my ears at his words. Going forward, he
will only stop by to drop off my supplies—once every two

weeks—and if he’s already being watched, he won’t even be



able to extend those visits. My stomach drops and my knees
wobble as everything around me blurs. This cant be

happening.

Alexi is so careful—beyond careful—about when, and how
long, he visits me. He always waits until the night is darkest
and shadows are cast across the base of the tower door, so to
the unsuspecting eye, it looks like there might be someone
standing there. From what he’s said, no one is allowed to even
cross the long bridge that leads from the castle to my tower
unless they go through a group of guards stationed on that side
first. He never stays more than an hour at most, but that
hour... that hour is everything. An hour where I hear someone
else’s voice for a change. An hour where I can talk to someone
and have them actually respond. When, for once in my twenty-
one years of being alive, I’'m not completely alone. If not for
that single hour a few times a week, I never would have
learned how to play cards or how to spell my own name or
even how to do basic math. Alexi has taught me all those
things and more, in one hour increments, in the dead of night,

for years.

My lips part slightly as my breathing increases, my chest
rising and falling rapidly as if I’m sprinting. And in my head, I
am. [’m sprinting towards an existence where I’'m free. Free of
this prison. Free of the king. Just, free. My hands shove into
my hair, nails scraping my scalp as I tug the strands taut until I
feel like I might pull them all out. There is no stopping the

stinging of my eyes as my feet propel me to pace the length of



the living area. A scream builds in the base of my throat,

constricting the air from reaching my lungs.
I can't do this. I can't do this. I can t—

“Breathe, Little One.” Alexi’s hands find my shoulders,
halting my movements. My head hangs low, unable to lift
under the crushing weight of the loneliness and despair that
sits heavy on me. He guides me to sit on the small black
couch, his warm hand holding my own. “I’m sorry. I know this
is hard, but we do not want the king to have more attention on
you than he already does. I cannot be the reason he decides to

punish you.”

My face turns up to him, watching as his eyes go far away
in a memory. | was young—barely fifteen—the first time the
king laid his hands on me. I had made the mistake of asking
about my parents—my father in particular—and had woken up
on the floor with a pounding headache and a sore jaw. Alexi
had come over shortly after the king left, and I’ll never forget
the look on his face as he rushed to where 1 had lain on the
ground. Studying the lost expression he wears now—the
furrowing of his brows and clenching of his jaw—I know he’s
back in that moment again. My heart hurts knowing that he
feels any responsibility at all. I don’t blame him for anything
the king has done to me—how could I? If he attempts to step
in, he’ll be killed, and the king will just put someone else in
his place. Someone who probably won’t care if my hair needs
a cut or if Bella—who isn’t even supposed to be in this tower

—is fed. Someone who won’t sneak me treats just because he



knows it’s the one highlight I have in this monotonous

existence.

“I hate to leave you,” he says quietly, “but I have already
been here longer than necessary to anyone watching.” 1 nod
my head because what else can I do? Desperation creeps in on
the edges of my mind like an ominous cloud, threatening to
consume any tiny amount of joy I might have dared to store in
there. “Rhea...” His words trail off as he slides off the couch,
kneeling on one knee before me. ““You will be okay. I know it
doesn’t seem like it right now, but you were meant for so
much more than this. I will figure out a way to help you. Do

you understand?”

I turn his palm up, showcasing the white line that scars his
skin. The blood oath he was forced to make by the king
prevents him, and all other members of the King’s Guard,
from helping me escape this tower. If he breaks the oath in any
way, the magic will demand a price—the payment will be his
life. It 1sn’t that I haven’t thought about leaving on my own
either; I have. It’s just that, in addition to having nowhere to
go, the king has also spread the lie that I'm choosing to be in
this tower, still grieving over the loss of my parents. Would
anyone help me if I told them I was an escaping princess?

Would they even believe me?

Sometimes, when my sadness and hopelessness are too
much to bear, I like to imagine I’'m watching a form of myself
who 1s happy. It’s something I’ve learned to do to cope with
the overwhelming loneliness. I’ll see myself standing in a field

of wildflowers, my head tilting back as the sun warms my



face. My long hair flows freely and my green eyes sparkle
with life. I’ll watch as my toes grip lush grass and my
fingertips delicately graze white and yellow petals. With a few
slow and calculated breaths, I pretend I’'m calm and carefree,
just like that vision I’ve dreamed up. And when my eyes meet
Alexi’s, when the worry starts to ease from his face, I know

I’ve done a convincing job.

He raises an eyebrow, waiting for confirmation that I heard
him. A forced exasperated sigh leaves my mouth as I even out
my features further, willing myself to feel nothing and placing
a mask over my face. It’s the mask of a woman pretending she
isn’t locked in a tower, tortured by her uncle and left alone to

rot.

“Yes, dad, 1 heard you.” The sarcasm is thick enough to
distract him from looking too deeply at me, but I hope the soft
smile I give him lets him know that I’m not using the title as a
joke. He’s the closest thing to a father I’ve ever had. We stare
at each other for a single moment, one of us with a genuine
look of happiness and the other trying with everything in her
power to make it ten more seconds before falling apart.

Finally, clearing his throat as he stands, Alexi lets go of my
hand.

“Bella, make sure she stays out of trouble,” he says with a
wink to the fox. She yawns in response and lays her head back
down on her paws. I follow him to the door, grabbing the box
from where it was left on the floor. He steps out onto the stone
platform that leads to the spiral stairs of the tower and turns,

reaching out as I hand it to him. “I meant what I said. We will



figure something out. I promise.” His word choice is careful,

making sure he doesn’t accidentally invoke his blood oath.

It takes every muscle in my face to force a smile, but as
soon as he heads towards the stairs and I close the door behind
him, the act drops. I count to ten in my head to give Alexi time
to get far enough away. The crushing weight of misery settles
over my body. It starts with a single tear, its warmth rolling
over my cheek and dripping onto the floor. More tears join that
one until I don’t even notice them anymore. Bella whines, her
wet nose nudging my hand, but I’m too lost in the tsunami of
my sorrow and fear to stop. Each crest of the wave is a force

that pushes me deeper into the depths of my despair.
Crest. Sadness.
Crest. Anguish.
Crest. Alone.
Alone. Alone. Alone.

Everything hurts, and 1 just want it to stop. I drop to my
knees, pain searing up my legs and back, but I don’t care. I
don’t even care that Bella is frantic now, nosing at my legs to

get me to notice her. I just want it to stop.
—
I just want me to stop.

Lowering fully to the ground, I lay on my side and hug my
knees into my chest. Cold and dark exhaustion bleeds into the
edges of my body. Unable to fight the allure of sleep any
longer, my eyes start to flutter shut. Briefly, I watch Bella as



she stands frozen, only her head swinging side to side as her
wide eyes take in something beyond my vision. Darkness and
shadows wrap around me until I am finally—blissfully—

numb.
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The sun is nearly set, the sky aflame in orange and pink, by the
time I open my eyes again. My tongue is thick as it sticks to
the roof of my mouth. The cold of the wood floor feels good
against my pounding head, but even if I wanted to, I can’t
move. My body is exhausted and heavy, like a lead weight

sinking into the ground.

The tickling of fur against my legs lets me know that Bella
is here with me. Forcing all my strength into my right arm, |
uncurl it and slowly reach back until I feel the whiskers on her
nose. She moves, coming to stand right in front of me as she
lifts one of her front paws up before putting it back down
again. She does this over and over until I understand she is
trying to get me to sit up. I don’t want to, content to lay here in
my misery until I fade away forever, but Bella is insistent. So,
with a deep breath, I slowly slide my hands up by my
shoulders, my palms pushing into the creaking wood floors.
My head swirls as I come up to sit, the throbbing there only
outdone by the heavy beats of my heart.

“Now what?” I whisper to her. Bella steps forward, sorrow
and sympathy reflecting in her acutely expressive eyes. She

brings the top of her head to my chest, and instinctively, |



wrap my arms around her massive body, hugging her tightly as

I cry—shocked that I still have tears left to shed.

Time moves slowly, how I imagine it feels to wade through
waist-high mud, though I’ve never actually felt mud before.
What a silly thing to realize. When the sun is gone from the
sky and the moon casts its light into the room, I finally stand
up. Bella stays by my side as I head upstairs cautiously, the
cold metal of each step shocking the soles of my feet.
Dizziness partially obscures my vision, my head pounding to

the beat of my heart.

Crawling onto the bed, I don’t even bother getting under
the comforter as I lay on my side. I prefer the cold and the way
it cradles me, desensitizing me enough to rest. Tucking an arm
under my head, my eyes close with a tormented sigh. Bella

joins me, her body curling in front of mine.

“The moon may have the stars, but at least [ have you,” 1
whisper, my free arm wrapping around her as 1 force myself

back to sleep.



Chapter Three: Rhea

A SMALL JASMINE FLOWER floats on the water, the
ripples of my movements in the tub sending it twirling
delicately across my body. I awoke this morning feeling a bit
better, though still somehow exhausted. The sun has already
crested over the horizon, brightening and warming up the

interior of my tower through the windows and balcony doors.

Examining my body this morning in my vanity mirror
before my bath, there were no bruises or marks from where |
fell to my knees yesterday after Alexi left. Any body aches or
head pain I had was gone as well. A bone deep tiredness that
bled from my broken heart and soul was the only thing that
lingered. The water in the stone tub starts to cool, my sign that
it is time to get out. Sighing, I stand up carefully and grab a
clean towel from the basket by the sink.



My bathroom layout, like much of the tower, is simple: a
gray stone sink and small counter in between the tub and a
toilet. Whoever built this tower was fond of the color gray—or
maybe they just wanted to ensure that whoever was here felt
constricted all the time. I wrap the fluffy cotton around me and
walk to a small wooden trunk near the foot of my bed in the
loft. Drawing the top back, I spot my favorite dress. The fabric
is light pink with small purple flowers dotting it from top to
bottom. Pink ribbon trims the neckline, which scoops low,
showing just the top of my cleavage, though it didn’t always
fit that way.

After dressing and detangling my damp hair, 1 take the
steps down to the main floor to make something to eat for
Bella and I. Setting Bella’s plate of dried meat on the floor for
her, I add some nuts and an apple to my own before heading
towards the library. My steps are halted when I spot the potted
arastera plant in the corner. The leaves that, I swear, just
yesterday morning were a vibrant dark green are now withered
completely into shriveled brown husks. When my fingers
pinch a dried-out leaf, it pulls off easily, crumbling in my
hand. Brows furrowed, I try to remember the last time I
watered the plant. It couldn’t have been longer than last week
judging by how the soil still looks dark and not dried out... but

perhaps I’'m wrong.

I give it one last glance over before stepping into the
library. Setting the plate down on the teal bench of the window
seat, I scan the many books lining the walls of the room, trying

to choose which one would be the best distraction. Bella walks



in, tail wagging as she looks around the room too, like she’s

also trying to choose.

“Which book should we read, Bells? You pick,” 1 offer,
taking a bite of the apple.

She doesn’t hesitate to start searching for a book, scanning
them as if she’s actually reading the titles, before stopping in
front of one in particular. Her wet nose leaves a little mark on
its dark-colored spine. Chuckling, I move to see the choice
she’s made. Sliding the black book from the tightly packed
shelf, I flip it over to read the cover, the silver foiling of the
title reflecting the daylight. The History Of The Five Realms. 1

lower the book and look at her.

“Really?” I ask, raising a brow. Bella turns and trots over to
the bench, stepping up and taking a seat on her hind legs. Her

head tilts to the side, the mortal movement making me smile.

I’ve read many books on the realms that surround us, my
favorites among them the ones that detail the beings who
dwell in each. Unfortunately, I know this book in particular is
very dry. Today I was hoping for lighter subject material.
Narrowing my eyes at her, we engage in a staring contest...

which I promptly lose.

“Fine,” I concede, walking back to her and taking my own
seat. “Although if I’'m being honest, I would much rather read
a book about how a princess seduces a muscular and
handsome knight.” Bella huffs and then lays down fully, her
front paws dangling off of the bench.



The book’s spine cracks lightly as I open it, a familiar scent
reaching my nose—one of matured leather and paper. Alexi
always complains about how this room smells, as if the scent

of old books 1s somehow offensive to him.

A map that details the main Continent, which three of the
five kingdoms dwell on, is drawn on the first page. The
Continent runs east to west, with the Mortal Kingdom on the
west side, the Fae Kingdom on the east side, and the Mage
Kingdom centered in the middle. The Mortal Kingdom is
depicted with meadows and fields, as well as a large lake near
the capital and a half heavily wooded area near the border. The
trees extend into the entirety of the Mage Kingdom before
expanding partially into the Fae Kingdom. The rest of the Fae
Kingdom is mountainous, their capital located right in the
middle of them.

“Here is where we are, Bells,” I say pointing to where
Vitour, the Mortal Kingdom’s capital city, is marked on the
map. “And down here is the Shifter Kingdom.” I drag my
finger to the large island drawn to the south of the Mortal
Kingdom.

“The Siren Queendom’s underwater capital is to the south
of the Fae Kingdom, though they have small cities built all
throughout the ocean that surround the Continent,” I continue,
my finger tapping on the open waters where an “X” marks
their capital, Lumen. Turning the page again, it goes into detail

on the history of The War Of Five Kingdoms.



“The War Of Five Kingdoms of the world Olymazi began
after a failed attempt at a marriage alliance between the Siren
Queendom and the Mortal Kingdom. Siren Queen Zola Malika
suggested a union with her eldest daughter, Amari Malika, and
the eldest son of Aron Maxwell, the Mortal King.” I pause and
look over to Bella, whose eyes are starting to look a little

droopy. Smirking, I continue skimming.

“The alliance would have gifted some of the mortal land of
the Continent to the sirens while giving the mortals access to
the siren legion at will. The deal became null when Queen

Zola initiated an attack on King Aron during their meeting.”

When I check Bella again, she’s fully asleep and faintly
snoring. Smiling, I snuggle further into the velvety cushions of
the bench and skip ahead in the book to where it talks about
the Spell. The tome says that even after weeks of watching the
Mortal Kingdom—who had enlisted the help of those from the
shifter isle—and the Siren Queendom battle each other, the
Mage Kingdom had remained neutral in the fight. However,
when the fae rode their dragons down from the mountains,
determined to ravage and conquer the distracted realms, they
were forced to act. It was at this point that the ruler of the
Mage Kingdom cast a spell that separated the beings and sent

them all back into their own realms—and kept them there.

In the years after it was cast, there had apparently been a lot
of trial and error as the beings tested the Spell to see what
exactly had been done and what the limitations of the Spell
were. From what I’ve read, whenever someone from the other

kingdoms passes over their border and into another, they lose



the magical ability specific to them forever. If a mortal does it,
they lose their youth immediately. I wonder if the mages felt
any semblance of remorse that it was one of their own that

separated the world so completely.

The king had told me that it was the mages who had snuck
into the castle the night I was born and murdered my parents.
He said they were on their way to murder me before he
intervened and stopped them. But, it didn’t make sense, even
with what little information I had read about the Spell, mages,
and their inclination to be more pacifistic. As I grew older, he
repeated this story over and over again, saying the tower was
the only way I could stay safe until I was old enough for him
to protect me in a different way. I wasn’t sure what he meant
by that but something internal questioned his words and their
truth. Shaking my head, I set the book down and slide off the
bench, walking over to my favorite collection of romance

novels.

Humming to myself, I search the titles, reminiscing on what
each book is about and which ones have the more provocative
scenes. I have learned quite a lot about sex and romance
through reading, not that it matters when I will never leave the
tower and experience those things for myself. The bench is
warm from the sunlight streaming in through the window
when I return to lay down, crossing one leg over the other and
resting my chosen novel against the front of my thighs. Bella
eventually awakens from her nap, stretching her legs before
looking over at me. She eyes the book I’'m now reading and

lets out what feels like a yip of disagreement.



“Bells, you’re the one who fell asleep at your own book
choice. There is no reason I should be doomed to the same
fate.” 1 give her a pointed look, pretending to be stern when
her supposed indignation just makes me want to laugh. She
hops off the bench, her nails clicking on the wood floor as she
leaves. “Wait! Don’t go, Bella! I can read this one out loud to
you too.” I frantically turn to a random page and start
shouting, “The knight slowly lifted her dress overhead, baring
her breasts to the cold air.” I laugh as Bella keeps walking
away. When she’s out of sight, I chuckle again, turning to look

out at what I can see of the castle outside the window.

Tall turrets dot the exterior every few hundred feet, the tops
reaching high into the bright blue sky. The entire exterior, like
my tower, i1s made of the same round gray stone—truly, was
no other building material available when they built this
estate? Dark green vines, dotted with small pink flowers, grow
up the walls—different from the jasmine that travels along my
tower. | imagine they are clamoring to get out of the castle’s

shadows and into the sunlight. I can relate.

In the distance, to the right of the castle—more directly in
line with my point of view—is Vitour. Alexi has described
what life is like in the capital, how merchants line the streets
selling goods such as clothing, jewelry, small weapons, and
delicacies. He’s told me that seamstresses, taverns,
blacksmiths, and apothecaries are among some of the more
popular shops. I wonder if the air is rich with the scent of
spices I’ve only ever read about or what it’s like to have the

noises of so many people in one spot play in your ear. I



fantasize about how women my age find love in the capital.

Was it at those taverns?

Despite the daunting reality of my life in confinement, hope
remains within me, a reminder that I have the ability to
imagine something better. That I can pretend. And so I do. I
pretend that today I walk to those markets. The warmth of the
sunshine turns my light-toned skin pink while my hair glistens
like gold. I imagine introducing myself to the people of Vitour
and partaking in everything the city has to offer.

“The princess grieves no more!” they would exclaim,
though I wouldn’t correct them on the lies of that assumption.
I’d shake their hands and hug my people because that’s who
they are. My father was the king of these lands, my mother his
queen. And I would be happy to be with them, to indulge in
the day-to-day of being free to do as I please, where I please,
and with whomever I please. I would shop at all the merchant
stalls, buying new dresses and shoes without a second thought.

I would visit a salon and have my hair properly trimmed.

It’s easy to have hope when I pretend. Hope for a love that
could heal the way I’ve grown up. Hope for friends that would
link arms with me as we shop, smiling and laughing freely.
Even hope for a family that could grow beyond just Alexi and
Bella. I would simply hope.



Chapter Four: Rhea

THE DAYS BLUR TOGETHER in a continuous stream of
repetition—each day the same as the one before it: wake up
with the sun, clean something, practice my exercises at Alexi’s

behest, bathe, eat, read. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat.

I woke up this morning to the drizzling of rain outside, the
gray of the skies matching the dreary stones surrounding me.
The sun is hidden behind thick dark clouds, and for some
inexplicable reason, tightly wound dread builds inside me.
Moving around my tower, I run through my daily checklist of
duties to keep busy: sweeping floors, dusting shelves, re-

organizing my books by color today instead of alphabetically.

It is late in the afternoon when the reason for the heavy
foreboding feeling is finally revealed. Sitting on my couch in

the near dark—just the light of a few candles burning to



combat the gloomy thunderclouds—I try to sew a small rip in
one of my dresses. Bella is laying at my feet when suddenly
her head shoots up, her ears going erect as she turns to look
towards the door. There 1s only one person she reacts that way
for. No. No. No. 1 fight to keep my breathing steady, laying the

dress and sewing needle down on the tea table in front of me.
“Bella, you need to go hide. Now.”

She hesitates, her eyes heavy with apprehension. The
hackles on her back rise, and her tail goes straight as she
comes to stand in front of me defensively. But the king never
comes alone. Bella is a large fox, but she couldn’t take them
all on, and I’'m not willing to even let her attempt it. If
something happens to her, I might as well turn a sword on

myself.

“Now, Bella. Please,” 1 beg. Seconds pass, and I can hear
the king’s steps—slow and methodical—nearing. Bella finally
concedes and bolts up the staircase to hide under the bed. She
barely rounds the corner of the loft when the door opens and
King Dolian walks in followed by his five most-trusted

guards.

Unlike how Alexi only wears his weapon and cuirass, these
guards dress head-to-toe in golden metal, the Mortal
Kingdom’s sigil of a roaring lion head engraved on their
chests. They stand at attention and block the door like I’d
actually try to escape if they didn’t. My gaze clashes with one
of the guards—his dark eyes wrinkling around the corners for

a moment as he takes me in. He’s new, I realize, someone I’'ve



never seen with the king before. His shoulder-length wavy
black hair starkly stands out against his armor. No emotion
betrays his face as he stares at me, leaving me feeling oddly

exposed. None of the other guards look at me like he does.

The king steps in front of me, drawing my eyes to his.
Locked in place under his harsh gaze, my body can’t move.
My breath catches in my throat, and I quickly clasp my hands
together behind me to hide their trembling. I refuse to cower
before him this time, but there is no denying the icy fear that is
coursing through my veins. He is dressed in his usual kingly
uniform—a black button-up dress shirt neatly tucked into tan
breeches. It’s offset by an embroidered blue and gold vest that
fits snugly across his chest. Shiny black riding boots without a
single scuff click on the wood floors as he nears me.
Outwardly, he looks every bit the regal king he presents
himself to be. You would have to dig deeper, beyond the

facade, to see the true evil that I know lurks beneath.

My posture is rigid as the king runs his gaze over me from
top to bottom, his hazel eyes leering while a malicious smile
widens his mouth. I shiver under his attention, making his
smile grow even wider—the white of his teeth glowing against
the shadows of his face. It is horrifying and everything my

nightmares are made of.
He is everything my nightmares are made of.
“Do you no longer bow before your king, Rhea?”” he chides.

The hair on my arms rises at the sound. My body trembles

as I lower down into a curtsy, gaze falling to the floor as I will



my face to appear calm. He tuts in disapproval, walking
around me slowly and appraising my bent form. I cast my eyes
further down as my legs shake, my toes trying and failing to

grip onto the wood floor for balance.

The king comes to stand before me, hooking a finger under
my chin to make me look up. His face transforms with a sneer,
and I am immobile, pinned under the venom in his eyes.
Releasing me, the king winds his hand back so quickly that I
can’t brace myself for what is to come. Crack. My head is
thrown to the side with the force of his slap as my knees
buckle and I fall to the ground. I hold my breath and pry my

watery eyes open, a copper taste filling my mouth.
“Stand. Up.”

My jaw clenches at the anger in his voice as I push through
the burning sensation in my legs and come back up to stand.
Any hope I had that this would be a more mild visit vanishes.
His moods are always wild and unpredictable. Sometimes he
comes in and just sits with me, talking as if we’ve always been
close, as if we are actually family. But today the king is angry
and I am meant to be a release for that fury. My eyes find a
chipped stone on the wall behind him, and I focus on it,

allowing everything else around me to blur.

“Do you have any idea what it is like running a kingdom?
To have the people of this realm rely on you to make the right
decisions?” he questions, voice deep with rage. I know it’s
rhetorical, but my surprise at the absurdity of his words nearly

allows a scoff to leave my mouth. Nearly. His hand reaches



out to play with a strand of my hair, twisting it between his
fingers. “Of course you don’t,” he continues, tone full of
disdain. “My father used to say I had to earn my title. I was
not sure what he meant until that fateful night on the Summer

Solstice.”

His hand shoots out suddenly and grabs on to my jaw, his
thumb and fingers running up my cheeks as he squeezes—
making my lips pucker. Forcing me to look at him again, my
shoulders creep towards my ears in response while I watch his
eyes burn with an unmatched fury. But there is something else
there too. With one hand locked on my jaw, his other slowly
tucks my hair behind my ear on one side, the tender and gentle
movement contrasting the anger radiating off of him. He drags
a knuckle from my temple all the way down my cheek and
neck to my shoulder, making my skin feel as if it’s crawling

under his touch.

The king’s warm breath caresses over my forehead as he
leans in to give me a kiss there. I’ve had years of practice not
reacting to his touches, but it’s still a battle to not try to yank
away from him. Sometimes I wonder if King Dolian Maxwell,
my uncle by blood, sees me as something... other than his

niece. The thought chills me to my bones.

“You look more and more like her every time I visit,” he
murmurs, his eyes wistful as he studies me. My stomach
clenches uncomfortably at the longing in his voice. “Nothing
to say today? I have a hard time believing you are finally

being obedient,” he remarks, releasing his grip on my jaw, but



not moving to back away. He just stares intently at me like

he’s gearing up to do something.

“Well,” I respond automatically, “what would you like me

to say?”

When his eyes narrow into slits and his body becomes
tense, I know I’ve said the wrong thing. I start to apologize,
but my plea is cut short when he brutally wraps his hand
around my neck and forces me backwards until I slam into the
stone wall. Tears well in my eyes from the pain—from the fear
of what’s to come. His lips lift in a snarl as he looms over me.
My hands grasp onto his wrist tightly as I try to pry his grip
from my neck, but I’'m not strong enough. His hand tightens

further until I start to see stars.

“Do you think you are clever?” he asks through gritted
teeth, a scrutinizing look flashing over his features. “Your
father thought he was clever too, and look how that ended for
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him.

Each word is like a blade slicing under my skin. I wince at
the clear disdain in his voice when he speaks of his brother.
Warm tears slide down my cheeks, endless words and
emotions I can’t voice held in each drop. A familiar sensation
low in my stomach starts to build within me, its humming
making my fingers tingle. I first felt it years ago and it has
only continued to make itself known in the time that has
passed. Mostly, it appears when the king is preparing to punish

me, but he must never know what I can do. So I focus on



squashing it down within me, gritting my teeth as I push and

push to snuft the feeling out.

The king steps quickly to the side, using his grip on my
neck to throw me ruthlessly to the ground. My knees hit the
floor first, swiftly followed by my hands. Sharp pain lances

through my limbs, traveling to my hips and shoulders.

“You just can’t help yourself, can you? You must like it
when I have to punish you.” He steps closer, grabbing a
handful of my hair and yanking my head back, forcing me to
look at him. A guttural scream leaves my throat from the pain
of his grip. He leans in close as he squats down in front of me,
his lips a mere inch away from my own. “I will do this until
every trace of him i1s gone,” he whispers. His other hand—
closed into a fist—connects with my side. Air pushes out of
my lungs as another shriek leaves me, my vision beginning to
swirl. “We will do this until you are worthy of your title,
Rhea.” His fist pounds into my side again and again, my ribs
aching with a pain so fierce I feel it in my toes. “Until you are
worthy,” he grits out again, the back of his hand finding my
cheek. The ring he wears on his middle finger slices into my

lip, blood dribbling from my mouth and onto my dress.

When he is satisfied with the damage he’s caused, he lets
go of my hair, and my body falls to the floor. The king stands,
reaching into his pocket and coming out with a white
handkerchief embroidered with his initials in gold. Calmly, he
wipes my blood off of his hand, deliberately making sure there

is no trace left. Like it never happened.



“I will make you different, Rhea,” he vows. “You will be
different.”

My head is heavy as I hear him and his guards walk out the
door, slamming it shut behind them. Darkness blurs my vision,

sucking me into a void until I feel nothing at all.
U3y~ ~€he el

Cool air caresses my cheek, tickling my eyelashes as my
consciousness starts to awaken. My body feels weightless, like
I'm floating on water—the smell of jasmine wafting in the
wind surrounding me. In the recesses of my mind, warning
bells start to go off, but the breeze and the scent, combined
with a vague feeling of being insubstantial, makes my concern
fade away. The last thing I can remember is falling to the
ground from the kings clutches. I should feel the hard floors
beneath me. Bella should be nuzzling my face to try and wake
me. My body should be in pain, bruises blooming and soreness

settling in bone deep. But I feel none of that.

b

“Open your eyes, Rhea.’

A soft feminine voice surrounds me, somehow familiar, yet
its not a voice I know by heart. It takes a concentrated effort
to pry open my eyes. When they finally obey, I blink multiple
times to try and make my surroundings come into focus. With
each blink however, the image doesn t change or sharpen—the
area around me stays formless, lacking definition. There is a
sky above me—no, around me—dotted with flickering stars.
The sheer number of them changing the normally black night
into one that glows silver. How did I get outside? I lift my hand



in front of me to see if my body is really here or if I'm some
sort of ghost. Maybe the king has punished me too hard, and
now my soul is heading to the Afterlife.

“You are not dead, Rhea.”” The soothing lilt of the woman's

voice is closer than before, but I still cannot see who it is.

Scanning the space above me, I notice swirls in shades of
blue, red, purple, and green. Each color slowly spinning,
illuminated even more by the stars. Gods, there must be
millions of them. Confusion continues to build inside of me,

and I’'m not entirely convinced I didn t die. What is this place?

“The colors are other galaxies. Different worlds and beings

and gods who dwell in them.”

Who is that? My mind whirls as the feminine voice chuckles

in response; the sound itself is even otherworldly.

“I'm afraid I cannot tell you who I am. And as for where

you are, they call this place the Middle.”

My head tilts to the side, processing what the woman said.
The Middle. “I’ve never heard of such a place. Is it within the

five realms? Wait, how did I leave my tower?”

There is no way I escaped, not on my own, which means
someone has removed me. Since Alexi is bound by his blood
oath to never let me leave, that means it must have been the
king. But I had heard him leave the tower before succumbing
to the darkness, so it couldn't have been him. Uncertainty

turns to panic at the thought that I'm somewhere unknown. My



eyes dart back and forth trying to understand where this place

is and how I came to be here.

“Do not panic. You have not left the tower.”” Her voice is all

around me now.

“That doesn't make sense,” I blurt as I try sitting up, but

it’s like my body is not my own. I can t move with any fluidity.

“We don't have much time together, but I wanted to visit
you here—to let you know you aren't alone.” Her words give
me pause, my heart pounding in my chest and mouth
struggling to find my reply. Despite the chaos of my thoughts
colliding with each other, I manage to finally speatk.

“Who are you?”

“I am many things,” she answers, amusement tinkling her

tone.

This must be why I never remember my dreams—this one is
extremely odd. I try once again to tilt my head around but still

can t find who is speaking to me.

“When the stars try to lead you away from the false king,

follow them. Look to the east for the answers you seek.”

“What?” The word comes out as a squeak, my heart

beating fast and loud in my ears.

“Trust the stars over the ancient trees.” Her voice starts to

fade away as my eyelids flutter closed. “Look to the east.”

A growing heaviness invades my bones, like each layer of

my body is being stitched back together. It feels like I'm falling



through the night sky and back into Olymazi, the wind
whipping through my hair and lashing against my cheek
harshly. Each second that passes is another weight that

presses down on me.

[ keep falling, the stars swirling around me faster and faster

and faster until—

My eyes fly open as I suck in a long breath. Feeling returns
to my fingers and toes—a tingling sensation that slowly moves
up my legs and arms to my head. I swear I can feel each
separate hair follicle on my scalp. 1 expect to wake on the
balcony, outside in the elements and under the night sky. That
this was all some half dream where [ straddled the line
between being awake and not. Instead, I’'m staring up at the
rafters of my tower from the floor on the lower level—right
where I remember falling before the darkness swallowed me.

Bella is by my side, her golden eyes burning with emotion.

Slowly, I move to sit, leaning on the tea table for support.
My hand cradles my forehead, my body tense like I truly did
just come back into it from the Afterlife. While I’'m happy that
it wasn’t a nightmare, the odd dream leaves me feeling off-
kilter. Still, I remember every word that the ethereal woman
said. Perhaps it is a sign that [ am losing my sanity, but I find
that my gut instinct is to listen to her. The words rattle around
in my head as I stay seated on the floor and try to decipher

their meaning.



Trust the stars over the ancient trees to guide me away from

the false king.

And look to the east for the answers I seek.



Chapter Five: Bahira

A BREEZE BLOWS IN through the open doorway, the
humidity of the spring day likely making my thick curly
brown hair a frizzy mess. Standing behind the old wooden
table that holds memories of all my experiments—both
successful and failed—I place two small glass bottles
containing the dead leaves of the pirang tree in front of me.
Squatting down until I’'m at eye level, I reach blindly to the
left for the container of water that Hadrik, a mage that sits on
my father’s council, infused with his raw magic. Of course, I
nearly knock it over and have to hold my breath as I watch it
wobble from side to side, liquid sloshing, before settling back

down. Shit, that was close.

Councilman Hadrik is my father’s oldest friend and one of

the biggest supporters of my research outside of my family.



While everyone in the kingdom agrees that magic is declining,
no one else seems to be actively working towards finding out
why. It’s like there 1s a sense of complacency because it has

been happening for so long.

I’ve always had a curious mind, constantly putting my nose
in a book or looking down the eyepiece of a magnifier—the
magnified instrument used for my experiments—trying to find
the answers to questions that plagued me. My curiosity has led
to a better understanding of nearly everything in the world
around me, with the exception of one—what is happening to

our magic and how to stop it.

Grabbing my tray of hourglasses, I flip them over to begin a
countdown while I lift the infused water and pour it into one of
the bottles of dead leaves. The hourglass tray is something I
custom made for myself to keep track of elapsed time during
my experiments. Between two planks of wood are ten
hourglasses, each one a different measurement of time starting

with one minute and continuing up to ten.

A soft, light green glow emanates from the bottle of
decayed foliage, briefly blinding me before winking out. The
oval-shaped leaves in the bottle turn vibrant green, growing in
size while roots and new buds sprout. Hadriks’ more powerful
magic works to help bring life and new growth back into the

remnants of the plant within a minute. As I expected.

In our kingdom, mages come into their magic at around
eight years of age and participate in a Flame Ceremony to

demonstrate how strong their prospective magic is. During the



ceremony, a drop of their blood is given to the Cauldron of
Vires, and a flame rises in response, the size of it indicating
how powerful the child’s magic has the potential to be. In
centuries past, it wasn’t uncommon to see a flame more than
six feet tall, but magic seems to have been in more abundance
then. Over the past many decades, the magic manifesting in
both young and old mages has been weakening, and recently
—for the first time in our history—a mage was born without

magic. A fact that [ am, unfortunately, very intimate with.

Sighing, I reach for the container on my right filled with the
water infused by one of the younger mages. The wielder is a
twelve year old girl named Alba who has just mastered
infusing her magic into an element like water. This task is
something that used to be learned within weeks of turning
eight and starting your training. Now, along with the magic
being less powerful, it takes much longer for children to learn

to wield their magic in what were previously simple ways.

When the one minute hourglass finishes, I pour the infused
water into the second bottle of pirang leaves. I expect at least a
small amount of magic light to emit from the bottle, but
nothing more than a minuscule spark of blue—the color of
Alba’s magic—twinkles before my eyes. I watch as the leaves
slowly rehydrate and expand, turning from a dull, dead brown

to a light green, but do not sprout roots or grow buds.

Then after five minutes have passed, the leaves at the top of
the bottle holding Alba’s magic begin to shrivel back down to
brown. I stand up tall as I stretch out my back before untying

my apron. I turn to the faucet in the basin built into a black



stone countertop, wetting my hands before sliding them down
my face. A ragged breath leaves me as frustration at our
kingdom’s predicament, at my own predicament, weighs

heavily on my mind.

When it was revealed that I had no magic, I made them do
the test again. Five times. Five drops of blood. Each with the
same result: no flame growing over the cauldron—not even a
tiny spark of light. I allowed myself to wallow in sadness for a
long time—not even wanting to be around anyone casting
magic. Which proved quite difficult considering I am the only
one who doesn’t have any, a fact I wish I had an explanation
for. Eventually, I decided that maybe this perceived weakness

was actually a test.

[ am inquisitive by nature, always trying to dig deeper and
see things from every perspective. Who better to try and figure
out why our magic was draining, why mages were weakening,
than the person with no magic to speak of? With each year that
passed, I spent more and more time reading, researching, and
experimenting on everything and anything that might give me
a clue as to why it was happening. Something is making it so
mage magic is growing weaker overall, and I intend to be the
one to find out why it’s happening and fix it. / have to.
Because figuring that out is the only way to find my own

magic.

Footsteps outside the threshold of my workshop draw my
attention. My gaze lifts, a small smile curving my lips when

Daje—one of my oldest friends—walks in. He smiles back at



me, his blue eyes piercing in the sunlight streaming through

the windows.

“Working hard, Bahira?” he asks, his voice teasing. I smile
faintly in response, though my shoulders tense imperceptibly.
Lately, Daje has made passing remarks about how I need to
“relax about the magic stuff.” What he doesn’t understand,
what a lot of the people around me don’t understand, is that |
can’t just stop. If I forgo my research, I will be a princess of
the Mage Kingdom—a realm known for its skill in wielding
raw magic—who is magicless. That is something I just can’t

accept.

“Clearly,” I joke, my hand motioning to the two glass jars.
A knot forms in my throat when I see the jar that contained
Alba’s magic has already reverted the rest of the leaves back to
a shriveled brown, the magic within the bottle depleted
quickly. Meanwhile, the jar containing the leaves of
Councilman Hadrik has stopped blooming new roots but
remains alive and vibrant in color. I know the difference is

significant, I just haven’t figured out how yet.

Daje takes a step forward until his hip is leaning against the
edge of the table. He reaches out and tucks a wayward strand
of curly hair behind my ear, his gaze lingering on it before
bouncing to mine. The movement is intimate—too much so—

forcing me to avert my gaze and clear my throat.

“To what do I owe this visit? Are you finally here to help

me for once?”



Daje smirks, taking my slight rejection with ease, as he
straightens back up and clasps his hands behind him. The
movement makes his broad chest strain against his light blue
tunic, and I really can see why women obsess over him. His
dark brown hair is cut close to his head, his clean-shaven
jawline sharp despite the more oval shape of his face. It’s his
eyes that make him such a popular commodity though—the
light blue of them stark against his tanned skin. He’s also one
of the only men that I have to physically look up to; as a taller

woman, most of the men my age are at eye level or below.

“I’m afraid not. I was sent to retrieve you by your father,”
he says casually, walking over to the small desk that I share
with our friend Haylee. My body turns as I follow him with
my eyes and process what he’s said, my hands flattening out

on the wooden table in front of me.

“Is something wrong? Is it Nox?” The words come out of

me so quickly that they are almost incomprehensible.

Daje shakes his head as he looks at me, his features easing
when he takes in my panicked expression. “Your father didn’t

say, but he didn’t appear overly concerned.”

I blow out a breath at that and nod my head, following Daje
out of the workshop. Three stone steps lead away from the
little room built into the wide trunk of an albero tree. While
I’ve never been to any of the other kingdoms, I can’t imagine
that they are as beautiful as this one. Even in the daytime,
sunlight only reaches the ground through the small gaps within

the dense treetops, creating a near-permanent sort of twilight.



Nestled deeply within the forest, many of our dwellings and
shops are built into the ancient albero trees themselves. Their
massive trunks are so large and tall that as many as two stories
can be built into them without disrupting its own growth and

life, though mages do infuse some magic into the tree to help.

Separate from the albero trees, pirang and banya trees grow
in abundance. Their wild, intertwining limbs and thick
canopies provide the forest with not only shade and protection
from the elements, but they also shield attacks from other
kingdoms. Not that attacks could happen, with the Spell that
was cast two-hundred years ago still in place. The Spell sent
beings back to their own kingdoms and ensured that they
couldn’t leave unless they gave up their magic, a process that I
had read was extremely painful and resulted in loss of life
within a week. In the mortals’ case, crossing borders meant
giving up decades of their lives until they, too, were days away

from death.

There is one exception to the consequences of the Spell that
no other kingdom is aware of. It’s a tightly guarded secret, one
that my ancestors decided should be kept during the aftermath
of the Spell’s casting. Mages can walk through the magical
borders without repercussion. It isn’t exactly known how or
why that is the case—perhaps it’s because of the queen of Void
Magic who originally cast it—but this loophole has been kept
quiet for two centuries. Despite our ability to walk into the
other realms without consequence, it’s very rare for any mage
to actually leave. It has become apparent over time that even if

the Spell weren’t in place, we are not exactly welcome in other



kingdoms. Past foreign rulers felt that the mage queen, Lucia,
made a horrible mistake and was too hurried in her decision to
end the war happening at the time. They blamed all mages and
made sure it was known that we were not wanted in their
lands. So our people remain content here—surrounded by the
trees and the safety they provide. If I’'m being honest, it sounds
utterly boring to find fulfillment in just merely existing, but I

suppose I’'m a bit of an anomaly that way.

Daje and I continue on the trail of moss-covered gray
stones that weave through the forest and straight to the palace
—though palace is too fancy a word for the warm and loving
place Nox and I grew up in. I drink in the greenery around us,
an abundance of color and fragrance everywhere I look.
Flowers in every shade and variety grow around homes and
even on top of them. Wild gardens and fruit bushes dot the
land in each direction. The people here relish being

surrounded by so much vegetation, by so much life.

After a few minutes, we finally reach the white stone steps
that lead up to the palace. Nodding to the guards as we pass,
we take the numerous steps two at a time—playfully racing
each other until we reach the top. Built squarely in the middle
of four of the largest albero trees in the kingdom, the three-
story estate somehow manages to camouflage into the dense
forest around it. A wrap-around balcony lines both the lower
and upper levels, the structure made from a combination of
white and black stones and wood. Each floor has arching
windows every few feet, allowing what sunlight shines

through the forest to pour into the palace. Green vines with



small white flowers wrap around each of the balcony beams,
adding not only to structural stability but the efficacy of
concealment as well. Small spelled flames in glass orbs hang
every few feet all around the palace, illuminating the structure

with a buttery glow.

I push the large wooden double doors of the palace open,
the mage sigil of an albero tree under the stars carved
delicately into them. Our sandals scuff slightly on the black
stone floors as we walk, and I realize I never asked Daje where

I was supposed to meet my father.

“He 1s in the council room.” Daje’s voice echoes faintly off
of all the stone that not only lines the floor but makes up the

walls as well.

“How did you know what I was thinking?”” I gape, turning

to look at where he walks beside me.

“Ah, that 1s a secret I’ll never tell,” he taunts with a wink.
When I narrow my eyes at him, he laughs heartily until we’re
a few steps away from the council room. “The secret is that

you said it out loud.”

I roll my eyes in response, bumping him with my shoulder
as I step forward to open the door, but Daje does it first. I
plaster on a small smile as I pass him, but a part of me wishes
he wasn’t so chivalrous. I’ll never be the type of woman that
preens over such acts, but Daje—despite being my oldest
friend—believes I might find those things attractive. And for

all that I care about him, I just can’t make myself feel for him



in the same way he so obviously feels for me. Even if he’s

never actually confessed those feelings.

Inside the council room, a long wooden table sits in the
middle, the natural edge of it curving like the waves of the
ocean. Around it are twelve chairs—one at the head of the
table where my father sits, five on either side of him where the
council members sit, and one at the end where my mother sits
when she attends meetings. Two massive chandeliers of
glowing flame are evenly spaced above, casting the room with
enough light to make out the intricate details carved into the

wood.

My father’s gray eyes meet mine, a copycat to the color of
my own. A symbol of the pure mage blood flowing through
our veins, which makes the fact that I was born with zero
magic even more gutting. When my older brother Nox
dropped his blood into the Cauldron of Vires, the flame that
grew was the largest our realm had seen in at least two
centuries. He not only has an abundance of magic, but he can
wield it more easily without growing as tired as the other

mages his age, and even some that are older.

My hopes were high when it was time for my own
ceremony two years later, and I couldn’t wait to join Nox in all
the different magic classes of the mage schools. There was a
small part of me that thought maybe I’d have even more magic
than him. Not because I thought it was a competition, but
because I’ve always felt like I was different. Like I was made
for more. 1 suppose the gods had a good laugh at that. I’'m the

princess of the Mage Kingdom who comes from two powerful



parents, yet I am also the first mage in history to be born

without magic.

I’ll never forget the look on my father’s face when not even
a spark grew from the cauldron after my blood dropped in. He
wasn’t upset or even angry, as | worried he might be. It was
pity that filled the depths of his gaze as he realized his
daughter was magicless. When the crowd gaped in confusion
after my fifth attempt at drawing any sort of ember, my parents

and brother hugged me tightly and promised it would be okay.

As king and queen, they created a special curriculum for
me to continue my studies like normal. As if / were normal.
And I quickly realized that if I couldn’t wield magic, then |
would sharpen every other possible tool at my disposal. While
the mage children my age played with their magic and learned
summoning and infusing, | spent my time reading as much as
possible about all topics and sparring with our instructor,
Dilan. Being a princess didn’t stop other kids from bullying
me about being magicless, though. So I hardened myself until
I no longer cared about the opinions of others that weren’t
close to me. I became formidable in every other way that I
could. As I got older, and the jabs became harsher, I refused to

let it affect me.

Then the offers for marriage started flowing in. I overheard
my father talking with my mother about how unusual it was to
have so many non-nobility ask to wed a princess, and I knew it
was because they viewed me as less for what I lacked. It was
even brought up in the council by some of the older members

that perhaps I should be “encouraged” to marry the strongest



magic wielder of eligible age, though my father quickly and

furiously shut that down.

It’s not that I don’t want to marry eventually or that I even
care if I marry someone who is of nobility or not. I simply
want to have the freedom to focus on what I view as my most
important task—finding my magic and fixing it as a whole for
the kingdom. I want my freedom to explore while also
knowing I have somewhere to anchor a home to. I want to be
challenged and forced to look at things from new perspectives
without my intelligence being questioned. I crave someone
who doesn’t want to dull all my jagged edges, but instead
sharpens them with their own. Not in competition, but in
mutual understanding and respect. There is nothing wrong
with settling down, but I was never made to settle. Certainly

not with anyone who can’t let me be who I am supposed to be.

Shaking my head lightly to clear my thoughts, I walk to my
father’s right, leaning in to kiss the top of his head. His long
black hair is tied back, stark against the light gray color of his

tunic.

“How 1s my darling daughter today?” my father asks, his

eyes coltish as he takes me in.

“I’'m well, where is everyone else? Is Nox okay?” I inquire

with a gesture to the empty seats around the table.

“Yes, your brother is fine. I received a letter from him this
morning.” I relax my shoulders at my father’s response, nearly
sighing in relief. “This isn’t a council issue,” he says, his lips

sliding into a teasing smile. “I called you here because I



received another offer for your hand in marriage.” My loud,
irritated groan fills the space as he laughs. Daje stands on the
opposite side of the table from me, chuckling as well, though I

notice it doesn’t quite hold his usual levity.

“Please tell me that I did not leave in the middle of my
experiments only to find out that some random man in the
capital thinks himself my savior for being willing to marry me.
Oh look at the poor magicless princess; surely she must need a
man to save her from her own existence.” My hands gesture
wildly as I continue my mocking of whichever idiot assumes |
want to be tied down simply because the magic in my blood is

somehow blocked.

“I thought you might react this way, but I still had to tell

you nonetheless.”

“You couldn’t possibly wait for our dinner tonight?” 1

snark, my hands resting on my hips.

My father’s smile widens as he shrugs. “I was bored and

needed some entertainment.”

I scoff and flip him my middle finger, which he heartily
laughs at. We eventually fall into chatting about the man who
asked for my hand as well as the updates with Nox. Daje, as
the son of—and advisor to—one of my father’s oldest and
most-trusted council members, is able to listen to the details
that not many outside these walls know of. To them, Nox is
out exploring our kingdom, enjoying some freedom before he
steps into the role of heir apparent. But the truth of his absence

is much more frightening. I’ve only seen my brother a handful



of times in recent years because of the mission he is on for my

father—for our kingdom.

When the council members start to filter in for their daily
meeting, I give my father a hug and leave, Daje quick on my
heels. “So what would it take for a marriage proposal to be
accepted by the incomparable Bahira?” he asks in a joking
tone, but I’ve known Daje for far too long to not hear the

genuine interest hidden there.

Shit, I knew this was coming. My shoulders tense, knowing
that he would propose to me this very moment if he thought
there was a chance I’d say yes. So I deflect the only way I can

that won’t hurt his feelings—with sarcasm.

“Hmm, well obviously I’'m looking for someone wealthy,” |
start, a forced dreamy look in my eyes. Despite the underlying
seriousness lining his features, he can’t help the small curve of
his lips. “And of course, I need someone super powerful, like

the most powerful.” Daje rolls his eyes.

“Be serious, Bahira,” he grumbles. “This is, what, your
twelfth marriage offer this year alone? I’m just curious why

you haven’t accepted any of them.”

I sigh. Daje is many things: funny, altruistic, an exceptional
swordsman, but a talented liar he 1s not. He wants to know the
things that would make me agree to his proposal. My heart
cracks a little at the thought.

“I don’t want someone to marry me because they think

they’re doing me a favor. Most of the men proposing are ones



that never would have normally if I could render magic,” I

answer, keeping my gaze forward.

He scoffs, hands clasping behind his back as we pass some
guards and walk up the stone steps to the third floor, where my

bedroom is.

“Since when has someone’s station in the kingdom
mattered to you?” he grills me, causing frustration to prickle
my skin. “Because they aren’t the most powerful mages, you
automatically refuse them?” He keeps his face neutral when I

peer at him, but I don’t miss the judgment in his tone.

“Don’t twist my words, Daje. What I am saying is that |
want someone to choose me because they love me as I am. Not
in spite of me being magicless, and not out of some sense of

imaginary duty to the kingdom.”

We reach the top of the stairs and round the corner in
silence before stopping in front of my bedroom door. Purple
and green vines wrap along the arched door frame, a blue
petalum flower—the fragrance subtle and sweet—permanently
bloomed in the center at the very top. When I was born, my
father knew this room would be mine so he spelled the lush,
long flat petals of the flower to stay open and redolent. I turn
the handle to the door, intent on ending this conversation,

when Daje stops me with a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“Bahira, you know there are men in this kingdom that care
for you as you are. Ones that don’t give a shit about you not
having magic,” he says, voice low and gravelly, but I hear the

words he isn’t speaking—/I’'m right here.



Daje would be a fine partner, one that would care for me
and treat me well. It probably makes me an idiot, but I can’t
force myself to long for him the way he does for me. I wish I
could, it would make things so much simpler, but he doesn’t
challenge me in any way—he doesn’t stoke the fires of
curiosity and discovery. On paper, we should fit together
perfectly in some respects, but in spirit, we couldn’t be more
opposite. He’s a good, kind man, and that’s enough for most.

Unfortunately, I’m not most.

When I don’t respond, he removes his hand with a small

sigh. “Just... think about it, Bahira.”

I look at him over my shoulder and smile faintly, not
wanting to hurt his feelings but unable to give him hope for
something more—unable to be what he wants me to be. He
waits for a few seconds before turning and walking back down
the hallway to the stairs. Exhaling, I enter the rest of the way
into my room, gently shutting the door behind me. Leaning
against it, I survey my personal space with a contented sigh. It
might be my favorite spot in this realm—excluding the library.
In the center of the room, a large circular emerald green rug
covers the dark wood floors. They contrast with the creams
and whites of the stacked stone walls. Potted plants of all
varieties local to our kingdom fill each corner with little pieces
of life. Across from me, a wall with three windows and a set of
glass doors, which lead to the veranda, let the trickling

daylight in.

There are still a few hours before the sun goes down and

I’m to have family dinner, so I quickly get undressed and start



a bath, the water steaming hot by the time the tub is filled.
While soaking, I reminisce on my experiment from earlier.
I’ve tried infusing water with many different strengths of raw
magic. My hands are calloused from the many flowers and
leaves I’ve plucked to see how they interact with the magic-
infused water. One hundred and sixty two attempts to break
this damn curse, disease—whatever this is—in our kingdom to
free up our magic and return it to what it used to be. And each

try has been a failure.

Cursing under my breath, I finish washing and drain the
tub, reaching for a towel hanging on the wall next to me. I
wrap the soft blue cotton around me and lean against the
counter while I wait for the mirror to defog. My fingers drum
on the glittering gray stone as I think about what I could
possibly test next. The potency of Hadrik’s older magic gives
new life to the plants, whereas the younger mage’s magic only
temporarily feeds it. I have even tried combining mage magics
in the past with no discernable difference in the outcome, but
maybe I need to switch up the medium. Maybe water isn’t

working as the correct conduit for the raw magic.

When the mirror clears, I stare at my gray eyes and blow
out a breath. I know I’m reaching a point where others might
tell me to give up, but I’ve always been a stubborn woman.
My father likes to joke that I was born with enough moxie to
lead two kingdoms. I just know—a feeling that can’t be
explained—that I was made to do this. Why else would I be

cursed with no magic of my own?



Chapter Six: Bahira

THE LOW MURMUR OF voices intensifies the closer I get to
the throne room. The early morning sun is barely peeking
through the thick canopy of trees, just enough to trickle in and
dot the shiny black stone floors with little globes of golden
light. It is a public forum day, a day where anyone can come
and voice their concerns with my father, King Sadryn Daxel.
Most of the time it is simple things, like a neighborly dispute
over sheep or cows grazing on someone else’s property.
Sometimes merchants will come and say they need more
materials to set up their stands in different parts of the

kingdom.

My father believes in always putting the people of the
kingdom first. “What is the loss of the price of wood to us

when it will mean so much to the one who needs it—when it



will support their family for years to come?” he had said. And
he is right; those requests are easy ones for him and the
council to approve because they better everyone overall. The
harder ones come from those who don’t understand why their
magic is failing. While few and far between, the complacency
of living in a peaceful kingdom is enough to nullify most
concerns. And we are a peaceful kingdom. A part of me
wonders if that knowledge gives us a false sense of security.
Hell, it’s why Nox left four years ago—he had the same
thought.

Outside, I can hear the chirping of the various birds through
the open windows as I round the final corner and walk through
the guarded double doors to the throne room. On the dais, my
parents sit on their thrones made of twisted ancient banya
trees, spelled vines and flowers woven throughout and in
permanent bloom. An orderly line forms at the base of the dais
and leads out through a second set of double doors on the
other side of the room. My father signals the first mage to
approach, and he climbs the stairs of the dais, stopping directly
before my parents. I know there are a few council members
who scoff at the fact that my parents allow the common public
to approach so closely, who believe they should instead keep
that pretend barrier up between royals and non-royals. It is

idiotic to me. The people know who their king and queen are.

My father smiles warmly when he spots me before his
attention shifts back to the young man speaking in front of
him. I take my place leaning against a white stone wall, the

picture hanging behind me a painting of one of the Mage



Kingdom’s past rulers. It depicts the queen of Void Magic
standing on the dais in this room and looking out at the mages
dancing. The Autumnal Ball transforms this space into a sea of
oranges, reds, golds, and greens. Yet it is the queen who steals

the attention of the audience, shining as if she is the sun.

“Bored enough to attend today, Bahira?” Daje asks under

his breath, coming to stand next to me.

I smirk as I look him over, his light blue shirt and gray
training shorts stained with grass and dirt. “Too lazy to bathe

before walking into the palace?” I counter with a raised brow.

“I just finished sparring. I was coming to see if you wanted
to have lunch together, before I remembered it was public

forum day.”

“Hmm, worked up an appetite getting your ass kicked?” |

tease quietly, looking pointedly at his soil-marked clothing.

Daje snorts, the sound louder than he intended and drawing
the attention of a few people, including my mother. He mouths
sorry to her, stepping closer to the wall as if he can be
absorbed into it. Her responding smile is mischievous as she
shakes her head in pretend disapproval, flicking her curly
brown hair—twin to mine—over her shoulder and turning

back to the mage in front of her.

“I didn’t get my ass fotally kicked,” Daje whispers as he
leans in closer. “I managed to get Arin in the balls, not once,

but twice.”



This time it’s me who lets out a totally inappropriate laugh
that I try, and fail, to turn into a cough. The room falls silent,
the stares of the other mages heavy on me as I pinch my lips
together. When my father clears his throat and they all look
back to the dais, I elbow Daje in his side. He chuckles quietly
before turning and facing the thrones. A woman who looks to
be in her third decade of life is talking, her hands gesturing
wildly in front of her. I take note of her haggard appearance,

her clothes rumpled and her hair gathered messily on her head.

“—he’s been missing for three days. It isn’t like him to just

disappear like this,” she cries, wiping her cheek.

My mother leans forward in her throne, holding the
woman’s hand between her own. “We will send out some men
to look for him. Perhaps he was injured and is just in need of
assistance.” Though my mother is doing her best to sound
convincing, I can see her worry etched in the way the corners
of her mouth tense. The woman doesn’t look reassured, but
she nods her head all the same and thanks my parents before

leaving the room, wiping her tears as she goes.
“That was odd,” Daje comments.

I nod. There are wild animals in the less populated parts of
the kingdom that could definitely take down a mage: panthers,
mountain lions, bears—any number of them could attack, rare
as it would be. There’s even a chance he could have walked
too close to the beach and got lured in by a siren’s song.
Again, it’s rare but not out of the realm of possibility, I

suppose.



A man walks up next, his black hair perfectly pulled back
into a low ponytail. His clothes are nicely pressed, no wrinkles
or dishevelment like the woman before him. He bows in front

of my parents before beginning to speak.

Daje nudges me in the arm. “Come on, let’s go get some
food.”

I start to follow him out of the room when I hear the tail
end of the man’s sentence to my parents. “—near the border. I
want to know what you can do to help there? Loss of magic is
worsening more quickly than here in the capital.” I stop in my
tracks, turning to look over at the mage. My father’s face is a

careful mask of consideration.

“I understand your unease, and as you are surely aware, this
is an issue beyond what even a king can fix.” My mother nods
next to him, looking sympathetic. “Though, our princess has
been working on finding a solution.” My father’s eyes flick to

mine as he gives me a soft smile.

A knot of emotion works its way up my throat at him
publicly acknowledging my work. It’s quickly shoved back
down by the look on the man’s face as his eyes roam over me
dismissively. “Yes, yet it would appear she has been
unsuccessful. Perhaps one with magic might want to be tasked

with taking over?”

Subtle. 1 return his slight scowl with a sarcastically sweet

smile of my own.

“You think it is a good decision to question the intelligence

of your princess in front of her parents, sir?” My head snaps to



Daje as he folds his arms over his chest.

“Of course not,” the man replies smoothly, “but why not

bring in more minds? Why not let someone else try?”

“I have offered everything at our kingdom’s disposal to
anyone who is willing to help. There have been few who have
taken up the offer,” my father chides. His voice is even, but
there is no mistaking the undercurrent of power that radiates

from him.

“Let’s go,” Daje rumbles under his breath as his fingers

close around my elbow.

A spark of irritation flares through me at the touch, at his
assumption that leaving is what I want to do, but I bite it
down. I don’t hear the man’s response as we walk through the
doors and I remove my elbow from his grasp. We silently
move to the kitchen to request lunch, my long green skirt
swishing with my determined steps. My flats tap on the stone
with each movement as I fight to cool the anger slowly boiling
up.

“Are you okay?” he asks, his hands clasped behind his
back, spine straight as he walks next to me. No, he is partially
ahead of me. Like he is trying to place himself in front of me
to protect me from some invisible enemy—something he’s
done our whole lives. I know it comes from a place of
fondness, of friendship— Fuck. I recognize there is more there

too, but I push that knowledge out of my mind.

“Of course,” 1 answer, purposely lengthening my stride so

I’'m back to walking in line with him. “You, of all people,



know that I am not bothered by the words of others regarding

my lack of magic.”

“You don’t seem like you’re not bothered,” he counters,

looking down at me from the corners of his eyes.

“Oh I’'m bothered, but not by what that man said.” The
swinging wooden door to the kitchen comes into view and I
stop, placing a hand on Daje’s forearm. “We aren’t children
anymore, Daje,” I start, sharper than I intend. Blowing out a
breath, I remove my hand from his arm. “I don’t need you to

step in for me.”

“Call 1t a force of habit then,” he says, taking a small step

towards me. “It’s like second nature for me now.”

“But it shouldn’t be,” I counter, staring at him before
shaking my head. “I don’t need you to save me, not like that.”
It’s something I’ve told him before, that the need for him to
step in and protect me from all manner of things he views as
threats isn’t what / need anymore, that [ don’t want that from

him.

“But if I want to?” he asks, reaching out to tuck a strand of

hair behind my ear.

“Daje, it only helps you in those moments. It makes me
appear weak. Please, do not step in like that again,” [ warn, my

voice low.
“I doubt anything could make you appear weak, Bahira.”

Sometimes I feel like I’'m talking in circles with him. Can

he not see that despite the facade I put up, despite the healthy



dose of bravado, there’s still a part of me that feels small and
insignificant when someone points out how I'm different?
That it hurts more when he steps in than it does when strangers

speak poorly of me, because he is supposed to know me.
“Enough talk, let’s eat,” he gestures towards the door.

Even though I’'d definitely like to continue this
conversation, to truly get him to see what I’'m trying to say, |
don’t want to fight with him. So I nod my head and join him
for lunch. We let the kitchen know our orders and then head to
a small dining area outside on the lowest level balcony. Just
enough sunlight bathes the table and chairs that they are warm
when we sit. I let out a sigh as I tilt my head back and close

my eyes—just letting myself soak in the sun’s heat.
“What are your plans for the rest of the day?” he asks.

“Heading back to my workshop,” I answer, bringing my
head forward again. “l need to check some things—" My

voice halts at the look on his face. “What?”

“Your workshop again?” he mutters, a near-annoyed flair to

his voice.

My eyes narrow as I cock my head to the side. “Yes, it’s

where I like to get work done, as you may recall.”

“It’s just that I thought after yesterday maybe you’d want a
break.” His voice falters, but he keeps his gaze steady on me.

His eyes catch in the light, gleaming like sapphires.

“What are you talking about?” I question, genuinely

puzzled by his response.



“I could tell by the look on your face yesterday that the
experiment didn’t go as planned,” he says carefully, slowly.

Like he’s bracing for a fight.
Good.

“Which is all the more reason I need to go back today, to
prepare for my next one,” 1 snap. My frustration rises as I
draw my brows together. “What is it you’re really trying to
say?”
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“You’re not happy doing them anymore,” he replies,
leaning forward to rest his forearms on the table in front of us.

“Why don’t you take a break?”

“I don’t want to take a break,” I fire back. “You say you
don’t see me as happy, but then are you really looking? Doing
these experiments, trying to find a solution to this problem that

doesn’t just affect me, that is what makes me happy.”

“No,” he counters, the word dragged out by his deep voice,
“i1t’s what makes you obsessed. I can tell the difference in you
after one of your experiments fails. Do you truly believe it
isn’t obvious to anyone paying attention the way you beat

yourself up over it?”

I scoff, but there’s an annoying truth to his words. I never
realized he had been watching me so closely. I hadn’t thought
he’d have this observation ready to attack me with as soon as
he needed it. It makes me feel cornered, and like a trapped

wild animal, I lash out.



“At least I am trying to do something useful, Daje. Can you
say the same?” I forcefully push my chair back and stand,
stepping back from the table. “Some of us may be content to
play the roles given to us by our fathers, but I would rather
work towards something that would actually make a difference
in people’s lives,” I seethe, unfairly reminding Daje how his

father created an advisor position just for him.

My chest tightens at the look on his face. He may have hurt
my feelings with his blunt words, but I purposely sliced at him
with a sharpened tongue. Neither of us speaks for a moment
before | turn and leave, walking around the porch, down the
stairs, and onto one of the many stone paths that lead away
from the palace. My hands tighten into fists at my side, each
word spoken between us on repeat in my head. I walk and
walk, not really paying attention to where I’m going, until the
pathway opens up into Galdr’s central shopping square. The
sheer number of people here makes crossing the wide road

tedious, but I finally make it to one of the many taverns.

The bar is built into an albero tree, with two windows and a
swinging door on the front. Pushing through, I let my eyes
adjust to the slightly darker space. Spelled flames in small orbs
hang every other foot in a zigzag pattern on the ceiling.
Patrons fill every table and chair spread throughout the
establishment, loud music from a small band vibrating the tree
bark walls. It smells of incense and sweat and like mead has
been spilled on every surface in this place. Yet like a moth

drawn to the small flames above me, I make my bad day worse



by heading to the bar and taking a seat next to a man that |

absolutely loathe.

“Hello, Bahira,” he purrs the moment he realizes I’'m next
to him. “Interesting seeing you here. Last time I checked, it

wasn’t a library.”

I don’t bother hiding my annoyance or the eye roll that
comes with it. “Gosston, interesting to see you look relatively
clean today,” I counter, ordering a drink from the bartender. “I
didn’t realize you knew what bathing was.” My eyes take in
his appearance, his stark flowing white tunic and black
trousers. Curly black hair falls to his shoulders, the strands

untamed except for where he has them tucked behind his ear.

He snorts, not hiding his irritation with me either. We sit in
silence, both drinking our pints of mead, though I go through
mine much faster. When I’ve ordered the fourth one, Gosston

speaks again.
“Tough day?” he inquires, sounding alarmingly sincere.

“You could say that.” I turn to look at him. Under the light
of the spelled flames, his lighter olive complexion takes on a
yellow hue, making the purple circles under his eyes stand out

more drastically.

“What about you?” I ask because I'm already three drinks

in and clearly not thinking well.

“You could say that,” he repeats with a small tilt of his lips.
He signals the bartender over, and before I know it he’s

handing me a shot of some kind of liquor. “Here’s to bad



days,” he salutes, clinking his glass to mine and downing his

shot. I do the same, and we each turn back to our meads.
Wi 999~ €4getd’

I wake up the next morning to the sound of Gosston snoring

and the pounding headache of deep regret.



Chapter Seven: Rhea

THE MORNING AFTER THE king visits me, I expect to be
somewhat bruised and sore, especially on my face and ribs,
but my body shows no signs of the beating it took. All T feel is
a slight headache. I have noticed my healing after punishments
from my uncle is becoming more accelerated. But even now,
looking over my skin in the vanity mirror, I’'m still surprised to
not see even a hint of a fading bruise. I take one last look at

my complete lack of injury before I go downstairs.

Since I awoke, that odd dream and what the ethereal
woman spoke to me has replayed in my mind. Trust the stars
over the ancient trees to guide me from the false king. And
look to the east for the answers I seek. What could that

possibly mean? Sitting at a small table, I write the words down



so that I don’t forget them. Something about them feels
significant, though I can’t exactly pinpoint why.

Later, I rest in the library, getting lost in book after book to
keep my mind off of... well, everything. How would I spend
my days if I had not been born a princess to parents who were
murdered? If I had not then been thrust into a tower by my
cruel uncle and kept here against my will, guarded by men
who are sworn through magic and blood to keep me here?
Would I still spend much of my time in a library pondering the
history of our realms and the intricacies of blood oaths? It is
an interesting thing in and of itself—magic in the Mortal
Kingdom. It supposedly comes from the Continent, though all
the history books I’ve read have never explained how that
came to be or why mortals can only access it by giving up
their blood.

My attention goes back to the current book in my lap. In the
story, the protagonist is in love with her best friend, but she
doesn’t believe she 1s good enough for him. So she goes on an
adventure through her world to try her hand at becoming
different versions of herself in an attempt to be something she
thinks he could love. However the best friend confesses he
adored her as she was. He didn’t want to change her; he just
wanted ker. Is it possible that this kind of love exists outside of
stories? The thought that, if I ever get to leave this tower, there
might be someone who isn’t put off by my lack of social,
personal, and relationship skills weighs heavily on my mind. It
is nice to daydream that there might be someone out there that

would like me for me, despite how broken I know I am.



When the sun starts to dip, coaxing the moon out of its
hiding place, I light a candle so I can finish my book, reading
to the very last page and then blowing it out. Bella is already
asleep upstairs; she had popped her head into the library a few
times before returning to the balcony to soak up the remaining
sun. It is something she has loved to do for as long as she has
been here. While I am so grateful to have her in my life,
helping save me from truly being alone, I can’t stop the
seedling of guilt I feel for the years she’s been with me—a
wild fox trapped in a small, stone cage. It was that thinking
that had led me to beg Alexi to free her, to let her out of the

tower all those years ago.

The night Bella nearly died is something that will forever
be burned into my memory; not only because it was horrific,
but also because it was the first time that I realized I was
different. That 1 wasn’t just a mortal, but instead I had
something other flowing in my veins. Something that
shouldn’t be there, that didn’t make sense. And on that night, |
had called upon it somehow. Swallowing anxiously, I move
upstairs to draw a bath and relax before bed, lighting some
candles in the bathroom for light. Once the hot water fills the
tub, steam swirling and twisting above it, I slide into the water
and close my eyes. Despite the way my muscles relax in the
bath, flashes of that night—when things both changed and

didn’t—begin to play in my mind, one after another.

When I was seventeen, Alexi told me he had spotted her on

the castle grounds one night, skulking through the garden



trying to hide within the flowers. He grabbed a bow and
arrow, intent on hunting the white fox down, but the minute he
had met her gaze through the various blooms, he felt she was
different. Something in his gut told him not to kill her, and he
listened. When he lowered his bow and dropped down on one
knee, Bella had slowly made her way to him. She was docile—

keen even—and that night he brought her to me.

I named her Bella after a favorite book character, whose
name in the story meant “hope.” I was so ecstatic, so beyond
happy to have another living being here with me, so hopeful
for a future without that constant void of loneliness. Alexi had
tempered my excitement by warning me not to let the king see
her, that my uncle would take her away or, more likely, kill her

if he knew she was here.

For a few days, I did nothing but relish in having this new
being here with me. I talked to Bella as if she were mortal and
could understand what I was saying. All that was missing was
her ability to speak back to me, but even then, she always had

a way of communicating.

Despite the joy of having a friend, I felt guilty keeping a
wild animal confined with me. I questioned if, when she stared
out of the tower windows, it was longing she was feeling. If,
when she laid out on the balcony in the sun, she missed
frolicking in the woods. If she hated being trapped here as
much as I did. Her energy even seemed to deplete with each
day that passed. It hadn 't taken long to convince myself, but |
felt deep down that she would be better off not stuck in this



prison alongside me. That she should be able to return to her

true home. So I told Alexi he needed to set her free.

At first, he had been hesitant to take her from me, having
seen the change her company had brought me even in just a
few short days. But I was adamant. I didn 't want to deny Bella
her true nature, to have her suffer the same fate I had been

given, just because [ was lonely. I didn 't want to be her captor.

Bella fought him at first, refusing to follow him through the
door. But when she walked up to me, her nose bumping against
my thigh, I ignored her. I held back sobs, as it broke my heart
to hear her whine and try again and again to get my attention,

but it was for the best. She deserved to be free.

Alexi finally managed to sneak her out in the dead of night,
promising me that he would lead her away from the palace

grounds.

I had never before cried as much as I did that first night
without her. The tower felt lifeless to me, as though every bit of
joy, excitement, and contentment I had managed to find in her
presence had been completely sucked out. I slept through the
entire next day, the hours blurring together. It was just before
nightfall, the last bit of sunlight streaming through the
windows setting the tower aglow in gold, when a loud banging
on the door startled me. Then I heard Alexis voice. “Little

b

One, it’s me.’

I was not prepared for what would greet me when I opened
it. Alexi was panting, his face red from exertion and his salt

and pepper hair curling at his temple with sweat. When my



attention fell to what he was holding—to the blood smeared
across his armor—my confusion turned to growing horror. In
his arms was a shaking bundle of white fur streaked with deep

Crimson.

“Bella,” I gasped, reaching out to touch her. Her blood
dripped steadily, quickly staining the stone floor beneath
Alexi's feet.

“She’s been shot with an arrow. I brought her here to see if
I can stop the bleeding.” He rushed past me, laying Bella on
the gray rug taking up most of the floor in the living area.
Bella whined as Alexi carefully removed his forearms from
beneath her body. He quickly unbuckled his armor, tossing his
blood-streaked breast plate to the side, as I closed the door
and knelt beside him.

He moved his hands to where the arrow was protruding
from Bella’s side and separated the fur around it, assessing the
wound. My hands trembled in my lap, a humming sensation
building in me that I had never experienced before. It felt like
the warmth of the sun, a bright light just waiting to be called
upon. It was a strange bone-deep knowing but I couldn't

quantify what it was that I knew.

“I think I can pull the arrow out and stop the bleeding. Can
you go get some towels, soap, and a bowl of water to clean the
wound with?” Alexi spoke calmly, assuring me with the

evenness of his tone as I gathered the requested supplies.

Coming back to his side, he instructed me on what to do

once he pulled the arrow out. Kneeling on the floor, I scooted



closer to Bella and leaned down, whispering quietly into her
ear, “This is going to hurt for just a second, but then we’re
going to fix you. I'm so sorry for making you leave, for

causing your pain.”

Bella slowly laid her paw on my knee, the movement shaky
as if she used all the energy she could muster. I placed my
hands on her to hold her steady as Alexi counted to three and
then began to slowly pull the arrow out, the muscles in his
arms tensing with the careful movement. A howl reverberated
off the walls, piercing through my nerves as Bella vocalized
her pain, and I wondered if it could be heard well into the city
of Vitour.

It felt like it took years, but with one final small tug by
Alexi, the arrow was removed. I quickly placed a towel over
her wound and applied pressure, my heart racing in my chest.
A minute passed before Alexi gently moved me aside and
replaced the now blood-soaked towel with a fresh one, his
hands holding it in place. But the bleeding didn't stop. Bella's
breaths started to become slower and more irregular, her heart

beating at a new, labored pace. One of death.

“No. No. No. We pulled the arrow out. Why is she still
bleeding so much?” I cried to Alexi. He slowly lifted his hands
from her, wiping them on a clean towel as blood continued to
leak out. My bottom lip trembled, my hands rushing to replace
his, applying pressure.

He whispered remorsefully, “Rhea, it must have hit an

artery. I'm so sorry.” I felt his hand settle on my shoulder and



squeeze, but I just shook my head. This couldnt be happening.
I couldnt lose her. Not like this. “I think—"

“Don't!” I hissed through my teeth, my jaw clenching so
hard I thought they might break. “Don t you dare say it.”

Tears spilled from my eyes, blurring everything around me.
I leaned down, my hands still applying pressure to Bella's
wound as my forehead came to her furry temple. Her eyes
were closed, and her jaw had grown slack, but her chest still
rose and fell. Though the pauses were growing longer between

each strained movement.

“Please hang on,” I begged, my chest heaving with a sob.
My hair fell around my face and Bella’s, as if it was a curtain
that we could wrap ourselves in to shield everything else out.
Alexi removed his hand from my shoulder but stayed kneeling

next to me.

“You can't leave me,” I whispered to Bella. “You have to

live. Please, you have to live.”

That warm feeling in my belly stirred again, causing me to
gasp and jerk back upright. It traveled up my torso, passing
my chest and shoulders until I felt it pouring down my arms, a
tingling following in its wake. It was calling on me to use it, to
wield it, but I didn't understand how. This feeling was
speaking to me in a foreign language that I couldn t interpret.
All I knew was that I couldn't give up on Bella. She didnt

deserve this and it was my fault that she was in this position.

“You will live. You will live.” I repeated the words. The

sensation that moved through me halted like it was waiting for



permission or directions. I couldn't make sense of it, but I
knew we were running out of time. So I closed my eyes and
gave my body over to that feeling, to that light I imagined was
burning inside of me—not burning to cause pain, but burning
with life. A few seconds went by before I felt the warmth
gathering in the palms of my hands. I kept my eyes squeezed
shut, afraid that opening them would cause me to lose

whatever this connection was.

“Gods.” Alexi’s voice was a shocked whisper, but I didn't

stop.

I imagined the luminescence pouring into Bella’s wound
and healing it completely. I pictured it restoring her blood loss
and making her whole. I saw in my mind her muscles and

veins coming back together—becoming one again.

“Rhea.” It was a silvery, ethereal murmur on the wind, but
I paid it no mind. I couldnt. Not with the humming in my body,
the warmth flowing through me.

“Rhea,” Alexi said, his voice different from the one I'd

heard a moment ago.

His hands landed on my shoulders, but I tried to shake him
off. He couldn’t stop me from doing this. I had to do this.

“I’'m not trying to stop you, Little One. I want you to open

your eyes.”

Open my eyes? 1 felt his thumbs sweeping back and forth on

my shoulders, and the movement calmed some of the frenzy |

felt.



)

“Open them, Rhea.’

My eyes obeyed and immediately focused on Bella. The
white light I had imagined inside me was shining brightly from
my palms and onto her—into her. My gaze slowly traveled up
to Bella’s head, and when I saw her eyes were open, I nearly

crumpled with relief.

“Can you stop... this?” I heard the hesitation in Alexi’s

voice. The fear.

“I don't know how,” I muttered, still confused about what
had actually happened. My eyes were wide as I looked at him,

sweat beading down my neck.

“Try to take slower breaths, like when we do our mind
cleansers,” Alexi said, his eyes betraying the attempted calm

of his voice. “Bella is alive. She isn't bleeding anymore.”

I let my shoulders steadily relax, let my mind release all of
the worry that I had held there and replace it with relief
instead. My gaze moved to hers as Alexis words pierced
through the haze I was in. Bella was alive. Somehow, she was
alive because I had done something to save her. Time lost all
meaning as we sat there, no one moving beyond the rising and

falling of our chests.

Slowly, the bright light faded from me. Alexi tentatively slid
his hands under mine, removing them from Bella's fur. He laid
them on top of my lap, squeezing our blood-covered hands
together. Bella was sleeping peacefully. Her breathing was
normal and healthy, and she was whole again. I watched her

for a few seconds before turning to look over at Alexi. His



normally tanned skin was wan, his gaze lost as he stared down

at where he was still holding my hands.

“What was that?” I whispered, slowly lifting them from his
hold. I examined my palms, checking to see if they looked any
different now, but they appeared as they always had.

“Magic,” Alexi answered, his brows drawn up on his

y

forehead in surprise. “You have magic.’



Chapter Eight: Rhea

MY EYES FLING OPEN from the knocking on the door.
After my bath, I had gone to bed reliving that night with Bella,
my heart pounding in my chest at the memories, at how close I
came to losing her. Sliding out from the comforter, my feet hit
the cold wood floor as I adjust my dark blue nightdress. My
fingers comb through my hair as I start down the stairs, fairly

certain of who 1s on the other side of the door.

A smile breaks out across my face when I open it. He’s
removed his armor, only wearing the all-black trousers, boots,
and tunic—leaving him looking more relaxed. I start to
wonder if he knows the king visited recently, but when I see
Alexi trail his eyes over my face in an assessing way, I get my
answer. I don’t move—other than to place my hands on my

hips—Iletting him see that I am healed and okay.



“What are you doing here,” I ask, chewing on my bottom

lip nervously. “Aren’t you worried about being caught?”

“Don’t worry, Little One. I think one night is alright.” His
eyes soften as he looks at me before he holds up a familiar
deck and a small white bag of something that smells delicious.
“Are you ready to beat an old man at cards?” He winks at me
as he steps into the tower, walking directly over to the tea
table. Sliding his green armchair over, Alexi begins to shuftle
and deal out the cards while I grab some pillar candles to light.
Setting a few around the table, I strike a match and light each
one until their glow illuminates the darkness of the space

between us.

“So,” I drag out, glancing above the cards in my hand,
“how 1s life in the King’s Guard lately?” My brow raises
sarcastically in question while Alexi snorts in response. [ lay

my first card down onto the table.

“The same as it always is. Training and guarding.” His dry
tone makes a small laugh burst from me. “Speaking of
training,” he hints, returning an arched brow of his own, “have

you been exercising?”’

“Yes, of course. Every morning,” I drawl, giving him a fake
bored expression which he smiles widely at. Alexi had been
worried that my sedentary lifestyle of reading all day would
make my bones weak, or something to that effect, so he taught
me some of the basic exercises they teach guard apprentices

when they enter training.



“Good,” he says simply as he leans forward to lay his card

down.

I can’t help but beam at him, my hands nearly shaking from
the delight and relief his visit brings. Still, a small part of me
worries that the king will somehow know he is gone from his
post. I work to keep the anxiousness from showing on my
face. However, Alexi misses nothing, and after his turn laying

down his next card, he attempts to distract me.

“Win this hand, and I’ll show you what’s in the bag. Win
the next hand, and you can have all of the treats in there.” His
eyebrows raise slightly, baiting me to accept. The light of the
moon mixed with the low light of the candle flame makes his
dark brown eyes sparkle, giving him a mischievous look.
Despite the fact that he has always fallen into that parental role
so easily, it 1s in moments like these that I find he is more

friend than guardian.

[ narrow mine in return, attempting to keep my face serious,
as | lay my next card down on the table. Back and forth we go
until we each come down to our last one. My eyes flick down
to the one in my hand and back up to him, a slow smirk
spreading before I slap the card down on the pile. Alexi
chuckles, laying his down far more gently and accepting his
defeat before gathering all the cards back up to shuffle and

deal again.

“I am a generous winner and will let you go first this time,

despite losing,” I joke, but my smile falters when I glance up



to see that his expression is more pensive. His eyes appear lost

in a memory as he absent-mindedly shuffles his own cards.

“Do you remember when you turned thirteen and I brought
you that small gold bracelet?” he asks, sliding his gaze to
mine. While Alexi normally brought me special treats for my

birthday, that year he had given me the bracelet.

I smile at the memory, nodding. “I do. You were frustrated
with me about something, but then you gave me a gift. I
remember you held out your hand, a little black pouch nestled

in your palm,” I say, grinning at his answering chuckle.

“I had been trying to be what you needed while inside I felt

like I was coming apart after Alanna’s death,” he confesses.

My hands slowly place my cards to the table as I stare at
him. Even though it’s been many years since he lost her, the
grief in his voice is unmistakable. Alanna had been Alexi’s
childhood best friend before becoming his wife, and then she
was killed in a tragic accident. From the solemn look in his
eyes now, you’d assume it was more recently that he lost her. 1
wonder if truly loving someone means that even long after
they are gone, you never stop mourning them. That they live

on in you through memories and dreams.

“You had the worst attitude problem I had ever seen in a

child, by the way. You still have it,” he teases.

I scoff, reaching my foot under the table to kick his leg. His
laugh brightens up his demeanor again, the tension leaving the

air as | exhale a little deeper.



“Prior to your birthday that year, | was feeling lost, and I
—” He hesitates, taking a breath and holding eye contact
before continuing, “I was unsure if [ wanted to continue being

your guard.”

My heart skips at his confession, our card game forgotten
temporarily in light of his words. Even though it was years ago
and, obviously, he is still here, I can’t help the feelings of

betrayal and sadness trying to claw their way up my throat.

“I was going to petition the captain of the guard to reassign
me.” It’s barely more than a whisper, yet his regret is weaved
thickly through it.

“You were?” I breathe the words out, feeling a slight
tremble in my hands as my mind begins to spiral with this new
information. Did he ask for a transfer and get denied? Has he

wanted to leave this post—Ileave me—this entire time?

Seeing the panic on my face before I am able to verbalize
it, Alexi vehemently shakes his head. “I never ended up asking

for it.”

“Why?” I breathe.

He sighs, scratching the back of his neck before setting his
cards down on the table and leaning forward, completely

abandoning any pretense that we will finish this game.

“I was stewing in indecision. I knew that I was a lifeline
you didn’t have with anyone else and that no other guard
would dare go against the king to make sure you had what you

needed.” I see the pain and guilt in his expression, his



eyebrows furrowing together as he rests his elbows on his
knees, clasping his hands in the middle. “It wasn’t about you
in any way. I just— I missed her, and everything about my life
here reminded me of her. [ wanted to get away, maybe move to
one of those small towns on the outskirts of the capital to start

somewhere new.”

I can’t help the small twist of pain in my heart. I came so
close to losing him, so close to being even more alone. What if
he had left? What if the past almost nine years had been spent
without him here to visit and teach me things I wouldn’t have

learned otherwise?

“What changed your mind?” I question, my voice still

small.

Seeing the fear and hurt that I am failing to suppress, his
expression turns remorseful. “Alanna’s voice came into my
mind, and I was reminded of something she told me before she

passed away.”

Over the years, I’ve only gotten small bits and pieces out of
Alexi about his wife and his life outside of being a guard.
Most of them are just little facts about their relationship—they
were married, she was a seamstress that worked at one of the
shops in the capital square, and her death had come as a shock.
I didn’t know if his desire not to tell me too much about her
was to protect me from his sorrow or if he was trying to

protect himself from her memories.

“Alanna knew that I often snuck in to visit you. She hated

that the king secluded you and then told the kingdom that you



had chosen this life because of your grief. She never spoke a
word of it to anyone else, but when it was just her and I, she
would ask about you,” he explains. My breath squeezes out of
my chest, an overwhelming feeling of sadness, but also
appreciation for her, settling in deep. “Alanna and I were
unable to have children, but she always had the softest spot for
them. She would tell me over and over again that I needed to
be a safe place for you to anchor to, someone that would keep

you from harm.”

My hands press together as my lip starts to tremble. The
thought that this woman, whom I had never met, cared about
me at all, let alone this much was overwhelming. She was
under no obligation to. Neither was Alexi. They cared because

they felt it was right to do so, because they were good people.

“And I failed, Rhea. I fail every time the king comes to
your room and I do nothing.” He hangs his head low, his gaze
moving to the ground by his boots. The air feels heavy with

the weight of regret and despair bearing down on me.

“No,” I whisper, shaking my head. Then my voice grows
firm as I say, “The king would have just killed you if you tried
to stop him. He would have killed you without a second
thought, and some other guard, one more loyal to him, would

have replaced you. You know this.”

When my words don’t reassure him, I move around the tea
table to kneel by him, taking his hands in my own. “Have you
ever told anyone, the king or otherwise, about the night Bella

almost died?” This is a topic we never talk about, haven’t



talked about, since the night it happened. Alexi’s wariness then
made me hesitate to ever bring it up with him again. But with
the memory fresh on my mind, I know it’s the perfect

opportunity to show him that he’s wrong.
“Never,” he answers firmly.

“Then you haven’t failed me. That knowledge in the wrong
hands is a death sentence; I have no doubts about that. I can
handle the king’s visits, but I can’t handle your guilt over
them.” 1 squeeze his hands more tightly, willing him to
understand. ““You have made this existence more bearable. You
have taught me, guided me”—my breath catches for a moment
—*“raised me to be something better than I ever could have
been on my own.” His eyes yield further at my words.

“Besides, my body is healing me while I sleep now.”

Alexi’s brows furrow as he again looks me over, like he is
seeing if he can watch the action as it happens. “It’s healing
you without you trying?” He asks the question quietly as
though the magic can hear him, as if it’s a separate entity from

myself. Maybe it is.

I nod my head, giving his hands one more squeeze of
reassurance before standing and walking back to take my seat
on the couch. Reaching down, I give Bella’s head a little

scratch as she resumes her position at my feet.

“You were in the guard at the time my parents were king
and queen, did—did they ever seem like they had magic?” I
stammer, a blush creeping up my cheeks. It’s such a ridiculous

thing to ask. If somehow my parents weren’t mortal, how did



they keep their magic when they crossed through the Spell to
come to this kingdom? I know that I got my honey blonde
hair, bright green eyes, and creamy complexion from my
mother. Is it possible I got magic from her too? And if so, how

am [ able to keep it while living in the Mortal Kingdom?

“As far as I know, they were just mortals. But you know
that mages look like us. There are no physical differences, just
the presence of magic and a marginally longer life,” he

ansSwers.

My head tilts in contemplation. “What if the magic came
from my father’s side? Is there a chance the king has it as
well?” T wonder as chills work their way down my neck and
back at the thought. The king is terrifyingly powerful enough
without adding magic to the mix. Alexi pinches his lips

together in thought.

“King Dolian is not the sort of man who would keep
something like that hidden if he possessed it. He’d use it to his
advantage somehow and would certainly show it off. And if he
had their magic flowing in his veins, he definitely wouldn’t
have made it his mission as king to declare that mages who

enter these lands would be killed.”

Chewing on the inside of my cheek, I consider what Alexi
said. It makes sense. Why would the king encourage his own
demise by creating contempt between the Mortal and Mage
Kingdoms if he did indeed have magic. I imagine his little
sessions with me would be quite different if magic were

present. Still, I can’t dismiss it completely.



“Have you ever tried using it again? Testing it out since that

night?”

“No. I’m afraid to. I can sometimes feel it sitting inside me,
here.” I rub my hand over my lower abdomen. “Like it’s
letting me know it’s there, waiting for me. It gets more...
active when the king is near me, but I’ve been able to keep it

from showing.”

Alexi leans back, elbows braced on the sides of the
armchair and fingers interlaced under his chin. I turn my gaze
out to the glass balcony doors, watching as the stars twinkle a

bright silver in the sky.

“One more round,” he says, leaning forward again to

collect our cards and start a new game.

“You just want a do-over since | was winning our current
hand,” I respond, giggling when he gives me a wry look. He
gestures with his chin to the white bag on the table.

“Don’t you want to see what’s inside? You won the first
hand.”

“I want to be surprised,” I respond as I spread my newly

dealt cards in my hand and plan which one I’ll lay down first.

“Never thought I’d see the day that Rhea Maxwell would
not take an opportunity to see what sugar-filled treat was

waiting for her.”

I roll my eyes, feigning mock offense. Alexi stands
abruptly and walks to the balcony, scanning the sky like he’s

looking for something.



“What are you doing?” I ask, jumping to my feet as Bella
startles awake and comes up to stand by me, both of us now on
high alert.

He sighs, running the hand not holding his cards through
his hair. “Just checking to see if the stars are falling. It is the
only explanation for why you would deny yourself a peek
inside that bag.” He turns around, an almost boyish grin on his

face while my own expression is that of pure shock.

“Gods, don’t do that Alexi!” I smack him on the arm as he
laughs his way back to his chair. Bella lets out a huff and lays
back down, as if this whole interaction is nothing but an
interruption to her nap. “You’re such a jerk,” I croak out. |
finish the game of cards with another win under my belt, and
Alexi slides the bag of treats over to me. Slowly, I open it,
anticipation killing me. Alexi is right that I love all things
sweet. The scent of cocoa is rich enough to make my mouth
water as | look in and see a delicious assortment of chocolates.

“Did Emelia make these?”

“No. They are from a confectionary in the capital,” he says
while cleaning up our cards. I pull out a creamy milk
chocolate ball with a delicate white chocolate rose on top. |
almost feel bad eating something so beautiful. Taking a bite, |
let the candy melt in my mouth, the flavors smoothing over
my tongue and making me shut my eyes in delight. It is rich
and decadent, with a fruity note bursting through. Alexi laughs
at my enjoyment, choosing a chocolate of his own when I

extend the bag out to him.



“You know, you’re lucky I love you because, as you so
graciously pointed out, I take my treats very seriously and

don’t normally share.”

His chuckle dances between us, the sound settling some of

the sadness I feel about the night soon coming to an end.

“Alanna and I used to visit this confectionary shop on our
way home from work every evening. She always gravitated to
the more unique flavors of the chocolates. Always willing to

try something new,” he says quietly.

“What flavors did you usually get?” I ask, pouting when 1

reach into the bag and feel only three more chocolates left.
“Always the same one—chocolate cream.”

“I am not surprised by that,” I deadpan. Even Bella twitches
in agreement. Or she could be asleep, I realize, and having
little fox dreams. I lean over and look at her. Yes, definitely

having little fox dreams.

When I’ve popped the last chocolate in my mouth, my heart
and belly now content, I walk with Alexi to the door. He opens
it and listens carefully to make sure no one else is in the tower.
When he is satisfied that the space is empty, he steps onto the
platform, turning back to face me. A small torch bathes this
part of the tower in a subtle buttery glow, lighting just enough

of Alexi’s features to show his soft smile.

“The next supply drop-off is in three days. I better not push

our luck and try to visit before then.”



Nodding, I lean against the doorframe, arms folded in front
of me. “I’ll be ok. I can handle another three days. Although it
would be more entertaining if Bella,” I look over my shoulder
and yell, “would learn that little jig I’ve been trying to teach
her!” The only sign I get that she’s heard me is a tiny wiggle

of her ear.

Alexi laughs, the smile widening on his face as he places a
hand on my shoulder. “You can handle anything, Little One.
You are the strongest person I have ever known.” He gives my
shoulder a little squeeze before dropping his hand to his side.
My eyes glance away from his for a moment as I blink back

tears that threaten to spill.

“Aww, thanks, dad,” I say, attempting to lighten the mood.
“Hopefully, I shall continue to honor you by teaching the fox

beast to dance and beating you in card games.”

“Such a brat,” he answers with a roll of his eyes. He backs
up and goes to take a step, but pauses again, almost looking

unsure of himself.

“What is it?” I ask, glancing around the platform and at the
stairs that lead down the tower. Alexi clears his throat, resting
one hand on the hilt of the sword at his belt. I always forget he
is armed, as his guard uniform now just feels like an extension
of him after nearly thirteen years. His other hand scratches at
his jaw.

“The gold bracelet I gave you,” he falters, looking at me as

I nod. “It was Alanna’s.”



My head jerks a little at the admission, eyes going wide.
“Why would you give that to me? Don’t you want it to
remember her?” The words come out choked, my emotions
overwhelmed by this knowledge. I’'m surprised, but honored.

So, so honored by his gesture.

“I got it for her as a gift right after we married. It then sat
on my dresser in the years after her death—a constant
reminder of what I had lost. I couldn’t bear to look at it any

longer, but I wasn’t sure [ wanted to part with it either.”

Straightening up from the doorframe, my arms uncross, and
I reach a hand out for him. He places his in mine, his fingers

squeezing around mine lightly.

“The bracelet was important to her, like a physical symbol
of our love. I knew that there was only one other person that I
could possibly imagine giving this to. Only one person who
needed to have something physical to remind them that they
were cared for. That they were loved.” He looks to the side,
taking a deep breath, and then turns his gaze back to me. “I
have loved to watch you grow up into an amazing young
woman despite your circumstances. To see you have such
compassion and kindness when you are shown so little by
others.” He shakes his head, but he must not realize that
anything decent about me is a direct result of him and our one
hour visits. He gestures around at the tower. “This place, this

prison, is not where your journey is to end, Little One.”

It takes me far too long to speak, my words jumbled and

caught so thickly in my throat that it takes several swallows to



clear them. “I know,” I whisper as I hold his gaze, silver lining

both of our eyes.

With a warm and affectionate smile in place, Alexi
squeezes my hand and then lets go. He throws a final wink
Bella’s way before turning and heading down the stairs. I shut
the door and beckon Bella upstairs for bed, stopping in the
bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. When I’ve
done both, I crawl under the covers, laying on my side to gaze

out at the stars through the window.

Alexi’s words repeat in my head over and over again. |
know a life outside these walls is better than the one I'm
currently living, and as I close my eyes, my body drifting into
sleep, I have hope that maybe I was meant to do more than rot

1n a tower.

But hope is a dangerous thing.



Chapter Nine: Rhea

STANDING ON THE BALCONY, the wind rustles through
my hair as I close my eyes and lean farther into it. It’s a perfect
spring day in the Mortal Kingdom, the chill of the morning
chased away by the pleasant warmth of the early afternoon
sun. Bella lays next to me, basking in it with utter

contentment. I open my eyes to take in the view before me.

The dark blue water of the lake in front of my gray tower
extends far beyond where my eye can see, sparkling in the
sunlight. Only a few boats, distinguishable by their white sails,
float in the distance. I take in the various green meadows and
rolling hills that are to the left side of the lake, leading up to a
thickly wooded forest. Wildflowers bloom in large patches
throughout, a kaleidoscope of colors breaking up the sea of

verdant land. This is all part of the royal family’s estate, with



the exception of the lake where it appears anyone is allowed to
fish or enjoy the water. Even though I’ve seen maps of the
other kingdoms and where they are in respect to Vitour, I have

no idea what that distance realistically looks like.

Is the Mage Kingdom truly just beyond the forest that edges
the rolling hills? Could I see the shifter isle from the Mortal
Kingdom beaches? How far to the east would I have to travel
before I see the rising mountains of the Fae Kingdom? Are
they snow-capped all year long or only in the winter months? I
think about the beings that neighbor us as well. How powerful
are the mages? Many of the books I’ve read call their magic
“raw,” but the descriptions never fully explain what that
means. Though King Dolian says mages killed my parents, it
just doesn’t fit with everything I’ve read about the people as a
whole. But can one ever truly know an entire people? Could
historians really categorize a whole kingdom as peaceful,
when each being in it is so multifaceted themselves? And what
about the fae? They have the ability to bond with dragons,
does that mean they are as unpredictable and dangerous as
those beautiful beasts are rumored to be? I had always loved
reading about dragons and often wished I had that particular
magic for myself. Could the shifters change into dragons? Or
was their fantastical capability to transform limited to less
intimidating animals? What of the sirens? What else can they
do besides use their song to lure men to procreate with? How

did the mechanics of sex underwater work?

Though unfamiliar with the physical act myself, all the

information I know about it has come from books. 1 have



explored myself, taken the time to adequately see how I like to
be touched by my own hand. Yet it’s hard to imagine what
involving another person would be like. What if I eventually
leave this tower, meet someone, and they expect me to already
know what to do? How to touch them? Gods, how
embarrassing 1s it going to be to explain to someone that,
despite being an adult, I’ve never touched—or been touched
by—another person that way? Feeling a blush bloom across
my cheeks at the thought, I shake my head and look back out

over the water.

At the very least, all the romance books I’ve read start with
the couple kissing, which is something that should be more
manageable. I suppose, even if I start off terrible at it, the right
person will show me how they like it and I can learn. These
thoughts are insignificant, though, because the first thing I’d
need to do for any of it to happen is leave this tower. So, for
now, I focus back on the wind on my skin and the view from

the balcony over the mortal lands.

When the sun starts to dip to the west, I finally get up from
where I’ve been laying on the balcony floor, stretching my
arms overhead and side to side. Content from the day in the
sun, I brush off the back of my white day dress before

deciding to make something to eat.

Food is another thing I think about often, as I have eaten
basically the same thing for my entire life. Would I like the
foods of the capital? Of other kingdoms if I could visit them?
Would Bella even be able to hunt for food after so many years

of being hand-fed? Once I have secured my small plate of



dried meat, nuts, and an apple, I head to the library and relax

onto the bench by the window.

Looking out over the wildflower field beyond the castle and
into the capital of Vitour, I notice there are newly placed flags
of all colors rising from the shops and blowing in the wind.
Though they look like mere colorful dots from this distance,
they glow against the sunset sky. The banners signify the peak
of spring, a time when the growing season reaches its pinnacle
and everything from flowers to vegetables sprout at a faster-
than-usual rate. Some books say it’s from magic somehow
imbued into the land of the Continent. Others say that it
happens to be just the right combination of sun, water, and

earth to make things grow more efficiently.

I honestly don’t know what to believe. Only that one day, I
would love to walk in a field of blooming wildflowers or pick
fresh fruit right from where it’s grown. Such simple mundane
wishes, but they’re mine. Sighing, I grab the book I had started
yesterday and flip it open. I continue reading until night falls
fully, before making my way to the washroom to bathe by the

light of a small taper candle.

Today was a good day, as much as one can be when in my
circumstance. It is the kind of day that makes it easy to pretend
that I am someone else. Perhaps I’m still a princess, but I'm
just visiting a faraway castle. Not trapped within these walls,
but simply a guest able to leave when she wants. With another
contented breath, I drain the tub and dry off before dressing for
bed. Snuggling up against Bella, I allow my body to relax into



the relative peace I feel for once. My mind is blissfully quiet

as I let the darkness pull me away.
932> €kl

The tower is quiet, dark. The pitch black is lit up only by the
moon and a few winking stars. Wiping a hand down my face, |
move to get off the bed when Bella puts a paw on top of my leg
over the comforter. My eyes are still half closed when I look at
her, but it doesn t take me long to realize something is wrong.
She is sitting straight up, completely alert. She whimpers, and
my heart drops into my stomach so quickly that I physically

have to put my hand over my abdomen.

“Rhea, wake up.” His voice. His. Voice. It strikes through
the night and directly into my heart like a poisoned arrow.
He's found me again in my dreams. Bella whines once more,
louder and closer to my ear. “Rhea...” The muffled sounds of

footsteps are everywhere.

“Rhea. Get. Up.”

I gasp as I sit up, my eyes wide in the near darkness of the
tower. Beside me, Bella has buried herself beneath the covers,
the shadows cast by the waning moon through the window
enough to conceal her. I clutch the comforter to my chest as |

watch the king approach me from the stairs.

“I have a surprise for you.” His smile, if it can even be
called that, sends a chill deep into my bones. “Let’s go,” he

commands, voice clipped as he turns back towards the stairs.



Disoriented, I slowly push the blanket off of me, feeling
like I’'m not fully conscious. When my feet touch the floor, a
chill shocks the remaining haze away. It isnt a dream. He's
inside. Propelled by my fear, I take one step, then another,
following King Dolian down the stairs. The heavy sensation of
something sinister has me holding my breath until I reach the
bottom. I freeze, my eyes pinned on the man kneeling across

the room from me.

“No,” I beg, but it’s barely a whisper. Something moves in
the corner of my eye, the presence of others pushing on me,
but I can’t look away from him. Even in the dark, with just the
little slip of moonlight coming through the glass of the
balcony doors, I can see one of his eyes is bruised and
swollen. Blood leaks from his nose and mouth, and he’s been
stripped of his armor and sword. Taking a step to him, my

movements are suddenly halted by the king.

“I wouldn’t do that, Rhea.” His voice slithers down my
spine. My shoulders creep up and my hands curl into fists. He
steps closer, his presence behind me like a malignant ghost
intent on haunting me until I either go insane or die from his
malice. A hand gruffly lands on my shoulder, spinning me
until I’'m facing him. He’s too close, his body leaning over me
as if he intends to swallow me whole. His fingers trail down
my arm, squeezing so tightly at my wrist that I let a whimper
slip out. He smiles at the sound. “Do you care about this
guard?” he taunts, his chin gesturing to Alexi with disdain, as
if he is no better than excrement to be scraped off the bottom

of a boot. “You are acting as if you do.”



It’s a struggle to remain calm, to keep my mouth shut and
this magic inside of me hidden. I can feel it humming now,
near my stomach, and I’m not sure if it wants to be used or is
just reassuring me that it’s there. I don’t know if it’s even

sentient at all.

King Dolian sneers as he stares at me, his hazel eyes
narrowing. Color leeches from my skin, and my chest goes
tight with panic. This can t be happening. He shoves me to the
side, the force causing me to fall to the ground with a loud
thud. Alexi grimaces as he reaches out his bloodied arm
towards me. The king motions with his hand, and that’s when I
take notice of the five King’s Guardsmen that are also in the

room—the others I had felt before.

One guard—the only one who has ever met my gaze—
grabs Alexi’s hair and gruffly pulls his head back, snapping his
face up towards the ceiling. I move to my hands and knees,
just a few feet away. Is it possible to discreetly send my magic
to him? I discard that thought, however, as I remember how
brightly it glowed when I used it on Bella. Can it protect him
or just heal him? I’m nearly desperate enough to find out,
starting to lift my hand, when my eyes meet Alexi’s. He subtly
shakes his head at me, willing to sacrifice himself to protect
my secret. A scream begins to burn in my throat, only stopped

by the sound of movement.

The king walks in front of him, drawing my gaze as he
moves with measured steps, as if he has all the time in the
world. Looking down his nose at Alexi, he drawls, “When it

was reported to me that you had been abandoning your post in



the middle of the night, I assumed it was to go to one of the
many bars in Vitour. Or perhaps a brothel. You have been

alone for a long time now.”

Alexi’s jaw clenches, the only indication that the king has
hit a nerve. My uncle’s responding grin is like that of a
serpent’s, pointed and horrific. His shiny black boots tap on
the wood as he starts to circle Alexi again. Each step he takes

is like a needle pricking into my skin.

“I wanted to give you the benefit of the doubt,” he
continues, eyes cold. “But I also needed to know for sure, so
your punishment would match the crime. After all,” the king
growls, “you left the most important thing to me vulnerable.
So I assigned one of your own, one I trust, to watch you in
secret. To follow you and see where you were sneaking off
to.” He gestures to the guard holding Alexi’s hair and prowls
around so that he is now behind them. “Nothing to say,
Alexi?”

The king pauses his movements as if he actually thinks his
question will be answered. In the silence, he sighs
dramatically, placing his hands into the pockets of his
breeches. The casual calm of his demeanor somehow makes

him appear even more terrifying.
“That’s alright. I already know where you were going.”

My blood runs cold as pure terror slices through my veins. I
gasp for air, but my breath isn’t coming in fast enough. The
king meets my gaze, his brows drawn down and a near-feral

look in his eyes.



“You were here, sneaking off to take what doesn’t belong to

you. To touch what is mine, and mine alone.”

I try to deny his accusations, but the words are stuck in my
throat, the shock of this moment locking me down. He can’t
possibly believe Alexi was touching me... like that? Even
more, why is he acting as if 4e would have the right to? As if

I’m his to claim? To own?

“I never—" Alexi attempts to speak, but the words die on a
grunt when he is kicked brutally in the side by the king. He
tries to double over his knees, but the guard holding his hair
won’t let him move. My heart speeds up even faster, the
thumping in my ears sounding like a death march. King Dolian

wastes no time delivering another kick to Alexi’s back.

“Stop 1t!” I shout, not caring if it results in me also getting
hurt, wishing he would hurt me instead. I can’t just sit by and
watch this. I refuse to let them harm the one person in this
kingdom that truly cares about me. Scrambling as fast as | can,
[ crawl to Alexi. My trembling hands lift towards him, but
before I can make contact, King Dolian is shouting at his
guards to drag me away. Screaming and kicking, I fight to get
out of their grip, but the two men holding me are stronger than
I am. They force me to my knees, their hands wrapped around

my upper arms so tightly that I know they will bruise.
“Light some torches. I want to make sure she sees this.”

Dread tingles down my limbs until I can’t feel them. It’s
such an odd experience, to be so astonishingly terrified that 1

lose the ability to sense touch. I try again to fight my captors,



but I can’t. I'm forced to watch as the remaining two guards
light torches and hold them on either side of Alexi. The flame
illuminates his bronzed skin and the tousled salt and pepper
hair that hangs over his forehead. Even beaten and bruised, he
still looks like a formidable opponent. However, not even

Alexi can fight off five trained men, even with my pitiful help.

The need to go to him 1s overwhelming, but I try to remind
myself that whatever the king does to torture Alexi, I can
mend him after. My magic can heal whatever wounds he
sustains. I know it. A small flicker of hope lights within me at
the knowledge that I can make sure he is alright until I hear the

unmistakable whistle of a sword being drawn from its
scabbard.

Time stalls, and every sense—every part of me—focuses on
the king standing behind Alexi. His lips pull to the left in a
half smile that I swear comes from the pits of hell itself. It’s
pure evil. I want to vomit. I want to squeeze my eyes closed
and shut this out like it isn’t really happening. Can my magic
stop this?

“Rhea, let this be a lesson for you. / control your life. /
decide who you are allowed to speak to. / am your future.” He
speaks with a low, taut voice, saying the words through gritted
teeth while trapping me with his gaze. The energy in the room
shifts, a crescendo building as if in warning of what is to

come.

I move my eyes down to meet Alexi’s, expecting to see

terror on his face, but instead I’'m met with calm resignation.



And somehow, that is so much worse. I try to scream at him to
move—to fight. To do something so 1 don’t have to watch

what is about to happen.
“It’s okay,” he whispers, but the words don’t comfort me.

This is not okay. Tears roll down my cheeks and drip one by

one onto the wood floor.

In the deafening silence, the king makes his last remarks. “I
will make sure no one ever tries to take you from me.
Everything I have done has been to keep you here, where

you’re safe,” he declares, eyes bearing down on me.

Safe from what? The only person I’ve ever been in danger
from 1s him because I am nothing more than something to
possess—a thing to him, not a person. He’s never loved me
like a family member should. Not like the man he’s currently

holding captive.

“Look at me.” Having zero fight left, I obey. In the glow of
the torches at his sides, my uncle doesn’t even look mortal; his
eyes and smile are illuminated, while shadows cover the rest
of his features so that they appear contorted into something
monstrous. “This is your fault, Rhea,” he says calmly, like it’s
the most obvious truth. “You allowed this guard to pretend he
was someone important, and it will cost him his life. Don’t

ever forget that.”

Before I can inhale my next breath, King Dolian plunges
the sword through Alexi’s back, the tip of the golden steel
dripping blood from where it protrudes from his chest. A

scream like nothing I’ve ever heard before pierces the air; its



anguish and sorrow causes the guards to cringe as it
reverberates off the stone walls. Alexi’s eyes are wide as he
slowly looks down to where he’s been stabbed. The king
plants a boot onto his back as he kicks him off the sword,
leaving him to fall chest first onto the floor. There is already so
much blood, the crimson color pools around Alexi and dots the
walls; it splatters across King Dolian’s tan breeches and his

otherwise pristine boots.

It’s like time is moving in slow motion, my body thrashing
as I fight to get out of the guards’ hold. If I can get to him, I
can save him. Finally, I’'m shoved to the ground in a painful
crash. My screaming stops as I crawl on my hands and knees
to reach Alexi. Grunting, I push with all my strength to roll
him over, the new position placing his head in my lap as I sit

back on my heels.

“Should we take the body, Your Majesty?” asks a muffled

voice behind me.

“No. Let him lie there until tomorrow morning.” There is a
shuffling of footsteps before the door slams, the king and his
guards gone. Grim silence settles in as Bella darts down the
stairs, coming to a halt and taking in the scene before her. A
whine leaves her throat, long and high pitched, as she sinks
down to the ground away from the blood still pooling around

me.

Alexi’s face is pale, his eyes nearly shut as tears flood my
own. Leaning forward, I whisper on a shaky breath, “I will

heal you.”



My left hand cradles Alexi’s head as I move my right hand
down to his chest, on top of his horrific wound. The warmth of
his blood seeping out temporarily distracts me. Even Bella
didn’t bleed this much. My eyes close, and I try to settle into
the warmth coiled near my stomach. My mind feels too full to
focus though, too many thoughts and feelings rushing past to
silence. I let out a frustrated growl, squeezing my eyes even
tighter. In my mind’s eye, I visualize my magic at the base of
my spine—Ilike glowing white ends of a flame. I reach for the
tendrils, but it’s like my hands keep swiping through, unable to
grasp them.

Suddenly I feel a hand, not quite warm but not quite cold,
land on top of my own. I startle, my eyes opening as I look
down at Alexi. The tips of his fingers, now pale in color, lay
over mine on his chest as he slowly pushes our hands from his

gash.

“No,” he rasps, blood leaking out of the corners of his

mouth while his eyelids droop heavily.

“Alexi, I can fix this. Let me fix this,” I beg, trying to close

my watery eyes again to focus.

“No,” he says a little more forcefully. I blink and stare at
him, confused about why he won’t let me try. “You can’t. He
will know.” The words are spoken so quietly, barely loud

enough for me to hear though I hover over him.
“I don’t care. I can t lose you. [—

His other hand, trembling with the effort, slides up to cup

the side of my face gently, silencing my words.



“I love you, Little One.” A tear rolls down his cheek as he
struggles to take a breath, a gurgling sound coming from the

movement.

My tears drip faster down my own cheeks as a sob rips
from me. “Please,” I whisper, trying to slide my hand to his

wound again, but his fingers scarcely press down in resistance.

“This 1s not where your journey ends. Promise me,” he
gasps, the gurgling sound louder as his lips move but no sound
comes out. The hand on my face falls to the ground, grimly
splashing the blood that now surrounds us as his eyes flutter
closed. My chest heaves as I watch the man who raised me,
the guard who protected me, the father who loved me, take his
last breath. Frantic, I lay both palms flat on his wound as I try

to call on that magic to help.

Save him, 1 beg internally. Please, save him. 1 reach inside
of me for that feeling of life that is coiled within, but like
before, I can’t grasp it. The magic seems to dance away from
my touch. “Save him!” I desperately scream out into the room,

my hands pushing down more forcefully.

Finally, finally, that warmth begins to move up my torso.
It’s something I can feel, but it can’t be seen from the outside.
It flows slowly, resisting my call. Like it knows it’s too late.
My teeth grit together as I force it to move, to get to my palms
and flood Alexi with its healing abilities. When I feel the
tingling sensation gather at my hands, I watch as the shimmery

white light hovers over him.



Save him. Save him. Save him. Over and over, I command it

to heed me.

But nothing happens. Seconds turn to minutes while my
entire world crumbles around me. Alexi’s chest never rises
again; color never returns to his beautiful skin, and his eyes

never come back to life.



Chapter Ten: Bahira

“COME ON, HAYLEE, ARE you even trying?” Drenched in
sweat, [ bounce on my feet, waiting for my friend to get back
into her stance and lift her weapon. Her bright blonde hair is
pulled back, her tan skin flushed as she breathes heavily. She’s
already exhausted, likely from a night spent with Arin and not

from our training.

“Bahira, you’re more feisty than usual this morning,” she

pants, her hands on her knees as she rests.

“And you’re more tired than usual. What’s your point?” 1

retort as I twirl my spear.

It was a gift from my father when I turned nineteen. “A
uniquely perfect weapon for a perfectly unique mind,” he had
said when he handed it to me. And unique it was: black steel

mined from the mountains to the north wraps around the body



of the spear—made from the thick bark of the pirang tree—
from the leaf-shaped tip on one end to the solid cap gracing
the other. Our kingdom’s sigil was engraved on the cap, and
through it, my father had even spelled the spear to be

impenetrable, unable to break or nick when hit with a sword.

Haylee smirks, her pink lips pulling up to the side, as she
finally lifts her own sword and returns to the first position.
“Maybe the cause of my tiredness could be the solution to
your snippy attitude,” she quips before attacking, lunging
forward as she brings her blade down, the motion fluid and
form perfect. I block her attack, metal singing as we clash

together.
“I thought you said I was feisty. Now I’m snippy?”

We break apart and begin to circle each other. My muscles
tense as | rotate my spear in my hand, the movement as
familiar as breathing, while I map out my attack. I’ve sparred
enough times with Haylee that she is keenly aware of how I
fight—and how often I like to change things up. Patience has
never been her strong suit though, so after a few more seconds
of baiting her, she goes on the offensive. Gripping her sword
tightly with both hands, she swings from left to right as she
advances on me. I parry each of her moves, holding her off.
When she glances away for a second, to someone or
something behind me, I slide the spear down her sword
quickly and jerk my arms as I forcefully snap the body of my

spear into her side. Not enough to injure, but enough to sting.



“Haylee, you’re distracted,” I taunt, lowering my spear
beside me as I begin to circle her again. She’s a few inches
shorter than I am, but what she lacks in height she more than

makes up for in fortitude and grit.

“At least I have a reason to be distracted,” she hisses. “How
long has it been for you?” One of the things I like about my
friendship with Haylee is that she isn’t afraid to be honest with
me, including when she makes fun of me. Though, it hasn’t
been as long as she i1s assuming since I’ve been distracted. My
night with Gosston flutters briefly on the edges of my mind,
causing me to shudder before I push the memory away. It has
been a few days since our drunken coupling, and thankfully, I
haven’t seen him since then. I also haven’t spoken to Daje

since the public forum, where we got into a heated argument.

Haylee spins suddenly, her sword lifting over her head as
she faces me. In one swift motion, her blade swings down. I
brace my hands on my spear and block her attack, my
shoulders straining with the effort. Our weapons cross in front
of us as we lean in towards each other in the hopes that the

other will give up.

“You’ve gotten stronger,” | state, sweat beading down the
sides of my face. Haylee winks, pushing forward as her biceps
bulge with the effort of her attack. Stepping back too quickly
for her to prepare for, she stumbles before I kick out my left
leg and sweep her feet out from under her. Haylee grunts when
her back hits the ground, a curse leaving her lips as I stand

above her—my spear pointing at her chest.



“I surrender, bitch,” she huffs, breathing heavily as she

sprawls out on the ground.

Chuckling, I take a seat next to her and stretch my legs out
in front of me, carefully laying my spear down at my side. We
rest in a small field of pillow grass, named for how incredibly
comfy and, well, pillowy it is. The blades are a rich dark green
so thick that, as they grow longer, they begin to fold over
themselves. It’s perfect for training in bare feet and for

cushioning your falls.

“Is that any way to address royalty?” I jest, laughing as she
groans and punches me in the leg. “Do you want to go another

round?”

“I would rather roll around in that mud over there.” She
points to a small pit on the other side of the field. A sudden sly
smile lights up her face as she rolls onto her side. My eyes
narrow at her in response, knowing she’s about to say
something that will likely make me want to hit her again. “You
could always spar with Daje,” she teases quietly as her eyes
dart across the training yard to where he is practicing with

Arin.

Both men are shirtless, their muscles gleaming in the
sunlight with sweat as they fight with their swords. Even
staring at Daje like this, I don’t see him as anything other than
a friend. There is no urge to trace my fingers down his defined
stomach or shoulders. Or to run them through his dark brown

hair.



“The man would let you walk all over him. I mean that
literally, Bahira. You could actually walk all over him, and he

would probably die of happiness. Or maybe just come—"

“Stop,” I cut her off, my hand slicing the air with the word.
Haylee, like my mother, thinks Daje and I would be a happy
couple. And I suppose if platonic cordiality were the only key
factor in a relationship, we would be. Daje’s friendship has
brought me joy and happiness since our childhood. When the
children my age joked and taunted me for my lack of magic,
he had befriended me and come to my defense. Sighing, my
head tilts back and my eyes close. I don’t want to think about
Daje and the awkward tension between us after our argument,
so I focus on my schedule today instead. After training, I need
to visit the library to hopefully find some inspiration for my
experiments. I don’t know how much longer I can test on
plants before I need to move on to something else. For the first
time since [’ve started researching, I feel unsure of how to
proceed. How can I figure out what is blocking our fucking
magic when every experiment I’ve tried thus far has failed?

There has to be something I’'m missing.

A warm breeze blows across my face, the salty air blending
with the scent of the grass around us. Our training grounds are
on the south edge of the capital city Galdr, situated close to the
ocean, and from here I can hear the rolling of the waves. A
small feeling of bitterness roils my stomach at the thought that
I’ve never been able to swim in the blue waters of the sea. Not
because of the Spell, but because the sirens patrol all of the

waters around the continent, so it’s not a risk worth taking.



Though their song only works on men, their rumored

ruthlessness is not limited to a single sex.

The clashing of distant swords takes me out of my head and
back to the sparring going on around me. From self-defense
and weapon training to learning how to wield magic, these
grounds house it all. Surrounded by a thick ring of twisting
pirang trees, the middle field is completely open to the sky
above with a few crested hills and small ponds. Lining most of
the ring is an obstacle course built into the trees while also
incorporating the earth, rocks, and water. Dotted throughout
the grounds are pockets of mages grouped together based on
their experience level. Together, they will spar with various
weapons, learn how to take down and defend themselves
against opponents, as well as pick a combat specialty to
sharpen. Our instructor, Dilan, often has us rotate to different
areas of the grounds to focus on strengthening every aspect of

our defense.

There is balance in using what the Continent has provided
to train with, both in magic and simply in life. Though I
haven’t taken any of the magic courses for obvious reasons, I
have read the majority of the texts used in teaching them. With
that information and Nox’s secondhand account, I’ve learned
how important balance is when wielding magic. All magic use
has a toll. The cost usually involves extreme focus while
wielding it and the need to rest immediately after so that it can
slowly replenish. This balance is unique to each person,
though when I’ve watched Nox practice with his, he is able to

expend more magic and recover far more quickly than anyone



else. I lean back, bringing my elbows to the ground as I bask

in the direct sunlight.

“Bahira, do you want to spar with me?” The question

comes from a voice so deep that I nearly startle.

Slowly, I lift my head forward, my hair sliding over my
shoulders as my eyes open and take in the owner. He is
incredibly tall, his broad shoulders easily double my own
while his arms are as thick as my thighs. The size of his jaw,
which is dusted in dark stubble, has me convinced he could
easily chew through stone. He’s handsome, but in a harsh sort
of way. Curly black hair cut close to his head is the only thing
about him that softens his rugged features. I’ve seen him
before, around the training grounds, but only from a distance.

He’s much more impressive up close.

“You know, Bahira was just talking about how she could
use a distraction,” Haylee practically purrs from my side,

winking over at the man.

His dark gaze slowly travels over my body, and I can’t help
the way my thighs clench together in response. He catches the
movement, pupils flaring for a brief second before he recovers.
Oh yes, he definitely wants to be distracted too. 1 watch as he
holds out his massive hand, brows furrowed in concentration
as blue light plucks and manipulates a long blade of pillow

grass into the shape of a flower.

“Is that supposed to impress me?”” I quip, raising a brow as
the pillow grass flower comes to rest on my lap. A brutish

smile grows on his face as he steps closer and reaches out his



hand to help me up. I’'m desperate to erase the thought of
Gosston and distract myself from the lack of progress with my
work, both of those things he can definitely help with. His skin
is darker than my own, a rich brown that would absolutely
gleam against the white silk of my sheets. I can easily imagine
him tangled with me in them. Grabbing my spear, I let him
help me up, his large, calloused hand squeezing mine before

letting go.

“Maybe a little,” he replies with a waggle of his eyebrows.
I roll my eyes, falling into step with him as we walk away

from the crowded area to find one more secluded to spar in.

“Have fun!” Haylee sings at our backs. I’'m not sure if she’s
watching me, but I raise my arm and give her the middle
finger just in case. Based on the laughter that follows, I know

she saw.

“You know my name, but I don’t know yours,” I say,
keeping my gaze forward and on the small pockets of sunlight
streaming through the trees ahead. Around us, the other mages
train, the reverberation of steel weapons and magic zinging in

the air.
“My name 1s Max.” Gods, his voice is so deep.

“Well, Max, I have a wager for you. If you win, you can

pick whatever prize you want.”

That gets his attention as we stop near the edge of the trees.
He pulls his sword from the sheath on his back, the movement

flexing every muscle not covered by his white sleeveless tunic.



“And if you win?”” he counters, angling his body as he steps
one foot back and brings his sword into both hands. His thighs
strain so tightly against his black trousers, I briefly wonder
how they haven’t ripped. Mirroring his stance, I lift my own

weapon, twirling the spear until it’s pointed at him.

“If I win,” I say slowly, glancing around to make sure no
one is within earshot, “I get to decide where I want your

tongue.” Then I strike.



Chapter Eleven: Bahira

MY MOANS SATURATE THE air in Max’s bedroom as I
claim my prize for winning our sparring match. After
legitimately trying for all of five minutes, Max let me best him
with a move he could have easily blocked. With the metal tip
of my spear pointed at his neck, he smiled down at me as if he

had just become the champion of a kingdom-wide tournament.

Discreetly—at my request—he led me back to his place
through the cover of the thick trees surrounding the training
grounds. We showered together, but also at my request, we
kept our hands to ourselves. I was in no rush to have this
moment over before it started. | needed this distraction. That
didn’t stop either of us from eyeing the other intensively

before we finally made it to the bedroom.



Thankfully, Max has proven that he is very skilled with his
tongue. His wide jaw creates the most perfect place for me to
sit, my knees on either side of his head. He holds my hips,
those large hands fanning across them more gently than I wish
they would. The thought causes a shiver to roll down my spine
as he continues encouraging me to move faster on top of his
mouth. My toes curl from the tingling sensation building at my
center. His eyes sear into me as I slowly slide my hands up my
stomach in tantalizing motions until I reach my breasts. My
pace picks up, Max more than willing to help my hips move,
as his tongue continues its assault on my clit. I knead my
breasts and pinch and pull on my nipples, giving myself that
small bite of pain I crave. With another roll of my hips, my
thighs clench together and a wickedly loud moan leaves my
lips as I climax. Max holds me in place, his tongue diving into
me as he consumes my release like it’s a favorite meal he’s

been denied for too long.

“I need more,” I say breathlessly, every nerve ending still
buzzing. Max wastes no time picking me up from his face as
he sits up, no easy feat considering I am not a small woman. |
move to my hands and knees, anticipation coiling within as
Max positions himself behind me. Looking at him over my
shoulder, I shudder as his eyes devour the part of me he wants
to claim. It’s like being hunted by a dangerous predator, and at

this moment, I am more than willing to be prey.

Lining himself up, he begins to push into me at an
agonizingly slow pace, groaning when he can feel how ready

for him I am. I force my hips back hard until he is buried to



the hilt and I’'m stretched around him indecently. A slight
prickle of pain quickly gives way to pleasure as we both

pause, our breathing ragged.
“Fuck,” he curses under his breath.

My hips start moving in small circles in response, and |
smirk when he lets out another string of curses. Tension starts
building again as he thrusts into me. I throw my head back, my
long curly hair tickling me as it fans across my skin. The
memory of my night with Gosston pierces my lust-addled
brain, and for a moment, I lose my focus and fall out of
rhythm. Max, however, is intent on making sure I stay
thoroughly distracted and pulls my hips back in time with his

next thrust.

“Harder,” I command. His pace slows down as he thrusts
deeper into me, his grunts meeting my moans like an obscene,
forbidden song. Wrapping an arm around my waist, he pulls
me up so that my back meets his chest. Gently moving my hair
over my shoulder, he then trails a hand over my breast and
down my stomach until he reaches between my legs, circling
my clit with precision. My back arches as I gasp for air, tilting

my hips to get him even deeper.

“Fuck. Yes, Bahira.” His thrusts start to speed up again, his

breathing as staccato as mine.

“Work me harder if you want me to come with you,” I urge,
my nails digging into his forearm. Max rises to the challenge,
hitting me deeper while also moving those deft fingers faster.

His other hand moves back and forth between my breasts,



mimicking what he saw me do to them earlier. Finally, 'm
near the edge again, my orgasm right on the cusp. My inner
muscles clench together, and after a few more punishing
thrusts, I’'m screaming as I fall over that ledge, Max following
shortly after with a noise that can only be described as a roar.
We’re a heaving, sweaty mess on our knees, Max’s arms still
wrapped around my torso holding me to him. He stills
suddenly, the tension in his corded arms making the veins

there more pronounced.

“Please tell me you’re taking something to prevent
pregnancy.” The fear in his voice makes me laugh as he slowly

begins to pull out behind me.

“Yes, I'm taking the preventative tonic,” [ confirm,

groaning again when he fully slips out.

“Thank the stars above. I'll get a towel.” He moves from
the bed and into the bathroom as I search the floor for my
undergarments. “I didn’t think it would be this easy, you
know,” he says, walking back into the room and handing me a
wet towel to clean myself up with as he begins to pull his

trousers on.

“You didn’t think what would be easy?” I question, my
back to him as I grab my own tunic and trousers off the floor,
grimacing when I remember how dirty they are from training

this morning.

“Bedding you,” he responds with an air of nonchalance that

makes me grip my clothing tighter.



“And why would you assume it would be easy?” I
challenge, pulling the tunic over my head and promptly

cursing when it gets snagged on my hair.

“Gosston said all I had to do was invite you to spar, and it
would end in fucking.” I turn to look at him when I finally get
my wretched top on. Max takes in the hard look on my face

and cringes before shrugging and adding, “He wasn’t wrong.”

I roll my eyes and scoff. “Did Gosston also tell you that he
lasted all of five thrusts before he came?” I ask, stepping into

my pants. Max barks out a laugh, shaking his head.

“No, he conveniently left that out. He did say that you cried

after, telling him you wished you had magic.”

My hands tying the laces of my trousers falter as anger
floods my veins and a vow begins to chant in my mind: I’'m

going to murder Gosston.

“What else has he been running his mouth about?” I grit
out, turning to face Max as my hands go to my hips. He
suddenly gets quiet, pinching his lips together as he avoids
looking at me. My hands fly up in exasperation. “Really? Now
you’re not going to talk?” I don’t know why I’m surprised to
hear that Gosston has already spread word of our night
together. Though together is hardly the right word considering
it was mostly just him drunkenly coming at record speed. Still,
thick regret and something that feels an awful lot like shame

begins to settle heavily on me.

“I don’t want to cause problems,” he deflects, his voice

becoming higher, as if he’s scared of my reaction.



If T weren’t already heated with anger, I might have
laughed. “It’s too late for that,” I mumble, lacing up my

sandals and heading towards the hallway outside of the room.

“Does this mean I’ve lost my chance for a repeat sparring

session?” he yells after me.
“You never had one.”

Without another word, I step out and start my walk home
through the forest. The earthy scent of the trees and foliage
calms some of the rage in my veins though images of stabbing
Gosston with my spear dance in my mind the entire walk

home.
Sy €k

After spending my shower wondering how much trouble I
would get in if I maimed Gosston, I dress and walk to the
library. The late afternoon sun shines through gaps in the
canopy above, dotting the gray stone pathway with golden
light. While the palace itself i1s mostly secluded for security,
the surrounding area does boast several residential homes.
Smoke trails out of a few chimneys as I follow the path lined
by the thick foliage. The remnants of a cool spring breeze
blow my hair faintly as I walk and nod to mages who pass me.
While my distraction with Max had been successful—prior to
the Gosston comments—all my previous worries bubble right
back up to the surface. I find myself eager to find refuge
within the pages of a book and, hopefully, some ideas on what

to experiment on next.



My steps quicken when the rectangular two story white
building comes into view. While it does have draping vines at
its entrance and beautifully carved wood-lined windows, the
structure stands out like a white cloud among a green sky. It is
made of white dragon stone, like most of the buildings and
homes, which is sourced from the Fae Kingdom through trade
deals. Their dragon stone is easily carved but extremely
durable. In exchange for the building material, we provide the
fae with an abundance of fruits and vegetables not easily

grown in their own mountainous terrain.

The library is set back a few feet from the main road, a
small gray stone pathway lined with varying flowers and
bushes guides the way to a large set of arched double doors. A
giant yellow galanthus flower permanently blooms at the
pinnacle of the arch, the long skinny petals delicately flared
open. The wooden door creaks as I pull on it, the familiar aged
smell of old paper and leather hitting my nose immediately
upon entering. | exhale as I walk in, feeling more calm now
than I had since leaving Max’s. Memories of all the time I
spent here over the years play in my mind. At first, it was to
escape all the whispers about how I had no magic, but
eventually, I came to crave the exploration and discovery of
the knowledge that lines the shelves in this place. The silence

found here was an added bonus.

I walk past the front desk where Elisha, an older mage who
runs this place, sits. She smiles warmly when she sees me, the
gray-blonde hair pinned to the top of her head bobbing as she

dips her chin in hello. The first floor has the same white stone



as the outside. It lines the walls and ground, though the floor is
covered by rugs of dark red and blue that are spread out to
muffle the sound of shoes clicking on the hard surface. Dark
wooden tables and chairs are placed throughout, and lining the
walls in all directions are shelves upon shelves of books. A
wooden staircase in the back leads up to the second floor, the
middle of which is open to the main level below. A railed
walkway wraps all the way around and houses even more
books on ancient wood shelves. Windows on both the first and
second floors let in whatever light sneaks past the treetops.
Spelled flames in glass bowls help make up the difference so
that the entire library is cast in a decadent glow. Besides the
ruffling sound of pages being turned and a few muffled
footsteps, it is expectedly and pleasantly silent. I feel like I can

finally take a deep breath here.

After gathering several books from the Magic section, a
few that are familiar and some I haven’t read yet, I take a seat
at a table closest to the bookcases. Sliding a tome to me, the
leather crackles as I open it and begin to read the yellowed
pages. Anyone in the realm is welcome to check books out,
but they are spelled to make sure that they aren’t destroyed—

accidentally or otherwise.

I’m not sure how much time passes when a familiar female

voice says my name.

“Bahira with her nose in a book—that’s a sight that will
never get old.” My mother heads towards me, her gait more
like a waltz with the natural grace of her movements. She

stops beside me, her hands immediately moving to fuss with



my hair. While Nox takes after our father with his wavier
black hair, angular jaw, and lightly tan skin, I mirror our
mother. Like her, I have wild and unruly dark brown curls; my
skin is more tan than Nox’s and my jaw softer. The only trait
that our entire family shares is the dark gray of our eyes,

signifying that our line has only ever been that of mage blood.

When the realms were easily traversed before the war, it
was rare—though not uncommon—to marry someone from a
different realm. After the Spell was put into place, however,
that changed. 1 had heard rumors that beings who were of
mixed blood may have been sent to a different kingdom than
where they were living when the Spell was cast. It all

depended on what magic they had, or I suppose, didn’t have.

My mother gently tugs on my hair, drawing my attention

back to her. “Where did you go, my rose?”

I smile at her term of endearment. It is both her favorite
flower and my middle name. “Just contemplating the usual,” |
answer in a hushed voice, gesturing to the books in front of

me.

She smiles, but it doesn’t hide the concern lining her
features. I start moving to clean up the books, hoping to avoid
a conversation I’d rather not have at the moment. When the
books are put back in their place—mo helpful information
gained on this trip—I walk with my mother outside, waving a
small goodbye to Elisha. I’'m shocked to realize the sun has
already set, darkness concealing the forest. Spelled flames

illuminate the path as my mother and I start our walk back to



the palace. My hands rub the sides of my arms as the still-cool

spring night air blankets us.

“You know that you are not any less mage because you do
not have magic,” my mother affirms in the silence, her hand
reaching out to squeeze my arm gently. “Your soul, your very
essence—you—are what our people are made of. Magic is
secondary to the person who wields it.” Her voice is dulcet,

her words holding her conviction.

A knot of emotion tightens in my throat before I clear it,
dropping my hands to my sides as I sigh. “I know I have
magic, Mother,” I say, looking up at what I can see of the night
sky. “There is no reason I shouldn’t. Not only do I have pure
mage blood in my veins, but I also have two of the most
powerful magic wielders as my parents. It does not make sense
that I was randomly selected to be punished by not having a
gift when Nox was blessed with the most magic we’ve seen in
well over a century.” The cadence of my voice changes as my

frustration bleeds through.

“It is not a punishment,” she counters, tugging on my arm
to stop our walk as she turns towards me. Her gray eyes are
filled with the kind of unconditional acceptance and love I fear
will only ever come from a parent. “You must believe that the

gods did not single you out—"

“It’s the only thing that makes sense!” I yell, cutting her off
and stepping out of her hold. My mothers eyes widen at my
outburst, her mouth dropping open slightly. She tries to step

closer, but my hands go up defensively. I wish she understood



—1I wish anyone else understood why what I’'m doing is so
important to me. I fight back the tears welling in my eyes as |
force a deep breath into my tightened chest. “Imagine how
incomplete I feel in my own family,” 1 whisper, laying my
insecurities bare at her feet. “I just—" I hesitate, my gaze
lifting from hers and back to the night sky. “I just want to be

whole.”



Chapter Twelve: Rhea

[ SPEND THE NIGHT cradling Alexi’s head in my lap and
gently brushing my fingers through his hair. I’ve lost feeling in
my legs and feet from how I’m kneeling. Though in truth, I’ve
lost much more than that. Bella lays on the opposite side of the
room, avoiding the pool of blood that eventually stopped
spreading out over the wood floors. The thought should make
my stomach turn, but I don’t feel anything at all. My body, my
mind, my emotions—they all shut down. I’'m hollow as I

repeat the same two words in my mind— ke s gone.

My shaky fingers then trace along his jaw, the skin there
colder than it had been earlier. A small part of me is glad that
Alanna is also no longer here in this world. I picture them now
in the Afterlife, holding hands and reliving their most fond

memories together. The thought 1s almost enough to bring a



semblance of a smile to my face. My head throbs as my
swollen eyes take in every detail of Alexi’s face, committing it
to memory. When the sun begins to rise, the sky glowing a
deep orange that floods through the balcony glass doors, I hear
footsteps on the stairs outside. Bella quickly makes her way up
the stairs on her own, which 1s good because I’'m not sure I can
talk right now anyway. The door to my tower opens, and I
know it’s the guards here to take him away. I keep my gaze on
Alexi, not ready to let him go. My fingers curl tightly into my
palms as I fight to keep my breathing controlled. They don’t

deserve to touch him.

“We are here to take the body,” a guard states, his voice
callous. This is just a job to him—to them all. They don’t care
that the one person I had in this world is gone. And it’s all my
fault.

“No,” I rasp out, the sound like stone scraping against

stone.
“Move out of—"

“No!” I scream again, leaning further over Alexi. I hear
sighs, even some groans of annoyance, as if none of them can
understand why I won’t let them take him. I don’t know why
either. I don’t want to have to look at his dead body and be
reminded of how my existence is now irrevocably changed.
Yet I can’t let him go. I can’t let this be the last time that I see

him. I cant [cant I cant.

“He’s dead,” a deep voice says, his boots stepping into my

line of sight. “Holding his body hostage won’t bring him



back.” My head tilts up to look at the guard, who I
immediately recognize as the one that held Alexi as the king
buried his sword into his back. My lips lift in a snarl, a near
growl barreling out of me. “Let go,” he commands, completely

unaffected by my anguish and grief.

Somehow, more tears well in my eyes and slide down my
face, like sand falling in an hourglass. I know I have to let him
go. | just wish it didn’t feel so wrong. Leaning down, I give
Alexi’s forehead one last kiss, tears dripping onto his face, as |
whisper my promise to him, remembering his last words. This
is not where your journey ends. Promise me. So 1 do. I promise

him that I will escape this tower. No matter what it takes.

The process of carefully removing his head from my lap is

slow. Within a few moments, he is gone. Just... gone.

Blood is everywhere. It’s caked on my hands and soaked
into my nightdress. It surrounds me from where it’s pooled out

in the living room.

“We will have the maids come in to take care of the blood
and clean you, on the king’s orders. If you give them trouble,
he will come here personally.” There is no sympathy or
concern in the guard’s voice. It’s spoken matter-of-factly, as if

this was the only outcome one could have expected.

My eyes shift up to look at him. He stares back down, cold
and unyielding. His tan hand rests on the hilt of his sword,
while his long, wavy black hair is pulled back from his face.
He may not have driven that sword through Alexi himself, but
he held Alexi’s body still so the king could. When it’s clear



I’'m not going to answer him, the guard huffs a breath and
walks to the door, his steps leaving bloody footprints the entire

way.

Not long after, the maids appear. When they step into the
room, one of them lets out a low curse under her breath before
silence descends again, only broken by the clamoring of
buckets and mops hitting the floor. I can sense their stares as
two maids walk over to me, holding out their hands to help me
up. Keeping my head down, I place my hands in theirs and
slowly get my feet underneath me, pushing up to stand
between them. I wonder what the maids are thinking as they
work to clean what remains of Alexi off the floors and walls.
Were they told what happened here? My legs nearly give out
with each step as circulation slowly moves back to my feet,
causing a painful burning sensation to work its way down to
them. The maids holding me up are patient, not uttering a
single word as | take slow, awkward steps. They move in
tandem with me, letting me set the pace as we go. I know my
body is moving, and I know my heart is beating. It’s all I can
hear. Everything else is drowned out in a buzzing haze. When
we reach the washroom, one of the maids lets my hand go and
starts the bath.

“Do you have any oils you would like us to add?” she asks,
her voice somehow reaching me through my daze. I shake my
head in response, still not looking up at them. There is a pause
before the other maid lets go of my hand and moves to step in

front of me. “We have to undress you for the bath, My Lady.”



I nod, not waiting for them to help me as I reach for the
strap of my night dress. This is the first time since I was a very
small child that I have had other people present while I bathed.
Maids helped until I was about eight, then they suddenly
stopped showing up. I was older when I figured out it was on
the order of my uncle. My trembling hand wavers as my gaze
finally lifts to look at the maid in front of me. She studies me,
taking in my hesitation before realization hits, and her eyes

soften.

“We take care of the ladies of the court. You needn’t worry
about us seeing you in this state, My Lady,” she says quietly.
After a few moments, I take off the dress and my
undergarments and step into the bath. Misty heat curls above
the water, signaling its warm temperature, but I don’t feel
anything. Sinking down, my legs extend out in front of me as
my hands grip the edges of the tub. “I am going to have to
wash your body first; then we’ll put fresh water in and move

on to your hair.” Her voice is firm but not unkind.

The two maids work in tandem, doing just as they said.
When the bath turns red, they drain it and put fresh water in.
One wets my hair, then slowly and carefully scrubs it clean.
My knees draw into my chest, my arms wrapping around them
as I lay my cheek down. I feel them rinse my hair and then
start to wash it again. It’s unsettling how being cared for in this
way manages to ease some of the shock of what I witnessed
last night. And I know that I must be in shock because even
though Alexi’s pale face is all I can picture, even though his

cold blood is all I can feel, my thoughts are eerily quiet. My



eyes are heavy as exhaustion from being awake all night
pushes down on them. I allow them to close, knowing that
there 1sn’t much more these maids could do to me that could

hurt me further. I’ve already lost nearly everything.

I know that some time has passed when I come out of the
heaviness of sleep still in the bath, the water now cold, to hear
the low murmuring of voices nearby. Opening my eyes faintly,
I see the forms of three maids now huddled together, one of
them gesturing towards me before looking back to the others.
Another nods her head and then leaves. The original two who
had helped me bathe walk back over, one of them kneeling at
the edge of the tub. Now that I am looking at them, I can see
that they are a bit older than me, likely somewhere in their
third decade. One has blonde hair lighter than mine, and the

other’s 1s dark brown.

“My Lady,” the blonde one whispers, “let’s get you dressed
and put to bed.” She helps me stand, the now cold water of the
tub dripping down my body in little zigzag patterns.
Immediately, I’'m wrapped in a towel and brought out into the
bedroom. “Where are your clothes kept?” she asks, looking

around the small space.

My shaky finger points to the trunk at the foot of my bed.
As the one with brown hair rifles carefully through my
clothing, she shakes her head before grabbing a thin sleeveless
pink night dress and white undergarments. They help me get
dressed and lead me to the vanity to sit on the small stool. I

don’t want to see myself in the mirror—don’t want to stare at



the eyes of the person who led Alexi to his death—so I keep

my gaze fixed on the ground.

One maid brushes my hair slowly before braiding it into a
single plait and tying it off with a ribbon. I wonder when she
learned how to braid hair, who taught her. It’s such a simple

thing. One that I wish I had been taught.

“Let’s get you to bed,” one of them says again. The
blankets are still rumpled from the night before when he
barged into my tower. Like a thief in the night, he stole the
only person that mattered to me. But he isn’t the only one to
blame. When I’m tucked into bed with the comforter pulled up
to my chin, I close my eyes and beg to drift away into

oblivion.

“We are sorry for your loss, My Lady. Alexi was known
amongst the staff. He was...” She trails off momentarily. My
eyes open, vision blurring as I try to focus on the woman with
blonde hair. “He was kind when so many are not.” Her blue
eyes meet mine, and while they are caring, I also see the
sadness layered there. The other maid clasps her hands in front

of her body as she comes to stand by her companion.

I open my mouth to speak, but a rasping sound is the only
thing that comes out. It takes a few times clearing my throat to

be able to say anything. “What are your names?”

The blonde woman smiles brightly, gesturing to herself. “I

am Erica, and this is Tienne, My Lady.”

“Please, call me Rhea. There is no need for titles.”



Erica shakes her head in disagreement. “Are you not the

daughter of the late King Conrad and Queen Luna?”

Hearing their names spoken out loud for the first time by
someone other than Alexi or myself is a shock to my system,
like a lightning bolt piercing through fog. King Dolian avoids
talking about my parents in general, but he’s never given them
the respect of mentioning them by name. Pinching my lips

together, I dip my chin in agreement.

“Then that makes you worthy enough of the title, My
Lady.” She smiles again, something she seems to do easily,
while Tienne rolls her eyes in a playful manner. I wonder if

they are related or if they are just good friends.

What would it be like to have a friend like that? They both

dip their chins towards me in goodbye before turning to leave.

“Thank you,” I rasp, catching them both mid-step. They
look over their shoulders at me simultaneously, but it’s Tienne

who answers.

“Of course, My Lady. Now rest. The others have cleaned
up everything downstairs.” With that, they both continue down
the stairs and to the door, closing it quietly behind them.

“Bella, are you there?” My words are barely a whisper, my
eyes already closing, when I hear her scurry out from under
the bed. Without hesitation, she jumps up and lays next to me,
her head resting on top of my thigh. I’'m conscious for only a

few breaths before darkness sweeps in.
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“Wake up, Rhea.” The familiar female voice wraps around
me, goosebumps covering my body in response. My eyes flutter
open, easier this time than the last. Theres weightlessness to
my body again, as though I'm floating in time and space.
Maybe that's what this place is... a spot between worlds. Or—
the more likely scenario—it'’s just a really good dream. “You
are not too far off.” Her voice startles me as I nearly feel it
brush my skin. That sense of familiarity returns at the sound,

but I can 't pinpoint exactly why.

My eyes stare above, to the night sky that is not quite a
night sky. Innumerable stars light the pitch black until it flares
silver instead. Those purple, blue, pink, and green galaxies
swirl throughout—an endless spinning of worlds that is as

Jjarring as it is beautiful.

“Why am I here?” It’s almost as if I can see my voice flutter

on a phantom wind to wherever the woman is waiting.

b

“I wanted to talk with you. I know you were close to him,’
she replies softly. The sound is ethereal, like the gentle tinkling
of bells in the distance.

“You know of Alexi?” I whisper in a jagged voice. I keep
my gaze pinned on the celestial bodies above, but my mind
replays every single memory of Alexi. Even the earliest ones,
when I was just a small child and his presence scared me. |
wish I could hug my past self and tell her that Alexi would
become the best part of our life. Then a cold feeling settles into
me as I’'m reminded that he died because he was so good and

kind to me.



“I do know of him,” that sweet voice answers, slicing
through a little of the iciness I feel. “You mustnt blame

s

yourself, Rhea, you cannot control what the king does.’

“I tried to save him,” I whisper. “I could have. But my

b

magic... I couldnt call it up in time.’

“You are still learning what it means to have magic. But
even if you had full control, it was too late for him. It was his

y

time.’

“You don't know that,” I gasp. Tiny specks that look like
stardust begin to swirl around me, glowing as they brush

soothingly against my skin.

“I suppose you are right. Only one being truly knows all,”
she says softly. Her voice is like moonlight; it shines into the
darkest recesses of my mind, but I don't want to see what is
hiding there. I wish I could know if Alexi is okay, if he is
indeed with Alanna. If they are happy. “You can ask me

)

anything. I will always do my best to answer what I can.’

I huff a breath, slightly annoyed that she can hear my
thoughts before I’ve voiced them. The scent of jasmine hits my
nose as I close my eyes and prepare to ask a question that |

hope I like the answer to.
“Is he with her?”

The woman hums, the vibrations of the sound something I
feel deep in my bones. “He is. His mind and soul are with hers
in the Afterlife.” I can feel her joy seeping out with her next
words. “They are happy.”



A tear rolls down my cheek, my body tingling with too many
emotions, as varying colors of stardust continue to twirl

around me. “Good,” I finally whisper in response.

“It is not your fault,” she laments as tendrils of what looks

like pearlescent mist gently caress my cheek.

“Yes it is.” A deep sadness robs me of my breath when the

stars suddenly start to flicker around me.

“I will talk to you again soon,” she says, but her voice

barely reaches my ears.

I don't have time to respond before my stomach drops and
I'm falling blindly through space again, the stars moving past
me so quickly that they are nothing but streaks of light. Heavy
sensation returns to my body in waves, as if my bones and
muscles and skin are coming back into place layer by

excruciatingly heavy layer. My hair snaps against my face
wildly as 1 fall and fall and fall.

Sensation tingles into my fingers and toes as I wiggle them.
My eyes flutter open. I roll onto my back with a groan, my
head pounding viciously, as I squint at the sunlight pouring in
through the window. With each thump of my heart, more
sadness sweeps in. I’m still in my tower, very much alive. And
alone. What I wouldn’t give to be anywhere other than here.
Warmth tracks down my cheeks as I stare up at the pointed
ceiling of the tower. I wish so desperately that I could just

disappear, even as I stare at Bella where she lays beside me.



I can’t help but feel my life here is a waste. I don’t add
value to anything. No, all I am—to my very core—is a death
sentence. Despite the fact that I’ve cried more in the last
twelve hours than ever before, wetness continues to pool in my
eyes. The weight of my guilt is just so heavy, and I wish for
nothing other than to be crushed by it. I’'m tired of crying. I'm
tired of being given reasons to cry. I’'m just so godsdamn tired.
And being awake just reminds me of everything I’ve lost. So
what is the point? When exhaustion—thick and heavy—settles
on top of me, I welcome it. Darkness and numbness cover me
like granules of sand until I’'m completely buried. I don’t fight

it, and it doesn’t take long until I completely succumb.
U333~ €hee

Time is a blur between waking up briefly for a few moments
and forcing myself to fall back to sleep. Though I don’t have
to do much forcing at all. My mind craves being silenced.
Unfortunately, my body and a certain fox are done with me
laying in bed. The sun is back in the sky—or is it the same
day? I can’t be sure. Dizziness rocks me as I force myself up,
hitting me like the winds of a powerful storm. When was the

last time I ate? 1 should be due for a supply drop-off soon and

My throat closes, and my lungs squeeze like the invisible
hands of a god are around them, draining them of oxygen. I
can feel tears welling as my body tenses, preparing itself to let
everything out, to release the emotion that has steadily built up

over the past however many hours I’ve been asleep. My eyes



squeeze shut, and my fists clench by my sides. Supply drop-
off was Alexi’s job, and he’s gone now. My lip trembles as a
pathetic whimper crawls up my throat. It’s too easy to
succumb to the tidal wave, to drown myself in the tears that
are never-ending. How does one continue living when there is
no one left to live for? Bella nudges my leg from where she
stands at the edge of the bed. Guilt floods over me as I look at

her and lean forward, pressing my forehead to hers.

“The moon may have the stars, but at least I have you.” It’s
the truth—a lifeline I need to cling to because as much as |
miss Alexi, as much as I know his death is my fault, Bella
needs me too. So for today, I am done crying. I can force this
pain down until it’s nothing more than shadows lurking in the
recesses of my mind. I can pretend to be okay for her because
she deserves for me to at least #7). I shake out my hands and
head, the movement making it hurt even more, but at least
physical pain is better than the emotional agony currently

tearing me apart inside.
I will not cry.

I carefully stand from the bed, looking down at the light
wood floors. They look so pristine up here. Such a stark
contrast from how those same floors had appeared below my
blood-soaked knees last night. Will downstairs still bear the
memory of Alexi’s lifeless form? Will there always be a spot
of discoloration from where his body had fallen? Stop. Stop

thinking about that. The maids said downstairs was cleaned

up.



Taking a deep breath—so deep it burns my lungs and
expands my chest to the edge of pain—I force my thoughts to
quiet. I look down at Bella and her expressive golden irises
illuminated by the sunlight pouring in. They hold mine, and I
can see the emotions swimming in them: sorrow, concern,
sympathy, love. Clearing my throat I attempt to smile at her,

though it doesn’t quite reach my eyes.
I will not cry.

Still, I can’t force myself to go downstairs yet, to see with
my own eyes what awaits me there. So I turn and walk over to
the large window by my bed instead. The colors of the world
beyond this tower are resplendent—blue from the lake and
sky, green of every shade from the meadows and faraway
trees, and small dots of red, white, purple and yellow from the
wildflowers in the distance. It all makes up a stunning tapestry

that speaks to how suffering can hide in a world of beauty.

It’s a normal day, and yet it isn’t. It is life amongst death,

and I can’t help but feel like I am on the wrong side.

After a few more minutes of mindless gazing at the scenery,
I make my way to the washroom. The cold and uniform gray
stone that makes up every inch of this prison mirrors the
emotions I’'m trying so desperately to keep from bursting
inside me. Emptiness and desolation and guilt and regret—

Stop it.

Relieving myself first, I splash cold water from the sink
onto my face, closing my eyes as the water drips down onto

my night dress. The same one the maids—Tienne and Erica—



dressed me in. I need to keep moving, to keep my mind busy,
so I don’t drown from the sea of misery choking my entire

being.

I will not cry today.



Chapter Thirteen: Rhea

DESPITE MY WISHES TO just not feel, each step down the
spiral stairs to the lower level of my tower makes me break out
into a cold sweat—fueled by the terror that threatens to
overtake me. When I reach the final two steps, I have to fight
to tear my gaze away from my feet. Will the wounds that now

stain my soul stain this tower as well?
I will not cry.

With a deep breath, I slowly lift my head up to look out into
the living area. The sunlight that pours in from the glass
balcony doors brightens every corner; the floors, the walls, the
furniture—it’s all clean. No evidence exists of what happened
here the night before, and I can’t tell if that makes me feel

better or worse.



As I turn and head to the balcony, intent on clearing the
stagnant air that carries a coppery scent, | see a wooden box
set on top of the tea table. My brows furrow as I halt where I
am, eyes glued to the box in utter confusion. I try to think
about what day it is, but I can’t clear the heavy fog that swirls
in my mind. This must have been dropped off at some point as
I slept. It’s different from the one Alexi would use for
supplies, smaller in size and darker in color. Tentatively, I
make my way over to it as my hands tremble faintly, though

I’m unsure why.

Get it together, Rhea. Steeling myself after the self-
scolding, I flip the lid off of the box and peer inside. Fabrics in
colors I’ve never seen before glimmer in the sunlight. My
uncertainty grows as I pinch the cloth on the top between my
fingers. They are dresses—gorgeous dresses. Bewilderment
gives way to awe as [ pull the first one out. The fabric is a
stunning shade of green, similar to the sage leaves that I can
see growing outside of the tower. White ribbons are gracefully
laced throughout the hem of the puffed sleeves and skirt. The
fabric is a lightweight cotton and a thin corset is built in at the
waist. It is such a unique piece, especially in comparison to the
plain dresses I own. Laying it on the table, I pull out the next
one. It’s a similar style but in a shade of pink that I’ve never
seen before. When I go to reach for the next dress, I notice a
small piece of paper tucked into the folds of the fabric. Pulling

it out, I carefully unfold the note to read it.

My Lady,



Tienne and I noticed that you needed new dresses. There is a woman at court
who is of a similar size and had ordered more dresses than she knew what to do
with, so we offered to take them off of her hands. We’ve also added in some floral
bath oils for you. Please do not hesitate to let us know what else you might want
or need.

I have left extra papers and a quill with a small pot of ink, should you wish to
respond with those requests. Just tuck the note into one of the empty boxes that
your guard will bring back with him after supply drop-offs.

The boxes come directly back to us, and we shall make sure no one else
knows about or sees the letters. Your new guard will be in later to bring you
supplies. It was a pleasure meeting you, though I do wish it was under better
circumstances.

Until next time,

Erica

My lips pinch together as I fight to hold fast to my “no
crying” rule for today. Slowly, I take out each of the remaining
dresses one by one, reveling in the peculiar colors and textures
of them. When I’ve lifted the last one out of the box, I see the
oils, papers, and writing supplies. Grabbing one of the little
glass vials, I uncork the top and bring it to my nose, sniffing at
the robust scent. I do it again with the second vial and
recognize the more subtle aroma of lavender right away, as it
was the only one Alexi ever brought me. My fingers tighten
around the vial, my teeth grinding together at the thought of
him. My breaths turn choppy, and I forgo smelling the final
vial. Placing the paper and writing supplies on a small table in
the library, I then gather the dresses and oils to bring them
upstairs. Bella sniffs at the dresses while I lay them on the bed,

her eyes moving back and forth as she takes them in.

“Aren’t they lovely?” I ask, my voice distant, as I reach
down to trail my fingers along one. “Which one should I wear

today?”



I’ve never really cared about how I store my dresses, more
than content to let them get wrinkled in the small trunk, but
these dresses are far too beautiful to stuff away. In truth, they
are far too beautiful for this place and the woman meant to
wear them. I decide to store them on the floor in a small space
next to my bed, near the window to its right. Carefully, I lay
every dress down, stacking them gently one on top of the other

except for the unique pink one.

Bathing quickly, I use a few drops of the fragrance from the
first vial. When I’m clean, my hair brushed and undergarments
on, | hold Bella’s chosen dress out in front of me. The pink is
deeper, richer than any I’ve seen before. How did they find the
dye for such a vibrant color? This one also has the same puffed
sleeve detail and built-in corset as the green one, but the
material is even softer than the cotton. It’s not quite silk but
something in between that feels lush. The skirt of the dress
flows down from the corset to the tops of my feet. It’s a little
long, but the fact that it fits perfectly otherwise is a testament
to how good of an eye Erica and Tienne have. Stepping into it,
I slowly pull the gown up and reach my hands behind me to
work the buttons that line the back.

I’ve only clasped a few of them when there are two gentle
knocks on the door. I freeze, my eyes widening as I look over
to Bella. Unbridled fear overrides my thoughts as I try to
figure out what to do. Can I ignore the knock? Should 1?7 But
my questions are answered for me when I hear the creaking of
the door opening. Bella burrows into the blankets on the bed
while I quickly press myself into the wall by the railing. My



heart pounds harder and harder; it’s a rattling in my chest that
I’m sure whoever is down there will hear. Footsteps beat
steadily on the wood floor as the stranger enters the tower. My
curiosity briefly overrides my fear, and I peek around the

corner of the wall.

A member of the King’s Guard slowly walks around the
lower level, eyeing the space like he’s looking for something.
He’s dressed as Alexi often was—not wearing full armor, just
enough to cover his chest and back. He wears a thin black
tunic underneath, the sleeves rolled up to expose his tan
forearms. The uniform trousers of the guards are tucked into
his boots—both black in color—and a gold sword is sheathed
in black leather at his waist. The sun shines on his dark wavy

hair, a few unruly strands hanging over his forehead faintly.

He holds the wooden box I recognize from Alexi’s past
supply drop-offs. I watch as his gaze travels over every corner,
eyeing the balcony and windows before he turns around and
takes a step closer to where the library is. What is he doing?
He sets the box down carefully, resting a hand on the hilt of
his sword while he continues to peer into the space below my
loft. I hear him mumble something under his breath about it
before he takes a small step back. His eyes catch on the
staircase as they travel up the stairs and to the loft that houses

my bed. And then his gaze meets mine.

“Shit!” he yells, startling me as I yelp and stumble back
against the wall. My chest rises and falls rapidly, a slight
ringing sounding in my ears. My eyes squeeze shut as I slowly

slide down the wall to sit, hugging my knees into my chest. “I



didn’t mean to scare you. I’'m sorry for yelling.” I don’t
respond, unsure of what to say. Is it possible to just pretend
I’m not here? Will that make him leave? “Are you alright?” he

asks in a softer tone than before.

When I don’t answer, an awkward silence fills the room. I
swear | can hear an imaginary clock ticking as each moment
passes, like a leaky faucet dripping into a basin. Despite my
apprehension, my curiosity is piqued again until I find myself
standing back up and slowly peering back around the corner of
the wall. The guard is still standing near the middle of the
room. His eyes locking onto mine as his brows furrow. I'm
unsure of what to do besides stand here, half-hidden with
blood rushing in my ears. The silence in the tower turns
palpable as both of us continue gawking at each other. When it
finally becomes too much for me, I ask something semi-

obvious with the hope that it gets him to leave faster.

“What are you doing here?” My throat feels scratchy, and

my voice comes out more like a rasp.

His eyes roam over what he can see of me, like he’s trying
to figure out what he is looking at. “I was told to drop off
supplies here today,” he says hesitantly, breaking eye contact
to look back over the room as if checking he is in the right
place. If today is supply drop-off day, then that means I did
sleep an entire day. “Are you okay?” he asks me again. My
attention snags on his hair as I look at him, the sable strands
looking nearly iridescent in the sunlight. A line forms on his

forehead at my inspection.



“Why do you look so confused?” I counter while ignoring

his question.

He shakes his head a little, like what I’ve said 1s ridiculous.
Sighing, he waves towards me with his right hand. “I wasn’t

expecting to see anyone up here.”

Now it’s my turn to draw my eyebrows up in confusion.
“Did you think you were dropping off supplies to an empty
tower?” I ask, a bit more sarcastically than I mean to. My lips
pinch together, and my body moves farther behind the wall as
I expect him to get angry like the king would at my attitude.
But he doesn’t. His gaze is stuck on me, his face open and

curious as he watches.

He doesn’t seem at all like a regular guard—mnot that |
would exactly know what a regular guard is like. It’s just... he
isn’t like the ones the king keeps close to him. He observes me
like he’s working out the solution to a puzzle that doesn’t quite
have all the pieces yet. It doesn’t make me uncomfortable.

Rather, I’'m interested to know what he sees.

“Can you just—" He hesitates, taking a measured step
closer, his hands coming to rest on his hips. “Can you come

out from behind the wall? I feel like I’'m talking to a ghost.”

I chew on my lower lip as I consider, quickly glancing to
where Bella 1s. When I look back at him, a dark brow lifts as
he tips his head to the side. His lips curl into a small smile that
feels like a taunt. My eyes narrow in response, making that

baiting smile of his grow bigger. I step in front of the railing



haltingly, tucking my hair behind my ears before resting my
hands on the black metal.

“Not a ghost,” I say quietly as I gesture to myself. “Just a

regular girl.”

The guard’s expression changes the longer he observes me.
He looks almost taken aback with his eyes wide and his jaw
somewhat slack. It makes me self-conscious enough to look
down at myself and smooth a hand over my new dress.

Perhaps I said something wrong.

“Not just a regular girl,” he finally responds, stepping
closer yet again. I lift my head to look at him, the cadence of
his voice catching me off guard. That previously stunned look
has morphed into something else, something akin to...
wonder. My own head tilts to the side in inquiry. “And to
answer your previous question”—he swallows roughly—*1
was told that you would be hiding in here. That the weight of
your grief has turned you into a recluse who shies away from

mortal contact of all kinds.”

I can’t help but retort, “Yes. Well, His Majesty does have
fun making up lies about me.” There are about three seconds
where | don’t realize what I’ve said before my hands quickly
cover my mouth. Stupid. How can I be so stupid? 1 have no
idea who this guard is or how deeply his loyalties lie with the
king. Of course he must be loyal; he’s in the King’s Guard for
a reason. Alexi’s disdain for the ruler he was meant to protect
and follow above all else came from learning how the king

treated me. This guard doesn’t know me at all. I open my



mouth to backtrack, to feign temporary insanity, but my words
are interrupted when I see the look on his face. He’s smiling
broadly, like I just told him I can make rainbows shoot out of
my hands or something equally as insane. I’'m once again
confused. “Why does your face look like that?” I blurt out

before cringing.

He chuckles, the sound rich and captivating, and I find that
I can’t look away from him. He appears to be a little older than
I am, but still somewhere within his second decade. I examine
the straightness of his nose and how it looks so perfectly
proportioned to the rest of his handsome face. His tanned skin
is smooth and his eyes dark, though the exact color I can’t
quite make out. The angles of his defined jaw are accentuated
by the light pouring in. My gaze then travels to his lips and the
fullness of them does something to my stomach. It’s as though
small butterflies have taken up residence there, wings
fluttering and tickling every part as they move. I swallow, a
hand going to my abdomen to see if I can actually feel that
fluttering movement. When I watch those lips move into a
smirk at my perusal, I quickly glance away, looking down at
my feet and feeling a blush rise to my cheeks at being caught.
It’s odd to feel something so /ight compared to the other darker

emotions I’m buried under.

“If you mean why am I so ruggedly handsome, I’m afraid I
was born that way.” He gestures with a hand to his face. “But
if you mean why I appear confused,” he continues, waiting
until I lift my head, gazing down at him from under my lashes,

“it’s because you aren’t what I expected.”



“I thought you weren’t expecting anyone at all?” I can’t

help but counter.

“You’ve got me there, My Lady. I was expecting someone
to be up here. I just wasn’t expecting it to be someone like

29

you.

I stay quiet, not exactly sure how to respond to that. I know
I don’t look like a princess, at least not in the ways one might
expect. We stand there in silence, seconds that feel like hours
tick by between us as his eyes continue to ensnare mine. The
intensity of his stare makes me fidget, my thumbs nervously
swiping up and down the metal of the railing. I’ve never held
anyone’s gaze like this before, and I’ve certainly never felt so

noticed.

“Aren’t you worried about getting in trouble for being up
here so long?” The words come out rushed. My nervousness,
first for him being here at all and then for him being caught
because of it, tickles at my throat. For some reason, I feel

myself blushing again and grip onto the railing a little harder.

He shrugs in response, interlacing his fingers behind him as
he turns away from me and begins pacing around the room.
“What usually happens at supply drop-offs?” His back is to me
as he changes the subject and surveys the interior of my tower

like he’s just remembered where we are.

“It’s as it sounds. You drop off my supplies, and then you
leave,” 1 answer. My head shakes incredulously at having to

explain this to him. Did the king, or at the very least the other



guards, not give him any instructions other than to be here on a

certain day?

“Are you going to come down here and get everything out,
or am I to do it?” He looks up at me over his shoulder, that

ridiculous smirk still in place.

The butterflies flutter again in response, and it leaves me
feeling uneasy because I don’t know this man or his intentions.
Yet something about him draws me in. The way he looks at me
makes me feel like I’'m being seen somehow for the first time.
It’s a peculiar feeling, and one I’'m unsure what to do with—
am [ so sheltered that any attention by a man not acting

fatherly like Alexi or cruel like the king disorients me?

Stepping back from the wall, I tentatively make my way to
the stairs. Frustrated and lost in my own thoughts, I don’t
notice that I’m rounding the final spiral of the staircase until 1
see the guard standing directly in front of me. My steps falter,
both startled by his closeness and by the way he’s looking at
me. His eyes, I notice now, are like dark pools the color of
slate; they pin me in place with their intensity. I can better
grasp how tall he is as well, our height nearly in alignment
even though I am still three steps away from the ground floor.
This close to him, I can admit that the beating in my heart is
marginally less about fear and more about his handsome
features. And truly, he is the most beautiful man I’ve ever

seen.

Despite being mostly hidden by armor, my eyes dance over

his large chest and shoulders. My gaze continues down his



body, the tan skin of his forearms catching my attention again
briefly before I make my way down his torso and legs. Every
part of him 1s solid with muscle, the firmness of his body
obvious even through his clothing. It’s so at odds with the
softness I know of my own. Is it a weird thing to notice it like
I have? I shift my eyes back up and immediately regret doing
so. His mischievous smile tells me he’s caught me staring.

Again.



Chapter Fourteen: Rhea

“ARE YOU GOING TO move?” I ask, faking some bravado
as I lift a brow. I may have been caught ogling him again, but I

refuse on principle alone to allow myself to blush a third time.

As if knowing my thoughts, his smile grows, straight white
teeth fully on display, before he steps out of the way. “After
you, My Lady. Your box awaits.”

His joking tone catches me off guard, momentarily making
me pause on the steps before I snap out of it. I grumble a
thanks under my breath before moving past him, my new dress
making a swishing sound as I walk over to the supplies.
Before I can kneel down to start unpacking, the guard clears

his throat.

“Your dress is— He waits as I look over my shoulder at

him. “It’s not clasped all the way in the back.”



Heat flares on my cheeks—damn it, that is three times now
I’ve blushed in front of this man. My hands, shaky from
embarrassment, start fumbling with the last few remaining
buttons that I can reach. I angle my body so that I'm facing
him, trying to hide whatever skin he’s already seen. I wonder
if this guard is going to tell the others about this interaction.
While I may not be a recluse hiding under the covers of my
bed, I’'m almost positive that normal women in the castle
aren’t accidentally in the vicinity of men with the back of their

dresses undone.

When [ start cursing under my breath from trying to loop
the same button five times in a row, the guard takes a step
towards me, his hand reaching out tentatively before freezing
mid-air when my body flinches away on instinct. Engrained
memories of a man who puts his hands on me influencing the

motion before I even realize what I’'m doing.

The guard lowers his arm quickly to his side. “Would you
like me to help you with that?”” he offers softly.

I quickly decline with a shake of my head, my muscles
tensing in anticipation of his exasperation. But he returns that
easy smirk to his face, not acting at all bothered by my
rejection, as he nods his head and steps back. My fingers
finally manage to loop the troublesome button, then the next,
as I work as quickly as possible. The guard gives me space—
walking around the tower feigning interest in the gray stone
walls. Though when he peeks into the library again, that does

genuinely catch his attention.



Finally looping the last button, I blow out a breath and
kneel next to where the box of supplies is. Packed on top are
my normal food items: apples and nuts, dried meats and bread.
Underneath are items for my washroom, including some more

shampoo, mashed mint leaf paste for my teeth, and soaps.

Memories of my last supply drop off move to the forefront
of my mind before I can stop them. I tuck my chin into my
chest, keeping my gaze down as the images wash over me. My
hair falls on either side of my face like a shield, one I hope
will block the guard from seeing it as I wrangle to get myself
under control. My eyes squeeze closed, hands holding the edge
of the box tightly as I force the memories back into the darkest
depths of my mind. It’s shocking how quickly sadness can rise
to the surface when I’m not actively pushing it down. There
will be no crying today. The wood creaks beneath my grip, and
I hear the guard’s boots click, the sound getting closer with
each step. I focus on my breathing, on trying to clear out the

knot of emotions being shoved down my throat. No crying.

Still, the memory of Alexi squatting down next to me,
laughing as 1 devoured the surprise lemon loaf he brought,
breaks free. Biting the inside of my cheek until I taste blood, 1
try to focus on anything else, but with my eyes closed, all | see
is the memory. His smile. His eyes. His laughter. It’s too
much. I gasp, trying to hold a sob back while a warm tear
traces down my cheek. I open my eyes, desperate to find
anything else to focus on to get my mind off of the despair

building up inside me.



Squatting across from me on the balls of his feet, the guard
looks at me, concern written on his face. “Are you alright?”” he
questions. My body tightens as I again jerk back from him. He
holds his hands out in front of him in a placating manner. “I’'m

sorry; I didn’t mean to frighten you. I just— What’s wrong?”’

Is that sympathy in his voice or maybe pity? What he must
think of me... Shaking my head, I quickly wipe away the tear
before gathering the food off of the floor. I don’t want his
concern, and I don’t want to explain why I’m upset. I just need
to be alone, so I can go through the rest of my normal routine

and keep my mind occupied.

The guard watches me quietly for a moment before
standing and moving a few steps back. My thoughts about him
turn inquisitive once more because he isn’t put off by my
emotions, unlike the other guards who came to get Alexi’s
body. Why is he acting so nice? Is it a ploy of some kind? And

for what reason?

When the last of the items are removed from the box and
put away, the quiet tension that stretches between us is
noticeable enough that I find myself with the need to squirm. I
clear my throat as I look at the guard, signaling that I am done
with a gesture to the empty crate. He nods and starts moving,
his stride long and unfaltering as he retrieves it with one hand.
When he reaches the door, he falters, waiting a few seconds

before looking back over his shoulder at me.

“Should you ever need anything, My Lady, do not hesitate

to ask.”



It’s the empathy in his voice that causes my gaze to linger
on his face—searching for what, I’'m not sure. Before I can
discern anything, he opens the door and leaves, shutting it
quietly behind him. A breath releases from me as I shake my
hands out and try to regain my composure. Interacting with
that guard felt different. I realize that I never asked for his
name. Then again, he never volunteered it either. I berate
myself for going back and forth about this when, in the end,
it’s inconsequential. This man may have taken over the
vacancy left in my guard at Alexi’s death, but he could never

replace what Alexi was to me.

Realizing my thoughts have started spiraling again, I walk
out onto the balcony, the warmth of the sun a welcome
distraction. The sky is such a bright blue that it almost hurts to
look at it. My eyes squint as I watch birds fly from tree to tree,
and I can hear the low humming of bugs in the distance. The
lake in front of me gleams with the reflection of the bright
spring sun. It’s deceptively calm out here. Peaceful even. Not a
hint of the locked up princess and her murderous jailor king to

be found on these grounds.

I lean my elbows onto the railing, forcing myself to
daydream about the world beyond these walls, beyond this
tower. | know that there are outposts and smaller towns that
line the edge of the Mortal Kingdom from the maps in the
books that I have read. Would they be a sufficient distance
away from the king? If I left, could I hide out as long as
necessary for him to give up his search for me? Is anywhere

safe? Nerves simmer inside me at the thought of interacting



with new people as well. I’ve been locked up with barely any
mortal contact with anyone else for almost twenty-two years.
Will I come off as odd? Will the people know who I am and
report me to the king? Or will I be a stranger to them, easily
able to hide in plain sight? Even if I could get away, is there
any running from the guilt embedded within me? Is there any
way to escape the sound of the sword piercing Alexi’s chest?

Or the memory of his blood pooling out around me?

I think back to my exchange with the guard. He didn’t mind
that | insulted the king. In fact, he appeared to enjoy it, if that
annoying quirk of his lips was any indication. I huff out a
breath at the thought. Alexi never really talked about what the
other men were like or if he even had any friends in the King’s
Guard. He always made sure that our hour together was more
about teaching me something or distracting me in some way to
get my mind off of how desperately lonely I was. We never
talked much about him or his personal life. Until that night
where, unbeknownst to us, we played our last game of cards
together, had our last laugh, and enjoyed our last moment of
contented happiness. That thought—that quick, tiny thought—
shatters the weak dam in my mind holding my emotions in
check. I feel it start to seep in, like water through a crack in the
stone. Like a slow fog rolling over the mountains until it
bleeds into the valley below, the feelings of hopelessness, of
despair, of unrelenting guilt suffocate me. I could have saved

him.

My eyes squeeze shut as I grit my teeth together and hold

my breath, desperate to stop this assault. I clench my hands



into fists, using the pain of my nails digging into my palm to
center me, as if I can tangibly force these feelings into a box
and lock it, throwing away the key so that they can never
escape again. [ want to push it out of sight so that I don’t have
to relive every minute detail that haunts my waking hours. No
crying. Seconds that feel like the slow drip of honey pass as I
shove and shove the feelings down until I sense them fade

away. Until [ am met with silence.

Gasping for breath, I open my eyes, feeling a sort of
wildness about me as I try to clear away the blurriness. My
chest heaves with my quickened breaths as I fight for control
over myself again. Slowly, my hands relax as my fingertips
rest against the warmed stone. A few more breaths later and
my heart has stopped hammering against my rib cage. Peering
past the edge of the lake, I look to where the meadow of
wildflowers grows up to the treeline of the forest. There are so
many colors and varieties of plant life that my fingers and toes

crave to touch, so I focus on that to anchor me.

I stay in the sun a little longer, feeling my skin turn warm
and slightly pink, before I’'m ready to head back inside. My
breaths are even as I climb the stairs to check on Bella. Her
large paws wiggle and jerk on the bed from the little fox
dreams she is having. Nuzzling into the soft white fur at her
neck, I give her a quick kiss before quietly opening the trunk
at the foot of my bed, removing the lone pair of trousers I own

and an undershirt that was Alexi’s.

When Alexi first wanted to teach me these exercises, I had

refused. I didn’t see a need to do it. Alexi had persisted, telling



me that just because I was locked in a tower didn’t mean that I
had to be lazy too. I remember scowling and whining in
protest the entire time. Looking back now, I am grateful. He
gave me something to do when my mind would spiral into
despair because of the lonely monotony. He gave my body a
reason to get out of bed on days when all I wanted was to
sleep it all away. And now... Well, now I can at least have

something else to focus on.

Once I’m changed and back downstairs, I push the white
tea table out of the way to create some space in the middle of
the living area. When I’'m sure I won’t accidentally hurt
myself on a piece of furniture, I sit on the floor and close my
eyes. Alexi always started every exercise session with what he
called “mind cleansers.” He would guide me through a sort of
meditation where I would imagine a golden ray of light
pouring from the clouds above and onto the crown of my head.
As the imagined light flowed over my body, I would focus on
relaxing each muscle that was touched right down to my toes.
He said it calmed the mind and prepared the body for
movement. Today however, it doesn’t clear my mind or fill me
with relaxing thoughts, it merely helps steady my breathing.
Methodically, rhythmically, I move through the different
exercises Alexi taught me. Sweat beads on my forehead as I
squat and lunge. Once I work through the rest of the leg
exercises, I move on to upper body ones. I work the series

twice over before I hear Bella coming down the stairs.

“You hungry, Bells?” I pant, moving to grab her some food

and fresh water. She eats quickly before settling on the couch



and watching as I repeat the exercise sequence over yet again.
I push myself harder and harder, until I am sick to my
stomach. My body is the only thing I allow myself to focus on;
the turmoil that lurks in the corners of my mind stays out of

sight temporarily while I move.

I want my mind to be like the prison I live in: a void of
silence. When my body feels like it might not be able to make
it up the stairs and my long hair is a tangled nest from sweat, I
collapse on the floor with a huff. I turn and look out the open
doors of the balcony, the sky a dazzling display of purple and
twilight blue layers as the sun nears the horizon in the west. I
can hardly see the outline of the moon rising in opposition, its

silvery color barely set aglow by the sun’s setting rays.

I think about how the moon wouldn’t be seen if it were not
for the sun, how its very visibility is tied to how brightly
something else burns. Maybe I’'m more like the moon than I
realized. Except the something that set me aglow was actually
a someone. Does the fact that they are gone now mean I’'m
destined to be invisible? To float away in a dark night sky with
no one knowing that I’'m there? To disappear without a trace,
like I never existed to begin with? Then I think, maybe that
would not be such a bad thing.



Chapter Fifteen: Bahira

A KNOCK AT THE door pulls me from sleep, my eyes slowly
opening as I stretch my arms overhead. “Yes?” My voice is

gravelly as I call out.

“You have a Flame Ceremony to attend this morning, Your

Highness. It is time to get ready.”

I groan out a “thank you,” rolling to my side on the bed and
silently cursing the ancient mages who thought doing these

ceremonies right after the sun rose was a good idea.

My father attends every blood ceremony in the kingdom, as
the participants must travel to the Temple of Petalum in Galdr.
I didn’t start attending them until I began investigating what is
blocking our magic. Now I try to attend them all to make note
of how large the flame is for each of our newest magic users.

It’s all data to me; the trick is figuring out how to take that



data and turn it into something that I can experiment with,

something that is tangible.

I lay in bed a little longer, running through different
theories and ideas in my head. Once magic is expelled from
mages, by infusing water or casting a spell on a physical
object, it doesn’t seem like it can be used to influence
someone else’s magic. I have run experiments to see if
stronger mage magic can fill in the gaps of a weaker mage’s
spells. The magic stays completely separate from each other,
not absorbing or able to be used outside of its original intended
purpose. Admittedly, there isn’t a ton known about the origins
of mage magic, though many ancient mages have done plenty
of their own experimenting on it. So not only am I trying to
understand why it’s suddenly not working as it used to, but
I’'m also trying to decipher where our magic actually comes
from. I do know that we have a magical relationship with the
land, and that in part, is why mages can manipulate the

elements as they can.

Stumbling out of bed, my vision is still blurry as I draw the
curtains open in front of the veranda attached to my room.
Pushing the wood-encased glass double doors open, I step out
into the cool early-morning breeze. Thick green and purple
vines wrap around the slats that make up the roof for the
outdoor space, creating a natural shade cover. Little flowers—
no bigger than my thumb nail—in pink and white dot the
vines, their sweet, delicate scent barely a hint in the wind. The
dawn’s golden rays trickle through the gaps in the thick

canopies of the banya and pirang trees that tower above us,



their wild limbs intertwined together in a chaotic vision of
brown and green. Blue and gold macaws squawk at each other
from the branches as they wake from their resting, preparing to
take flight for their morning hunts. As much as I want to
complain about being up so early, I find it easier instead to

take in the beauty of the land. Of my home.

On the way to the bathroom, I stop at the other three
windows in my room to open the curtains until all the shadows
are chased away from their corners by the light filtering in. 1
start the shower, and within seconds, steam curls around me as
I step in, the hot water raining down from the spout above me.
My muscles instantly relax from the heat. Another groan, this

one less annoyed, echoes off the tiled stone walls around me.

After I’ve showered, I braid two front sections of my hair
around the crown of my head, leaving the rest of the thick,
curly waves down to air dry. Generally for ceremonies, it is
expected that the attendees dress a little more formally than
the everyday relaxed garb. Moving around my closet, I thumb
through the blouses, skirts, and dresses hanging from metal
hooks attached to a carved tree branch. Shorts, pants, and
undergarments are folded neatly into a wooden dresser tucked
into the corner. I choose a flowy white off-the-shoulder blouse
to be tucked into a deep plum high-waisted skirt. I add a silver
chained girdle belt with attached amethyst stones to complete
the look. Stepping in front of the standing mirror in the corner
of my room, I smooth out the fabric of the skirt and center the

belt as another knock on the door sounds.



My mother’s voice comes from the other side. “Bahira, it is

time to leave. Are you ready?”

“Yes!” I call back, running to the closet to grab a pair of
light brown leather flats. I join her out in the hall when I’'m

finished, linking arms with her as we head towards the stairs.

“Do you know if it is a little boy or girl whose Flame

Ceremony we are attending today?” I ask.

“A girl,” my mother responds, her serene voice carrying in
the staircase. She gives my arm a little squeeze as we round a
corner and see my father standing in the receiving hall in his
traditional mage robe. The navy and silver garments are
embroidered with the Mage Kingdom sigil of an albero tree
under the stars and were made to wear specifically for
important events like a Flame Ceremony or a royal council
with another king or queen. The crushed velvet material is
tailored perfectly to his tall frame, barely brushing the tops of
his feet. He holds a staff of wood made from a banya tree, the

top adorned with a smooth round piece of black dragon stone.

My father pulls me into a hug, his chin resting on my head
affectionately. “Did you sleep well, Daughter?”

I nod, the movement difficult in his embrace. When he
releases me, I step back and see Daje standing behind him.
Dressed in his finery, the dark green and gold long-sleeved
tunic fits impeccably paired with his dark brown trousers.
Black boots complete his look, and even I must admit that he
fills the outfit out well. Our gazes briefly clash, an apology

written in his eyes that I accept with a nod.



My father holds out his hand for my mother with a look of
pure adoration. While their marriage was somewhat arranged
—my father, then the crown prince, and my mother, the
daughter of a former mage on the council—their foundation is
built entirely on the love they have for each other. It’s the kind
of the love that sustains, that encourages and supports. That
allows room for challenging each other while knowing that
there will always be a safe spot to land. It is such a unique

thing, a once in a lifetime kind of love.

We wait in the receiving hall for the rest of the council to
join us. When all ten are finally present—eight men and two
women—we proceed through the tall wooden double doors
leading out to the front of the palace. The woodsy scent of the
forest surrounding us permeates the chilled air, my bare
shoulders breaking out in goosebumps from the cooler
temperature. In groups of two we take the steps down from the
palace and out to a gray stone landing where four horse-drawn
carriages are waiting. I watch as my parents and two of the
oldest councilmen get in one carriage while the remaining
eight council members split up equally into two more. Which
leaves one left for just Daje and I to ride in. Our carriages are
carved from the dense light-colored wood of the albero tree
and left open at the top, letting the elements in. When the
temperatures dip in the winter or when rain or snow falls from
the sky, the carriages can be spelled to keep the occupants dry

and warm.

Daje opens the door and extends a hand out to help me up,

which I take as I dip my head in thanks and step in. He follows



behind, shutting and latching the door before sitting across
from me. Settling down on the purple velvet cushion, I look
out the glass window to the side as the carriage lurches

forward and we make our way to the temple.

It’s blissfully silent, my mind once again working through
possible experiments and ways I haven’t yet tested out magic,
when Daje clears his throat. Without turning my head, my eyes
dart over to where he is sitting across from me. His booted
ankle rests on top of his knee, arms spread out wide over the
back of the bench. His face is carefully unreadable, which is
unusual for him considering he tends to wear his emotions on

his sleeve.

“Something to say, Daje?” I ask with a smirk, returning my
gaze to outside the carriage as we move down the bumpy stone
pathway. He doesn’t immediately respond, the extended

silence causing me to narrow my eyes.
“Did you know that there are... rumors about you?”

I slowly turn my head again to look at him, a single brow
raised in question. “You will have to be more specific; I’'m
aware of many rumors about me.” Being a magicless mage—
and a princess no less—means that my name is often either
gossip fodder or in the center of drama about the state of our
kingdom. Some feel uneasy that there is a spare heir to the
throne that is, in their minds, defective. Though are they

wrong?

“It has to do with your sleeping habits,” he says cautiously.

His choice of words brings me out of my thoughts.



“I find it odd that people would make up rumors about how
I’m falling or staying asleep,” I volley back, grinning wider
when he rolls his eyes at me. Teasing Daje is something I
enjoy immensely. I’'m also hoping it eases some of this tension
between us. We haven’t spoken since our fight, and I hate it

when the silence goes on for too long.

“You know that’s not what I mean,” he sighs, running a

hand over his short hair.

“I do,” I relent, forcing my face to relax, “but ignoring it
has always been the best course of action. You know that no
matter what I say or do, it just feeds into their need to make

disparaging remarks about me.”
“But are those remarks true?” he asks quietly.

My lips pinch together as I survey him. His interest in my
sleeping habits, as he called them, can’t simply be because he
wants to know if Gosston is speaking truthfully. I know how
Daje feels about me, and I know how he feels about sex. The
older we’ve gotten, the more I’ve begrudgingly recognized
that I have never seen Daje even appear to court other women.
It doesn’t mean that he hasn’t, by any means, and I never
inquire about his sex life, but it’s part of the reason I am more
discreet with my own. Sure, it’s probably not the best look for
the royal family if their princess is fucking whoever she
pleases openly, but even more so, I don’t want to hurt Daje’s
feelings. Sex for me is purely a release and a way to feel
powerful without magic. I don’t repeat sex partners because |

don’t want any attachments forming when my attention is so



firmly fixed on other things. Sex for Daje has meaning,

especially if it were to happen with me.
“That is none of your business,” I finally answer.

He scoffs and shakes his head, turning to look away from
me. I’ve steeled myself against the words and actions of others
through many years of practice, but Daje has always had an
easier time getting under my shields. It squeezes something

inside me when we don’t happen to see eye to eye on things.

“I know you still view me as that little girl you first met,
crying in a field because the other children called her broken,”
I say, leaning forward slightly, “but I am not that little girl
anymore. I don’t need you to protect me from things that

aren’t actually threats.”

“You don’t believe tarnishing your reputation with rumors
isn’t threatening?”” he rumbles. “Bahira, if something happens
to your brother, or if he simply decides he doesn’t want to be
king, and you’re asked to take the throne, you’ll have to deal

with these rumors then. The council—”

“Nothing is going to happen with Nox, and I don’t give a

shit what the council thinks.”

“Do you care about what / think?” he asks, his voice low
and woven with a hint of desperation that fills the space

between us.

“Of course I do,” I acknowledge, “but, as I mentioned
before, details about who I may or may not be fucking are not

something you should expect to have access to.” Daje bristles,



his hand gripping the back of the bench tighter. “And if you
interfere, if you try to step in and act like my savior, all it
shows everyone else is that I need someone to save me. It
confirms what the council, the men who propose marriage, and
the gossipers say about me—that I can’t do it on my own.”
The words feel rushed, my heart pounding in my chest as I try
to make Daje understand. “I need to prove to these people that
I am just as capable, just as powerful as they are, even without

my magic.”

He stares at me, his gaze relaying far too much about what
he’s thinking as the carriage begins to slow down. When
we’ve nearly come to a stop, he leans over the middle
threshold, a determined look on his face. “You wouldn’t have

to prove anything with me.”

We stop moving and sit in the uncomfortable, stilted silence
for a few moments before a knock rasps on the outside of the
door. I move before Daje does, unlatching it and taking the
hand offered by the mage outside to step down. Straightening
my spine, I roll my shoulders back, catching my mother’s eye
as Daje steps out of the carriage and joins me by my side. Her
eyes bounce between the two of us before a slow, playful
smile tilts her lips. Gods help me. My mother believes that
Daje will be the man I end up marrying. His glaring devotion
to me is already a positive checkmark for him on her
imaginary list of positive suitor qualities. What she—or
anyone else except maybe my father—doesn’t understand is

that, while Daje is a great man and friend, I can’t force myself



to feel more for him. I don’t want to be in a relationship just

for the sake of being in one.

I yearn to be with someone who challenges me. I want to
feel like I’'m standing with them at the edge of the cliffs by the
ocean, peering over into the turbulent waters below, in those
heart-pounding moments before we jump. And I don’t feel that
with Daje. He is the one who would pull me away from the
edge instead of jumping with me because he’s more worried
about my safety than anything else. And it isn’t as if that is a
bad thing—a part of me hates that his kindness and devotion

isn’t enough for me.

I blow out a pained breath, shaking my head faintly as we
make our way up the steps. Built from wood and stone, the
temple is completely covered in a rainbow of petalum flowers,
including the pointed roof. It’s a collage of colors that even in
the faint twilight of the morning stand out vibrantly in the rich
green of the forest. The flowers smell like honey and lemon,
the scent of them coating the air for miles. Inside the temple,
long trailing heart ivy hangs from the wooden beams running
across the ceiling. The thin stems and heart-shaped leaves
create a waterfall effect of differing lengths dangling over us
as we walk. White stone lines the ground and inner walls,
creeping vines of jasmine and wisteria growing along them.
Carved wooden benches are set on either side of the center
aisle we walk on, leading to three steps and then a dais where

the Flame Ceremony is performed.

My mother and father move up the steps and stand near a

small table that the Cauldron of Vires sits on. On the other side



of the table—opposite of my parents—is a young girl. Her
brown hair is tied elegantly in an updo, and an overly frilly
pink dress drapes down her small frame and onto the floor. If

her slight scowl is any indication, the dress wasn’t her choice.

I take my seat in the first row on the right, along with Daje
and half of the council; the other half sit in the first row to the
left with the girl’s parents. At a second glance, I see that the
two women sitting there are not actually her parents. They
wear the dark purple and black uniform of those who work at
the orphanage. My gaze goes back to the girl, noticing how
she stands with her spine straight and shoulders rolled back.
It’s a defensive posture I recognize from myself, a way to

appear more confident than you feel.

Low murmurs around me draw me out of my thoughts.
Anyone in the kingdom 1is welcome to attend Flame
Ceremonies, and within a few moments, the temple is packed
with people. My father begins the ceremony by tapping his
staff on the dais three times, silencing the crowd and garnering

their attention.

“Welcome! Welcome everyone,” he starts, his voice
booming and echoing off of the stone. “We come today to
honor young Starla as she drops her blood into the Cauldron of
Vires as many mages before her have done and as many after

her will.”

My father steps forward, producing a small silver dagger
from the sheath on his hip. The dagger has been passed down

from ruler to ruler, its only purpose for use in situations where



blood must be drawn. Set in an intricately crafted black stone
hilt, an old spell is attached to the dagger, one which makes it
painless for whoever is pricked by it. Flame Ceremonies are
always performed by the current monarch and before my
ancestors took over as rulers—a change that happened after
The War Of Five Kingdoms—it had always been the queen of
Void Magic. There was only ever one wielder of the powerful
magic at a time, always female, and according to our ancient
texts, when a descendant of that family line was deemed
worthy, the magic would transfer over to them. The only
indication that it was time for a transfer of magic was during
the Flame Ceremony. When the female descendant dropped
her blood into the Cauldron of Vires, the flame would turn
blue.

The ancient sigil of the former line of queens is etched into
the metal on the front of the cast iron cauldron that the little
girl bravely holds her finger over. My father lightly cradles
Starla’s hand in his, bringing his other hand holding the dagger
up and to her finger tip. With a wink, he pricks her finger and
turns her hand over the cauldron. Blood slowly wells, and the
temple grows quiet in anticipation for that single bead to show

what magic the little girl has.

I watch as the fat droplet finally lets go and plummets into
the cauldron. A second goes by, then three. My heart beats
frantically in my chest as I lean forward from the bench,
seeing Daje’s head turn to me out of the corner of my eye.
Low murmurs begin to resonate in the temple. Then, directly

over the cauldron, a small flame sparks.



Chapter Sixteen: Rhea

THE METALLIC SCENT OF blood is finally gone from the
tower. I am unsure if it’s something I imagined or if it’s
because I’ve kept the balcony doors and tower windows open
for as long as possible each day. Either way, I am no longer hit

with phantom scents of the night my soul fractured irreparably.

It has been three days—or perhaps more—since the guard
dropped off the supplies, and our interaction has rattled around
in my mind a few times since. So have those weird stomach
butterflies. Which is absolutely ridiculous, because what is
there even to reminisce about? He’s a guard, and he dropped
off my supplies. He's also tall and rather handsome, but I

quickly shake that thought away.

Bella has been glued to my side, her pointed ears always

erect as if she is straining to hear a shift in the wind that will



indicate my breakdown is looming. Or maybe she’s just
waiting for Alexi to come back too. I’ve kept my emotions
under lock, deciding to stick with my no crying rule for as
long as possible. Shedding those tears will not bring him back.
Reducing myself to a sobbing mess will do nothing to help me
escape this tower. As if I can barter with my own emotions, I
promise myself I can break down once I’ve left this place with
Bella in tow. Once we are safe, far away and hidden so that
King Dolian can’t find us, then—and only then—will I permit

myself to grieve.

To help keep myself unfeeling, I focus on how I will
escape. A lot of my supposed plan requires luck, but I owe it
to Alexi to try. I don’t want to spend any more of my life
trapped in this place than I already have, and I can’t hold out
hope that perhaps the king will eventually just leave me alone.
A nagging feeling in my gut tells me that he’s kept me in this
tower for a reason and I don’t want to be here long enough to

find out why.

Working backwards, what will 1 need with me when 1
escape? Food is the obvious first choice—of course, I’d need
something to carry it in. Changes of clothes would be nice, as
well, but would take up a lot of room. Somehow, I’d need to
get a pair of shoes, as I assume walking barefoot on the
grounds and in the surrounding forests is probably not wise. I
know I have to go east, partly because of that strange dream-
that-isn’t-a-dream that replays in my mind, but also because I
have no choice but to go that way. Going west just leads to the

ocean, and as wonderful as it would be to sail away, I don’t



exactly have a way to do that. So, that’s the beginning of my
plan: get supplies—somehow. Get past the guards, both
guarding my tower and any that might surround it—somehow.

And then go east—that, I know how to do.

Sitting in front of my vanity, I brush my hair harshly,
working all of the tangles from my post-bath hair. After
sweeping and mopping this morning, I exercised and then
soaked in the tub for a long while. The longer my hair gets, the
more easily it tangles, and right now—with its length nearly
skimming the top of the stool I’'m sitting on—I know that it
will only get worse if I don’t do something about it. I roughly
grip the hairbrush as I remember that Alexi was the last—and
only—person to cut my hair. The memory of him kneeling
behind me, scissors in hand as he kept finding excuses to stall,
robs me of my breath. He was meticulous, afraid cutting my
hair would be a disaster, but it turned out just fine. My eyes
close as I squeeze the wooden handle of the hair brush so
tightly I think it might snap. Holding my breath, I count to five
until the icy numbness I’ve grown accustomed to blankets my
heart, until all that’s left 1s a shadow of what once was.
Exhaling, my eyes open and I continue brushing my hair,
tugging at the knots until they are either undone or ripped into

the bristles in large clumps.

When I’'m finished, I attempt to put my hair into a braid and
fail miserably, the twisted strands completely undone by the
time I make it down to the living area. Bella follows behind
me, trotting delicately down the stairs. Grabbing food and

water for us both, I take a seat outside on the balcony.



Drawing my knees into my chest, I focus on my breathing. It’s
the only thing I have control of anymore. The morning sun
cradles my body and perfuses my skin with warmth, seeping in
almost deep enough to penetrate the frozen fortress I've

subconsciously constructed around myself. Almost.

The feeling of confinement weighs more heavily on me
since Alexi’s death. I’ve always felt imprisoned here, the
stones sucking out any sort of contentment or joy I might dare
to feel. Although how content can one realistically expect to
be when their very life is reduced to repeating the same things
over and over again? It’s what 1 imagine free falling off a
mountain must be like, except you never actually hit the
ground. Your arms and legs flail about, but there is never any
chance of finding anchorage. Eventually, you resign yourself

to your fate as you tumble through the air forever.

Each year that passes with me still trapped here is like a
layer of myself slowly being peeled away. Sometimes they are
small insignificant pieces, like when I see the lanterns from the
Summer Solstice celebration floating in the sky and realize
with a pain in my gut that it’s my birthday. Or when I reach for
one of the hundreds—no, thousands—of books in the library,
only to find I’ve already read it. Then there are bigger
moments, where I know a huge chunk of my soul has been
ripped violently from me and shredded in such a way that it
can never be replaced. Like when the king first laid his hands
on me. Or when I watched Alexi die because of me. These
moments have chipped away at me until I’'m nothing but a

husk of a person, and I’m afraid that even if I somehow



escape, I will never know the peace of being whole again.

How could 1?

As if in response to my thoughts, I feel the warm, humming
sensation inside of me stir near my stomach. It has been
dormant since that night, and I wonder if it somehow knows I
don’t want to sense its presence. Can it feel my vexation at
having the ability to heal but being unable to save Alexi? I
don’t know if I’m just going crazy or if the magic inside me is
actually sentient, but I can sense it there—lying in wait until
I’m ready to use it again. My hand flexes in front of me, and I
consider pulling that little invisible string that calls my magic
up. However, the thought is fleeting, gone before it ever has

the chance to settle.

We stay outside a little longer, letting the sun move higher
up into the sky before eventually coming back in and settling
onto the window seat in the library. Covering my legs with a
blanket, I grab the half-read romance novel I started last night
and lean back against the sea of pillows stuffed onto one side.
With each word, my mind drifts off into a fantasy land and 1

become that much more insensate to my surroundings.
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The living area of the tower sparkles in the dimming light of
sunset. Needing to keep my body moving, I start sweeping the
floor while Bella watches from her curled up position on the

couch.

“You know, it would be nice if you helped every once in a

while. Most of what I’'m sweeping up is your hair,” I tease



half-heartedly, placing a hand on my hip as I lean against the

broom.

Bella doesn’t move for a few seconds, and I’'m inclined to
believe she’s ignoring me when suddenly her head shoots up,
ears perked in that way she does for only one person. Our eyes
meet as she lets out a small whine, but we both already know
what’s coming. Who's coming. She bolts up the stairs right as

the door opens.

King Dolian walks in, his eyes moving right to mine where
I stand in the middle of the living area, broom still in hand. His
five trusted guards flow in behind him in a flurry of black and
gold, three blocking the door and two standing in front of them
closer to the king. The guard who took Alexi’s body catches
my gaze again—his black eyebrow rising as our eyes stay
locked before his dart back to the king.

King Dolian slowly looks me over, hands clasping behind
his back. Posed like this, he is very much the depiction of
regal importance—a benevolent king. His clothes fit him
impeccably, and his chestnut hair is coiffed to perfection. Even
his dark brown beard is trimmed flawlessly close to his face.
But I see a side to him no one else does. Well, except for these
guards. He leers at me, too many emotions to decipher
flashing through those hazel eyes. His stalking steps towards

me are an ominous march, matching the beat of my heart.

When he’s close enough that I can see a few of the freckles
on his cheeks—the small pigmentations too much like my own

for comfort—I freeze. It’s then that I remember my mistake. |



start to lower into a curtsy, but it’s too late. His hand snaps out

to grab my arm, the grip so painfully tight that I let out a yelp.

“You will no longer be required to bow before me, Rhea,”
he says with a tense voice, barely lessening his grip as his
thumb moves up and down my arm. “At least, not in that
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way.

I don’t know what he means, but the tone of his words
cause nausea to churn incessantly in my stomach. I can feel
the power of my magic, but something else is there too. It
surrounds the warm buzzing that I’'m used to feeling with
something dark and ancient, like a small spark in the middle of
an inky cave. I grit my teeth together, forcing the magic—and

whatever that other feeling is—back down.

King Dolian smiles wide, his white teeth showing in a
horrifying display that looks more animal than man. He leans
over me, my body naturally moving away until my back is
straining at a curved angle to keep distance between us. “I
have so many plans for you, Rhea,” he whispers, his breath

touching my forehead.

My stomach plummets, leaving me feeling dizzy and sick.

“What do you mean?”’ I ask with a shaky voice.

The king lets go of my arm jarringly, making me fight to
maintain my balance as he steps away. He begins pacing the
tower, his hands clasped behind his back once more, as if he
needs to restrain himself from acting. On what, I don’t know.
The atmosphere in the room is vile, a sort of heavy and thick

foreboding that suffocates me as I try to wade through it.



“Did you know that word is spreading around the castle—
throughout the capital even—about the traitorous bastard?” he
asks, far too calmly. I don’t answer because he already knows
what I will say. No, the king is cruelly taunting me. He halts
his pacing to peer out over the balcony, but even with his back
to me, I can feel his sickening gaze like a brand. I watch as his
knuckles turn white from how tightly he clasps them, my fear
rising with every second that passes. “Apparently, a few
guards who liked Alexi don’t agree with the fact that he was
punished. They find it unjust that I executed him for stealing
something of mine.” He pauses, the air around us tightening.

“As if that is not enough cause for his head on a stake.”

Shock rolls through me as I fight back the urge to vomit at
the image of Alexi’s kind face rotting on a spike. I had never
considered that he would get anything other than a proper

burial, one deserving of the man he was.

“Why are you telling me this?” I plead, unable to reconcile
this information in a way that doesn’t leave me near fainting.
King Dolian whips his body around, those hazel eyes alight
with something far more sinister than ever before. My fear is
replaced with revulsion the longer I look at him, and like the
lighting of a candle in a pitch black room, clarity strikes me—I
cannot possibly survive whatever future he has planned for

me.

“I am trying to make you realize how much I am willing to
lose in order to maintain your safety!” His face grows red with
his barely tempered fury. I subconsciously step back, feeling

my magic hum more strongly. “This is your proof, Rhea! How



can you not see all that I do for you? How can you be so
ungrateful when I am allowing my people to believe I’'m the
villain, just to ensure you are protected? To guarantee no one

"’

touches what is mine
“Alexi never touched me—"

“Rhea,” he interrupts, scowling at me. “There is only one
reason why a man would come to visit you. Don’t think me
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naive!” He approaches me, a predatory gleam in his eye.

I take another step back, shaking my head vehemently as

disgust slices through me. “He never—"

“Don’t lie to me!” My uncle quickly closes the gap between
us and grabs me by my hair, viciously tugging until my chest
crashes into his. “Do you expect me to believe,” he whispers
gratingly, his horrific mouth so terrifyingly close to my face,
“that a guard was just leaving his post to talk to you? Am I to
assume you gave him such alluring conversation that it kept

him coming back? Do you think I am a fool?”

My eyes squeeze together as I shut down, trying to tunnel

deeper into myself to avoid his putrid words.

“Look at me,” he whispers, gripping my hair harder when I
don’t immediately obey. “Look. At. Me.” Each unmercifully
enunciated word hits me like a knife, gutting my soul until
tears blur my eyes as they open and meet his wild gaze. “No
one—absolutely no one—will ever touch you again. Except

for me.”



“What?” Dread floods my body as my eyes widen. I want
to scream. | want to struggle out of his touch and run so far
away from here that I end up at the edge of the world. Even
that might not be far enough.

“When I look at you, I see a second chance, Rhea.” His
mood 1s now somber as his heavy gaze drags over every inch
of my face. Terror bleeds into my limbs, freezing me in place
as a single tear rolls down my cheek. He brings the hand not
gripping my hair up to cup my face and wipes the tear away
with his thumb. My head jerks away from his touch—I can’t
help it. All my movement does is enrage him further. His
pupils widen, nearly eclipsing the hazel of his irises, as his lip
lifts in a snarl. “You will understand soon enough,” he claims,
trailing his thumb down my cheek again. “But for now, you

must be punished for allowing him to touch—"

“He didn’t touch me!” I scream, the sound shrill and
panicked and far too loud. But I don’t care. I can’t let him talk
about Alexi this way. That man was my father. In every sense
of the word, he was. He protected me as best as he could. He
took care of me when no one else would. He taught me when

he had no reason to.
He loved me.
He loved me.

“You will stop saying that he laid a single hand on me. No
one has ever done that except for you,” I seethe, my vision

going red as I lose all rationality. “And I would rather die from



your hand than hear you speak another vile, untrue thing about
Alexi.”

King Dolian looks at me, silent for all but a moment before
a menacing smile creeps over his face. ““You might wish for
that but the truth is, my darling,” he taunts, his breath warm on

my cheek, “you will never escape me. You are mine.”

I try so, so hard to stay strong. To not cower under the
weight of his words and actions but when he leans in to kiss
my cheek, I can’t do it. I struggle, trying everything I can to
get away from him, even knowing that it won’t matter in the
end. It never does. And when his hands alternate their hits—
fists and slaps and shoves—I reach out to that imaginary place
I can run away to. I picture a free and happy version of myself
picking wildflowers in a sun-filled meadow. My bright green
eyes aren’t tarnished by the ministrations of a madman. My

heart isn’t broken beyond repair by grief.

When the king leaves me, a battered mess on the ground,
the fantasy fades away and I’'m once again reminded of the

cold reality of my prison.
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A knock on the door wakes me from sleep the next morning.
The sun hasn’t fully risen yet, nothing more than a crescent
glow emerging above the horizon. My throat feels scratchy
and raw; my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. I’'m
willing to bet that my magic has healed any physical mark left
by the king on its own while I’ve slept, but I still have that



aching feeling in my bones. In my soul. I suppose the magic

can’t heal the damage there.

When another round of gentle knocks sounds, I slowly
move out of bed, Bella immediately at my side as we warily
make our way down the stairs. Her ears twitch as she listens to
who is outside. When she doesn’t growl or whine, I step up to

the door but don’t open it.

“Hello?” 1 say, needing to clear my throat several times

after.

“My Lady, I’'m here to drop something off for you. It’s from

Tienne and Erica.”

I tense at the familiarity of his voice. “Are you... Are you
the guard from the supply drop-oft?” I inquire, leaning in

closer.

He chuckles, the sound oddly enticing as he answers, “Yes,
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[ am.

I contemplate opening the door for all of one second before
I remember that I’'m in my night dress and probably still have
drool on my face. There is also the fact that I still do not
particularly trust this guard—in any fashion. I stand frozen, the
silence slowly stretching between us until, I’'m sure, he thinks
I have left him. Finally, he clears his throat, and I brace for

what he’ll do or say next.

“Would you like me to leave this out here for you?” he asks
matter-of-factly, like he understands why I would hesitate to

open the door for him. My magic hums from deep in my



stomach, in what feels like approval—or maybe it’s those

stupid butterflies fluttering again.

“I—I just—" My hand covers my mouth to stop my

stammering.

“You don’t have to explain. I’'m happy to do as you
command.” He hesitates before adding, “Have a good day, My
Lady.”

I hear his footsteps trail away from the door and down the
stone stairs of the tower. When the echoing of them fades
away, | carefully open the door a little and peek through the
small crack. Once I’m sure he’s gone, I pull it open the rest of
the way and find a small wooden box on the stone landing. My
brows knit together as 1 bend to pick it up, the feeling of it
light in my hands. The arched wooden door creaks as I close it
and walk over to the couch, sliding the lid off of the box.
Laying inside is a brand new silver brush, the bristles straight
and white and the handle engraved with a floral pattern. Next
to the brush is a bundle of new hair ribbons in a variety of
colors. While I can’t quite find it in me to smile, I do feel a
glimmer of happiness at the thoughtful gesture. My current
brush is years old and nearly unusable, something they must

have noticed when they washed and braided my hatir.

Bundling the new items, I make my way upstairs and lay
them on my vanity, avoiding my reflection in the mirror.
Briefly, I eye the tub in the bathroom, like it’s beckoning me to
go to it and get ready for the day. But the truth is, I don’t want
to. The abyss that opened inside of me when I watched that



sword move through Alexi’s chest is all consuming. It’s a pit
of inky shadows and ice and regret and guilt—so much guilt.
So I crawl back into bed, pull my comforter up to my chin, and

allow the darkness to claim me.



Chapter Seventeen: Rhea

BELLA PRACTICALLY FORCES ME out of bed the next
morning, her large paws pressing gently on my back. I fight
with her for a few minutes, but when it’s clear she isn’t going
to give up, I make myself get up and run a bath. The steaming
hot water scalds away some of the turbulent emotions that
were rolling through me when I awoke, until all that’s left is
red skin and welcomed numbness. When I finish, I draw a
fresh bath for Bella—much to her dismay. Once we are both
clean and I am dressed, I head downstairs to find that I have
no appetite. So I place food down for Bella and head out to the
balcony.

The aching hollowness inside eases a little when the sun
hits me, pushing its warmth down almost to my very core. The

magic inside me flutters in response, like it’s energized



somehow by the golden light. The humming of it settles, and I
lean forward against the white stone railing, looking out over
the vast expanse of water and land that the Mortal Kingdom

sits on.

Time drips on slowly as I find anything I can to distract
myself. Most of my temporary comfort comes from reading;
the stories of others adventuring across new worlds and
fighting their own demons are relatable in a way. Though I
now struggle when those characters get their happily ever after
at the end. The longer I am stuck here, the longer I am under
the king’s command, the closer I begin to feel to death. I was
never destined to have a happy ending, but I made a promise
to Alexi that I would try to escape this hell, even when it hurts
to move past him. Even when my mind feels so scrambled that
I can’t think straight. I have to shove it all down and focus on

only one thing: leaving this tower.

I turn and walk back into the living area, staring at the door
like it’s going to open and show me the way. What happens
when I step across that doorway with no intention of coming
back? How can I possibly even hope to escape when there is a
guard standing outside day and night? I allow those worries to
linger all day. Technically, by worrying I am feeling
something, allowing that single emotion to bubble up from
where I have locked it away, but forming an escape plan has to
be my priority—even if it scares me. [ have to try. I promised

him I would.



The moon and stars dot the midnight sky hours later, flickering
and gleaming in their silvery brilliance. I lay in bed—the small
flame of the candle barely lighting my book—when a
knocking on the door startles me upright. I swing my head to
look at Bella, but her relaxed posture tells me that she isn’t
very concerned about whoever is on the other side of the door.
Tip-toeing out of bed, I make my way downstairs and reach
the door right as another set of gentle knocks comes. I look
down at my blue nightdress, the gown silky but thick enough
not to be see-through. I have a feeling I might know who this

is, but I still ask through the door.

“It’s the drop-off guard,” he answers, “The extremely
handsome one.” My lips quirk in response, but I make no

movement to open the door.

“What are you doing here?” I inquire, my fingers nervously

playing with the fabric of my nightdress.

“Another item from Tienne and Erica for you, My Lady.”
He tentatively adds, “I could leave it out here for you again, if

you’d like.”

I anxiously chew on my lip, unsure of why I’'m even
considering answering it—maybe the magic inside me is
making me go insane. Or maybe its that curiosity again,
wanting to see if he’s as good-looking as you remember him to
be. 1 scoff at my own thoughts, deciding that yes, the magic

has definitely made me go insane.

Timidly, I turn the handle and open the door. A foreign

feeling of anticipation glimmers within me, no bigger than a



crumb but somehow making it through my frozen shields. He
stands a few feet away from the door, as if knowing somehow
that being any closer would make me uncomfortable. I notice
he 1s wearing all black, like that of the guards uniform, but he
has no armor or longsword. Our eyes meet, the torch burning
behind him still leaving parts of his face in the shadows and
yet he is as handsome as I remember. His tanned skin glows
under the meager light of the flame, and he’s smiling, one that

grows the more I stare at him. Does nothing bother him?

“Hello.” His voice is deep and smooth, like a midnight

whisper on the wind.

My heart beats a little faster at the sound of it. I pry my
eyes away from his face and bring them to the item he’s
holding. It’s rectangle shaped—Iike a book—and wrapped in
thin white paper. He holds the gift out to me, keeping the
distance between us. Slowly, I reach out to grab it, accidentally
brushing his fingers with my own. We both momentarily
freeze, just a split second where we recognize the contact,
before I quickly bring the item to my chest. My gaze drops as |
give a hushed “thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he responds, and despite myself, I can’t
help but look back up at him. His gaze pierces me in a way
that isn’t invasive or lascivious but curious and perhaps a little
mischievous. My magic wakes up in his presence, humming
low in my gut and aching to show him what I can do. I’'m not
sure if it wants to protect me or show off 