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~Chapter One~

There are few things more disturbing than waking up
to your hysterical mother.
I’d been awake for a little while, watching the sun pool
into my room. It was as I swung my legs out of bed to go 
downstairs that I stepped on the one creaky floorboard, 
and suddenly my room was invaded by a whirlwind of 
tears and kisses.

“Mum,” I said, trying desperately to pull away from her
embrace. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

“Am I okay?” she repeated tearfully, and I thought I
almost saw her smile. “Oh, Rose, my poor darling.”
She pulled me to her again, and as my face was pressed
into her shoulder, I was sure that we’d suffered a family 
tragedy.

“What’s going on?” I demanded, now wrestling my way 
free of her grasp. “Who’s died?”

That wasn’t the right thing to say. She leant away from 
me, heaving in air as she sobbed.

“Oh God,” I paled. “It’s Grandma, isn’t it? Grandma’s
heart?”

“It’s not Grandma!” she shouted through her tears. “It’s 
you!”

“Me?” I’d never been more confused. “But I’m not dead”
“Yes, well I know that now,” she said, sitting on the 
edge of my bed, tears still sliding down her cheeks. “But I
was starting to think-”

“Why?” I asked. She seemed to be calming down now. 
“Why would you think I was dead?”
“Because,” she took a deep breath, and my stomach 
plummeted. “Because it’s been a year since anyone has 
seen you.”

My breath caught in my chest. The birds in the tree 
outside my window trilled and took flight. Finally I 
managed to croak:

“A year?”
She nodded, and I suddenly noticed that she had my 
left hand – along with the splint on my wrist - sandwiched 
in hers.

“What happened to arm?” was the next thought that I
managed to enunciate.

“We don’t know,” she said, looking into my eyes. 
“When you were found on the river bank-”

“- the river bank?”

More desperate nods. I think she was trying to get 
everything out as fast as she could.
“Yes. When they found you, your wrist was already 
splinted. The hospital patched you up with a new one, but 
they don’t know what happened to break your wrist.”

“Okay,” I found myself looking at the carpet on my 
floor. There was a conspicuous amount of dust on it. I
suppose after a year Mum must’ve given up any hope of
me coming home. “Shouldn’t I be at the hospital or 
something?”

“Doctor Fortescue checked you out when you were 
brought back here. They’d like you to be brought in
though.”

I wasn’t looking forward to that.

“Sweetheart?”

I looked up into my mother’s eyes. 

“Where were you?”

I opened my mouth to answer, and then realised there 
was nothing there. No flashes, no snippets of conversation. 

“I don’t know,” I said honestly, and her face fell. “I’m 
sorry... there’s nothing there at all.”
“What is so awful that you can’t tell me?” her eyes 
filled with tears again and I could see myself reflected in
them, my face older and thinner than last time I could 
remember.

Already I was a stranger to her.

“If I could remember, I’d tell you,” I tried to reassure 
her. “I’m hungry and I need a shower.”
“Alright,” she relented, but she was still upset enough 
that my heart twisted to look at her. “But then we’re going
to the hospital.”

“I’m not sick,” I protested as she got up off my bed and
made her way to the door.

She stopped in the doorway and looked back at me.
“Then why have you lost a year of your memory?” she 
asked slowly, and left before I could even begin to think of
a reply.

I stood in the shower for a long time, making sure my 
splint didn’t get wet. I washed my hair with one hand
absent-mindedly, searching my memory for something, 
anything to help me remember the events of the past year. 
There was nothing though, and by the time my hair was 
fruity fresh and steam was beginning to clog the small
bathroom, I was close to tears of frustration. I dried myself 
awkwardly and dressed in jeans and my favourite green
hoodie. 

As I reached for my beanie on my dresser, I noticed my 
shirt was a little tight. Had it shrunk? No, certainly not. It 
hadn’t been washed in a year – the musty dust smell
coming from it testified to that fact and made me wrinkle 
my nose. Had my boobs gotten bigger? It wasn’t tighter in
my chest though, it was around my arms that it pinched.

I shrugged – with difficulty – and then wandered
downstairs into the kitchen to look for food. That one stair 
still creaked, that shelf on the shoe stand by the door was 
still broken. The rug in front of the front door was still
frayed on the left and there was still a big cobweb in the 
corner of the window to the right of the door. 

My house hadn’t changed, but I had.
I still remembered the kitchen fire, but with difficulty, 
as though I’d only dreamt it. I’d been cooking steak... 
right? Or schnitzel?

My stomach growled at the thought of chicken
schnitzel slathered with gravy. There was no such luck to 
be had in the bare pantry, and I had to settle with some 
stale rice cakes and Vegemite (which defied age and time 
by never going off). 

I didn’t want to ask Mum why the cupboard was bare. I 
didn’t want to hear that she’d lost her job, or that she’d 
become anorexic. 

“I usually just got take-away,” she said, appearing in the 
archway between the kitchen and the living room. “Since
I had no one else to cook for.”

She could still read me like a book then. 

“So I’m the only reason you’re healthy then?” I asked, 
attempting to make her smile.

One flickered and then died out.

“You were,” she said, and left the room, pulling her
phone out of her pocket.
I felt awful, and not just because the rice cake had been
older than I thought. She didn’t believe that I was telling 
the truth.

In her defence, I used to lie a lot. When I was a kid, I 
got my mouth rinsed out with soap a few times for being a 
compulsive liar. Not the brightest one either, considering
it was only Mum and I living here, and I’d lie about things 
like ‘who drank the last of the water in the jug and didn’t 
fill it up?’ or ‘who put Glad-wrap on the toilet?’ That one 
had gone horribly wrong when I’d forgotten than I’d put it
on there. 

“Okay. Thanks, Dave,” I heard her say in the living
room. “I’ll bring her in now.” Her mobile beeped as she 
cut off the call.

“Put your shoes on!” she called to me, already heading
for the entrance hall. “I’m taking you down there now.”
I groaned, just quietly enough that she couldn’t hear. I
didn’t want to be poked and prodded at. But I’d do it in
the hope that I could reconcile my relationship with the 
only person who had ever mattered in my life.

~
“Just roll your sleeve up for me, love,” Doctor Fortescue 
said to me, holding a Velcro thing. “Just going to take your 
blood pressure.”

The pad inflated and squeezed my arm. Doc Fortescue 
watched the little dial for a second and then let it down
and made a note on his computer.

The only reason my blood pressure would be high 
would be if my mother was standing in the corner of the 
room, her arms crossed and nostrils flared like she did 
when she was angry or stressed about something.

Ah right. There she is.

Doctor Fortescue noticed it too.

“Christina, could you just pop out for a second? You 
seem to be elevating her stress levels.”

The nostrils flared again as I turned and faced her,
determinedly looking stressed.

You’d think she’d be happier about having me back.

My mother stalked out and closed the door behind her. 
As soon as it latched, Fortescue turned back to me.

“So... went backpacking for a little bit, did we?” he 
asked, his blue eyes serious.
“I swear I didn’t,” I replied, though I knew it’d be 
hopeless. “I told you, I don’t remember anything about last 
year.”

“Hm,” he tapped his chin with a pen, and I knew he 
was trying to figure out if he believed me or not. “You 
shouldn’t have put your mother through it, Rose.”

He went with the latter then. My shoulders slumped. 
In this town I would always be that lying seven year old.
He did a few more tests and then proclaimed me to be 
in perfect health. My wrist was also apparently healing
quickly from its mysterious injury.

“Come back on the twentieth,” he said, writing me a 
small reminder. “And we could probably take it off then.”
I thanked him and left the small room. My mother was 
leaning on the wall just outside, but before she could say 
one word to me, one of the nurses was calling for her.

“Christina! Oh thank goodness!”

My saviour huffed and puffed her way down the 
corridor to us. I thanked her over and over again in mind.
“It’s John Lowry again, he’s refusing to be treated by 
anyone else but you and I told him you weren’t on today 
but he wasn’t going to leave-”

“It’s alright,” my mother said, though I could see she 
wanted to tell her co-worked to grow a spine. “I’ll see him 
quickly.”

“Give me the keys and your wallet,” I said to Mum, 
instinctively addressing her as I would’ve before all of this 
happened. “I’ll pick up some groceries on the way home. 
Text me when you need to be picked up.”

She frowned.
“Your phone disappeared with you,” she said darkly, 
and I patted my pockets out of habit. “I’ll just call the 
home phone.”

She tossed me her wallet and keys, which I caught 
deftly to my surprise. I was generally clumsy, and with the 
added fact that I could only use one hand, I should’ve 
fumbled.

Surprise also registered on Mum’s face, but it was gone, 
replaced by that mask of indifference.
It was a relief to step out into the car park by myself. I 
took my time unlocking the car door, just allowing myself 
some time to breathe for what felt like the first time in
months. 

It took me a few attempts to get Mum’s car going. My 
hands and feet incredibly uncoordinated, and I knew – by 
the time I’d managed to pull out onto the main road – that 
I certainly hadn’t been driving in my absent year.

I pulled into the shops, just as the sun disappeared 
behind a wall of clouds rolling in from the mountains. The 
sudden breeze made me glad I was wearing my hoodie. 

I didn’t realise what effect my return would have on
the community until I stepped inside the sliding glass 
doors. I didn’t notice it at first as I surveyed the aisles,
determined to restock our house with plenty of food. I
think I was reaching for a bag of apples when I saw the 
first double-take. I recognised the woman; she was one of 
my old teachers from primary school. As she stared at me, 
apparently unashamed, I awkwardly gave her a small
wave and a half smile. I was confused by it until I saw 
other women do the same. 

Ar Cena is a small, country town. Everyone knows 
everything about everyone. My disappearance would’ve 
caused the biggest upheaval since I almost burnt the 
kitchen down. My reappearance was starting a new wave 
of gossip altogether. I could almost see it rising, new 
rumours being born in front of me.

I waited for the confrontation. Someone had to do it.
They did. I was lined up for the check-outs when
someone tapped me, politely but firmly. I spun around to 
face them almost reflexively. 

“Oh… hi, Mrs Johns,” I said timidly. 
“Welcome back to Ar Cena, Rose,” she started, her 
steely blue eyes examining me. Mrs Johns used to be our
neighbour until a few years ago. She was the type of
woman who would occasionally bring over biscuits when
I was little but, yelled at me to turn my music down when 
I was older. “You look… tanned.”

“Do I?” I asked, genuinely mystified. I hadn’t had time 
to look at myself in the mirror a lot. 

“Indeed. Whereabouts did you travel?”
I realised then and there I needed to make up a lie. I 
didn’t want to, but I couldn’t tell everyone that I didn’t 
remember a year of my life. 

“Here and there,” I said, shrugging. “School got too
much for me, you know?”

“I see,” she said coldly, and I knew that she 

disapproved. “Are you going to be returning to school?”
She was making me think of things that I hadn’t had 
time to consider. I decided that blasé was my best option
and shrugged.

“Dunno,” I said carelessly, moving up in line. “S’pose 
Mum will make me.”

“Your education is very important, Rose. I’m sure your
mother would want you to finish school.”

I shrugged again. As I’d hoped, she let the conversation
end.
I paid for my groceries and hauled them out to the car. 
I tried not the let Mrs Johns get to me, but I found myself 
considering what she’d suggested as I drove home. Mum
would want me to finish school. I didn’t know if I was so
keen on the idea, but I just couldn’t wrap my head around 
the idea of going to work full time at the tender age of 
eighteen.

Hang on. I was nineteen now. At some point in the last 
year, I would’ve turned nineteen.

Still, I thought as I turned into the driveway, maybe 
going back to school isn’t such a bad idea.
I unpacked the bags into the bare pantry and fridge, 
finishing just as the home phone rang; Mum had finished
with Mr Lowry and needed to be picked up.

The drive there and back was suffered in silence. Apart
from booting me out of the driver’s seat, it was almost like 
I’d never come back in the first place. 

“You can clean up your car after tea,” Mum said as we 
pulled in. “You need to re-register it, too.”
I just nodded and climbed out. Mum started cooking 
schnitzels (I quickly determined that I was no longer 
allowed near the stove), whilst I climbed the stairs to my 
room. I tugged the vacuum cleaner from its closet and set 
about cleaning the dust from every surface.

The sun was beginning to set over the mountains, the 
sky streaked with pink and gold. 
T
he sunwas setting, turningthe leaves onthe trees
brilliant hues oforange andgold. It madeit looklike the 
forest was onfire, and itwas absolutely spectacular.

I stomped on the vacuum cleaner to turn it off. I 
massaged my suddenly aching head as my hands began to 
shake.

Was this it? Was this finally a flashback to my missing
year? Though a sunset didn’t hold any particular clues to
where I’d been, there was also the swooping in my 
stomach to accompany it. I’d been happy. Very happy.

And if I’d been happy, then that was okay. I hadn’t 
been frightened, or angry, or scared.
I pressed my hand to my window, peering out at the 
sky, praying for another insight into my absence. I had no 
such luck. The sun sank beneath the horizon and the sky 
bled into cobalt, the first stars beginning to wink in the 
heavens. 

My head was pounding furiously as I abandoned the 
vacuuming and headed down stairs for dinner. Mum and I 
ate in silence, and I neglected to tell her about my 
flashback or my headache; there wasn’t much that could 
be deduced from a sunset anyway.

The silence was stifling, and it was almost a relief to
dump my plate in the sink and head out to my car, despite 
the cold. I’d dragged the vacuum cleaner down the stairs
with an apology and set about cleaning out the year’s 
accumulation of dust and spider webs, ignoring my 
headache, though it grew worse with the noise of the 
vacuum cleaner. When I straightened up and banged my 
head against the roof of the car, it was the last straw.

“Oh piss off!” I snapped angrily, massaging the top of
my head. I glanced up and saw Mrs Rogers standing in her
kitchen window. She hurried away when she saw me 
looking, as though afraid I’d tell her to piss off too.

I climbed into the driver’s seat and rested my head 
against the steering wheel. My car had always been my 
companion, my chariot to freedom. I’d spent countless
afternoons in it, reading endless books and futilely 
planning a future that didn’t take place in Ar Cena.

I wrapped my fingers around the wheel. Once upon a 
time, this had felt familiar. Now the wheel just felt cold 
and unusual. I fought the tears that threatened to spill
over.

Who the hell were these people, to take a year of my 
life? Who did they think they were? 
I didn’t know that there were people involved, but 
there would have to be an outside influence. How else 
would I have ended up on the river bank? Someone had 
moved me there. 

My knuckles turned white on the wheel. I’ll find them, 
I decided. I’ll find them and demand answers.
My hand groped unconsciously for the keys, but I’d left 
them inside. It didn’t matter anyway; after a year of
neglect, the battery would be completely dead.

I went to bed that night with too many thoughts
running through my head. I watched the clouds scud 
across the night sky through my curtains, searching my 
memory desperately for any recollection.

I couldn’t recall anything, and fell asleep more confused
than before, a tear on my cheek.
It felt strange to wake up the next morning and not 
have to go anywhere. From what I could remember of my
previous life, I’d always had somewhere to go. Work, 
school, the library. 

I checked my clock – 11:27am. Darn. I didn’t mean to
sleep in, but I’d been awake until the early hours of the 
morning. 

I hurried downstairs, but Mum had already gone to
work. I found a brief note telling me to stay home (like I 
could go anywhere with a dead car anyway) and that she’d 
be home at five. That gave me most of the day by myself.

Though essentially grounded, I started the day off
responsibly enough by cleaning the rest of the house and
doing the laundry. After a night of wriggling around on
dusty sheets, I decided enough was enough and washed all
of the linen in the house. As I was hanging it on the line 
in the bright sunshine, I spied our back fence, which was 
falling down day by day. We’d never been in a hurry to fix 
it, though, considering our back yard looked onto the 
forest that covered the mountains. 

I noticed a few boards that looked like they’d been
knocked loose, and approached them curiously. Three 
boards had been knocked askew, one snapped completely. 
It looked like someone had jumped over them in a hurry.

I set the boards as straight as I could, my mouth in a 
tight line. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to get this 
fence replaced with a taller, sturdier build.

Once my bout of responsibility ended – albeit with a
much cleaner house – I decided to switch on my 
PlayStation for the first time in a year. I was still playing
when Mum arrived home, and I realised too late that I
should’ve been making dinner.

“Sorry,” I said as she hung up her coat in the entrance 
hall. “I lost track of time.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, but I thought I saw a
small smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
“Not sure I want you back in the kitchen anyway,” she 
said, marching up the stairs to change. “Thank you for 
staying home today.”

I decided not to mention my inability to drive 
anywhere and took the praise. While she was upstairs, I
shot outside and gathered in the laundry which was just 
growing damp with the evening air. I folded it all dutifully 
as Mum began to cook, thinking on the subject I wanted
to bring up at dinner. She wasn’t going to be happy, as I
knew she’d want me to go back to my job at the hospital, 
but I’d made my decision.

I struck halfway through our meal of chicken and 
potatoes. 

“Mum,” I said, idly pushing potatoes around my plate. 
“I want to go back and finish my schooling.”

She leant back in her chair and wiped her mouth on
her serviette. I waited nervously for her response.

“I’d prefer you to finish your traineeship,” she said 
finally.

“I know. But I want to get a good TER score, and I can’t 
do that without finishing.”

“Are you planning on university?”

I shrugged.

“Not sure quite yet. But I’d rather keep my options 
open.”

She resumed eating, and I feared for a second that the 
conversation was over.

“Alright,” she said after a little bit, and my heart leapt. 
“I’ll enrol you for the new term.”
I grinned widely, and then remembered I wasn’t 
supposed to like school. But I knew that the sooner I
settled back into the norm, the better. A small town like 
Ar Cena was no good at handling big upsets like this. 
Going back to school would settle me in faster than
anything else I could hope to achieve. 

Despite what I remembered of school, when I went to 
bed that night, it was with a hope that I might just be able 
to do well enough to get myself out of this town, in a 
manner that my mother approved of.

The next day ran along the same lines; I cleaned and
cooked dinner, whilst wasting time on video games during
the day. However, when Mum came home that night, she 
did so carrying a heavy, bulky object.

“A new battery for your car,” she said, setting it down
on the shoe shelf. “You start school on Monday.”

I picked up the battery reverently. It meant the ability 
to be independent again. My little car would live again.

I broke into a wide grin, which she saw. She sighed.

“I hope you’re not planning on running off again now 
that I’ve given you that.”

My smile faded immediately.
“I was hoping you would start to believe me soon,” I
said quietly.

“I will when you can tell me what you were doing.”

“And I  told you-”
“I know what you told me!” she stomped into the 
kitchen to heat up the dinner I’d cooked. “But excuse me 
if I find the notion that you ‘don’t remember’ anything
from the past year a little unbelievable!”

“Okay, first of all, the air quotes hurt,” I set the battery 
back down and followed her into the kitchen. “And 
second, I do remember something.”

“Oh yeah?” she challenged, leaning against the counter 
as the microwave hummed quietly. “What might that be?”
“I remember… a sunset,” it sounded pathetic even to 
me. “I mean… I remember a sunset over a forest, and it 
was the most beautiful sunset I’d ever seen.”

I decided not to mention the swooping feeling in my 
stomach.
“Hm, okay, well, places where the sun sets…” she 
mused, pulling the plate from the microwave. “That 
narrows it down, Rose.”

I rolled my eyes and left the kitchen before I snapped at
her. I was shaking, though I didn’t really blame her. I
knew she’d been hurt by my absence, and of all things, I 
wanted to remember last year so I could stop some of that 
hurt. 

But what if, I thought as I dragged our laptop out to my 
car. What if the truth is too fantastic for even me to
believe?

~Chapter Two~

Monday arrived sooner than I’d anticipated. I’d dug out 
my backpack and had gone through my notes (though 
they were few and far between), hoping that they hadn’t 
changed the curriculum too much in the past year. I’d also
taken down my old battery to get it recycled, and reregistered my car.

I pulled on my white polo shirt and tied back my long
hair. It was as I was brushing my teeth that I noticed my 
eyes had changed colour. Whereas they used to be a pretty 
green that I liked, they’d for some reason morphed to a 
pale blue. I made a face at myself in the mirror, and then
forgot all about it.

It was strange to be outside early in the morning. The 
air was crisp, clean almost, and magpies still warbled
somewhat cheerfully despite the early hour. I climbed into 
my car, managed a sleepy grin as it growled to life and
began the short drive to school.

I pulled into the car park, claiming my old spot again. 
I’d noticed the hammering of butterflies in my stomach, 
though as I parked I remembered that all of the kids in my 
year would’ve graduated by now. I essentially had turned
over a new leaf, and I wasn’t going to stuff it up.

As I stepped into my English class, I couldn’t help 
smiling at the stunned expression on Mr Burgess’ face as 
he spotted me in the doorway.

“Miss Evermore,” he began. “I was starting to think 
you’d given up on school life.”
“Very nearly, Mr B,” I said, sliding into a seat near the 
front. “But I changed my mind. Missed your class too
much.”

He chuckled at that, like I’d meant him to. I liked Mr 
Burgess; though he hassled me for assignments, he also
had a sense of humour and I respected him as a teacher 
greatly.

As the lesson progressed, I found myself looking out the 
window across from me, as though unconsciously 
searching for something. Once I realised, I shook myself 
from my reverie, and made myself tune back into what Mr 
Burgess was saying.

“The book I want you to read over the new few weeks 
is  Lookingfor Alibrandiby Melina Marchetta. Head over 
to the library before your next class; they’ve got enough 
copies for all of you. I believe a lot of you will find it very 
inspiring as it deals with,” his eyes flicked suddenly to me, 
“a sense of identity. Finding yourself.”

I checked my dog eared copy of out the library and 
decided to make a start on it during lunch. By the next 
class, I was almost half way through, and made an 
impulsive decision to start my report on it that night.

Though, I thought to myself as the bell rang, it’ll
probably kill Mr Burgess with shock, me handing an 
assignment in so early.

The next few weeks were uneventful. I handed up
assignments before their due date, kept my head down, 
and was generally succeeding in getting by. I was 
averaging A’s in every subject, and every time Mum and I 
sat down to dinner to talk about our day, I saw a little bit 
of aloofness leave her eyes, love replacing it, and I knew 
I’d made the right decision to go back to school.

~Chapter Three~

It had almost been a year since my mysterious return to 
Ar Cena. In that time, my broken wrist had healed
without complications and I’d kept my head down as I
finished my final year at school. With exams coming up, 
I’d been surprised to find myself studying, something I’d 
previously avoided at all costs. 

My missing year had all but been forgotten.
“You have to wear team colours,” Mum said, digging
through my dresser and purposely making herself late for 
work. “Why don’t you have any green?”

“I do,” I said, shouldering her aside and pulling out my 
green tank top. “But Mum, it’s so dorky; I’m twenty now, 
remember? A lot of kids don’t dress in their team colours 
anymore.”

“Pish,” she replied disparagingly. “You’re only young
once; put it on.”

I grumbled but pulled it on. The day was already warm, 
the heat pressing against my window.
Today was our school’s annual Sport’s Day, where all
students took the day off from studying to compete against 
one another. Whilst students like me, who preferred their 
exercise mental, dreaded the day, there were a select few 
who used the day to try to further themselves in a sport’s 
career.

“Are you participating in any events?”

I made a rude noise.
“No. But attendance is compulsory, so I’m going to 
watch my classmates run around and make fools of 
themselves.”

“Oh, Rose,” my mother sighed, exasperated. “I know 
you hate sport, but please promise to do at least one 
event?”

Our gazes met in the mirror, and I sighed.
“Fine,” I said reluctantly. “If you want.”

“Don’t think you can pike out either,” she said, starting
to head out the door. “I want a ribbon or something. 
Actual proof that you participated.”

Bah, she’d seen right through me.
“Alright,” I said. “They give out ribbons just for 
participating, don’t they? I mean, I could just join in with 
the school Chicken Dance, I don’t actually have to win
anything.”

“I’d prefer it if you did,” she replied, and then headed
down the stairs. “Now, school.”
I groaned but followed her out of the door and got into 
my car. The day was definitely going to be hot. No hope of
the day being cancelled due to rain then.

The school was in definite Sport’s Day upswing when I
pulled into the student car park. Kids in red, green, yellow 
and orange flooded through the car park, heading towards
the oval where all of the events were being held. I
shouldered my bag – and my doubts - and then began to 
drag my feet in the general direction they were all
heading.

As soon as I spotted my team captain, I knew the day 
was not going to be the piece of cake I’d hoped for. Our
captain was a girl named Jessica Worlington, a year
younger than me, but fiercely competitive. She bounced
on the balls of her feet, her blonde hair pulled into a 
severe bun. She was scanning us all, from the year eight’s 
to twelve’s, sizing up who to put in what event. I
immediately made sure that I shrank a little bit; I did not 
want to be volunteered for high jump or anything
strenuous. 

School Chicken Dance, I prayed fervently. That’s all I
need to do to get Mum’s ribbon.

No such luck. 
“You, Evermore,” I cringed, fervently hoping there was 
a long lost relative standing beside me. “I know you didn’t 
sign up for anything but you look sporty so I’m putting
you in for the relay.”

I looked sporty? That was one word which had never 
been used to describe me, ever.
However, the rest of the team ambled away, happy 
with where Jess had placed them. I perched on the slight 
hill that overlooked the oval; according to my timetable of 
the day’s events, the relay was later in the afternoon, and 
failing all else, the Chicken Dance just after. I stuffed my 
school bag under my head and pulled out the book I’d 
borrowed from the school library. I was quite impressed
with how this day was progressing when a shadow fell
across the book, and I glanced up to see Jessica standing
over me.

“We need one more for tug-o-war. You’re in.”
She trotted off down the hill before I could respond. 
Glancing down at the oval, I could indeed see that my 
team were one person short. I heaved a sigh and shoved 
the book deep into my rather empty school bag. I figured
she really did need my help, considering I’d been
upgraded to first name status. Leaving my school bag 
behind, I trotted down the hill, accepting canvas gloves 
from Jess and then joined the rope just in time.

“Ready?” Our umpire was Mr Burgess, who looked
none too thrilled to be out here in the heat. “Go!”
The rope went taut as both teams leant away from each 
other. For a few seconds it was a stalemate, until the other 
team began to gain on us. I dug my heels in, but I could 
see the marker drawing closer. A few people on my team 
slipped and fell.

“Out,” Mr B told them, and then grumbled their way to
the sidelines. “Carry on.”
Carry on? We were being dragged closer and closer to 
the line. The smart – and rather funny thing – to do now 
would be to let go and watch the other team fall, even if it 
meant forfeiting the game.

A few more people on my team fell. I wrapped the rope 
in my hands, employing the rest of my strength.
Something alongside the adrenaline in my veins was 
lending its strength, and there was no way I was going to 
question it.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said through gritted teeth to the 
person behind me. “But it’s going to sound crazy.”

“Who’re you talking to?” a girl on the sidelines 
demanded. “You’re the only one left!”

Was I? Well, looked like the vote was unanimous then.
Without stopping to think how it was possible that I
was fighting a whole team – and standing my ground – I 
let the rope go for just a second, thanking Jess inwardly for 
the gloves that protected me from rope burn.

The other team, taken by surprise, mostly fell on their 
butts. I’d grabbed the rope again almost as soon as I’d let it 
go, but even so, I’d lost what little ground I had. I fought 
against the person on the other end, and when I glanced 
up, I realised the only person left was Tyson Welles, the 
school’s sport champion. He was on every team and our 
saving grace at any inter-school competitions. He saw me 
look at him and cracked a smile.

“Come on, Evermore,” he said. “Just let it go.”
“No thanks,” I said, still managing to hold my ground. 
“Might fight this one out actually.”
He smirked, and the adrenaline soared through my 
body again as I realised quite a crowd had gathered. I
watched a small line appear down the centre of Tyson’s 
eyebrows; he was losing face even as it was. One girl was 
holding her ground against him.

I had three choices here. I could either fight him and 
probably lose, which would involve being dragged across 
the finishing line on either my butt or my face or I could 
dig my feet in, haul with all of my strength, pull off an
unlikely victory for my team and make an enemy of 
Tyson.

My third choice made me grind my teeth, but I knew it 
was the best option. So I let the rope go, my heart sinking
a little as I saw the rope cross the line, immediately 
signalling my team’s defeat. Tyson fell to the ground and 
everyone laughed. I felt a smile stretch across my own
face, and I knew I’d made the right decision. 

“Congratulations,” I told him. 
He grinned at me from the ground and held out his 
hand. I approached him and grasped it, pulling him to his 
feet.

“Thought you had me for a bit there,” he admitted. 
“What was your name? Rose?”
“Yeah.” Huh. Guess we’ve done away with the 
surnames there. He knew I didn’t have to ask what his 
name was. “Don’t know how I was holding on so long. I
suppose Weetbix really is the cereal of champions.”

He laughed loudly, and my face grew hot as I realised
he was still holding onto my hand. I let it go immediately, 
my hand falling to my side. Students milled around, 
mostly to clap Tyson on the shoulder. Over said shoulder,
I spied one of the teachers watching us closely. I narrowed 
my eyes; I didn’t recognise the man.

“Hey,” I said to Tyson. “Who’s that? One of the new 
subs?”

He glanced over his shoulder.

“Dunno,” he said, frown lines appearing between his 
eyebrows. “Could be. C’mon, want a drink?”
“Sure,” I said, all thoughts of the unfamiliar teacher
leaving my mind. “You know I let you win, right? So you 
can buy me the drink.”

He chuckled at that, but didn’t dispute it. He and a few 
of his friends towed me to one of the food trailers, and an 
ice cold cola was handed to me. We sat on the hill
overlooking the oval, watching the events, and I sipped 
the soft-drink next to Tyson, listening to them chatter.

“Relay,” Tyson said a little while later, breaking me out 
of a reverie. “Participating, Rose?”

“Uh, yeah, I think I was dobbed in,” I said, standing up
and stretching. “You?”

“Of course,” he said, smiling. “Let’s go.”
We took our places on the track. Some people were 
lining up to watch, and news of the tug-of-war had spread 
through the crowd of onlookers. I noticed a few students 
watching me with anticipation, and my belly flipped over 
with nerves. Adrenaline began to thud through my veins 
as I noticed just how many people were gathering to 
watch the event.

A sharp crack made me jump. The event had begun. I
watched Jess, a streak of blonde hair and green apparel, 
draw a large lead on the person in red beside her. I
glanced nervously ahead; I would be the final stretch, the 
deciding runner - if it was close enough.

The adrenaline was twisting into something more. Fire 
began to burn under my skin and I bounced on the balls of 
my feet, watching behind me as my team drew ahead of
the others.

“C’mon,” I growled under my breath. I felt like a storm 
ready to break. “C’mon, c’mon.”
As the baton was passed to the runner before me, 
disaster struck. That runner fumbled, and the baton fell
the ground. I heard the crowd groan as my team went 
from first to last in the bat of an eye.

“Good luck, Evermore,” Tyson said, just as his runner 
reached him and handed him their baton. I noted the 
renewed use of my last name.

Finally, my runner reached me. I snatched the baton
from their hand, letting some of the fire take me. My feet 
pounded the track and I leant forwards into the wind. I 
was running so fast! I felt like I could grow wings and take 
off. The people on the side of the track were a blur, their 
cheers dulling into static noise. Everything in the world
had slowed down but me.

I was coming up on Tyson fast, and breezed past him 
easily. I could see the flags marking the finish line, and
pushed myself harder. The fire sang as I passed the second 
runner and then the first. I shot past the flags, unable to
believe the victory that I pulled off for my team.

“Oh my god!” Jess was screaming over and over again. 
She ran at me, collecting me up. The other runners of my 
team caught up to us, and then team members from the 
crowd. “You just won the day for us, Rose!”

I what? I won the whole day for them? But I was about 
as sporty as a sloth. My chest heaved but I wasn’t out of
breath. My legs didn’t tremble, and I stood tall. On an 
impulse, I thrust the baton high above our group and was 
rewarded with the cheer of any team member who saw it.

“Congratulations.” 
I turned to the teacher who was coming to pin my blue 
ribbon on me. I couldn’t help but frown a bit as I realised
it was the teacher I didn’t recognise. 

“That was quite a victory.” He continued. 
“Thanks,” I said, smiling broadly. His hands clipped the 
safety pin to my tank top, and I couldn’t help but notice 
the scars crisscrossing them. I glanced up warily, noticing
that his eyes were as dark as coal. There was something in
them that made me step away. “Excuse me. Need some 
water.”

I disentangled myself from my team, heading to the 
water truck. Something was beginning to drum in my 
stomach, and it wasn’t exhaustion. I found myself 
searching for the teacher, but he was gone.

Two hours later, my team was announced as the overall
winner. I cheered with the rest of them as Jess took the 
trophy for us all. I was still grinning as I gathered up my 
book and bag.

“Well done today,” Tyson said, coming to stand next to 
me. “Your team deserved to win.”
I just smiled, not really sure what to say. His team had 
come second, thanks to him, though they usually came 
first.

“Hey,” he caught my arm as I went to turn away. “I
asked around about that teacher you pointed out.”

“Yeah?”

His mouth twisted in one corner.

“No one recognised him. Rose, I don’t think he works 
for the school.”

Ice filled my stomach. I swallowed nervously.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

He nodded.

“Look, he seemed really interested in you. Just be 
careful, ok?”
I found myself nodding, but my stomach sank as Tyson
continued up the hill towards the car park. I cast one last 
look over the oval as the sun set behind me, but there was 
nought on the grounds but my own shadow.

~Chapter Four~

“First place!” Mum greeted me at the door. She beamed 
at the blue ribbon pinned to my top. “Not the chicken
dance, I hope.”

“Please,” I rolled my eyes. “You know I can’t dance that 
well.”

“True. Come on in. Dinner’s pretty much ready.”

My stomach growled, and I dumped my bag on the 
shoe stand. I caught sight of my hands and pulled a face.
“Just going to wash up,” I called through to the lounge 
room, and pounded up the stairs before she could answer.
Once in the bathroom, I pulled my hair from my 
ponytail. I shook the waves loose, grimacing as they fell
almost to my waist. It was getting too long; definitely 
needed a hair appointment soon. I started unclipping the 
ribbon from my shirt, planning on leaving it in my room. 
As I took it off, I saw writing hidden on the underside of
it. I read it quickly, and then flung it away from me, 
covering my mouth with my hands. My heart beat rapidly 
as the ribbon slipped into the sink, its message clear to me 
even on the other side of the room.

They’re coming for you. Watch your back.
I stood pressed against the shower for an age. The urge 
to call my mother had died in my throat long ago, and 
though I could hear her yelling for me up the stairs, I
didn’t move. 

Who was coming for me? The man pretending to be the 
teacher at Ar Cena High, or was he warning me of
someone else?

I shoved the ribbon into my pocket and then scrubbed
my hands until they were red.
Dinner was a quiet affair. Mum talked about my
unexpected glory on the oval, and I nodded and mhm-ed
along with everything. Her chatter died away as dinner 
continued though, and I took it as an opportunity to leave 
the table and skitter upstairs. 

As soon as I was in my room, I locked the door behind 
me. I grabbed up an umbrella as I turned on every 
available light source, checking all of the corners with my 
chosen weapon at the ready.

Eventually I crawled into bed, the umbrella at my side. 
As I switched my lamp off, my heart pounding, every 
shadow became someone standing quietly, watching me. 
At some time around midnight, I gave way to exhaustion. 
I didn’t hear the window open.

I awoke to someone standing over me. There was a
second of silence as I took in what was happening, and
then drew in all of the air I could to scream.

Rough hands covered my mouth. I bit down hard on
one of their fingers, and though they swore, they held on. 
I kicked and struggled, my scream muffled.

“No!”
The man covering my mouth suddenly flew backwards 
into my dresser. I screamed as I saw three more figures
entering my room, long dark robes making them look 
more like shadows.

My mother. What about her? Had they found her yet?

Another man was standing in front of me, his arms 
spread. As I watched, disbelieving, dark flames gathered 
above his hand, and he hurled fireball after fireball at the 
other men.

“Come on, Sky,” his hand gripped my wrist, and I 
struggled harder than ever. “Now! You have to come with 
me!”

“No!” I fought his grasp, simultaneously hitting him 
with the umbrella. “My mum! I can’t leave her! Not 
again!”

For now I realised this was all to do with my past. My 
missing year. 
“There’s no time,” the man said, stretching for my 
mirror on my cupboard. In the dim light, I saw the surface 
flex. His fingers touched it, and cold terror gripped me as I 
saw them disappear into the mirror. The other men were 
beginning to recover and I reflexively threw the umbrella 
at them. It hit one with a satisfying thud, but the others 
kept coming.

“Now!” The man holding my wrist roared, and I
screamed as I was pulled into the mirror with him.
~Chapter Five~

“Don’t you dare!”

“Let her go, Jettais.”

“They were going to  killher.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. They weren’t going to kill her
immediately.”
There was a dull thud, skin on skin. Someone had 
punched someone else. There was an outraged squawk, 
and pressure I hadn’t noticed on my wrist lessened.

“You’ve made a grave mistake,” someone else said, a 
woman. An old woman at that.
“I don’t doubt it,” I now recognised the voice of the 
man who’d pulled me through the mirror. “What you’re 
going to do to her is worse than death.”

Terror ripped through me. I struggled to open my eyes, 
but they were too heavy. My body lay immobile on the 
cold floor.

“We need her to regain consciousness before we can 
begin,” it was the woman’s voice again. The other male 
voice had yet to speak again. “Otherwise her subconscious 
will fight us.”

“Don’t you understand it yet?” Jettais, the man who’d 
pulled me through the mirror, snapped. “If they were after 
her as well, that means she is –”

“It means nothing,” the older man finally spoke again, 
though this time his voice was filled with cold anger. “It 
only means they suspect the same as us. It proves 
nothing.”

“And how long until she accidentally kills you?” Jettais 
replied dangerously. “If she is who you suspect, and you 
try to do this, she could kill you.”

“It is a risk,” the older woman admitted. “One we have 
accepted.”
“Here’s hoping,” Jettais snarled. “Who are you two to
decide this? No, you know what, I’m done with you. I’m 
done sitting back and watching you both rule as you see 
fit.”

“Tread lightly, Jettais,” the older male voice warned, 
and I felt goose pimples rise on my arms. “It would not be 
wise to cross us.”

“Cross this,” I heard Jettais spit back. There was a loud 
crack and suddenly the air was filled with heat and smoke. 
Someone swore, the old woman I think. My head 
thudded but I still lay immobile on the floor, unable to
open my eyes. Suddenly, I realised that someone was very 
close to me.

“I’ll be back for you, my daughter.” I felt Jettais press a 
kiss to my forehead. Then he was gone.

The fire was closing in. I felt immeasurable heat start to 
press on my legs. 

This is it, I thought hopelessly. I die paralysed on a 
floor.

With that morbid thought, I sank into the darkness yet 
again.
When I awoke, I was kneeling. I blinked sleepily, my
eyes clearing, and I could make out the familiar pattern of 
my pyjamas, cartoon cows on pink material. I moved
slightly, and noticed a heavy weight around my right
wrist. My left arm also had the same weight attached, 
keeping away from my splint. As I lifted my head, I 
realised I also had on a heavy metal collar. 

I looked around as much as I could. I was in a dingy 
cell, facing a wall of metal bars, through which I could see 
the bottom landing of some stairs. The only light available 
was being issued from torches in heavy brackets on the 
walls. My hair hung around my face in greasy tresses.

How long had I been unconscious? And where was I?
As though answering my question, I heard someone 
start down the stairs. A short woman with pure white hair 
piled on her head came into view, looking all the word 
like someone’s kind grandmother if not for the scowl on
her face and the burns on her robe.

“Good. You’re awake.” I shuddered as I recognised her
voice. “You’ve given us a lot of grief, Sky. But that’ll be 
over soon.”

“Who the hell are you?” I asked quietly. I decided it 
was best not to swear at her, though I was sorely tempted. 
“What are you going to do with me?”

She eyed me off.

“I suppose it doesn’t hurt to tell you considering it 
won’t matter soon. I’m going to take your magic. Again. I
don’t know how you regained it, but it doesn’t matter 
either way.”

“So what? You’re going to kill me in the process?” I
decided to skip over all the ‘magic’ crap, considering she 
was obviously insane anyway.

“It’s a dangerous process,” she said, standing outside of
my cell, her hands clasped in front of her. “I’ve never had 
to take it twice.”

I swore all of the worst words I knew at her, venting
some of my frustration and terror.

“Charming,” she said when I paused for breath. “Now, 
shall we begin?”

She opened the cell.
“Don’t come near me,” I said quietly. I could feel the 
fire in my veins beginning to burn. My fear was activating
it. “Don’t even try to touch me.”

“Hold still,” she said, ignoring me. She held her hand 
up and I saw something begin to gleam on her palm.
Power surged through me. I immediately flung my 
hand out to protect myself, the chain links tearing from 
the floor like paper. The power that I’d somehow conjured 
lit in my hand like a white hot fireball. Fear flickered in
her eyes.

“How did you do that?” she demanded, though I could 
hear the tremor in her voice.
Instead of answering, I tore the other chain out of the 
floor so that both of my arms were free. Then I stood up, 
the collar around my neck only tugging slightly before the 
chain that anchored it to the floor broke as well.

The woman lifted her hands in front of her, and I saw 
the gleam of fire in both of them. Before I could think, I 
flung both of my hands forward, and she was engulfed in
white flames.

The fire was taking too much of me. As the tongue of
flame subsided, I felt my limbs grow heavy. The cell, 
which had burst into brilliant light due to the fire, grew 
dark, the torches extinguished. I saw the woman fall the 
ground, her robes charred and smoking. 

I teetered, struggling to regain my balance. I could hear
people yelling, and footsteps began to thunder down the 
steps towards my cell. Someone came barrelling down, a 
young man with golden hair. He took one look at the 
woman on the ground, and then looked up fearfully.

His expression changed immediately.

“Sky?” he asked, but I was gone again.

~

When I woke, I was tucked into a warm bed. My eyes
flickered, and I took in the high, vaulted ceiling.
There was a knock at the door. I sat up warily, still
wearing my cow pyjamas. I searched the room for some 
kind of weapon, but besides the bed, it was empty.

“Come in,” I called nervously, banking on the hope that 
a hostile visitor wouldn’t bother knocking on the door 
first.

The door opened, admitting a young woman around my 
age. Her hair was rolled into a neat bun, but her large 
brown eyes wide. Her fingers shook as she lowered the 
tray she was carrying onto my bedside table.

“Here you are... miss,” she said, her soft voice showing
none of the tremor in her hands.
She scuttled out of the room before I could question
her. I lifted the lid of the tray off cautiously. So they were 
buttering me up with breakfast now, were they?

Well, it worked. I wolfed the toast and eggs down, and
then swung my legs out of bed. The stone floor was cold 
beneath my feet, but I ignored it and padded over to the 
door. I tested the handle, but it was locked.

There was a window at the foot of my bed. I 
approached it and tried to pry it open, but it refused to 
budge. I fought down the rising feeling of claustrophobia, 
and instead laid my forehead against the glass. Directly 
below me was a beautiful rose garden, and beyond that, a
large field bordered by a forest. As far as I could see, there 
were no buildings, no roads, and no sign of civilization. 

I hit the glass experimentally, wondering if I could 
break it. Though I’d have a difficult job getting down the 
wall.

“I’m sorry to have kept you waiting,” I jumped as the 
old man spoke behind me. His eyes watched me, and I
suddenly felt exposed. “Please, dress. We have much to
discuss.”

I didn’t take the bundle of clothes he offered me. 

“Where’s my Dad?” I asked, for I now remembered the 
whispered words of the man.
The man didn’t reply. Instead, he put the clothes on my 
bed and swept towards the door. I could sense anger 
rolling off of him in waves, but I didn’t care.

“My father,” I said loudly before he got to the door.
“Where is he? I want to see him.”
He ignored me and left the room. The door swung back 
into place, and I heard the lock click loudly. I stood where 
I was, my heart thudding in my chest.

My Dad. My father, who I’d never met before in my 
life. Was he here somewhere? Was he the reason behind 
my missing year?

I crossed my arms, tucking my shaking hands against 
my body. Eventually I crossed the room and held up the 
shirt the man had left on my bed.

It was a white shirt with half sleeves. I shot a furtive 
look around the room before pulling off my pyjama shirt 
and pulling the white one on. The top was loose, but I
quickly laced it up and tied it off. The sleeves were loose 
and comfortable.

Encouraged by this small success, I pulled on the deep 
green breeches and the calf high black boots. My hand 
went to my hip, and I realised I felt like I was missing
something. 

The door opened before I could work it out. I glared at
the man who entered. 

“You could knock,” I told him distrustfully.
He didn’t reply, instead walking out and leaving the 
door open. I took this as my cue to follow, and, keen not 
to spend the day in the room, I took it.

I followed him down a short corridor and then up some 
stairs. He opened a door for me and held it open until I
walked through it.

I was standing before a large oak desk. Above it, a glass 
bar filled with small green stones presided over what was 
obviously an office. As I watched, the stones trickled to 
the right, levelling it out somewhat; it had been leaning
perilously to the left.

“Greetings,” a voice said dryly from the corner.
I turned to see the old woman I’d fried. I stood 
awkwardly, trying to figure out if I should feel guilty or 
not. 

“I’m fine, thank you for asking,” she said, standing up. 
Her robes were clean and pure again; the soot and burns 
from last time we’d met were gone. “My name is Netalia. 
You don’t remember me.”

“Am I supposed to?” I asked.

Her mouth twisted slightly in what I think was a smile. 
I immediately trusted her less.
“No, you’re not,” she said, as though it was a victory. 
“The man behind you is Iain. We are the Masters of this 
Academy.”

She let the sentence trail, as though I was supposed to 
be impressed.

“You answered none of my questions there,” I informed
her. “Where is my father?”

Uncomfortable silence fell. I crossed my arms.

“I’m afraid I’m unaware who you’re talking about,”
Netalia said finally. 
“The man who set you on fire before I did,” I retorted, 
beginning to get frustrated. “He... he said that I was his 
daughter.”

I went red as I said it. I could feel tears beginning to 
burn. I wanted this to be true so desperately and as much 
as I was trying to hide that, I knew it was gleaming
through.

Netalia stood, her demeanour changing immediately. 
Therewas the kind grandmother that I’d first confused 
her with.

“I’m so very sorry, dear,” she said, taking my hands in
hers. “But that man isn’t your father.”

My heart sank. There was a lump in my throat and I
swallowed awkwardly.

“Who was he then?” I asked, trying not to let my voice 
wobble.
“Someone who meant you harm,” she replied, looking
into my eyes. We were almost exactly the same height. 
“We tried to detain him, but he got away.”

“You were trying to do me harm as well,” I said, pulling
my hands from her grasp. “You almost succeeded.”
“A misguided venture,” Iain said behind me. He pulled
out a chair and gestured to it. I hesitantly sat. “We were 
trying to figure out if you were the right person for a task, 
and we went about it the wrong way.”

Guessing that was about as much apology as I was going
to get from them, and considering I’d set Netalia alight, I
said:

“And? Am I the right one for this ‘task’?”

The two exchanged looks. I watched them warily.
“Yes,” Iain said. “You are the one we’ve been searching
for. We’re sorry that we had to bring you from the human
realm.”

“The what?” I couldn’t hide that I was out of my depth.
“You’re in an alternate realm,” Netalia informed me. 
“Currently in the Stanthor Academy. We’ll get to the rest 

of the geography later.”
“The task is relatively simple, though you may have 
some moral qualms about it,” Iain continued, not giving
me a chance to think over what Netalia had said. “But now 
is not the time to discuss it. We want to give you the 
chance to settle in, explore a bit. There will be certain
places that you will not be allowed to venture, but we 
want you to know that this is not your prison, and we are 
certainly not your keepers.”

That made no sense, but I wanted to keep those 
privileges so I stayed quiet.

“I want to go home.” I told them.

“We know, dear. You’ll be allowed to return to the 
human realm when you complete the task.” Netalia said.
“Then tell me what the task is now, so I can get it over 
and done with,” I snapped. “Why all the dancing around 
it?”

“Netalia will take you to the library first. She will stay 
with you and escort you anywhere you need to go.”
I didn’t budge, though I’d obviously been dismissed.
“I want to go home,” I told them firmly. “Who are you 
to take me out of my life to do your bidding? Home. 
Now.”

From the look on Iain’s face, he was working to conceal 
the fact that I’d greatly pissed him off.

Good.
“The thing is, dear,” I noted the fact that the ‘dear’ was 
very forced. Netalia went on. “Without the man who got 
away, we can’t send you back to your realm. We’re 
hunting for him, though. We will find him and send you 
home.”

I saw the catch immediately.
“Let me guess,” I said slowly, leaning my hip against 
Iain’s desk. “You’ll conveniently find this man when I
complete whatever task you want me to do.”

“You cotton on quickly,” Iain said, but the praise was 
empty and cold. “From that, I’m certain you can deduce 
that we may never ever find this man. Wouldn’t that just 
be so terrible... You’d be stuck in this realm forever.”

I bit my lip, forcing back a plethora of responses. They
had me in the palm of their hand; they could crush me 
whenever they wanted.

“Fine,” I said through gritted teeth. It felt like admitting 
defeat. “Tell me what the task is.”
“I think you might want to get your head around the 
fact that you’re in a different world first,” Iain said, 
beginning to go through some of the papers littering his 
desk. “In a few days maybe, we’ll talk.”

I didn’t say anything, but left the room before Netalia. I
didn’t want to feel like I was being towed by someone.
The library was magnificent, and I did get caught up
reading some of the books. The large room was empty, but
I couldn’t help but feel like it was usually occupied. When
I asked Netalia about it though, she said that the library 
was hardly ever used; that it was just her and Iain in the 
castle.

As I stuck my nose back into my book, I remembered 
the boy who’d come down to my cell. He’d recognised me, 
I was sure of it. As they were yet to mention him or offer 
any explanation for him being there, I was guessing that 
Iain and Netalia had no idea he’d seen me, and vice versa. 
And Netalia had let slip that this building was an 
Academy. What kind of Academy didn’t have students?

As far as I was concerned, they’d slipped up twice, and
could do so again.
~Chapter Six~

The next few days passed without incident. I was 
allowed into the library, and at one point, the stables. 
Only one horse was present, a pretty bay mare, but as I 
passed by the other stalls, I noticed that they were all
made up, as though there’d been other horses occupying
them before I arrived.

My dinner was brought up by Netalia though, and 
when I asked about the girl who’d brought my breakfast, I
was immediately interrogated as to what she looked like, 
what did she say, did I recognise her.

“How could I recognise her?” I’d asked, arms folded. 
“Have I been here before?”
“Of course not,” Netalia had said instantly. Her 
composure was slipping. “It means we’ve had an intruder 
into our castle. Let me know if you see her again, dear.”

When she’d left, I’d hurled a plate at the closed door.
“You’re slipping up,” I said to myself one night before I
fell asleep. The sentence brought a small smile to my lips. 
“Soon I’ll learn the truth.”

Apparently they thought the same. A few mornings 
after I’d made the mistake of bringing up the girl, I was 
brought to Iain’s office.

“I hope you’re settling in,” he said, not looking at me. 
“Are you ready to discuss your task?”

“Finally,” I said, sitting down in the one chair in front 
of his desk. “Lay it on me. I want to go home.”

Netalia came to stand behind my chair. I made sure not 
to show them how uncomfortable I was.

“Do you know this man?”
Iain slid a portrait towards me. On the parchment was a 
painting of a young man with long brown hair. The artist 
had coloured his eyes a bright orange. Even through the 
painting, I could feel the intensity of his gaze.

“No,” I said honestly. “Am I supposed to?”
“Of course not,” Iain folded his hands on his desk. 
“Your task is to kill him.”
A bead in the glass bar behind him rattled before 
clattering down the other end. The whole thing tilted to 
the right.

“Kill him?” I repeated incredulously. “You want me to 
kill this man?”

“Yes.” Netalia said from behind me.
“Are you crazy?” I asked them both. “No, are you 
actually insane? I’m not going to kill this man just because 
you say so. Also, I don’t know what you’re thinking. I’m 
no assassin, I’m a year twelve student; I should be studying
in my room right now.”

“You are the right person for this task.” Iain said.
“Why?”I shot back angrily. “I want answers, Iain. You 
can’t just point to a random guy, say ‘kill him’ and for me 
to snap to.”

“This man is a very bad man,” Netalia said, apparently 
resorting to simple words for me to understand. “He will
cause death and destruction for a lot of people.”

“You can’t punish someone for something they haven’t 
done,” I retorted, pushing one foot against Iain’s desk so 
my chair leant back. I folded my arms. “Besides, if he’s so 
bad, why don’t you guys do something about it?”

They exchanged glances. I could tell they were trying
to work out how much to tell me.

“If we kill him, he’ll just come back,” Iain said finally. 
“He’ll reincarnate again.”

I let the chair fall back to all fours with a resounding
‘ bang
“Ok, you two are seriously off of your rockers. First all
this magic crap, and then wanting me to kill someone I’ve 
never met before, and now  reincarnation?”

“Sky-”
“Also, can you stop calling me that?” I stood up, 
shunting the chair backwards. “My name is Rose. Rose
Evermore.”

“Fine,” Netalia was grinding her teeth. “ Fine. Rose, 
then. Please. You must hear us out.”
“Nuh-uh. I’m out. I’m done.” I began to walk towards 
the open door, but stopped in my tracks as it slammed 
shut.

“We can’t allow you to leave the castle, Rose,” Iain said 
slowly. “As for your consternation about magic, well...”
I turned slowly. Iain was still standing behind him 
desk, but in his hands was a white fireball. I watched, 
disbelieving, as he transferred it to both hands, and stood
there, ablaze.

“What’s that?” I asked quietly, my mouth dry.

“Magic.” Iain answered simply.
I was suddenly filled with the desire to touch the 
fireball, like it was a possession that I owned, and had 
owned, for a long time previously. I swallowed nervously, 
and then reached out a hand for it.

“May I see?” I asked.
Iain closed his fists, and the fireballs disappeared except 
for a few sparks that flickered between his fingers before 
dying. I curled my fingers into a fist and then let my hand
drop.

“So that’s magic,” I said. “It’s real. Or you’ve drugged
me. Probably the latter.”

“We haven’t drugged you,” Netalia said. “In fact-”
“That’s my magic, isn’t it?” I wasn’t really asking, and
they knew it. “You said you’d come to take my magic
again, that you’d never had to take it twice.”

“Yes, well, we succeeded a second time, though it took 
almost dying to accomplish it,” Netalia replied, 
disgruntled. “You held onto it fiercely.”

I suddenly remembered the sport’s day at my school, 
how easily everything had been for me. I’d been aided by 
my magic, I realised now.

“Why did you need to take it a second time?” I asked. 
“Have I been here before?”

“Yes.”

“Then why don’t I remember anything?”
“When you crossed back to the human realm, you lost 
your memories in the transition,” Iain said. “This man,” he 
tapped the portrait. “Is responsible for that.”

I looked at the portrait, and something hot stirred in
my chest.

“I lost a year, because of this man?”

“Yes,” Netalia said, watching me closely.
I picked up the portrait, feeling the coarse parchment. I
ran a thumb over the painting, the brush strokes rough 
against my skin.

“What’s his name?” I asked eventually.
“He is known to us as Phoenix,” Iain said. “He’s a year
older than you, and a disaster waiting to happen. He has 
the ability to start a war. You need to stop him before that 
happens.”

“Why me?” I asked. “Won’t he just... reincarnate?”
“Not if you kill him,” Netalia replied. “There is 
something special about you. If you were the one to kill
him, he will never reincarnate.”

That didn’t really make sense to me, but I had too many
questions to dwell on the one.

“How many times has he reincarnated?”

“This is the third.”

“Is it immediate?”

“No. It can take many years for him to be reborn.”

“So how long has it been since he was killed last time?”

Iain sat at his desk heavily.

“Roughly one thousand years.” He said.

I stared down at the portrait, my hands trembling.

“Why has he reincarnated again? Didn’t the last person
do their job properly?” I demanded.

“No. He was killed in battle, and not by the person that 
needed to do it.”

I put the parchment back down on Iain’s desk. I hugged
myself, cupping my elbows in my hands.

“Am I a reincarnation?” I asked quietly.

Only Netalia’s sharp intake of breath behind me gave 
away the fact that I’d just stumbled upon something.
“Yes.” Iain said slowly, and I could almost see the 
wheels turning in his head, trying to work out how much 
to reveal to me. He paused for a second too long.

“Just tell me, Iain!” I shouted, slamming my hands
down on his desk. “Stop hiding things from me! Tell me 
the truth, or I swear I’ll hole up quite happily in my room 
and grow old. You can have your damn war, but you 
won’t be getting any help from me.”

The sudden silence in the room was broken only by the 
rattling of the beads in the glass bar.
“Well apparently the stick isn’t working,” Iain said, 
completely nonplussed about me shouting in his face. “So
how about a carrot? You help us, and we’ll give you your 
magic back.”

My breath caught in my chest. That beautiful fire? The 
power that I could almost taste when it took a hold of my
veins? I held my hand out as though he’d just hand it over. 

“Not now. After you kill him.”

I told him to do something unlikely. Netalia gasped.

“Charming,” he said. “Do we have an agreement?”
“You’re asking me to kill someone,” I said, my voice 
low. I still had my hands on his desk. We were about eye 
level. “I’m not going to agree to that.”

Instead of answering, he lit a small ball of fire in the 
palm of his hand. My throat tightened as I saw my magic
again. The white flames danced, tinged with green. I
needed it back.

“Do we have an agreement?” he repeated.

As though someone else had taken control of my body, 
I heard one word fall from my lips.

“Yes.”
~Chapter Seven~

The next few days passed in a blur. I barely 

remembered agreeing to kill this man, this Phoenix, who 
threatened war. All I could think about was the white fire, 
the magic that they’d stolen from me. Home seemed a 
distant place now. I could barely remember what my 
bedroom looked like. I couldn’t remember the sound of 
my mother’s voice. My waking hours were consumed by 
the thought of the magic, the feeling of it rising with the 
adrenaline in my veins.

I was obsessed.
“May I see it?” I asked Iain for the thousandth time, at 
the end of one of my training sessions that they’d insisted
on.

He held out his hand, and the ball of fire gleamed upon
it. I watched it for a few seconds before I instinctively 
reached out for it. He closed his hand on it, the fire dying
immediately.

I sighed and let my hand fall. The swords they’d been
training with were on my back in sheaths that crossed
over, their hilts poking above my shoulders. I loved them 
almost as much as I loved the sight of my magic. I’d been
thrilled when Iain had handed them to me for the first 
time.

“They’re engraved.” I’d said in wonder, examining the 
shining blades. I carefully traced the outline of small vines 
that had been etched on the left hand sword. The other
had flames that spanned the length of the blade.

“Yes,” Iain had said, rather disgruntled. “If you find a 
way to get it off, let me know.”

“Who engraved them?” I asked, and when he didn’t tell
me, came to my own conclusion.
As they taught me how to use the swords, I tried not to
remember why. Whenever I remembered the man in the 
painting, the image of Iain holding the white fire, my 
magic, forced his visage from my mind.

After a week of training, the swords had become part of
me. They were merely extensions of my being. Netalia 
couldn’t hide her surprise - or her disappointment, 
curiously - about how fast I’d picked them up. Iain, 
however, was more focussed on the task at hand.

“You are ready,” he said at the end of a particularly
gruelling session. “We will lure him here, and you will
meet in the rose garden.”

The rose garden seemed like a strange place for an 
assassination, but I didn’t argue. Guilt was beginning to 
rise like the tide in me. Iain must’ve seen the doubt in my 
eyes, because he held out a small portion of the fire to me.

I grabbed at it like it was a lifeline. To my surprise, he 
let me, and a small flame transferred to my fingers. I
spread my hand, watching the fire dance upon the tip of 
each finger. Even with this small amount, I could feel the 
power beginning to leech into my veins like cheap wine. 

When Iain tried to take it back, I let him, unwilling to 
jeopardise my chances of getting it back for good.

I’d all but forgotten my victim.
The day of the assassination dawned bright. I felt 
hollow, empty inside. I was teetering on the edge of 
indecision, but then I’d remember the power, and how it 
felt in my blood. I needed it, and if this man was the key
to getting it, then I’d go through with it.

By the time Netalia came to get me, I was dressed 
neatly, my hair pulled back into a tight bun so as not get 
in my way. My hands were loosely clasped behind me.

“You’re eager,” she said, almost disapprovingly, like this 
wasn’t what she’d wanted all along.

“Of course I am,” I told her, following her out of the 
door. “I get my magic back today.”
I watched her closely as I said it, searching for any signs 
of deception. But when she didn’t display any, it only 
increased my certainty that by the time the sun went 
down, I’d be brimming with that delicious power, that 
beautiful white fire.

“You mustn’t let him speak to you,” Netalia said as we 
descended the stairs. “He’s an accomplished liar. Anything
he tells you is false at best.”

“Why has he agreed to see me?” I asked as I followed
her into the bright sunshine.
She didn’t answer, instead leading me to a bench in the 
midst of the roses, their flowers heavy and dipping
towards the ground. I noticed that the bench was situated
in the middle of some blood red blooms; fitting, I suppose.
I sat on the seat.

“Your swords are under the bench, within easy reach. 
And Rose,” she cupped my face in her hands, for all the 
world a wise grandmother. “Don’t hesitate.”

She strode away through the roses, back into the castle. 
I turned my face to the sun, allowing myself, for just a 
second, to enjoy the heat. I kicked my boots off and
wiggled my toes in the warm dirt. I had my eyes closed, 
half smiling, when I heard someone approach. I opened
my eyes and turned towards them.

“My gods. It really is you.”
The man called Phoenix stood in front of me. His dark 
hair hung loose, brushing the tops of his shoulders. He 
looked down at me, his eyes full of something that made
me shiver.

Don’t hesitate
I rose from the bench slowly. Suddenly, the thought of
the white fire consumed me, and before I could control
my actions, I’d swung my right sword across my body, on
a path directly towards his throat.

He moved quicker than should be possible. In a flash, 
he’d deflected my sword with only a small dagger. I felt 
my arm cross down, in a position that I knew I couldn’t 
guard from. Obviously Phoenix realised it too, for he 
reached down and gripped my wrist tightly until I was 
forced to release the sword. It fell to the soft ground with 
a thud.

“What are you doing?” he asked, his eyes full of
confusion.
I didn’t respond, instead reaching behind me to the 
small of my back from the dagger I kept there. I inwardly 
cursed myself for only snatching the right sword, but the 
left had slipped from my grip.

Phoenix saw what I was doing, and whilst my hand was 
still behind my back, he held it there and pulled me close. 
He looked down at me, our bodies pressed together.

“Let me go!” I snapped, struggling, but his hold was like 
iron. 

“Sky, this isn’t you,” he said, his eyes searching mine. 
“Why are you trying to hurt me?”
“I’m not,” I replied, still trying to wrench free of his 
grasp. I saw the white fire in my mind’s eye again. “I’m 
trying to kill you.”

He frowned, the lines appearing between his bright 
orange eyes. 

“Why?”

“He’s an accomplished liar. Anything he tells you is 
false at best.”
“Because you took my memories from me!” I choked
back sudden tears as I said it. “They said you took my 
memories... I lost a whole year.”

Suddenly, all of the pent up frustration of the past few 
weeks of being kept in the dark burst forwards. The tears 
that had been welling in my eyes spilled down my cheeks 
as I felt the full brunt of shame hit me.

I was trying to  killthis man. Though evidently, I hadn’t 
done a very good job, my intentions still stood. 
“I didn’t take your memories, my love,” he said as I
cried into his chest. “Iain did. And I know you don’t 
remember anything, so it’s purely my word against his, 
but I hope you believe me.”

“I don’t know what to bloody well believe anymore!” I
sobbed. “I’ve been played and used and lied to but I don’t 
know who by! I don’t know who’s telling the truth. I don’t 
know who’s lying. It’s driving me insane.”

He cupped my face in his hands and made me look up 
at him.

“Do you remember anything?” he asked softly, and for a
moment it sounded as though he was pleading.

The sunwas setting...
“Something,” I whispered, suddenly recalling my flash 
back in Ar Cena. “I remember... a sunset. A sunset over a
forest. And it was so beautiful.”

He smiled, and brushed a thumb against my cheek, 
much like I’d done to his portrait.

“Our first kiss.” He told me softly.
“And,” I said, images now flying before my mind’s eye. 
“I remember yelling... and screaming,” I narrowed my 
eyes, struggling to recall. “Fire, I think. And,” I looked up
into his eyes, which were only inches from my face. “Your 
eyes. Immense sadness.”

He pressed his forehead against mine and closed his 
eyes. I didn’t mind a bit. His presence was calming the 
frantic need for my magic. It was dulling the obsession.

“Our last kiss.” He said finally.
I closed my eyes, my lashes brushing his cheek. I felt 
his hand leave the one behind my back and work its way 
up towards my hair. I didn’t stop him as he undid the tie 
holding my hair in a bun. The long waves cascaded down
and tumbled over my shoulders, the breeze pushing it 
back slightly.

“Did you love me?” I asked him.

His thumb brushed my cheek again, but this time his 
hand remained there, half cupping my face.

“I still do,” he whispered, and when he leant down to 
kiss me I didn’t stop him.
His kiss, though soft at first, quickly became desperate. 
He let my other hand go, but I didn’t reach for my knife. 
Instead I wrapped my arms around his neck and stood on
my tip toes so as to deepen the kiss. His arms went around 
my waist, clutching me tightly.

He broke the contact suddenly.
“I have to go,” he said, his voice low. “But we’ll see each 
other again soon. I want to help you regain your
memories, Sky. Don’t listen to Iain and Netalia. They’re 
the ones who banished you, and they’re using you now. 
Don’t be a pawn.”

He kissed me again. I held him to me for one final 
moment; the second he’d broken away, I’d felt the 
obsessive need for my magic rise again, and I wasn’t sure if 
I’d be able to control my actions. 

“Go,” I whispered, stepping back. I clenched my fists as 
the urge to attack him rose. “Go, now, quickly.”
He frowned, stepping forwards. The tension lowered 
slightly.

“Sky, what is it?”
“I’ll explain later, but right now I don’t know how long
I can control this,” I hissed. It was causing me physical 
pain to stand there, immobile. “Go!”

He went. I gripped my head as it pounded.

The fire. The whitefire.The power inmy blood, inmy 
veins. 

I needed the magic or I’d go insane.
“That was quite a performance,” Netalia remarked, 
suddenly appearing next to the bench I’d been sitting on. 
She had my swords in her hands. “You were meant to kill
him, not kiss him, Rose.”

“You’ll forgive me for not committing murder,” I 
retorted sharply, the pain in my head roaring. I clutched 
my head. “It might come as a surprise to learn that I’m not 
as soulless as you are.”

“The irony kills me,” she remarked dryly. “Come with 
me. Now.”

The kind grandmother was gone. In her place was a 
bitter old woman who hated me. 

She’d always been that, I realised as I followed her. She 
was never my friend.

“The fire,” I asked her, and I winced when I realised it 
sounded like I was begging. “Please. My magic.”
“You didn’t do what we asked,” she replied. I followed
her into the castle, the cool shadow of the building
enveloping me. “But I will appeal to Iain.”

“You will?” I asked, hope rising in my chest.
It’s a trap! I thought furiously, struggling against my 
own consciousness. She won’t hand it over, they’ll never 
hand it over, run, go now, don’t be an idiot!

But try as I might, I could turn my body around. Not if 
there was some chance that I might get my magic back.

Instead of leading me towards Iain’s office, she took me 
down a flight of stairs.

“Where are we going?” I asked nervously. I followed
her against my will.

“Iain is working down here today,” she replied, not 
looking up at me.
I knew she was lying, but I couldn’t stop myself
following her. It was no surprise to me when we emerged
into the dungeons below the castle.

Before I could even begin contemplating resisting, she 
turned, gripped my wrists and secured iron shackles 
around them.

“You knew the end of the bargain you’d get if you 
didn’t follow through,” she snarled, anger marring her soft 
features. “So here you stay.”

I fought back, managing to get my hands free. I swung
both fists at her, catching her just under the chin. Her
head jerked back, and just as I was feeling guilty for 
hitting an old woman, she lashed out at me, and magic my own magic, I realised with dread - hit me with full
force. 

I was knocked backwards into a cell. As I struggled to 
my feet, Netalia slammed the door closed with awful
finality. Blood trickled down her neck from the wound on
her jaw.

“I’ll be back down in a couple of days to discuss your
trial,” she said through the bars and my blood ran cold.

“Trial?” I asked in disbelief. “Trial for what?”

“I’m sure we can think of something.” She smirked. 

I flew at her, the shackles around my wrists clinking as 
I gripped the bars that separated us.
“You’re making a mistake,” I told her through the bars. 
Our faces were inches apart. “I’ll get out of here, and then
I’ll make you realise just how big that mistake is.”

“That’d be a lot more terrifying if you weren’t alone 
behind bars without any magic,” she said, her features 
smug. I wanted to hit her again. She turned and began to 
walk back up the stairs. “Sit tight, Sky. Your fate is already 
decided.”

I repeated all of the swear words that I’d shouted at her
that first day in this very cell, spitting them through the
bars with as much venom as I could muster. 

But she didn’t turn around.

She didn’t come back.
I was alone.
~Chapter Eight~

I don’t know how long I stayed in that cell. Days
blurred together, and I slept only out of exhaustion. The 
shackles chaffed my wrists. I grew hungrier and hungrier
all of the time, until hunger didn’t exist anymore and 
there was only hollowness. My lips dried and cracked and
bled.

I forgot what sunshine felt like. The only light in the 
dungeons came from the torches which burned endlessly.
I slept sitting up in the far corner, my chin on my chest. 

“What a right mess you’ve gotten into,” the familiar
voice berated me once again. I’d gotten used to this 
hallucination. “Is this where you disappeared to, daughter
of mine?”

“Yes,” I croaked. “I’m stuck in here.”
“Then you need to get yourself out,” my mother 
propped her hands on her hips and looked about. “You 
need to come back to me.”

“I can’t,” I whispered. A tear leaked out of my eye and
trickled down my cheek. “I can’t, Mum, I’m sorry.”

I closed my eyes for a second, and when I opened them 
she was gone.

“I’m sorry.” I repeated. 

The tear had run dry. I was too dehydrated and
exhausted to keep crying. 
Hours passed, and only when I found myself growing
sleepy did I realise it must be night. I slept obediently, 
though not comfortably. 

Footsteps coming down the steps to my cell jerked me 
awake. I eyed the stairs off apprehensively; another
hallucination?

Netalia came into view, her robes clean and pure, the 
wound on her neck gone like it had never existed. She was 
carrying a small tin bowl. 

“The date for your trial has been decided,” she was 
saying. I barely heard her, my attention focussed 
completely on the bowl in her hand. “And I’ve heard 
rumours that the outcome is not going to be good.”

She grinned to herself and put the bowl down in front 
of the bars. I went to scoot towards it but stopped myself, 
assessing her warily. She chuckled.

“It’s alright. We need you alive for your trial, 
remember?”
She turned and headed back up the stairs. I dived for 
the bowl then. I pulled it through the bars carefully, the 
small amount of liquid it contained sloshing around. I 
went to plunge my face in it but then thought better of it. 
I picked it up in my hands, taking care not to tangle it in
the shackles still clamped around my wrists. I inhaled
cautiously, trying to figure out what it was. I couldn’t 
smell anything, so I lifted it to my lips and sipped warily.

It was a beef broth. I took a long draught, swallowed 
and took another. When I felt it hit my empty stomach, 
however, I immediately tore myself away.

I remembered from my Outdoor Education class in
school the dangers of eating or drinking too quickly when
dehydrated. And I could not afford to throw this all back 
up.

I set the bowl down reluctantly, and then stood and
walked away from it. I could already feel a modicum of 
strength returning to my limbs. I stretched as high as I 
could, feeling my skin pull taught over my ribs. I glanced
down and blanched as I saw them showing clearly 
through my skin underneath the thin material of my shirt. 

They were going to let my out for my trial. I had one 
chance. I was going to take it.
I carefully got down on the floor. It was cold and gritty
beneath my fingers, but I ignored the unpleasantness. 
Straining, I pushed myself off of the floor.

I managed three push ups before I collapsed, utterly
spent. I rewarded myself with another sip from the 
precious bowl.

I alternated between napping, drinking and trying to do 
my push ups. I didn’t know when they’d set my trial for,
but I knew I didn’t want to find out the hard way. I 
listened for any sounds of someone coming down the 
stairs, but no one came that day, nor the day after.

The day I finished the broth I completed fifteen push 
ups. 
I sat on the floor, breathing hard. My clothes were 
utterly filthy, and I’d accidentally ripped one side of the 
pants. I didn’t sleep on that side anymore; the floor was 
too cold on my bare skin. 

I crawled over to my bowl and picked it up. I licked the 
bottom optimistically, but I’d done this so many times 
already that all I tasted was old tin. 

I sat it in my lap anyway and curled around it. It 
retained a small amount of heat, and any warmth was 
welcome. I wriggled bare toes on the floor of my cell, 
sighing as I yet again relived the moment when I’d kicked 
off the solid, sturdy boots they’d given me.

And the man, Phoenix. He said he’d see me again soon, 
but whilst I hadn’t conformed to the age-old tradition of
the prisoner scratching tally marks on the wall, I guessed 
that it had been about three weeks in my cell. What did 
this man classify as soon?

He said he loved me. I was beginning to feel like a fool
for believing him.
I flexed my arm experimentally. I was rewarded with a
tiny bulge of new muscle. I grinned. If anything, I wanted
to land a good solid punch on one of the two. I’d already
guessed that my sentence was going to be the worst of the 
worst. What I didn’t understand was why they were going
through this charade of a trial.

It suddenly struck me that there might be other people
present. If so, would I be able to appeal to them? I pursed 
my lips; Iain and Netalia were too smart to risk anyone 
bailing me out of my ‘trial’. 

I screwed my eyes shut. The aching, yearning pull for 
my magic had taken over again. I fought it down. It left 
me weak and I couldn’t afford that. I would only have one 
chance.

I was on my own. With this thought, I got back on the 
ground and slowly began to count off my push ups again.
I was napping lightly in my corner sometime the next 
day. I was dreaming of white, flickering flames, and when
Netalia’s footsteps woke me, I felt invigorated, stronger 
somehow.

I knew today was the day of my trial.
“Glad to see you up and about,” she said mockingly, 
approaching my cell. “Let’s go. I don’t want to keep them
waiting.”

My heart leapt at ‘them’. There was going to be other 
people. I could win them over. I could appeal to them.
Maybe this was going to be a real trial after all.
She led me up the cold, stone stairwell. I followed
obediently, wondering if I should strike her now or wait 
to see if my trial would be fair and just. I decided on the 
latter; I hated Netalia, but something in me repelled the 
idea of striking the older woman… again.

We emerged into a long corridor, but it was abandoned. 
I looked around as we walked, seemingly at the tapestries 
hanging on the walls but really looking for my way out 
once I escaped. I winced as the shackles on my wrists 
shifted, scraping the raw wounds beneath them.

We arrived at double doors, and my heart sank as I 
realised that this was it, and I hadn’t managed to pick my 
way out. 

“Good luck.” Netalia said sarcastically, and then pushed
the doors open.

I took a step forward hesitantly. She nodded, and I 
continued in.
It was a large stone hall, with seats that stretched up to 
the ceiling; what I would’ve called bleachers back in my 
world. My heart leapt as I saw that they were all full, that 
every seat in the room was taken.

My heart sank just as quickly as I saw that they were 
faceless shadows. Every one of them was identical, a mass 
of shadow with the distinct form of a person. I heard a 
slight chuckle and cast my gaze forwards.

Iain presided over the hall from behind a high, wooden
desk. He wore his usual robes, his features smug. I licked
dry lips as I remembered the magic he held in his 
possession.

My magic. And I wasn’t leaving here without it.

“Come forwards, Sky,” he said, leering at me. “Where I 
and the witnesses can see you.”

I obeyed absentmindedly, too distracted by the shadows 
in the seats surrounding me and the thought of my magic. 

“What are they?” I asked.

“Exactly as they seem,” Iain replied. “Shadows. Now, 
shall we get to business?”

He took my scowl as a reply.

“You are Rose Evermore, of the human realm?”

I didn’t reply.

“Sky of this realm?”

No answer again. He frowned down at me.
“You’re only hurting yourself, Rose,” he remarked. 
“Here’s your chance to speak up.”
I ignored him. I could see Netalia out of the corner of 
my eye; I’d already decided she was my target once I’d
seen the desk Iain was hiding behind. I couldn’t scale it in
time without him attacking me, and I knew that if I tried
to run, Iain would strike me down with my own power.

Iain continued on to read out my supposed charges. I
didn’t flinch or show any emotion as he labelled me a
traitor. For starters, I’d only been in this new realm for so
long and therefore thought myself unable to be a traitor to 
a country I’d never been loyal to… that I could remember.

I balled my fists as the false trial continued. I bit my lip 
until it bled when Iain called for the death sentence as my 
punishment. I’d known that this is what this trial had 
been coming to all along.

“Won’t I just reincarnate?” I asked sarcastically, 
interrupting his spiel.
“Not for another thousand years,” Netalia spoke up
from right behind me. Cold sweat trickled down my spine. 
“And then we’ll deal with her the exact same way we’ve 
dealt with you.”

I turned and lunged. The chain of my shackles caught 
her in the chest and we fell to the ground. A moment of
shame struck me as I saw her white hair splayed out over 
the stone floor, but that shame vanished as she raked nails 
down my face, cutting deeply. I cried out, but didn’t 
budge.

“Release her!” Iain boomed, and I heard the hint of
panic in his voice. “Rose, release her this instant!”
“Or what?” I called loudly. I could feel blood trickling
down my neck, warm and sticky. “Or you’ll blast both of 
us? I don’t think so.”

“Do it!” Netalia snarled, and fear shot through me as I 
saw the madness in her eyes. She’d rather do away with 
both of us than let me escape. “Do it, Iain!”

“I dare you.” Someone else said.
I looked up. The man from my bedroom stood in the 
doorway, flanked by people whom I didn’t recognise. The 
sight of him filled me with renewed hope.

“Jett,” Iain spat. “What are you hoping to accomplish 
here?”

“Why don’t you wait and see?” Jett replied calmly. 
“Release my daughter and you might not have to find out.”

I took a sharp intake of breath, but only Netalia heard.
“Attack them!” Iain cried, and the shadow spectators 
swooped down.
I immediately lost sight of Jett and the others. They 
were cut off from me by a mass of whirling darkness. One 
shadow descended on me and grabbed at my arm. I gritted 
my teeth as icy coldness racked my body. I fought it, using
my shackles as a weapon again. Netalia scrambled to her 
feet and fled into the shadows. The one that had attacked
me vanished as I fought it, but it left me feeling weak and
cold.

They feed off of energy, I realised. 
Another came for me, and I took up a fighting stance. 
Before it could reach me, however, a tongue of yellow 
flame swallowed it up.

“Alright?” a young man asked me. I recognised him as 
the one who’d come down to my cell shortly after I’d 
torched Netalia, the one with golden hair.

I nodded, the motion making my chains clink. He 
glanced down at them.
“Here,” he said, motioning for me to hold my arms out. 
I did so. He wrapped his hands around the chain
connecting my wrists, and yellow sparks shot between his 
fingers. The chain fell apart, though the shackles 
themselves still clung to my wrists. “Better?”

“Slightly,” I told him. “Who are you?”

His face fell. Before he had a chance to respond, more 
shadows fell on us. We fought them, though I could feel
myself weakening each time I made contact with one. 

I battered one aside, and as it shifted into smoky
nothingness, I saw Jett shoot a huge tongue of dark flame 
at Iain. The man behind the desk fought it, white flames 
barrelling down at the younger man on the floor.

The sight of my magic invigorated me, and strength 
flooded my veins.

I would not leave here without it, I thought again.

“Sky,” Jett called, seeing me. “Here!”
He flung something at me. I caught it easily, thanking
the young man with golden hair for my renewed 
dexterity. 

I held two swords in my hands. My swords. How had 
they gotten them?
I didn’t stop to think about it. I slung the swords onto 
my back and then unsheathed them. I didn’t have to touch 
the shadows now to destroy them, and within a few 
minutes, the room was almost empty of them.

I saw Jett run towards Iain’s desk. He crouched when
he reached the base of it, and I understood what he 
wanted. I took a running start, and then leapt onto his 
back. He stood, thrusting me high into the air with the aid 
of his own magic. I landed squarely on Iain’s desk, and
before he could react, pressed my right hand sword to his 
throat.

“You made a mistake when you retrained me with 
these.” I told him.
~Chapter Nine~

“Are you alright?” Jett asked me for the thousandth 
time. 

“Fine,” I responded. “Just exhausted.”
I was suffering the ill effects of too much exertion after 
not enough nourishment. I’d been fed another bowl of
beef broth, though I’d left half of it when my stomach 
gurgled in rather unpleasant fashion. Steam rose from the 
abandoned bowl beside me, and I resisted the urge to
drain what was left.

“Where are Iain and Netalia now?” I asked him.
“In the dungeons below us. Some of our people are 
watching them.”

“Will they be able to stop them escaping?” I asked. 
“They’re powerful. Are your people?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he sat heavily in the chair 
behind Iain’s desk. 

“How are you feeling?” he asked me again, and I sighed.

“ Fine,” I said exasperated. “Why do you keep asking me 
that?”

“Because I’m trying to decide if you’re strong enough.”

Why did everyone have to be so cryptic?

“Strong enough for what?”

His dark eyes met mine.

“For your memories to be returned.”

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry.

“You can return them to me?” I asked. “But Iain said 
that Phoenix took them.”
“Phoenix did not take your memories,” he’d said as 
much, but I didn’t know how much to believe. “Iain took 
your memories when you broke the rules. You were 
banished.”

I clutched my head. I was so confused. I didn’t 
remember ever being here before, I’d lost a year of my life, 
all of these new people in this strange land were pointing
fingers at each other – you took her memories, no, you 
took her memories.

“I can send you home if you like,” Jett was saying, 
though he seemed sad at the prospect. “I can deliver you 
back there and remove any trace that you were ever here.”

I considered it. A few weeks ago, that was all I had 
wanted. But now, the thought of going back into my 
normal life when I knew that there was magic in the 
world… I was already shaking my head.

“I at least want my memories,” I told him. “I want to be 
able to make an informed decision.”

“Are you sure-”

“Yes,” I snapped. I held out my hand as though he’d just 
hand it over. “Care to reintroduce me to Sky?”

He grinned at that. 

“I think you’re going to like her.” He replied, and then
reached over and took my hand.
A blur of colours whirled past my eyes. I was lost in the 
visions as they filled me up. A girl with long curly hair 
and bright blue eyes. The young man with golden hair.

Dustin.

The man in the rose garden. The reason I’d been
banished. I’d fallen in love.
The twin swords were so familiar because they were 
my swords. Though they’d been plain when I owned
them. The engravings had been carved into them since I’d 
been gone.

And the man in front of me.

“Dad.” I choked, and then his arms were around me and 
I was crying into his cloak. 

He gripped me to him so tightly it almost hurt. I wiped 
my eyes on his clothes and then took a step back.

“Or Jett. Which do you prefer?” I asked, my eyes 
watery.

He pretended to mull it over.

“Dad has a nice ring to it.” He said finally and we both 
grinned at each other.

“Where are my friends?” I asked. “Are they here in the 
castle?”
“They are indeed, though some of them joined me 
when you first arrived. Dustin managed to tip off a few of 
your classmates that you were here; believe it or not, Iain
and Netalia continued classes as though nothing was 
different. Whenever you went somewhere, they made
sure that the area was clear of people.”

Wow. I’d been right when I’d seen the stalls in the 
stables and been in the library.

“They tried to make me kill Phoenix,” I said, my head 
in my hands as I remembered. “I almost did.”
As I recalled the moment they’d asked me to kill him, I
remembered their incentive. I grit my teeth as the 
overwhelming need for my power gripped me. My father
took my arm and sat me down next to my lukewarm bowl
of broth. To distract myself from the cravings, I allowed
myself another sip of the liquid. It quelled my hunger as 
well as the yearning for my magic.

“Sky. They took your magic. Do you know what that 
means?” I shook my head. “It’s not widely spoken about, 
but when a mage has their magic taken, it can instil
immense withdrawal symptoms.”

“Like a drug addict?” I asked.
“I wouldn’t know, personally, but yes. The idea is the 
same. You would’ve done whatever was necessary to get 
your magic back if there was any chance that you could. 
It’s very dangerous, and they’ve abused something sacred,” 
his features hardened. “A mage is always entitled to their 
magic.”

I sensed there was more to his words than he was 
letting on, but information was coming so fast and furious 
that I didn’t bother pursuing it. Instead, I asked the 
question that had been burning on my lips since sitting
down in this office.

“Can I get my magic back from Iain?”
My heart thudded as I waited for Jett’s reply. I wanted
it, no, needed it to stay sane. Otherwise I didn’t know 
what would happen. 

“You can,” he said, and relief washed through me. “It’ll
be difficult, though.”

“I don’t care,” I said immediately, and then cringed as I
heard myself. “I mean, I would really like it.”
“It’s ok,” he said, taking my hand in both of his. “I 
know how it feels to be without your magic… well I know 
in theory. I’ve never had to suffer through it before.”

I nodded, though still felt ashamed. I closed my eyes as 
the image of my sword swinging towards Phoenix’s neck 
played yet again in my mind’s eye.

“Where is Phoenix?” I asked, expecting Jett to reply 
easily. Instead, he took a deep breath and looked down. I
felt his hands tighten around mine. “Dad?” He looked up
at me. “Where’s Phoenix?”

“Exile,” he said, and my heart stopped. “They exiled
him shortly after they banished you. They couldn’t send 
him to the human realm, he has no life there. So they 
exiled him to the North.”

I breathed heavily through my nose. The rage that was 
rising inside of me was beginning to overpower even the 
desire for my magic. 

“So we fought to keep him here, out of his step-father’s 
clutches, and now they’ve exiled him.”

“Yes.”

“But he came back,” I recalled the rose garden. “And 
said he’d see me again soon.”

Jett smiled.
“Well, he was apparently full of confidence in our
ability to get you back. He tipped us off about you, what 
they were making you do, what they’d done to you, and
then he returned to Orthandrell.”

“Why?” I asked, completely baffled. “Why would he 
return to the place he was trying to run from?”
“These questions are best answered by those who know 
more on the subject,” he replied. “There will be a few 
people arriving in a couple of days to help us sift your
magic from Iain.”

“Okay,” I could use a few days of peace to let this all
sink in. But there was another matter weighing heavily on
my mind. “Je-Dad... could I contact my mum? Is there any 
way to do that?”

“I can have a letter delivered to her,” he said, his voice 
suddenly taking on a strange quality. “What would you 
like to say?”

I sat at his desk for some time, gnawing on the end of a 
quill. In the end, I just wrote down what had happened as 
clearly as possible. It was inevitable that she’d think I was 
insane, but I couldn’t to lie to her; one day I hoped to
prove this all to her. 

I finished the letter, holding it up to read it. Satisfied
that I hadn't left anything out, I blew the ink gently to
help it dry. I caught Jett looking at me strangely.
“What?” I asked, still holding the parchment aloft.

“I’m just trying to get my head around the fact that I
have a daughter,” he said quietly. “All circumstances 
considered, our reunion was a bit far-fetched, don’t you 
think?”

I put the letter down.

“Why did you never visit?” I responded. “Why did I 
never hear from you?”
“I had no idea you existed,” he picked up my hand and
folded it between his. “Up until the very moment you 
were banished, I didn’t connect the dots. It had been so
long since I’d seen your mother... and to think I had been
standing in her kitchen when I rescued you from the fire!”

“I didn’t believe it either,” I said. “I’d gone so long
without a father that to have one again felt... false. Wrong, 
almost. No, not wrong,” I corrected as his face fell. 
“Different, I suppose.”

We sat together quietly, until I asked another question
that I’d always wondered about.

“Do I have grandparents?”

“You did until a few years ago. Both lived and died in
Gowar. They lived long, happy lives. Of course, they 
would’ve been happier if they’d known they had a 
granddaughter.”

“Any aunts or uncles?”

He was already shaking his head, having guessed my 
next question.

“No, just me. I was an only child.”

“Well, ‘just you’,” I patted his hands and grinned. “How 
does it feel do be a dad?”
“So far I’ve gone through a whole whirlwind of 
emotions, but I tore through a universe to get to you and
to be quite honest, I want to challenge Phoenix to some 
kind of duel. Apart from that, I guess I just want to be a 
barrier between you and the world but... I really can’t, can 
I?” His dark eyes were wide, and I realised he was truly 
asking.

“I don’t think so,” I said, trying to ignore the tears that
had gathered in my eyes. “When I was littler maybe, but 
now... Now I’ve got to fall and get hurt and learn on my 
own.”

“I understand,” he tightened his grip on my fingers. 
“But anyone you want to be dealt with, just point and nod, 
alright?”

I laughed through my tears. I stood and he hugged me 
to him, resting his chin on my head.
“You tore through the realms for me,” I sniffed into his 
robes, suddenly realising what he’d done to get me back. 
“You blatantly defied Iain and Netalia and started a 
revolution.”

“I’d rip through any universe just to make sure you 
were safe,” he murmured quietly. “As for the revolution... 
well, let’s just say that was a by-product of fatherly love.  I 
needed a small army to get you back.”

He kissed me on top of my hair on then let me go.
“Now, I feel I’ve been selfish keeping you all to myself. 
I think there are some students who very much want to 
see you.”

I grinned widely at that. As much as my body yearned
for power, my heart ached for my friends.

“Where are they?

~

I didn’t have a chance to knock on the door once before 
it was thrown open.
“You’re here!” Yasmin screeched and pulled me into a 
hug. Two more people joined us, and I looked up to see 
Rain and Ispin grinning down at me.

“Can I get in there?” someone asked, and I peered
around Ispin’s curly hair to spy Dena.

I opened my arms to her. She held me tightly.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, but 
she was grinning. “But I’m glad you made your way back.”
I returned the smile. I knew she was hiding the fact 
that I’d told her my human name. It was probably better 
this way.

I hugged Theresa and Petre, then looked around.

“Dustin said he’d be here soon,” Rain said, perching on
the table. “He was on guard duty.”

Guard duty? I began to ask, but then remembered. “Oh, 
right.”
Everyone in the room shifted uncomfortably. Just as 
Petre opened his mouth to say something, there was a 
light knock on the door and then Dustin entered, towing
Raven with him.

“Hello,” she said to me, somewhat subdued. “Good to 
see you again.”
“You too,” I said, smiling. I remembered bringing down
the rogue scout with her in the woods outside the 
Academy. “What are you doing here?”

I hadn’t meant to sound like I was accusing her of 
intruding on our private reunion, but when she glanced 
worriedly at Dustin, I felt like I’d swallowed a small
pebble. I suddenly remembered his interest in meeting her
when I introduced her to the group.

Oh.
Dustin, oblivious, hugged me as tight as anyone else 
had. I beamed at him, momentarily forgetting my 
consternation about Raven.

“Thank you,” I told him warmly. “I’ve been informed 
that you were a major player in bringing Iain and Netalia 
down.”

“I’d like to think myself somewhat responsible,” he 
said. “But I just wanted to get you out of there. It didn’t 
take a genius to figure out what was going on.”

Didn’t it? I still felt like I was swimming out of my 
depth.

“Mother sends her greetings,” Petre said from beside
Rain. “She and Father will be here soon with my siblings.”

I smiled, but something about his sentence stood out to
me. Then I figured out what it was.

“Siblings?” I asked, my eyes wide. “Plural?”

“Yes,” he confirmed, his eyes sparkling. “Little baby Sky
is one year old now.”

Tears brimmed in my eyes as I hugged him again. 
“Congratulations on a little sister,” I told him, punching
him lightly in the arm. “How does it feel to be a big
brother?”

He rubbed his arm, pretending to be miffed.

“Well, I was already a big brother, Sky. Oh, and Samlin
is dying to see you.”
I brightened even more, if that was possible. Petre’s
little brother Sammy was one of my favourite people in
the world. I looked forward to seeing him.

“Does anyone know what’s going on?” I asked the 
group as a whole, sitting in a chair just below Rain, who 
still presided over the group on her table. “Because I am so 
confused.”

The group as one, looked to Dena. I followed their 
gazes to meet my best friend’s eyes.
“Well, it’s been a year since you were banished,” she 
began. Everyone was settling in and I realised there was a 
lot to tell. “Everyone was really shaken up about it, and
there was almost a full-scale rebellion just from the 
students about it. But before we had time to recover and 
maybe think about doing just that, they exiled Phoenix.”

Everyone in the room looked down. I licked my dry 
lips.

“Why?” I asked. “Was it just because of us, or-”

“Yes,” Dena said, but Theresa cut in.
“You have to tell her the whole story,” the red-headed 
girl said, her yellow-green eyes hard. “Or there’s no point 
in telling it.”

“What?” I demanded. “Dena, what’s going on?”

She sighed, tucking her hair behind her ear.
“They exiled him because of you two, yes, but also for 
another reason. You see, after you were gone, he lost the 
plot a little.”

My heart twisted painfully.
“Eleanora tried to calm him down. She tried to be there 
for him.”

Eleanora. The young woman who had tried to make my 
life hell for the one year I attended the Academy.

“What happened?”

Dena closed her eyes and tried to form the words, but 
failed.

“He took her magic,” Theresa said for her. “He stole 
Eleanora’s magic.”

“ What?” my mouth fell open. “He did  what?”

“She went back to her family in Thurin. She’s no longer 
a mage.”

I was shaking violently. Ispin put his arm around me. 

“How can he do that?” I asked. “Can anyone do that?”
“No. Only him.” Theresa folded her arms. “They sent 
him away because they couldn’t risk that happening to 
anyone else.”

I found myself nodding, as though approving of his 
exile. I stopped immediately.
“And Eleanora?” I asked.
“No one has seen or heard from my soul mate in almost 
a year,” Dustin said, his voice hard. He had his arm around 
Raven. “I’ve been to Thurin several times, but each time 
her family would not allow me to see her.”

“Rumour has it they’re not treating her very well,”
Ispin said, uncharacteristically grave. “My family are close 
to hers, but they haven’t been getting on lately. My 
mother disagrees with what they’re doing.”

Poetic justice, the colder side of me snarled. I recalled
the way Eleanora reacted to my claims of slavery amongst 
the servants who were the lower members of society due 
to their lack of magic.

But the other side of me remembered the good parts of 
her. She had fought for Phoenix, had risked her life to 
keep him in the castle. And now he’d taken her magic
from her and lowered her to the status of the very people
she’d belittled. 

“Do you think they’d let me see her?” I asked, but 
everyone ignored the question. I took that as a no. I 
doubted that Eleanora would want to see me anyone, 
would probably misinterpret why I wanted to see her. I
desperately hoped that she didn’t think that I’d gloat. 
After all, I was as magic-less as her at the current moment. 
That meant she would be going through the same 
withdrawal symptoms as I was.

Except she’d been going through them for a year.

I shuddered at the thought. Luckily, Dena was 
continuing her story and all eyes had turned to her.
“After he was exiled and Eleanora had returned to her 
home estate, Iain and Netalia tried to return the Academy 
to how it had been before. They succeeded, in a way; I 
think all of the students had been through so much that 
they just wanted to try to regain some degree of normalcy 
again.”

“That’s not to say we didn’t fight,” Yasmin told me. 
“We gave them as much trouble as we dared to. We still
learnt, but we refused to hand up assignments, we’d miss 
classes as often as we could, we never returned library 
books…”

“You rebels,” I said, grinning. “I’m sure the librarians 
are ropeable.”
“We didn’t want to risk getting banished ourselves,” 
Theresa told me, and my grin faded. “I’m sure you 
understand.”

We locked eyes for a second in a battle of wills. I broke 
it as I nodded slowly.

“Of course I understand. I would never have wanted
you to risk banishment in honour of my memory.”
“And so we entered our second year of education pretty 
subdued.  We’d lost two students in our first year; I think 
everyone was expecting it to happen again. When it 
didn’t, we were all relieved. We let ourselves get 
comfortable. I’m ashamed to say that we all just kind of 
accepted that we’d never see you again.”

My stomach sank, and everyone looked appropriately
apologetic but Dena ploughed on through.
“At the end of our second year, Jett was getting restless. 
We could tell something had happened, but we were too 
comfortable to hope. When he disappeared at the 
beginning of term, however, we all began to wake up. We 
knew something was going on. We were trying to get all
the information we could.

“But he never came back. We hadn’t seen him for a few 
weeks when Dustin discovered you in the dungeons and
realised we’d all been living on top of you for goodness
knows how long. Most of us left that night, to find Jett, 
and to begin planning how to take you back,” her eyes
were serious. “We began planning how to overthrow Iain
and Netalia.”

“And today we succeeded,” Petre said. “Today, they sit 
in cells below the Academy and you sit here with us-”
“Memories intact.” I finished. “So what now? Does
anyone have any master plans? What’s going on with 
Phoenix? Do we bring him back? Forgive him? Should we 
try and bring Eleanora back as well?”

Dena held up a hand to stop my plethora of questions.
“We’ve been instructed not to let you question us too
much. We were supposed to give you the run down on
what’s been happening since you left, but Jett wants to
wait for a few people to arrive who’ll explain it to you 
better.”

I scowled, but I really did want a comprehensive
explanation of what was going on and not half-arsed
guesses. 

“Who’s he waiting on?” I asked instead.
“We’re not sure,” Theresa admitted, chewing her lip. 
“But we’re all heading to the city shortly after they 
arrive.”

“Castor?” I asked. I’d never seen the capital of Lotheria 
in the year I’d attended the Academy. I was eager to 
remedy that. “Why the capital?”

More shrugs all around.

“What about your education? You’re in your third 
year.”
“Jett warned us it may be patchy from now on; he says 
the times we’re about to enter may not allow for a 
thorough education,” Dena explained. “Either way, we’ll
continue when we can, when we have time. I’m coming to 
the city with you, but I’ll be spending a lot of my time at
the hospital there.”

I remembered Dena’s healing talents and her
enthusiasm to further her education down that line. I 
remembered Jett offering to speak to the matrons in
charge of the city hospital to see if he could arrange for 
her to learn with them. Apparently, they’d accepted.

“Did he say when we leave?”

“In a few days after whoever we’re waiting on arrives,” 
Dena said. “So you’ve got time to settle in.”

I nodded, and my stomach growled. Apparently it had 
digested the beef broth. Rain heard.

“How about a shower and dinner?” she asked, and 
nothing had ever sounded better to me in my life.
I found the bathrooms easily; the castle itself hadn’t 
changed. As I stood under the jet of hot water, the grease 
and grime of three weeks being washed down the drain, I
prodded my stomach, appalled by how skinny I’d gotten
during my time in the dungeons. Though I’d never been
overweight, I’d always had curves due to a raging appetite
and a love of food. Some of those curves had turned to 
muscle during my time with the Academy previously, but 
they’d softened during my year back in the human realm. 
Now they were gone completely, and my ribs were 
showing clearly under my skin. I thought of the food 
down in the cafeteria and my stomach rumbled again. I
quickly rubbed some shampoo through my hair before 
rinsing it and getting out. Out of habit, I drifted back to
my old room in my towel, but paused outside the door.

The room I’d stayed in when Iain and Netalia were 
manipulating me into working for them had been a 
different one closer to Iain’s office. As far as I knew, no 
one had been into my room since my departure a year ago. 
I took a deep breath and then pushed the door open.

It was exactly as I remembered. The bed was neatly
made and the fireplace was set, waiting for dancing flames 
that would heat the entire room.

I lit the lamp that sat on my bedside table, and the 
room was filled with a soft golden glow. I dumped the 
clothes that I’d been wearing in a corner, never wanting to 
wear them again. In the drawer of my dressing table I 
found some of my old clothes, and I pulled on breeches, a 
green shirt and brown boots. The clothes were loose but 
they were clean. I sighed. I felt slightly at home again.

And within a few days, I’d hopefully have my magic
back. I clenched my fists and shut my eyes as longing
overtook me again. It was all I could do to resist the urge 
to go down to the dungeons and take back my power from 
Iain.

The others were waiting for me at our usual table. I ate 
with them but didn’t talk; I had too many thoughts 
whirling through my mind to even contemplate forming
an opinion on anything.

I managed a small bread roll and some cauliflower soup. 
I leant back from the bowl, feeling as though my stomach 
were fit to burst. It was only from the furtive looks that 
my friends sent me that I gathered that what I’d eaten had 
been extremely meagre.

“Are you alright?” Dena asked me as we split up to go to
bed.

“I’m ok,” I replied. “It’s just… a lot to take in. Did Jett 
say when the people he was waiting on would arrive?”

She was already shaking her head before I’d finished
my sentence. 
“Take your time and recover,” she told me. “Get some 
rest tonight, ok? I think things are about to get a lot more 
complicated.”

~Chapter Ten~

I crawled gratefully into bed, pulling the covers up to 
my chin. I closed my eyes against the darkness of the room 
but sleep eluded me.

I thought of Larni. I recognised her now as the girl 
who’d brought me my breakfast the first day I’d been
back. I hadn’t seen her since, and Iain and Netalia had 
seemed pretty upset that she’d seen me. Maybe she’d 
joined Jett and the others? But why wasn’t she here now? I
missed my friend. I was growing tired of answerless 
questions.

After another half an hour of tossing and turning I 
realised that the window was shut tight. I pushed the 
warm covers back and crawled over to it. It opened
reluctantly, screeching something awful, but as fresh night 
air began to curl through it, I relaxed immediately. I
scooted back under the covers, and suddenly my eyelids
felt as heavy as rocks. I closed them obediently, and
within seconds, fell asleep.

I awoke to birdsong. I sat up just in time to receive a 
small feathery bundle of shrieking happiness.
“Morrigan!” I said gleefully, cuddling him close. He 
allowed me to for a few seconds before squirming free and
fluttering onto my shoulder, his favourite perch. He 
preened some of my hair behind my ear, whistling slightly 
as he did so. I giggled as it tickled slightly. “I’ve missed 
you, my dear.”

He peeped as though he understood my words. I got 
dressed with him on my shoulder, though he didn’t 
appreciate being put in a shirt. He flew to my dressing
table then, and it was as I was grinning at him that I
realised my statue of Queen Fleur was gone.

I scowled. Just because I hadn’t occupied my room in a 
year didn’t mean that I didn’t want my possessions. 
Remembering what Dena had said about heading to the 
capital in a few days, I began to pull clothes from my 
drawers, folding them neatly and setting them on my bed
ready to be transported. Morrigan perched atop the pile 
when I was done. I observed the clothes and my bird with 
my hands on my hips.

“What do you reckon, Morri?” I asked him. “Are you 
coming to the big city with me?”

He leapt from the clothes and flew to my shoulder.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” I said, laughing as he stuck his 
beak in my ear.

We headed down the stairs together and into the 
cafeteria. 

“There’s a sight I’ve missed,” Dena said happily, seeing
Morri on my shoulder. “How are you, Morrigan?”
He cheeped loudly at her, though his claws didn’t 
budge from my shoulder. Morri had a very short list of 
people he would go to, and whilst he’d flown to Dena in
the past, he wasn’t going anywhere this time. 

“Any word on the other people?” I asked as I sat down. 
I was eager to know who we were waiting on.

“Nothing,” Theresa sighed. “We haven’t heard a thing.”

I could tell that the others were curious as well, but 
apparently Jett had been keeping everyone in the dark.
“What do you want to do today?” Dena asked. “Do you 
want to see Echo?”
I perked up as I remembered my horse. After we’d all
finished breakfast, we headed out to the stables. As we 
passed students on the way, most of them greeted me. I 
waved back to them, but as we emerged onto the grounds 
I turned to Dena, confused.

“What’s up with all of our classmates?” I asked. “They 
didn’t use to care about me.”

“Well, it’s been a while since anyone’s seen you,” Dena 
said.
“Yeah, give it time, they’ll get bored with you again
soon,” Theresa said, laughing. I laughed too as Dena mock 
punched her soul mate in the shoulder, but my laugh was 
mirthless. I’d learnt early on with the red-head that it was 
easier to go along with it.

“Besides, people don’t usually come back from being
banished,” Dena continued. “I mean, I gather that when
that happens, they stay that way.”

I allowed myself a small smile at that. I remembered 
stating to Netalia that they weren’t going to be able to get 
rid of me very easily.

Any thoughts of the two in the dungeons below the 
castle fled my mind as we approached the field where our 
horses spent the day. A bay mare broke away from the 
herd and galloped towards me, her ears pricked forwards.

I hugged Echo when she reached me. Morri took off as 
she snuffled my hair, as though checking me out.
“I’m fine,” I said, giggling as I removed her questing
teeth from my hair. “I didn’t bring you anything though, 
I’m sorry.”

She nipped my shoulder gently, gazing at me with large 
brown eyes.
“She wouldn’t let anyone else ride her,” Yasmin said, 
stroking Echo’s neck. “So we took her with us when we 
went on group rides. She’s been exercised enough.”

I was itching to go for a ride, but Dena wanted to go for 
a walk to the water-hole instead so I reluctantly left Echo 
in the field with abundant promises of treats and affection
later that evening. I walked with my group along the 
forest path that would lead us to our swimming hole, 
trailing behind the rest of them and letting their goodnatured chatting wash over me. 

We reached the water-hole, the small waterfall
crashing into it as it always had. I approached the water 
and stuck a finger in it, keeping a wary eye on my friends; 
I didn’t trust them to not push me in. 

The water was too cold for swimming, so instead we sat 
beside it on the rock ledge in a circle. I let the others talk, 
feeling unusually quiet. I watched Rain tease a bit of water 
from the pool, wriggling her fingers in the air until the 
water curled in on itself. I watched the ball drift
innocently towards Petre, who was completely oblivious. 
Rain noticed me watching and grinned. I was returning
that grin when Petre turned suddenly and planted a kiss 
directly onto her cheek. The water splashed onto the rocks 
as she was taken by surprise. My grin turned to laughter.

“So you guys finally happened, huh?” I asked, splaying
out on the rock. “How long did it take?”

There was a slight pause and I suddenly thought that I’d 
made a gross miscalculation. 

“I’m not sure,” Rain said, looking at Petre. “I’ve lost 
count.”

“Me too,” he replied, putting his arm around her waist. 
“I don’t think it matters.”
I watched them together with a small smile, but my 
thoughts were with Phoenix. I’d tried to kill him, tried to 
murder the man I loved. I wondered if my friends knew 
that. I couldn’t bring myself to tell them. I decided it was 
better if they didn’t know.

Another shudder of cravings shook me. It left me weak 
and trembling. I hated this. I hated being frail. 
I looked around me. None of my friends had noticed. I
glanced down at my hands surreptitiously. My knuckles 
were white, and small crescent cuts marked my palms. I
tucked my hands under my legs and addressed my next 
question to the group as a whole.

“So,” I began, wondering if I should be asking. “Dustin
and Raven.”

“What about them?” Ispin asked, lying on his back and
looking up at the sky.

“Are they... together?”

“Yeah they are,” Theresa replied. “They have been for a 
while now.”

“Ok,” I said, nodding. “I just wanted to clear that up.”

I’d missed out on so much. 
I was cut off from any further questions as one of the 
bushes closest to us on the path rustled. We all turned to 
it.

“What was that?” Rain asked, craning her neck to see 
around Petre.
“I dunno,” Ispin said. Yasmin was eyeing off some of his 
bright orange hair which had grown since I’d last seen
him. “Hold on.”

He lit a bronze flame on one fingertip and sent it 
drifting towards the bush. There was a squeak as it 
reached the foliage, and without warning, a dozen mud 
people were running at us.

The others jerked back, but I held out my hands to 
them. They crowded around me, climbing onto my hands 
and arms.

“What are they?” Theresa asked.
“They’re mud puppets that I created a few years back,” I
said. “Though they should be called mud people, because 
they’re sentient.”

One, the chief of this little tribe judging by his leaf hat, 
proudly showed me a little twig, a bug of some kind 
speared on the end.

“Did you catch that all by yourself?” I asked him. He 
smiled with his little pebble mouth. “Well done. I’m very
proud.”

The others clambered further up my arms, leaving mud 
on my skin. They eagerly showed me little trinkets they’d 
created, small vines knotted together in a certain way, a 
shiny rock they’d collected, even a little net that could 
catch the small, fresh-water shrimp in the creeks. 

“You created these?” Theresa repeated. 
“Yes. Don’t bother asking specifics because I don’t 
know them. I was mimicking something that was shown
to me by someone, but he used coals in a fireplace.”

“Phoenix.” Theresa said, and no-one could miss the 
derogatory note in her tone.
“Yes. Phoenix,” I shot back. The mud people gathered 
in the crook of my elbow and I stood up with them 
nestled there. “I’m going back to the castle.”

I stopped in my tracks as a bell tolled through the trees. 
The mud people in my arms wriggled about. 
“That’s strange,” Dena remarked, frowning through the 
trees in the direction the sound had issued from. “They 
don’t usually use the bell.”

“Are they calling us back in?” Yasmin asked, plaiting a 
piece of Ispin’s hair. He was pink with embarrassment but 
hadn’t dared to move since she’d started. “Or is it someone 
else?”

“I think it’s the ‘someone’ we have in our midst,”
Theresa said, turning her pale eyes onto me. “Come on, 
let’s head back.”

This time I led the way back. I set the mud people 
down when the chief pointed to a small hillock off of the 
path. I watched them scamper back off into the trees, my 
heart drumming in my chest; had the people we were 
waiting on arrived early? When I saw Jett standing at the 
doors to the castle, I knew they had.

“If you’d come with me,” he said. “The rest of you can 
carry on what you were doing.”
I looked over my shoulder, at Dena. She was biting her
lip and I was suddenly filled the urge to beckon her to 
come with me. I wanted my best friend by my side when I 
faced the unknown.

But Jett was already steering me away, so I left my 
friends standing in the doorway and followed his lead. He 
lead me down a corridor and then up a flight of stairs. I 
recognised the way to Iain’s office.

“So are you in charge now, are you?” I asked him. 

He smiled at me.
“In a way. You’ll see.”
He pushed open the office door without knocking. A 
woman was seated in the chair in front of the desk, a child 

on her lap. She stood when we entered, and I recognised
Petre’s mother.

“Hello,” she said, coming forwards to embrace me, the 
child on her hip. “Surprised to see you again.”

“Matilda?” I asked in disbelief. This was who we’d been
waiting on? “What are you doing here?”

She looked to Jett.

“I’ll let you tell her.” he said to Matilda, as he sat down
behind the desk. 

“I’m here to get your magic back for you,” she told me. 
“And to introduce you to my daughter.”
The chubby one-year-old in her lap gurgled something
in my general direction. Her hair was golden, like 
Sammy’s, and her eyes had already turned storm-grey, like 
Petre’s. 

“Hello.” I said uncertainly. I wasn’t so good with kids, 
having been an only child with no cousins. 

“Would you like to hold her?” Matilda asked, and
before I could protest, plonked Sky down in my arms.
I clutched her the best I could, eventually settling her
on my hip, mimicking the way Matilda had been holding
her. We stared at each other, Sky to Sky. Then her little 
eyes filled up with tears as she realised she was being held 
by a stranger.

“Yeah, me too, kid.” I murmured to her.

“What was that?”

“She’s adorable,” I said, louder. Matilda beamed. “She’s 
got your eyes.”

I now realised that Matilda’s eyes were the same grey as 
all of her children’s. Comprehension dawned on me.

“You’re a mage.” I said, feeling stupid. 
“Yes I am,” she replied, removing her daughter from 
her my grasp. I tried not to look too relieved. “That’s how 
I’m going to get your magic back from Iain. Netalia has 
been magic-less since you overpowered her.”

Back to business. I sat in the chair beside her.
“You’ve already been to see them?” I asked. It wasn’t 
the first question that had sprung to mind, but I was trying
to formulate the others in a way that wouldn’t offend 
anyone.

“I’ve assessed the situation, yes. When Netalia tried to 
remove your magic and you blasted her, they managed to 
collect it. Traditionally, the woman has always been the 
holder of the magic, but Netalia was a little unstable after 
being set alight, so they turned to Iain.”

“The woman has always been the holder of the magic?”
I repeated, confused. “But I know plenty of male mages, 
your son one of them.”

Matilda glanced at Jett. He nodded slightly.

“What do you know of Queen Fleur?” Matilda asked me 
hesitantly.
“I know that she was in a war,” I said. “Against her own
soul mate. Apart from that, I don’t really know all that 
much. Actually, I had a statue of her when I was here. 
Someone took it though.”

“Well...” Jett said, fiddling in a drawer near him. 
“Here.”
He set a little statue on the desk. I pulled it towards me 
to inspect it. At first glance, I thought it was my statue, 
but then I noticed twin sword on her back and a tiny bird 
perched on her left shoulder. Her hair still fell down her
back, and a circlet was still present, yet her features were 
undefined.

“Why did someone make a statue of me?” I asked, 
befuddled. I picked it up. “This is a tad creepy.”

“That’s not you, Sky. We took the statue to restore it.” 
Jett said, watching me closely.
“That’s Queen Fleur, without the vandalism,” Matilda 
said. “Obviously you’ve noticed the similarities.” She 
bounced Sky in her lap. “You’re the next Queen.”

For a moment I didn’t do anything at all. I couldn’t 
move, so I sat there staring at Queen Fleur in my hands. 
Suddenly Morrigan flew in through the open window, 
alighting easily on my left shoulder as though helping
them prove their point. Sky giggled and clapped her hands 
at the sight of him.

“What are... what does this... what?” I managed to 
stutter.

My father came around the side of the desk and took 
the statue from me. His large hands enveloped mine.
“Iain and Netalia knew,” he said. “That’s why they
banished you. And the mages who tried to kidnap you 
from Ar Cena, they knew as well.”

“How long have you known?” I asked in a monotone. I 
felt like I was drifting outside my body, like it wasn’t 
really me asking the question.

“Around about the time you brought that statue back. 
That coupled with the colour of your eyes and the way 
Phoenix was avoiding you gave me some pretty big hints. 
Then when you picked the twin swords and Morrigan 
came along,” he tickled the bird under the chin. To my 
surprise, Morri let him. “It was pretty obvious. I tried to 
get you to hide it anyway. I wanted you there for as long
as possible.”

“Stop stop stop,” I held my hands out and shook my 
head. “Too much. Start from the beginning. My eyes?”
“The Queen always has green eyes. We’re not too sure 
why, but the first Queen had them, so it’s possible her 
reincarnations inherited them.” Matilda said. “There have 
been a few mages that have come through here with those 
eyes, but only two have been reincarnations. Fleur, and
now you.”

I opened my mouth to question further, but Jett 
stopped me.

“How about we get through the bulk of your questions 
now,” he said. “And go over the finer points later?”

I closed my mouth and nodded. 

“Phoenix avoiding me?” Guilt flushed under my skin as 
I said his name.

Matilda and Jett exchanged glances.
“I thought we’d get to him,” Matilda said, and my heart 
plummeted. “Sky, as you can probably guess, if you’re the 
next Queen, then-”

“- he’s the next King,” I finished. I suddenly 

remembered the history lesson from a few years ago. 
Queen Fleur and her soul mate, King Morgan, had been
fighting a war against each other. I wiped suddenly sweaty 
palms on my breeches. “So, what, does this mean Phoenix 
and I are going to be fighting a war against each other?”

I’d been half-joking, but then I saw the look on Jett’s 
face.
“We hope it’s not going to come to that,” he said, and I
felt sick. “The Ancients tried to take care of that with a
curse. They cursed the King and Queen to fall in love, so 
that they could make peace and co-exist. So far, it has not 
worked. The reincarnation cycle has not been broken, and
here you sit in front of us.”

“So I’m 
 cursedto fall in love with Phoenix,” I spat, 
suddenly angry. “Since when was this all planned out for 
me? Was anyone ever going to tell me?”

“We thought it best to keep you in the dark, so that if 
you were questioned at any time, you really would have 
no idea what was going on,” Jett said, trying to placate me. 
“When they banished you anyway, we honestly didn’t 
know what was going to happen.”

“So what did happen? My magic came back all on its 
own.”
“Your magic manifested,” Matilda replied. Sky was 
looking upset in her lap and I suddenly felt awful for 
losing my temper. “Left to its own devices... well... we 
didn’t want to risk that. We were working on a plan to 
bring you back ourselves, but the rogue mages forced our 
hand.”

“And then you handed me over to Iain and Netalia.” I
crossed my arms and legs.
“I only had time to create a quick portal. I’d come from 
the castle, so that path offered the least amount of
resistance. I took it; I couldn’t exactly wait around to
carefully construct a new one,” Jett said. “But even so, I
want you to know that leaving you was the hardest thing
I’ve ever done. I wouldn’t have done it if it could have 
been avoided.”

I bit back responses, feeling them too private to reveal 
in front of Matilda. He  had left me, when I was still a 
child, before I could remember. I remembered Mum 
telling me that when I’d ventured the dangerous question
of who my father was. 

“So as to Phoenix avoiding you,” he said, trying to get 
back on track. “He knew of the legends. He’d already
guessed who he was before he came to the Academy; it’s 
why he begged Iain and Netalia to take him in. Aloysius 
was preparing to crown and train him.”

I couldn’t imagine Phoenix begging anyone for 
anything. If he’d known who he was, why was he trying
to run from it?

“And now they’ve exiled him back,” I said, my eyes on
the floor in front of me. “But I saw him not that long ago.”
“Iain and Netalia lured him back with the promise of 
seeing you again. He thought it was a trick but came 
anyway. When he saw you and realised what they were 
training you to do, he came and found me. After tipping
me off with all of the information he could, he then left 
for Orthandrell again. Iain and Netalia still have a lot of
loyal followers, and he was very aware that his being in
the state was a danger to his life.”

He’d known that Jett was going to overthrow the two 
elders. But he couldn’t have known how long it would 
take him. From now on, I’d entertain myself with the 
thought that he didn’t know how I was going to be 
treated.

“My swords.” I said through gritted teeth, prompting
the next explanation. I couldn’t bear to hear anymore 
about Phoenix.

“Both of your previous incarnations favoured them as 
their primary weapon,” Matilda said, bouncing Sky on her
lap; the child had been looking sullen and bored. “And 
Morrigan has always been present. Perhaps he’s a 
reincarnation too.”

The bird peeped shrilly as though he understood. 
When Sky burbled and reached for him though, he 
ducked under my ponytail, safely out of harm’s way... or 
in this case, Sky’s reach.

“So that’s why you didn’t want Netalia to see me with 
him,” I said to Jett, comprehension dawning. “And she 
chucked such a fit about the swords... as though it would 
change who I was if I didn’t use them!”

“She was panicking; they’d only had to deal with this a 
few times before. All of the other times, either banishing
them or restricting certain items had worked... of course, 
she wasn’t to know that whilst they may have been
reincarnations, the country was never in dire enough need
of a monarch. Their magic never manifested. None of the 
ones they banished would’ve become King or Queen.”

“And now?” my mouth was dry. “What’s changed now? 
What’s happened?”
“Iain and Netalia happened,” Matilda said, a frown
marring her delicate eyebrows. “They neglected their 
duties to the country and its people. They crowned
themselves rulers of the land but had no interest in
maintaining it.”

That couldn’t be all, but I was reeling from too much 
information already. I stood abruptly, Morri squeaking as I
almost unsettled him.

“I need to go,” I told the three of them. “I’ll be with my 
friends.”

“Are you alright?” Jett asked worriedly.
“I’m fine,” just found out I was the newest monarch of a 
stricken country, but I’m fine. “Just need to let it all sink 
in.”

“I’ll come to collect you near dinnertime,” Matilda said. 
“I’ll try to regain your magic from Iain then.”
I nodded, and then clenched my fists as the need for 
power consumed me again. I fought it down, and forced
myself to leave the office. My friends were waiting for me.

“What did they say?” Dena asked, concern in her voice.
I forced myself to look at her.
“Nothing important.” I heard myself say.
~Chapter Eleven~

I stood in the shower, everything Jett and Matilda had 
told me rolling through my head. The water was scalding, 
but it felt like it was scouring me clean. Morri had taken
his usual perch atop the shower stall.

“You’d better not be the reincarnation of some prince 
or something,” I told him sternly. “You’ve seen me naked 
way too many times.”

He tilted his head to one side. I sighed and sat down on
the cold tiles, not feeling the abrupt change in

temperature. 

I was the new monarch. Apparently. All I had were 
green eyes and a bird to prove it though. And the man I 
loved was King. 

I clutched my head. If I thought being reintroduced to 
this world was too much, then this was way out of my 
league. 

“Sky?” I heard Dena call. I saw her boots under the stall
door. “Petre’s mother is looking for you.”

“I’ll be out in a minute.” Biggest lie ever.
She hesitated for a moment and then walked out of the 
bathroom. I dragged myself back to my feet and stood
under the water rebelliously for a few more minutes.

When I emerged from the bathroom, my damp hair 
preventing Morri from riding on my shoulder, forcing him 
to sit on my head instead, Matilda was waiting for me 
outside my door. She was by herself this time.

“Where’s Sky?” I asked.

“With her brothers,” she replied. “Petre is rather taken
with her.”
We trotted down the stairs, and it was only when we 
started heading for the dungeons that my heart began to 
beat faster.

“Are you sure you’re going to be able to do this?” I
asked Matilda, trying not to sound like I was doubting her. 
She came to a halt, halfway down the stairs. We were 
only inches apart, our features illuminated by the 
flickering torches in their brackets. 

“Sky. I’m the last surviving member of a sisterhood that 
has been around since Queen Fleur died. She had her 
doubts about Iain and Netalia, so she brought together a
group of women to carry on her legacy. My mother was a 
sister, and she passed her knowledge on to me. If you 
hadn’t become Queen, I would’ve passed my secrets onto 
my daughter,” Matilda looked at me in the half-light. “I 
regret not being able to do anything before this, but 
without someone to fight for – you - there was no point.”

“But why didn’t you do something when I arrived with 
Petre a few years ago?”
“I had no idea who you were; Jett only tipped me off
when he brought you back. As for the repairs needed in
Abdoor, my pregnancy weakened me, and I wasn’t able to
practise magic the entire time I was carrying Sky. I also
didn’t want to risk losing her; I had no daughters, only 
sons, and wouldn’t have been able to pass my knowledge 
down as needed if you hadn’t come along.”

She continued down the stairs, and I followed. More 
information to take in. It had never occurred to me when 
I was visiting Petre’s family that his mother was the mage 
out of all of them. 

I hurried down the stairs to keep up with her. Though I
wasn’t looking forward to the two monsters in the cells 
below me, I did want my magic back.

“Who are you?” Iain demanded, standing with his arms 
folded in his cell. Netalia was determinedly ignoring both 
of us.

“My name is Matilda Lyon,” Petre’s mother said,
folding her hands neatly in front of her. “You have 
something that isn’t yours, and I’m here to remove it from 
you.”

Netalia barked out a harsh laugh, and we turned to look 
at her.
“You cannot possibly know how to remove magic from 
someone,” she said, her voice cruel. “That art was lost 
when Queen Fleur died.”

“Except for you, of course,” Matilda said, almost kindly. 
“Is that what you’re implying?”

Netalia didn’t respond. Matilda lifted her hand, grey 
light dancing around her fingertips. 

“This won’t hurt a bit.” She said sweetly to Iain.
My former Master clutched his head as her magic
swirled around him. His face was screwed up in agony. I 
remembered the exhaustion of waking up without my 
magic, and for a second almost pitied him.

Then I remembered my trial, and any hint of pity fled. 
The grey magic was pulling back, a glittering cloud. 
Tendrils of white were laced through it. It passed through 
the bars of the cell and Iain collapsed. Netalia struggled to 
her feet, trying to see him.

“Hold your hand out,” Matilda instructed me. I did so, 
somewhat apprehensively. “This might tingle a bit.”
White fire tentatively wrapped around one of my 
fingers. I gasped as it did so; it felt like a million pins and
needles. Apparently I passed whatever test it had been
conducting, as the fire shot up my arm. I felt like I’d been
plunged into cold water; my vision sharpened as I took a 
sharp intake of breath. The fire disappeared right over my 
heart. I could feel it in my veins, swirling, unsettled. I felt 
powerful.

I felt alive.
“How did you do that?” Netalia was demanding.
I ignored her, curling my fingers into a fist. White
flames tinged with the green of my old magic lit on my 

knuckles. 
“We’ll be calling on you as we need information,”
Matilda told Netalia. “Until then, you can get used to your 
cells.”

I led the way up the stairs, brimming with energy. I 
rolled my shoulders back, trying to relieve some of the 
tension.

“What now?” I asked Matilda.

“We report back to Jett,” she said. “And then we leave 
for Castor.”

“Why the capital?” It was something I’d been
wondering for a while. 

Matilda looked at me like I’d gone a little bit crazy.

“Because that’s where the palace is,” she explained. 
“And that’s where your rule will be presiding from.”

I halted in my tracks.
“Um, no, no palaces please,” I said. Flames still gleamed 
on my fingers; I couldn’t make them go away. “I’m having
a hard enough time adjusting to this whole ‘Queen’ 
business. I don’t need to be sitting in a big stone castle to 
do it.”

Matilda almost smiled and gestured around us.

“A big stone castle such as your Academy?” she asked, a 
hint of Petre’s dry humour in her tone.

I waved it away.

“You know what I mean. Besides, I haven’t told my 
friends-”
“Well, I don’t think you have to worry about that 
anymore,” Matilda said, and when I lifted my head to look 
at her, she wasn’t looking at me.

I bit my lip as I noticed my friends waiting for us at the 
top of the stairs. The flames on my fingers extinguished.
“And how long did you think you could keep this a 
secret?” Dena asked, folding her arms. It was the sternest 
I’d ever seen her. 

“I wasn’t ready to tell you,” I admitted. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m going to leave you with this,” Matilda said, and
then scooped up Sky from Petre’s grasp. “Have fun.”

“Why wouldn’t you tell us?” Rain asked. “We’re your 
friends. We want to be here for you.”

I lifted my shoulders and let them fall in a helpless
shrug.

“Sky, we just want-”
“Because it’s weird!” I shouted suddenly, cutting
Yasmin off, unable to keep it in. “Because I’m not a 
Queen, or a monarch, or anyone really. I’m just Sky. I’m 
twenty years old. I’m not ready to start living out of home 
let alone  rulea freakin’ country. I want to start classes 
again. I want to be worrying about last week’s homework. 
I want to be... average.”

“As average as you can be in a magical word,” Dena 
finished for me. She smiled, the ice melting from her eyes. 
She held her arms out to me and I hugged her closely, 
trying not to let her feel me shaking.

“So what now?” I mumbled into her shoulder.

“Now we head to the capital,” she said. “And we help 
you become the best Queen you can be.”

I clutched her tighter for just a second. When I let her 
go, my eyes were dry, and my fingers were steady.
“Well, I’ve got something new to play with,” I told my 
group, and lifted my hand, the white fire alight on my 
palm. “Want to go try it out?”

They did. We headed out of the double doors and 
towards the forest behind the Academy, where Raven and
I had caught the rogue scout when they attacked us. We 
were almost to the tree line when I heard a small shriek.

“Sammy!” the boy catapulted himself into my arms, 
hugging me tightly. He’d put on few pounds since I’d
saved him from the Du’rangor, and his hair was
determinedly ashy-brown, the same as Petre’s and
Matilda’s. “How are you, young man?”

“I am good!” he told me, and then wriggled to get 
down. I set him back on the grass. “Watch, Sky, watch!”
He squared his shoulders. Small grey flames ignited on
his finger tips and he shot them off in rapid succession. 
They dissipated before they got too far but it was still
extremely impressive for a mageling.

“That’s amazing,” I told him. “Have you been
practicing?”

He nodded, grey eyes shining up at me.

“Mother’s been tutoring me,” he said, and then bounced
around. “Can I have a piggy-back? Please?”

“Samlin, you’re being a bother,” Petre said disdainfully.
“No he’s not,” I said, crouching down so he could jump
on my back. “Come on, Sammy, hope aboard.”
He leapt onto my back and screeched with laughter as I 
took off running towards the forest, his light little body 
bouncing with each step. I heard the others running to 
keep up with me. 

We reached the tree line and Sammy was dodging low 
hanging branches, giggling madly the whole time. I passed 
the fork in the path where Raven and I had cornered the 
rogue scout and plunged further into the forest. I was just 
running out of breath when we burst into a small clearing. 
I felt Sammy slip off of my back to explore the area just as 
the others emerged from the trees. 

“Ok,” I said, having caught my breath. “Everyone 
behind me.”
They clustered behind me, Petre catching up Sammy as 
he tried to investigate what I was doing. I took my stance, 
drew in a breath and then flung my hand towards the sky, 
commanding all of the fire in my blood to obey.

A tongue of white flames burst above the trees. It easily 
reached higher than any of the others could have possibly 
produced, and whilst I could feel the power roiling inside 
me, I couldn’t feel it weakening.

“Wow!” Sammy yelled from behind me.
I recalled the fire, this time drawing the flames around
me, encircling myself in the magic. It moved as I did, and I 

could shoot off small spit fires as I wanted. 
I heard a small commotion behind me, and withdrew 
the magic back into my veins. I turned to look at my 
group just as Ispin shrieked.

Mud people were clinging to him, climbing his clothes
determinedly. A few had already reached his shoulders 
and were grasping ringlets of his bright orange hair.

I laughed, darting forwards.

“It’s ok, it’s ok,” I reassured him. He was eyeing them 
off nervously. “It’s just your hair, they’re curious.”

I pried a mud person off of his shoulder, a small lock of
his hair coming with it.

“Sorry.”

I held the mud person carefully in my left hand and
reached for another. 

“What are they doing?” Theresa asked. I handed her the 
mud person and she took it gingerly.
I pulled another mud person off, and something in
Ispin’s hair caught my eye. I gave the mud person to 
Theresa as the others crowded around.

A few strands of Ispin’s shocking red hair had been
plaited. I burst out laughing.
“They’re copying what they saw Yasmin do,” I told the 
group, watching as Yasmin immediately went pink. 
“They’re plaiting his hair.”

As Ispin and Yasmin blushed in unison, Sammy ran to 
me, sparing the pair from any questioning.
“What are they?” he asked. Two mud people were 
eyeing him off and he watched them apprehensively. 
“Will they hurt me?”

“Not if you don’t hurt them,” I told him. “Sit down and
they’ll climb on you. They’re little mud people that live in
the forest.”

Sammy obediently sat on the ground, and two mud 
people approached him. One was the chief of the little 
tribe, his leaf hat still firmly in place. Sammy giggled as 
they began to climb him, their tiny two fingered hands
clutching at his clothes. 

“Sky,” he began, as the chief climbed on his head and 
sat on his curls, apparently content to watch over the 
scene from this new vantage point. “Why can you make 
such big fire?”

I bit my lip. I didn’t know what to tell him. I didn’t 
think he would understand if I told him the truth, but 
something in me balked at lying to him. 

“I’ve been practicing,” I said eventually, deciding that 
this lie wasn’t too bad. “Just like you, Sammy.”
As he was distracted by the mud people again, his 
question made me think of my situation again. I nibbled
my thumb; I needed to speak to my father.

“I’m going to head back now,” I told my friends. “Are 
you coming with me?”
They were. I piggy-backed Sammy through the trees, 
albeit at a walking pace this time. When we reached the 
castle, I set him down on the stone.

“I’m going to see Jett,” I told the group. “I’ll be up 
later.”
As I headed up the stairs, I realised that I hadn’t told 
them Jett was my father. I sighed. Another surprise I got 
to dump on them, as well as a whole lot of explanation.

“What can I do for you?”
My father was seated behind Iain’s desk. A lamp 
glowed dimly, illuminating the stack of paperwork he’d 
been distracted by when I walked in. 

“I have some concerns,” I began.

He sighed and gestured to a flagon sitting near the edge 
of the desk.

“What is it?”

“Mulled wine.”
I nodded and he poured me a cup. The wine was still
slightly warm, very smooth but rather heady. I took a long
draught, feeling the heat slide into my belly. 

“Your concerns?” he asked.
“I want this Queen thing to be kept under wraps,” I
began. “And when we enter Castor, I want to enter as an 
average student.”

“You can’t ask us to ignore who you are, Sky.”
“I can for a couple of days,” I replied smoothly, sipping
my wine. “I want to get to know the city as a citizen. Plus, 
do you really think the public will accept me after a
thousand years?”

“They have to,” he said immediately. “With a display of 
your powers and your eyes, no one can deny who you 
are.”

“Even so, these are people who have gotten used to the 
palace being empty. I’m going to assume there is a 
governor of Castor.” Jett inclined his head slightly. “Acting
on Iain and Netalia’s word, I imagine.”

He sighed heavily.

“Yes. But now he will act on yours.”

“Have you told him?” I asked. 

“Not yet.”

“Good. Keep it that way for the moment. Thank you for 
the wine, by the way, it’s making this a lot easier.”

He eyed off the empty cup in my hand, obviously 
regretting the move.
“Fine. You’ll enter the city as an average citizen,
though you’ll reside in the palace,” he held up his hand to
cut me off as I began to protest. “We have ways of getting
you in and out of there without anyone noticing.”

I nodded slowly. 

“When do we leave?” I asked, setting my empty cup
back onto the desk.
“I was going to propose that we leave tomorrow,” Jett 
said. “But the call is yours, especially now since you’ve 
decided you don’t want to be crowned straight away.”

I tried to suppress a shudder. 
“Also, the last person we’ve been waiting on has just 
informed me that they’re settled in Castor; all the more 
reason to head there as soon as possible.” Jett was saying. I
suddenly remembered that Matilda Lyon hadn’t been the 
only one we’d been waiting on.

“Who is it?” I asked, but Jett just grinned at me.

“I think I’ll leave that for a surprise. Now, dinner is 
being served down in the mess hall.”

My stomach growled as I leapt to my feet, eager for 
food. 

“Can your old Dad have a hug?” he asked, and I hugged 
him tightly.

It still felt weird having a father after all of these years, 
but it was Jett, and that felt right.

I wouldn’t have it any other way.
~Chapter Twelve~

I was up before Morri could shriek me awake. I was 
halfway through packing when there was a knock at the 
door, and Dena pushed it open before I could call out.

“Almost ready?” she asked, and I nodded.
Someone had already saddled Echo, so I handed my 
trunk to one of the Academy servants and mounted up. I
watched the rising sun hit the cold stone of the castle, 
feeling as though I was leaving a little part of me behind. 
This castle had been my home for a year, and I had just 
been getting to know it again. Now I was leaving for 
Castor, a city I’d only heard about.

And I was heading there to rule it.

I bit my lip, and Echo whickered nervously, apparently 
sensing my distress. I scratched behind her ears to calm 
her, wishing there was someone to comfort me.

The only person I wanted comfort from, however, was 
leagues away, exiled to the North.
My thoughts were full of Phoenix as we left. I watched, 
without really seeing, Dustin ride close to Raven and pick 
up her hand, kissing her fingers before riding his gelding
to the front of the proceeding. Some of the students had 
agreed to continue their education in the capital, whilst 
some were staying at the Academy. I recognised Nero, 
Raven’s soul mate, as well as some of Eleanora’s old 
friends. I wondered idly if they’d tried to visit her as well.

The day was crisp, and I shivered despite my heavy 
cloak and riding gloves. I stretched my neck as we reached
a fork in the road, trying to see Keyes, Larni’s home 
village. But we were heading south, and so turned away 
from the settlement. I thought I caught a glimpse of the 
clock tower anyway.

The great-road to the capital was large and well-used. 
Ruts in the road marked out where wagons had struggled
through mud and clay in the winter. There were some 
places where the forest pressed in close, and I noticed Jett 
glancing about warily.

“What is it?” I asked him as I drew closer.

“There have been reports of bandits along here of late,”
he responded, and I suddenly caught a glimpse of the long
sword he’d hidden beneath his cloak.

“I doubt they’d attack mages,” I said. “And there are a 
few of us.”

“True,” he admitted, but still scanned the tree line 
anxiously. 
I looked ahead to Raven, and saw her strange crossbowstaff hybrid strapped to her back. I suddenly felt naked 
without my twin swords. I lit a ball of greenish-white fire 
in my palm and immediately felt better.

The trip to Castor took several days. Inns were frequent 
along the great-road, and when they saw that we were 
students, they scurried about to prepare rooms for us and
take care of our horses. The rooms were comfortable and
warm, the food hearty. We tipped well, and made sure to
remember our courtesies. 

When the city wall came into view, I stopped Echo 
atop a rise, my heart in my throat.
A great stone wall encircled the capital, but beyond 
that I could see rooves and towers poking above it. Smoke 
from chimneys darkened the air, and though I could smell
the sea, I couldn’t see it.

“The palace,” Jett pointed out. I could just see the spires 
of a large building on the eastern side of the city. “Where 
the City Governor lives at the moment. He thinks he’s 
hosting some students from the Academy during their 
time in the city.”

“Well that’s technically correct.” I said, my heart in my 
throat.

Jett smiled.

“We’ll head there first, and then you’re free to 
explore.”
We continued on through the great gates of the wall, 
the men guarding it waving us through with a bored 
expression. As we entered the city, I suddenly became 
very glad that I was seeing it for the first time on
horseback. 

People were milling about amongst horses, carts,
children and market stalls. There had been rain recently, 
and the cobblestones beneath Echo’s hooves were muddy 
and treacherous. I watched some children wind their way 
through the thong, bare feet slapping against the filthy 
ground. 

“Street urchins,” Ispin murmured, riding next to me. 
“Keep an eye on your purse.”

“You’ve been here before?”
“Many times,” he replied, tucking a wayward curl
behind his ear. I hid a smile as I saw a section of his hair 
was still plaited. “My Father usually had business here in
the city.”

We continued along the large street, vendors calling
out to us in a bid to make us dismount and peruse their 
wares. I noticed the street growing cleaner and wider as 
we rode towards the palace. Guards dressed in black stood
on the corner of alleyways, muttering to themselves as 
they watched us pass.

“Let me guess,” I said quietly to Ispin. “The Governor’s 
Guards.”
“Yes.” He glanced at me, apparently having heard the 
worried tone in my voice. “They’ll be under your 
command soon, Sky. Don’t worry.”

But as I saw the way the guards watched us, the little 
ball of nervous tension in my stomach didn’t go away. It 
got worse.

The palace gates loomed ahead of us. The portcullis was 
down, though beyond it we could see a beautiful terrace 
and a lush garden. Jett rode ahead, talking quietly to the 
guards at the gatehouse. I saw a few people glancing at us 
curiously, before looking away. I was suddenly glad so 
many of my friends and classmates had come with me. It 
would look like so much like a class trip that no one 
would guess that I was a new monarch coming to rule. 

A rattling drew my attention back to the portcullis. It 
was being raised to allow us through. I urged Echo 
through the gate, watching the spikes that were now 
overhead. As I rode along the terrace I heard them lower
the portcullis behind the last of us, cutting us off from the 
rest of the city.

We dismounted, and our horses were lead away by 
stable hands. 

“Masters and mistresses,” a page was saying. “Governor 
Ryman wishes to see you right away.”
“We’ve been riding for several days,” Jett replied,
frowning. “I’m sure the Governor would prefer us to be 
presentable first.”

“This way, if you would.” The page strode off.

“Is everything alright?” I asked my father.
“The Governor is being demanding,” he heaved a sigh. 
“He was like this last time I met him. I was hoping he’d be 
a bit more amiable now, but I can see that hope was 
futile.”

We followed the page through a small door, not the 
main ones that lead onto the terrace. Guards were posted
around it however, leaving me to deduce that the doors 
were used from time to time.

The door the page led us through took us into a small
hallway, lined with plush maroon carpet and simple wall
hangings. 

“Visitor’s entrance, I’m guessing,” Dena said, sidling up
to me. “Are we not worthy of the main entrance?”
“Guests are brought through here,” the page called
back, apparently hearing us. “The main entrance is for the 
Governor.”

I wrinkled my nose. I’d been hoping to get along with 
this Governor, but so far it wasn’t looking good. 
The palace was a veritable maze, and soon I was glad 
that we had a guide. I trailed behind the group, looking
about at all of the decorations and paintings. Queen Fleur
was in most of them. It unnerved me to see her eyes, my
eyes, looking so sad. While I was here incognito, I wanted
to read up on her history. I was determined to avoid her 
mistakes. 

“Here we are,” the page indicated a heavy door inlaid
with mother of pearl. “I’m to leave you now.” He bowed
low and trotted off.

Jett knocked once, and a loud voice boomed from 
behind the door.

“Enter!”

Jett glanced at me for a second, and then pushed the 
door open.
We filed into a large office. Our boots sunk into the 
plush carpet, and I tucked my sweaty hands behind my 
back.

A large oak desk took centre place, and behind resided 
the largest man I’ve ever seen. Governor Ryman had 
obviously enjoyed his high status over the last couple of
years. He stood at the sight of us, and I could tell that he 
would only just come level with my nose. His eyes were 
small and dark, a muddy brown at best guess. He shook 
Jett’s hand, not meeting his eyes.

“Who’ve you brought for me?” he asked Jett.
“Allow me to introduce my daughter, Sky,” Jett said. 
We’d decided that I would be introduced first so that the 
Governor would forget about me by the time the 
introductions were over. “Sky, Governor Ryman.”
I bowed as I’d been taught. Ryman sniffed.

“Got the green eyes, have you?” he asked.

I nodded stiffly. Jett saved me from answering.

“She has the green eyes, yes. Nothing has come of it 
though.”

“Yet,” Ryman had already turned his piggy eyes onto 
Ispin. “You look familiar, boy.”
“I believe you’ve met my father before, sir,” Ispin said 
formally, and I was surprised at the lack of warmth in my 
friend’s tone. As long as I’d known him, I’d never known
Ispin to dislike someone. “Lord Emmel, from Gowar. I’m 
his son.”

“Yes, yes, I know Emmel,” Ryman waved it away. “Tell
him to get his tax reports in on time, would you? Bloody
nuisance.”

I saw Yasmin clutch at Ispin’s wrist as he twitched. The 
movement caught Ryman’s eye.

“You’re a beauty,” he said to Yasmin, who struggled to 
keep her face straight. “Your name?”

“Yasmin. I’m from the human realm.”

Ryman snorted.

“Still carting them in, are they? Grief, you think they 
would’ve learnt by now.”
He made his way through the group, managing to insult 
every single one of us. I was shaking by the time he bid us 
our leave.

The heavy door closed behind us. We all stood silent 
for a few seconds as we waited to be shown to our rooms.

“Sky,” Ispin said after a little while.

“Yeah?”

“Can you please be Queen now?”

I let out a snort of laughter.
“I’ll admit, I’m very tempted to accept my crown now, 
but something tells me Ryman isn’t going to make that 
easy.” Got the greeneyes, have you?“Trust me though, 
the man makes enemies too easily. He needs to be gone.”

“I should’ve warned you,” Jett said gloomily. “I’m sorry 
for that.”

I patted his arm, but refrained from answering as I saw 
our servants coming to collect us.

“Master Jett, would you and your daughter come with 
us?”
“Oh yes,” Jett said, smiling for the first time since 
entering the palace. “We’re going to meet our informer. 
Well, you are.”

“What about you?” I asked as we were led along the 
hall.

“I’ll meet you for dinner,” he flashed another grin.

“Dinner? But it’s early still.”

“I trust you’ll be spending a lot of time with this 
person,” he said. 
He clapped me on the shoulder and peeled off down
another hallway. I followed the woman in front of me 
somewhat anxiously. My heart was thrumming by the 
time we reached a room on the far side of the palace.

“Thank you,” I murmured to the woman. She curtsied
and bustled off. I took a deep breath, and pushed the door 
open.

I caught a glimpse of high windows and long curtains 
before I noticed the person standing in the middle of the 
room. My heart leapt.

It was my mother.
~Chapter Thirteen~

We stared at each other for a long while without 
speaking.

“I think I left the laundry door unlocked,” she said, and 
we burst into laughter.

I ran to her and hugged her tightly.

“It’s so good to see you here, Mum,” I said into her
shoulder. “But what  areyou doing here?”
“Your father brought me back,” she said, pinching my 
cheek and looking into my eyes. “Have you been eating
properly?”

I pushed her hand away.
“Of course. Dad brought you back?”
“After you went missing again, I thought I was going to 
go mad,” she said softly. “You were taken straight from 
your bed, but the police couldn’t find any trace of them 
leaving the house. I took to sleeping in your room, in case 
you came back. About a week after you disappeared for 
the second time, I woke in the middle of the night to find 
someone in the room. Before I could shout out or 
anything, he gave me my memories back.”

My mouth fell open.

“So you… you remember? Everything?”

“Everything,” she confirmed. “And some new things, 
Your Majesty.”

It was the first time anyone had called me that.

“Don’t,” I said, flinching. “Do not call me that. I won’t 
hear it.”

“Not even from own mother?”

“Especially not from my mother.”

We were standing in the magnificent room, her hands
clamped around mine.
“Are you… I mean… do you have-?”

“I do not have my magic,” she said. “When Iain and
Netalia banished me, they took it. Jett said there’s no hope 
of getting it back. They too, are magic-less now.”

I gnawed on my lip, feeling slightly guilty. The reason
neither Iain nor Netalia didn’t have a drop of magic was 
because I’d confiscated it all. Well, to be more specific, 
Matilda had. This meant I had some of my mother’s magic
amalgamated into my own. I twisted my fingers, 
wondering if there was a way to give it back. Mum put her
hand over mine, extinguishing the small flame I’d
conjured.

“I don’t want my magic back, Rose,” she said sternly. 
“What I went through when they took it… I don’t want to 
go through that ever again.”

I found myself nodding. I remembered too well the 
withdrawal symptoms after Iain and Netalia had taken my 
magic the second time. My mother had gone through it as 
soon as she had been returned to the human realm. But 
there had been no end to hers. I wondered if she still felt it
sometimes.

“So, you haven’t seen Dad in eighteen years, and you’re 
standing around talking to me?” I said, smiling slightly.
Mum squeezed my hand softly before letting go.
“Twenty years, actually. Your father never knew about 
you until you told him at the end of your first year at the 
Academy. He never stayed with us.”

“You said he did, though.”

“I lied,” she heaved a sigh. “I needed to be able to tell
you something, Rose. You were asking about him a lot.”

I thought back to the last time my mother had told me 
that he’d left us. I’d been starting high school.

“You kept that lie for a long time,” I said eventually. 
“Would you have kept it going forever?”

“Yes,” she replied, meeting my eyes. “It was best. For 
both of us.”

“If you say so.”
“As for standing here talking to you, it’s important that 
you remember your father and I have been separated for 
years. He may not be the man I fell in love with
anymore.”

To the people of this realm, I was their monarch. To my 
friends, a hero. To my Mum, a child. 

That was ok though. I think I needed a bit of
mothering. 
“I’ll certainly spend time with him. He is my soul mate 
after all,” she grinned heartily at me, and I groaned as I 
knew what was coming. “So… your soul mate, my 
daughter.”

“Yes?” I asked in a monotone.

She looked at me with understanding in her eyes.

“Did he break your heart?”

“What? No. If anything, I broke his. I left him behind.”

“Well, you were banished.”

“That too.”

More pointed looks. I concerned myself with the
chandelier above us.

“Did you sleep with him?” she asked finally.

“What?!” I squeaked, stepping back. “No! I did not, 
thank you!”

“Would you tell me if you did?”

It was a trap.

“Mum, that’s so gross. Yuck.  Yuck.

She eyed me off.
“I’ve never been more convinced that you’re still a 
virgin.”

I suddenly wondered if my father could remove certain
memories, because this would certainly be one of them.

She opened her mouth, presumably to continue the 
topic. I pointed threateningly.

“Possibly the only time I’ll pull rank on you as your 
monarch,” I told her. “No more on this subject.”

She curtsied mockingly and I immediately felt bad.
“On the issue of your royal-ness,” she said, sitting on a 
sofa and beckoning for me to join her. “I’ve been informed 
that you don’t want the crown.”

“Yet,” I finished for her, sitting down. “I know I can’t 
deny who I am, but whilst we’re here in the city, I want to 
see it through the eyes of someone who lives here. I get 
the feeling these people won’t be governed by someone 
they don’t know.”

“After meeting Ryman, I think these people would be 
quite willing to be governed by anyone else but him,” she 
sighed, tucking a loose bit of hair behind her ear. “But I
think you are wise to want to see the city first. Most 
people would grab at power.”

“I’m not most people.”

She smiled.

“You’ve made that abundantly clear, my petal.”
She smoothed down my hair and kissed my cheek. I 
suddenly felt like I was five years old again. I closed my 
eyes, relishing the feeling. I’d been too old lately. I felt like
I was supposed to be fifty, not twenty. Too much was 
being asked of me too quickly, but at the same time, I
could feel the power flowing under my skin. Now that I
was aware of it, there were times when I could almost 
sense my past lives. 

“Shall we head down to dinner?” Mum asked, and I
nodded wearily.
We washed up and headed down. I was still in my 
travelling clothes, not having had the chance to change, 
but I was too hungry and tired to care. I ate with the 
others, barely tasting the leg of lamb, and when it came 
time to retire to our rooms, my eyelids were drooping. A 
palace servant showed me to my room, and I managed to 
kick my boots off before falling onto the feather bed and
falling asleep.

The next morning I was awakened by a bell tolling
somewhere not far from the palace. I sat up groggily, and 
when I heard birdsong outside my window, held my arm 
out automatically. Morri perched on it, still singing. 

“Been making friends, have you?” I asked him. I
thought of meeting Ryman yesterday. “I haven’t, I don’t 
think.”

I stripped off my dirty clothes and upon seeing the 
bowl of hot water someone had placed on my dresser, 
plunged my face into it. I wiped the water off with the 
towel sitting next to the bowl and winced when I saw the 
amount of filth that now marred the white cloth.

“Did I walk around like that all yesterday?” I asked
Morri, who for once stayed silent.
I cleaned my face as best I could, and then pulled on
some clean breeches and a loose white shirt. I’d already
decided that it wouldn’t be a good idea to wear my green
tunic; I didn’t want Ryman commenting on my magic
again. 

Someone knocked tentatively on my door. I opened my 
mouth to call them in, but remembered I wasn’t in the 
Academy anymore. I crossed the room and pulled the door 
open.

“Larni,” I breathed, and then she catapulted into my 
arms and hugged me so tightly I couldn’t say anything
else. Morri abandoned ship, flitting out of the open
window. 

“Miss, I was so worried about you!” she said into my 
shoulder. “I knew it was a risk to come to you that first 
morning, and I had to flee almost straight away but it was 
worth it to see you again!”

I pressed my face against my former servant’s shoulder.
Larni had become so much more to me than my servant, 
my first year at the Academy. She’d become my friend.

“Why are you dressed as a servant?” I asked her finally, 
holding her at arm’s length. “I thought Jett said-”
“I’m masquerading as one of Governor Ryman’s 
servants,” she said, pulling the door closed so that we were 
alone. “I left Keyes shortly after you all left for here. I 
travelled with one of the supply caravans and then slipped
through with the rest of them. So far they haven’t noticed 
that there’s one extra servant in the kitchens.”

“Larni,” I said, stunned. “Why would you do all that?”

“Because I know who you are,” she said, and then
swept into a low curtsy. “Your Majesty.”
“Don’t,” I groaned. I heaved her back to her feet. 
“Please, won’t you join me and my friends? It really 
doesn’t feel right, you being down in the kitchens again.”
“You mean to take the crown, don’t you?”

“Yes, but-”
“Well it seems to me that you’re going to want someone 
with an ear to the ground. Who better than a servant who 
can go wherever she wants and not be questioned?” Larni
met my eyes steadily, and I suddenly realised they’d 
shifted in colour. “Besides, I’ll have help. You saw to that.”

She lifted her hand, a ball of red flame sitting squarely
in her palm. I watched it for a second before putting my 
hand over hers, extinguishing the fire just like my mother 
had done to me.

“How?” was all I asked. 
“Your father returned my memories and trained me in
return for helping him get you back,” she explained. “He 
was the one to remove my memories and those of my 
family as well. He said it was to stop you from gaining the 
attention of Iain and Netalia.”

My mouth went dry.
“Jett did that?” I repeated quietly. I remembered 
everything now; my father must’ve given all of my stolen
memories back, including the ones he took himself when I
discovered Larni’s magic for the first time. 

“Yes, but it’s alright.”

“No it’s not. They realised who I was anyway. He 
shouldn’t have tampered with your memory-”
“He did it because he was afraid for you,” she put her 
hand on my arm. “Don’t be angry at him for what he did 
in the past. Sky, he just wanted to protect you. It’s all done 
and dusted now anyway.”

I took a deep breath but then nodded. Larni had been
the one who’d been wronged, and if she was ok with it, 
then I wouldn’t pursue it further.

“Ready for some happier news now?” she asked. “Niko, 
my brother. He’s been declared to be a mageling.”

“That’s fantastic!” I said, grinning widely. “Hey, he’ll be 
in training with Samlin, Petre’s little brother!”
“If there’s still an Academy in a few years. You’ve kind 
of got the Masters of the school locked up in a dungeon
below the castle.”

“Oh yeah,” for a few glorious moments I’d forgotten all
about Iain and Netalia. “Guess I’ll have to do something
about them.”

“A trial would be best.”
Her words immediately brought back hideous 
recollections of the ‘trial’ Iain and Netalia had put me 
through. 

“I think that would suit them,” I said softly. “And I 
think I know what I want the outcome to be.”

“You can’t rig the trial. That’s why it’s called a trial. It’s 
decided before a jury.”

“I didn’t have a jury,” I said, not seeing her. “Why 
should they?”

Larni fidgeted; she obviously didn’t know what to say. I
saved her by reaching forwards and opening the door.
“I’ve got a city to see,” I said. “Come visit me tonight? 
I’d like to know what the staff of the palace think of their 
governor.”

She nodded, already dutiful again. She dipped a curtsy
before I could stop her and then trotted out of the door. I
followed her after a few moments, heading towards the 
mess hall for breakfast.

“Where do you want to go first?” Dena asked me over 
the table.
“Not sure.” I hadn’t even thought of where to
investigate first. My thoughts had been too focussed of 
actually getting to the city and taking up residence in the 
palace without raising a fuss. Now that I’d accomplished
that, I didn’t know where to start. “Anyone have any 
suggestions?”

Ispin was wriggling eagerly in his seat.

“How about the docks?” he asked.

“You and boats.” Yasmin said teasingly. 

“Boats?” This was the first I’d heard of Castor having
docks, or of Ispin liking boats.

“My family come from a long line of ship builders,” he 
explained. “I carry on the love.”

“Then why do you live so far inland?” Petre asked.

“My father does not carry on the love.”
I decided to indulge Ispin and agreed on the docks. We 
headed out the same door that we’d been led through, and 
then convinced the guards on the gate to let us through. 
We were handed a small golden token to show the guards 
when we returned, and naturally Ispin was the one to take 
it. 

The city on foot was completely different from seeing it 
on horseback. The area near the palace was clean and tidy, 
with guards patrolling in pairs. The vendors had been
contained to specific market places, leaving the street 
clear. I hadn’t been expecting to find the capital so
orderly. Maybe there was some good to Ryman being
governor.

Any good will I was feeling towards the governor 
vanished as soon as we set foot in the lower districts. The 
cobblestones beneath our boots were so dirty that it was as 
though we were walking on packed dirt rather than a city 
street. Filthy water ran in the gutters, or what I thought 
was water until I trod in a puddle. Grubby children were 
threading their way through the throngs of people. I
didn’t even notice the young girl beside me until Petre lit 
a ball of grey fire in his palm. She fled then, all thoughts of
stealing my purse scared away by the sight of magic. I’d 
noticed that several other people had shied away from it
too. I took note of that.

I smelt the sea before I saw it. As we got closer, I then
smelt the produce of the sea. I wrinkled my nose at the 
offal and rotten fish bits residing in barrels around the 
dock’s vendors. Grey waves were curling and crashing
onto grey, pebbly sand, gulls watching for fish scraps from 
atop the posts of the wooden dock. 

Ispin bounded forwards at the sight of a majestic ship 
further out to sea. I watched the sails billow as it came in
closer, men scurrying about on deck. Ispin scared several
gulls from their posts as he hurried past. We all traded 
amused looks and then followed. 

We stepped around fishermen and their catch still
flopping upon the wooden boards. The ship was coming in
faster, riding a southerly breeze into port. Men were 
gathering on the dock, preparing to receive it. Ispin
reached them before we did, but they didn’t even notice 
him. 

I watched as the ship was brought about, and ropes 
were thrown to the waiting men. Ispin somehow ended up 
with a rope and I heard Rain sigh exasperatedly. Her soul
mate looked as though all of his birthdays had come at 
once. 

The men hauled the ship to the dock in a collective 
effort. I watched Ispin strain and pull on his rope, not 
using magic to aid himself. I frowned. Magic would’ve 
made it a lot easier. Why didn’t he use it?

“You lot goin’ t’ stand around gawking or yez gonna 
help?” One of the men demanded gruffly.
Ispin gestured furiously and we moved forward to pick 
up ropes. I almost commanded my magic to help, but 
something stopped me. Maybe it was the reaction of the 
people in the lower district to Petre’s magelight, or maybe 
it was that Ispin hadn’t used his magic.

The rope was rough and heavy in my hands. I pulled as 
much as I could, working in time with the rest of the 
crew, but I don’t think I was helping much. 

The ship slid closer and closer to the dock until it was 
near enough for a gangway to be passed down. We helped 
guide it down, and suddenly men were hurrying up and
down it, beginning to unload the ship of its cargo.

“Whatchu all wearin’ them fancy shirts fer?” the same 
man asked of us.
I glanced around quickly; I’d be the only one to wear a 
normal shirt this morning. My friends were all still stuck 
in the habit of dressing in their school clothes. 

“We’re from the Academy,” Ispin said, and I noticed
that some of the happiness from a few minutes earlier had 
vanished. “We’re staying with the governor.”

“Pah,” the man spat over the side of the dock. “Fancy 
lil’ students from the school up the road, is it? Well, we 
don’t need none of yer fancy magic schoolin’ here. Clear
off, wouldya?”

Ispin stepped back, hurt and confused. We had helped, 
hadn’t we? We’d brought the ship in using our bare hands; 
none of this fancy magic schooling the man has dismissed
so. I saw Yasmin put her arm around Ispin’s shoulders and 
steer him away. I lingered for a second, contemplating
whether to say something or not. Petre caught my eye and
shook his head. I sighed and followed my friends back to
shore. 

“Is there something going on here that I don’t know 
about?” I asked my group as we sat on the pebbly sand, 
watching pewter waves slide up towards us. “The people
in the market shied away from Petre’s magic, and that 
man didn’t seem particularly happy to see us.”

“I don’t know much about Governor Ryman except for 
what I’ve heard my father say about him,” Ispin said. “But 
I know he’s a mage. And I know that he prefers his guards
to be mages.”

I remembered the guards watching us from every 
corner. Something about them seemed hard. I shuddered 
involuntarily.

“I’d go back and talk to the dock men, but something
tells me we’re not welcome back there. I don’t think we’d 
get a straight answer out of anyone wearing our school
shirts,” I said. “Why don’t you guys head back and
change?”

“What about you?” Dena asked.

“I just want to have a look around by myself for a bit.”

“How will we find you again?”
I spotted a small blackbird heading straight for us. 
“Morri will be able to find me.” I said, lifting a hand for 
him to perch on. The bird peeped something in
agreement, and flew to Dena, alighting on her shoulder 
easily. 

“Are you sure? You’re not going to get into trouble, or-”

I cut my best friend off with a look.

“Dena. I don’t usually float my own boat, but I think I’ll
be alright.”
“She’ll be fine,” Ispin said, who’d pricked his ears up at 
the word ‘boat’. “Dena, she could roast anyone who she 
didn’t like. And that was just our first year.”

Dena sighed as Yasmin and Rain laughed. Theresa 
remained stoic, not giving anything away.

“Whatever you reckon.” Dena said, standing up, sand
falling from her breeches. 
It was only when she began to walk off that I realised
how cold her dismissal had been. I watched the rest of the 
group follow her, leaving me on the cold beach, my heart 
heavy in my chest. I sat in the sand feeling sorry for 
myself for a few minutes before heaving myself to my feet 
and beginning to make my way along the beach in the 
opposite direction to my friends. There was a breakwater
that stopped me from walking along the beach too far, and
so I was forced back up into the hustle and bustle of 
Castor’s market district. 

I was immediately absorbed into the colourful mass 
that were early morning shoppers. Vendors called out to 
potential buyers, waggling ears of corn, apples and in one 
case, a fresh fish, above their heads in the hopes of
enticing people over. I was drawn to a stall of colourful
silks, suddenly reminded of the length of red silk I’d
bought Larni. 

I stopped in my tracks. Red silk? Was it just 

coincidence that I had gotten her a scarf in the colour her 
magic was or had I in some way known that her magic
was that colour already?

I stepped away from the stall, shaking my head as the 
vendor tried to get me to stay. I let the throng of people
carry me along, watching people trade and do business. 

My stomach rumbled, and I spied a nearby eating house 
with tables outside. It would be the perfect place to sit and
watch the people go by. I checked I still had my purse in
place and then went inside.

I ordered a pasty and warm pear cider, managing to 
scrounge up the coins they asked for. It had been a while 
since I’d needed to remember which Lotherian coin was 
which. I shoved a handful of silver over the counter, and 
then informed them I’d be outside.

I took a seat at the smallest table and propped my chin
up on my hand. My pasty and cider arrived sooner than
I’d anticipated, and I wasted no time in pulling the pastry 
apart, vegetables and small bits of meat crumbling onto 
my plate. The cider was warm enough to send spirals of 
steam into the air, and made for a pleasant companion to 
the pasty. I sipped it slowly, the thick liquid warming me 
up from the inside out. I’d just finished off my lunch and 
was about to leave when I noticed some of the people
who’d been passing were now watching something across 
the street from me. I remained seated but craned my neck, 
eager to see what I thought could be a street performer. It 
was only then that I noticed the demeanour of the people
who were milling about. It was the same attitude as when
Petre had lit a ball of mage fire. I bit my lip nervously,
then stood up and pushed through the crowd.

Two of Ryman’s guards had the young girl who sidled
up to me earlier. Her long blonde hair hung in filthy 
strands around her face, her eyes wide with terror, one 
hand clamped on the arm of the guard who was holding
her above the elbow. She couldn’t have been older than
ten. 

“Filthy little thief,” one of the guards spat. His black 
hair had been cut so short that I could see his scalp. “You 
took my purse, didn’t you?”

“Guards don’t carry purses,” she retorted, trying to get 
away like a fish on a hook. “I didn’t take anythin’ of 
yours!”

“You’ve been stealing though, haven’t you?”

“No!”
“Dirty little liar,” the guard snarled. He lit a ball of
reddish brown mage fire in his left hand. “I had me a purse 
and now I don’t. And I’ve seen youhanging around, 
swiping them off of folk. Don’t take a genius to figure it 
out.”

“Maybe it does,” she snapped. I was impressed by her 
courage. The blood had drained from her face when the 
guard had started brandishing magic at her, but she was 
still as fiery as ever. “’Cos you seem too stupid t’work out 
that  I don’t steal from guards.”

A titter ran through the gathered crowd. The guard’s 
face went bright red, and he wrenched the girl around to 
face him. She cried out instinctively at the sharp
movement. The crowd immediately fell silent. I went to 
move forwards, but the man next to me put his hand on
my arm and shook his head in warning when I looked up
questioningly. 

“You know what? I think you can come back to our 
post with us. I know just the perfect little cell for you. 
Heard of the Coffin Cells?”

The people around me murmured angrily, and the girl 
began to weep, all bravado gone.

“What are Coffin Cells?” I asked the man who had 
stopped me moving forward.
“Cells built into the ground,” he answered, shaken. 
“Made of stone. No light can come in or out of the cell. 
People go mad in them.”

The guard had begun to pull the girl away, who was 
now wailing in terror. The crowd was beginning to 
disperse; no one was going to risk themselves to help her. I
shook the man’s hand off of my arm, and stepped forward.

“Enough,” I called, my voice strong. “Leave her alone.”
The two guards stopped immediately at the sound of 
my voice. The girl stopped crying, though tear tracks had 
scoured their way through the grime on her face. 

“You’re speaking out against us?” The black haired 
guard asked incredulously. His partner, a man not much 
older than me, stared as well. 

“Yes. I am.”

“You must be new in town,” the other guard said. “You 
don’t interfere with our business.”
“Oh, but I do when two grown men are bullying a 
young girl,” anger was making my voice shake, and I so 
desperately wanted to hurl fireballs at the both of them, 
but considering the crowd’s reaction to the guard’s magic, 
I decided against it. “Leave her be.”

“What are you going to do if we don’t?” the black 
haired guard sneered. “You gonna make us?”

I shifted my weight surreptitiously, moving my feet 
shoulder width apart. I finally allowed myself to smirk.

“You have no idea how much I’d love to.”
The black haired guard came at me, the young girl 
forgotten. I watched him charge, the crowd moving back 
to give us space. I let the guard draw close to me before 
side-stepping his stampede. As he passed, I ploughed my
fist into his stomach and he came to a halt, wheezing. As 
he doubled over, I kneed him in the face. I felt a crunch 
under my leg. He keeled back, blood staining his face. 
With the same leg still at waist height, I extended my boot 
and caught him under the chin. I heardhis teeth crack. He 
fell to the ground, landing heavily on his back. He 
groaned, and then struggled to lift himself up, spitting out 
teeth. 

“Vile little bitch,” he growled, and I was on him in a 
flash. I knelt on his right forearm, and then picked up his 
hand, the one he’d used to grab the girl with. 

“You like threatening small children with this hand?” I
asked, lifting it to show him. “How much do you value 
your fingers, I wonder?”

I bent back his little finger until he howled. I decided 
against actually breaking it; I didn’t want to get on
Ryman’s bad side anymore than I possibly had to.

Any upper ground I’d had was immediately lost when 
an amber fireball blasted the dirt beside me. I rolled away 
and stood up quickly. The other guard had joined the 
fight. The black haired guard remained on the ground, 
cradling his injured finger. 

I’d raised my fists in an attempt to shield my face, but 
my heart was hammering. How could I continue this fight 
without being able to use my magic? I bit my lip, 
beginning to move around him. 

“I would consider this unfair,” the man said, watching
me warily, hands still raised. “But the way you were 
fighting? That’s professionally trained. And you must’ve 
received some training on how to deal with magic.”

I most certainly had. I’d just been on the other end of 
it. 
He fired another shot at me. I ducked out of the way 
and the crowd parted for it to go through, exclaiming
loudly. I continued circling. I was getting a better idea of 
how Ryman was using his guards now.

I avoided his attacks, threading and weaving my way 
around them. I wished desperately for my twin swords, 
but they were back in my room at the palace. I ground my 
teeth, letting my guard down for a split second. His next 
fireball passed so close to me that I heard my hair sizzle, 
and when I spun I could see that the end of my plait was 
singed. He’d already sent another fireball my way, and out 
of habit I stood and faced it down, my hands out in front 
of me, my fingertips touching. My magic flared green as it 
divided the amber fire. 

The guard jerked back in surprise, but I’d already
responded with my own magic. The tongue of green
flames reached him before he could react, and then
enveloped him. I felt my magic sap the energy from his 
body, and he fell to the ground like his partner. 

I let my hands fall to my sides, my chest heaving. The 
crowd were murmuring angrily amongst themselves, 
shooting me scandalised looks. 

“I’m sorry,” I called to them breathlessly. I wasn’t sure 
what I was apologising for, but I did so anyway. “I’m 
sorry.”

A few people shook their heads as they walked away. 
The crowd was breaking apart as people continued along
the street. Eventually I was left with the two guards. Out 
of the corner of my eye, I spotted the woman who’d 
served me my pasty and cider. She made eye contact with 
me before hastily dropping her gaze and scurrying inside 
with my plate and goblet. 

My insides writhing, I shoved my hands deep into my
pockets and began to walk back along the street, my head 
low. I headed back in the general direction of the palace, 
taking a shortcut through an empty alleyway. I avoided 
broken carts and greasy puddles as I walked, kicking a 
small rock along. I was almost to the end of the alley when 
I heard a small splash just behind me.

I whirled, my hands out of my pockets and out in front 
of me. I thought for a split second that the guards had 
pursued me, but when I came to my senses, I realised that 
the young cutpurse had been following me.

“What?” I asked her dully.

“Just wanted to thank you.” She said, shuffling from 
side to side. She was barefoot and filthy, the rags of what 
must have once been a cotton dress hanging from her thin
frame. I noticed that her arm was red where the guard had 
been hanging onto her. 

“Yeah right,” I snorted. “Wanted to steal my purse, 
more like.”

I went to turn away, but she ran in front of me, forcing
me to look at her.
“I recognised you as one of them students from the 
fancy school,” she told me. “I wanted t’get a closer look at 
you.”

I blinked at her, understanding suddenly coming to me.

“You followed me,” I said, not sure how to feel about 
that.

She nodded, avoiding my gaze. 
“All the guards here are mages,” she began. “But we 
hardly see none of you who are still learnin’. None of you
ever come to the capital.”

“None of us? Really?”
She shook her head, and shivered as a brisk wind 
rattled down the alleyway. I noticed that she’d hunched in
to preserve what little warmth her dress could grant her.

“So why’d you chase after me?” I asked. “I’m a mage 
too, you know.”

“I know,” she said. “I saw that big fire spout you made.”

“And you chased after me even though I’m a mage? 
Why?”

She didn’t meet my gaze, instead inspecting my boots. 
“Take me with you,” she burst out suddenly. “Please, 
miss, I’m tired of the streets. I promise I won’t be no 
trouble. I can wait on you.”

“I don’t think you’ll like where I’m headed.” I said, and 
then stepped around her.
“Anywhere is better than here!” she called after me 
desperately. “Them guards, now that you protected me, 
they’re gonna come after me again!”

That made me stop. I heaved a sigh, rolling my head 
back to look at the sky. I turned suddenly and marched
back to her, leaning over so our faces were level.

“I’m going back to the palace,” I said, and her eyes
widened. “That’s where we’re staying while we’re in the 
capital. Governor Ryman, the boss of those guards, lives in
the same palace. Still want to come?”

She nodded fiercely, still shivering in the wind. I 
squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again. She was 
still there, hope in her eyes.

“I can’t just be taking in all the street children I find,” I
said. “I take in one, you’re all going to want to come 
along.”

“I can keep secrets, miss. I won’t be tellin’ nobody
where I’m gone.”

“Nobody?”

“No one left to care.”

That plucked at my heartstrings. I straightened up.
“Come on then,” I began to walk along the alley. “Mind 
you keep up. And you best be telling the truth about this 
secret keeping thing. I’m not running a secret orphanage 
right under the governor’s nose.”

Though, I thought as we continued along the alley
together. It’d be worth it just to annoy Ryman.

“What’s your name?” I asked her.

“Seffina. Seff for short. Yours?”
“Sky.”

“Mistress Sky?”

“Just Sky.”

“But you’re a student!”

“So?” I challenged.
“You have great status. You shouldn’t even be talkin’ to 
someone the likes of me,” Seff skipped over a puddle. “If 
you don’t mind me sayin’, miss.”

“I don’t mind, Seff.” In fact, I rather liked her manner.
“As for my status, you might’ve guessed, I don’t hold much 
stock in it. Besides, it’s not like anyone’s going to thank 
me for saving you.”

“I thanked you!”
“I know you did, but that’s not what I meant. All those 
people back there… as soon as I used my magic, they 
hated me. What’s going on in this city, Seff?”

She walked beside me, more solemn than any ten year
old should be, her pale face drawn in thought.
“Ryman’s guards have never been this bad afore,” she 
started. “And then, little while ago, they started bein’ real 
aggressive. Arresting people for no reason and beatin’ up
those they did have a reason for. Don’t know what 
changed to start this all off.”

I did. As I’d guessed before we’d left the Academy, 
Ryman had been taking orders from Iain and Netalia. 
With them locked up in the dungeons under the castle, 
there was no way they could issue any new commands to 
the capital. Ryman had free rein, and the power was 
getting to him. 

I scowled. I was going to have to take command of the 
city sooner than I’d wanted to. Like it or not, if the 
citizens of Castor were suffering under his rule, I had no 
choice. I might not be an experienced leader, but I was a 
fair one. I knew I was going to have to bite the bullet.

The road widened, the portcullis looming at the end of 
the street. Seff skittered close to me, eyeing off the guards 
at every corner with concern.

“How are you gonna get me into the palace?” Seff 
asked, worry beginning to line her young features.

“They won’t question me.”

“I think they will, miss, no disrespect meant.”

“They can, but I won’t let them turn you away.”
A small smile began to grow on her lips, but it vanished
as we drew closer to the gate. The guards assigned to it 
took notice of us and straightened up, their eyes on Seff. 
She stepped behind me, one hand curling around my belt.

“Excuse me, miss, you seem to have some street trash 
following you,” one of the guards called, his buddies 
smirking. I felt Seff’s hand tighten. “Like us to get rid of it 
for you?”

“I’d like you to mind what you say,” I replied, 
frowning. “Raise the portcullis.”

“Not with her in tow. Sorry, miss.”
I lit a ball of fire in my right hand and felt Seff circle 
me until she was as far away from it as she could be whilst 
still being close to me.

“You’ll let me through and her as well.”

The guards had frowned at the sight of the magic, but 
didn’t seem overly worried about it.

“The governor will be hearing about this.”
“No, he won’t,” I let the fire go out, and then steered 
Seff towards the portcullis which was slowly being raised. 
“Because if he does, I know who he would have heard it 
from, and then I might have to pay you two a little visit.”

I let them chortle as Seff and I ducked under the raised
gate. I wasn’t going to take any chances with Seff; I would 
send my father down as soon as I could. He had the ability 
to take memories; now I’d give him a chance to use that 
power for good.

“Are you really goin’ to beat them up, like you did 
them guards that was harrassin’ me?”

“Were harassing,” I corrected. She mouthed the words 
slowly. “No, I’ve got something else in mind for them.”
She didn’t ask what, but let me guide her towards the 
small palace entrance. I felt her thin shoulders begin to 
tremble under my hands as we were enveloped in the 
shadow of the enormous building. When I opened the 
door to let her through, she didn’t falter in her step, with 
only a slight shudder giving away her misgivings.

I led her up towards my room, keeping a close eye on
my surroundings. I didn’t know what had me so on edge, 
and when we reached my room I let out an audible sigh of
relief.

“Sky, there you are,” Seff and I turned to see Dena and 
my friends approaching. Seff ducked behind me again as 
Morri, perched on Dena’s shoulder, shrieked at the sight 
of me. “Um, who’ve you brought back?”

I stepped aside, pushing Seff out in front of me.
“This is Seffina, but she prefers Seff,” the girl kept her 
gaze on the carpet, her bare toes pushed inwards. “She was 

being hassled by some guards in the lower district.”

“And you saved her,” Dena finished for me. A scowl
had formed on her features and it wasn’t going away.

Petre had been examining Seff, and suddenly looked up 
at me.

“This girl is a cutpurse,” he said. “Whatever lies she’s 
told you-”

“She hasn’t lied to me at all,” I snapped angrily. “I saw a
young girl being bullied and I stepped in.”
Rain and Yasmin were hanging back behind everyone 
else, their expressions one of matching concern. Dena, 
Theresa and Petre were all scowling at me, but Ispin was 
studying Seff with growing interest. 

“Forgive me for saying so, young madam, but you look 
quite familiar,” Ispin said, stepping forwards and
deliberately shouldering Petre out of the way. Ignoring his 
friend’s scowl, Ispin went on. “You don’t happen to have 
any family in Gowar, do you?”

“Don’t have no family, sir,” Seff said, so quietly Ispin
had to lean in to hear her. “Just me.”
“Fascinating,” Ispin fixed his glasses and held out his 
hand. “I’m Ispin, of house Sempton. My father is Lord 
Emmel.”

Seff took his hand carefully, the names and titles 
obviously lost on her.  

“Familiar or no, she’s a criminal,” Petre had recovered
himself. “Sky, why have you brought her here?”

I opened my mouth to answer but before I could utter a
word, someone spoke behind me.
“Shame on you all,” Larni appeared at my shoulder.
“She’s a young girl, and from the sounds of it Sky rescued 
her from something awful. Why are you interrogating
her?”

“The girl is a cutpurse-”

“Are you?” Larni asked Seff. “Are you a cutpurse?”

“Yes,” Seff said defiantly. “I am.”

Petre looked triumphant. Seff wasn’t done speaking.
“I’ve lived on the streets m’whole life. I don’t 
remember my mum, never had any dad to speak of, so I’ve 
been by myself for a long time. On the streets, you’ve 
gotta do anything to survive. So yeah, I lightened a few 
purses, but never from them what needed it more than I 
did.”

There was stunned silence as she finished. Petre looked
like he’d been smacked in the face. I liked the girl even
more than I had upon meeting her.

“What’s going on?” Jett and my mother had arrived on
the scene. 

Petre opened his mouth but closed it as I sent him a
look.
“I’ve brought home a new friend,” I said. “Seff, these 
are my parents.” The plural felt rusty on my tongue. 
“Mum, Dad, my new friend, Seffina.”

Seff gave a small, awkward wave, and then went back 
to staring at the carpet.

“A street kid?” Jett asked, confused.
I quickly explained the situation, the guards and how 
our confrontation had finished, and then mentioned the 
guards on the gate threatening to tell Ryman that I’d 
brought Seff into the palace. Jett nodded, obviously 
understanding my unspoken request.

“One more thing,” I said, as he went to head down to 
the portcullis. “Seff is going to need some new clothes if 
she’s going to stay with me. My purse is too small to 
accommodate us both.”

“What are you saying?” Jett asked, his expression stony.
“I’m saying that you should still have a left-over purse, 
for my absent year,” I fixed my father with a stare. “Unless
my dear father thought that I wouldn’t return, in which 
case I see that as a complete lack of trust in my abilities.”

Jett glared at me for a few seconds, before reaching for 
his belt. I caught the purse he threw to me with ease.
“Good to know you have faith in me, father dear.” I
said, kissing him lightly on the cheek as he passed. I heard 
only a grumble in response. 

“Larni, would you mind getting Seff set up with some 
new clothes and maybe a bath?”

“Certainly, miss.”

“Seff, would you like to stay with me?”

She nodded mutely.
“She can’t stay with you,” Rain said, speaking up for the 
first time. I went to protest, but she cut me off. “I don’t 
mean that she can’t stay in the palace, just that she can’t 
be with you all the time.”

“She’s right, miss,” Larni said. “The governor will notice 
sooner or later.”

They were right. I chewed my lip.
“I could take her down with me to the kitchens,” Larni
said. “There are many servant girls down there, she 
wouldn’t be noticed.”

“Is that ok, Seff?” I asked the girl.

“Work in the palace kitchens?” she repeated. “Yes, I 
think I’d like that.”
I watched Larni lead the girl down towards the 
kitchens before turning back to my friends. Dena met my 
gaze but didn’t say anything. Morri flew to my shoulder,
latching his little claws into my shirt and beginning to 
preen some hair that had come loose from my plait. 

“So… what’ve you guys been doing?” I asked, desperate 
to break the awkward silence.

“We were just about to come and find you,” Dena said. 

“Did you want to head back out into the city?”

“Sure.” Dena couldn’t have sounded less enthusiastic if 
she’d tried.
The guards on the gate didn’t even glance at us when
we passed; Jett had done his work well. I let Dena lead the 
way through the cobblestone streets with Theresa next to 
her, happy just to wander through the city and take in the 
sights. At one point, they went to head towards where I’d
rescued Seff, but I subtly turned them away. I didn’t need
to find out the hard way that the guards had revived. 

Twilight was falling as the city began to come to life. 
Eating houses and taverns grew full to bursting with 
patrons, the light from the buildings spilling out onto the 
street. We came across some performers far from the 
palace. We watched with the crowd as the two performers 
on stilts breathed fire above our heads.

“They’re Sudafraens,” Rain said, who was standing close 
to me. “Look at the markings around their eyes.”
I remembered some of their culture from the Academy, 
and shuddered. Suddenly the performance wasn’t as 
interesting and we moved away.

We were making sure to stick in our little group. I’d 
seen a number of dodgy dealings happening in the small
alley ways that trailed around the main streets. At one 
point a man in a long coat approached us and tried to sell
Petre what he claimed was a Du’rangor fang but looked a 
lot like a sharpened leg bone of some farm animal. I 
steered Petre away before he could buy me an actual 
Du’rangor fang; he still liked to call me the Du’rangor 
Slayer and would love nothing more than to present me 
with some kind of trophy. 

“I’m starving,” Ispin groaned a little later. “Can we stop 
and get food?”
There were a number of street vendors selling food. We 
stopped at one and bought skewers of roasted meat, 
flavoured with garlic sauce. 

“Inspired by the flavours of Melacore,” the vendor told 
us proudly as we pulled the meat off with our teeth. 
“What do you think?”

It was amazing. I bought another one from him as we 
went to wander on, nibbling on the soft meat. A little 
while on, Ispin complained that he needed some kind of 
sweet food for dessert and we stopped at another vendor 
selling apples coated with sticky caramel. We munched on
them as we sat on the rim of a fountain, watching the city 
people. We were so far from the palace that we couldn’t 
see it anymore, and it felt like a weight had been lifted
from my shoulders. 

“We should head back,” Rain said grudgingly after a
little while. “It’s a long walk and it’s getting late.”

“I’m not ready to head in yet,” I said, leaning back on
the fountain, looking at the stars. “You guys go ahead.”
“We’re not going to leave you out here,” Dena said, 
standing up.
“We can have the same argument as before, but the fact 
remains that I can defend myself just fine.” I told her 
sternly. I didn’t know what Dena’s problem with me was 
lately, but I’d had enough of scowls and disapproval from 
her.

She sent me another frown and then turned to head 
back. My group cast looks at me, but I didn’t meet their 
eyes, and they followed Dena back to the palace. I sat on
the edge of the fountain for a bit longer before I stood and
dusted myself off. 

I drifted along with the crowd, snagging bits of 
conversation here and there. I saw two guards in black 
take down a rowdy drunken man and the crowd cheer on
the resulting brawl. The night was loud with a thousand
voices and thick with the smell of the city. I found myself 
shunted in front of a tavern, shrugged and headed inside. 

Floorboards creaked under my boots as I entered. I felt 
my feet stick to various spilled liquids and decided it was 
best not knowing what they were. Someone was playing
an off-tune piano in the corner, as tables of loud men
laughed and bellowed at each other. I took a seat at the 
counter, looking around the room. The tables were all full, 
with one being used for an arm wrestling competition. I
watched the competitors for a moment before a barmaid 
caught my attention.

“Mulled wine if you have it,” I said, sliding two coins 
across the counter. I added a third when she eyed me off. 
She scooped the coins into her hand and bustled off to get 
my wine.

Smoke from the fire was filling the room slowly, added
to by the various pipes some of the patrons were smoking. 
I watched a group of men play a game of cards with a very 
tattered deck, though for as long as I watched I couldn’t 
figure out what they were playing. 

A yell and cheers brought my attention back to the arm
wrestling. A youth in a filthy tunic too long for his frame
and blonde hair hacked short stood triumphantly, draining
the mead from his tankard. I watched some spill over his
cheeks as the men roared around him. The man he’d just 
defeated slunk away, leaving behind a few coins and a half
empty tankard, which the lad seized when he finished his 
own. 

“Here ya are, miss,” my wine appeared in a tankard in
front of me. The barmaid remained, despite the men
calling for her attention. “If you don’ mind me askin’, 
miss, what you doin’ round ‘ere? We don’t get many of 
your ilk.”

“My ilk?” I repeated, sipping the wine. Its strong fruity 
flavour mixed with the taste of caramel from my candy 
apple earlier. “What do you mean by that?”

“Students, miss, students from the Academy.” She leant 
closer, giving me a good view of her bosom. “Is it true 
what people ‘ave been sayin’, then?”

“Depends on what they’ve been saying.”
“They’re sayin’,” she lowered her voice to the point 
where I too had to lean forwards. “They’re sayin’ that the 
Masters ‘ave been locked up by some girl.”

“They’ve been saying that, have they? And where 
might they have heard that from?”
She opened her mouth to answer, but our attention was 
redirected to the wrestling table as the defeated man
returned.

“You cheat!” he was shouting at the blonde youth. “You 
filthy cheat!”
The youth responded with something the barmaid and 
I couldn’t hear, but the men around the table roared with 
laughter. I watched the other man’s face turn beet red, and 
suddenly saw the bottle in his hand a second before he 
smashed it down on the table.

“Best clear off, miss.” The maid advised, scurrying out 
the back.
The brawl had just begun. Seeing the broken bottle, the 
blonde youth had flung himself across the table to stop the 
man using it. I slid off my stool, unsure whether to leave 
or stay, though I didn’t know who I’d help in the 
situation. 

The man swung the bottle drunkenly, the youth 
leaning back to avoid it. One of the men who’d been
watching the wrestling took offence to the attack on his 
champion, and threw a chair in his displeasure. It hit the 
man playing the piano, who head-butted the keys in a 
cacophony of disgruntled notes and stayed there. The man
who’d thrown the chair was set upon by a flying tankard, 
thrown by persons unknown, followed by others. 

I ducked, narrowly avoiding someone’s pipe as they 
threw it, still lit. I watched it shower burning tobacco 
leaves on someone’s head as it flew over them, the embers 
setting the man’s hair alight. Before he’d noticed, I 
dumped my tankard of wine over his head, dousing the 
flames. He rounded on me, obviously thinking the attack 
unprovoked. I dodged his clumsy blow and then delivered 
one of my own. The man had been so drunk that when
my fist connected, he dropped to the ground, unconscious. 
I looked around anxiously, but no one had noticed. I
nudged the man under one of the tables, and then turned
back to the fight.

The blonde youth was in the thick of it, standing on a 
table using a broken chair leg as a sword, laughing
manically at all of it. I watched in horror as three men
lifted the table he was standing on and threw it in my 
general direction. I didn’t have a chance to cry out before 
the youth ploughed into me, knocking us both to the 
floor.

I lay on the floor, stunned, the youth on top of me. He 
smelled like sour wine. I shoved him off as the crowd 
roared for his punishment via further brawling. I was 
about to let them until I caught a glimpse of the youth’s
face. My mouth fell open.

“Eleanora?”



~Chapter Fourteen~

She looked up at the sound of her name. Her long
blonde hair had been cut back to her ears and her purple 
eyes were only faded amethyst now, but it was her. A scar
ran from the bridge of her nose to her left cheekbone, 
marring her perfect skin. I saw recognition flicker in her
eyes and she groaned. 

“Brilliant. Just when I thought this day couldn’t get 
worse.”
A bottle smashed near us and we scrambled to our feet. 
Our side of the pub had cleared out, and we were now 
facing down the other half who were brandishing
tankards and bottles, roaring at us.

“Last place I expected to find you.” I said to her as she 
picked up the chair leg she’d been using previously.

“Thought I’d finally gotten rid of you,” she snapped 
back. “Come on, you sons of bitches!”
She laughed that maniac laugh again as her comment 
infuriated the men. One man charged at her, breaking
away from the bunch and she took him out with a swing
of her chair leg. I was distracted from watching her
further as they realised that I was apparently in league 
with their quarry. One man tried to take me unawares 
from the side, but I dodged his attack and gripped his arm 
as it went past. I spun, elbowing him between the 
shoulder blades. He barely noticed the blow, but 
Eleanora’s chair leg dropped him cold at our feet. I
punched another man square in the face as Eleanora
delivered a kick to another’s kidneys. We were holding off 
the masses, but only just. 

“Guards!” We all turned to the door at the cry. The 
barmaid had somehow gotten to the door and was calling
out into the street beyond. “Tavern brawl! Guards!”

The men went berserk, trying to leave the building
before the guards could answer her call. All tried to
stampede the small doorway, getting jammed halfway 
through. I turned to Eleanora just as she heaved her chair 
leg out of one of the only windows, shattering the glass 
and creating a bolt hole just large enough for us both. We 
hopped through it, landing awkwardly in the alleyway 
beside the tavern. 

Only then did I notice how drunk she was. She tottered 
as she climbed to her feet, holding her arms out to steady
herself. I grabbed a hold of her before she could plough 
into the side of the next building, and then looped her arm 
around my shoulders. 

“Where do you live?” I asked her.
“This way,” she responded thickly, and began to drag
me down the alleyway towards the lower district, 
occasionally leaning on me as she swayed. “I don’t need an
escort, Sky.”

She tugged away, and I let her. I watched her teeter 
into a street, wondering if I should follow. When she 
started staggering towards a vendor selling ceramics, I 
decided that I should. She wobbled as I reached her and
then promptly threw up in a vase. I seized her arm and 
dragged her away from the stall before the vendor could 
notice. I felt immensely bad about it, but I’d dropped my 
purse during the brawl. I’d try to remember this location
and return with compensation. 

Eleanora didn’t seem to notice that I was guiding her
again. She rambled about something arm wrestling related
as we wove our way through the people still dominating
the main streets. We ended up outside a tall building, and
she leant against the door, scrabbling at the door knob. I
twisted it open for her and we both fell inside.

I groaned as my eyes adjusted to the dim light inside
the rickety building. Stairs led up to floors above us, and
when Eleanora began to clumsily climb the stairs, I sighed 
and began to lead her up the stairs.

We reached the second floor, and she slumped against a 
doorway. I tried to turn the knob, but it was locked.

“Keys?” I asked her hopefully.
She was almost asleep against the door and mumbled
something that I didn’t catch. I fidgeted for a second 
before I noticed a long leather thong hanging around her 
neck. After a second’s hesitation, I hooked the thong
around one finger, and pulled it up. She batted my hand
away, but I lifted the thong over her head, holding the key 
attached to it triumphantly. I unlocked the door and 
dragged her inside.

She wrestled free of my grip once again and fell face 
first onto an un-kept bed. I watched her for a second, but 
when she began to snore obnoxiously, I pulled off her 
tattered boots and covered her with one of the ratty 
blankets from her bed. I shut the door carefully, and then
looked about.

I was standing in the middle of a dank room, her single 
bed taking up most of the space. A small dressing table 
with an empty bowl stood on it, a dry cloth hanging over 
the side; it obviously hadn’t contained water in a long
time. Clothes spilled out of the drawers and I couldn’t help 
but shove them back in and close the drawers properly. 
Through the moonlight spilling through the single 
window, I spied a small oil lantern and a flint sitting next 
to the empty bowl. I lit the lantern successfully on the 
second shot, golden light filling the room. I spotted a chair 
in the far corner next to a small table, and dragged it 
towards her bed. 

I had some questions for her when she sobered up, and 
I was so far from the palace that I wasn’t sure if I was 
going to be able to find this place again if I left. I sat 
heavily in the chair, grateful that I at least had some light. 
No sooner had I finished the thought when the light 
flickered. I glanced over; the oil had run out. I sighed, 
accepting my fate. The light dimmed completely, leaving
me in the moonlight. I closed my eyes, and somehow 
managed to sleep.

~
“Oh… you weren’t a nightmare.”
I cracked open my eyes. Eleanora was sitting on her
bed, trying to finger comb the tangles from her short hair.
Sunlight streamed through the dirty window, illuminating

the room. 
“No, I’m not. But you look like one.” I groaned, sitting
upright again. My muscles complained painfully about 
sleeping in the chair all night. “Eleanora, what are you 
doing here?”

She regarded me warily.

“I could ask you the same thing. Weren’t you banished
or something?”
“Was. Past tense.” I stretched. “I’m staying in the city 
with some of our classmates. Does Dustin know you’re 
here?”

“No,” she retorted. “No one does. And you’re not to tell
them.”

“Fat chance.”
“Sky,” for the first time, she was looking vulnerable. 
“Please… I’m a joke, a failure. I’ve lost everything and I’m 
not handling it too well, if you haven’t noticed. I don’t 
want anyone from the Academy knowing what’s 
happened to me.”

“What  has happened to you?” I asked. “I know that
you’ve lost your magic-”
“Yes, you can thank your gods-cursed soul mate for 
that,” she snapped, head in hands. “What happened to 
him, by the way?”

“He’s exiled,” I said, feeling ill. “Iain and Netalia exiled
him to Orthandrell.”

“Should’ve banished him in my opinion,” she said. 

“Forget what should’ve happened. Can you tell me 
what did happen? How did he take it?”

She watched me for a few long seconds.
“When you left, Phoenix… changed. I’d known him 
before you were both discovered – was that before or after 
he broke up with me? Actually I don’t want to know,” she 
ran her hand through her hair, making it stick up. “But I
still tried to comfort him. I couldn’t possibly know then
what he was going through, but I tried to be there for him 
as much as I could. And how did he repay me?” She 
pointed to a small scar under her jaw-line. “He rested his 
hand on my neck, right here, and took all of my magic.”

She turned to the dressing table as I sat, mute with 
disbelief. But she wasn’t done.
“It felt horrible… I’ve never experienced anything like 
it. It felt like my soul was coming up through my body, 
being sucked right out of my skin. And then the
withdrawal symptoms,” her whole body shook and she 
gripped the table with both hands. “I know they took your 
magic too, Sky, so you must’ve gone through them as 
well.”

“Yes,” I said quietly. I was in two minds about telling
her that I got my magic back, but before I could decide 
anything, she continued.

“Iain and Netalia tried to help me. After all they could
take magic, maybe they knew some way of extracting it 
and replacing it. But everything they did made it worse. 
The damage was irreversible. Phoenix had made me nonmagi.”

I sat in my chair, limp. There was so much that needed
to be said but I didn’t know what to filter. I didn’t know 
whether or not to tell her that I was the new monarch or 
that Phoenix was probably being crowned King at this 
very moment. But one thing was certain; I had to do
something. 

An arrow in the wall caught my attention. Another sat 
just above it, both embedded deeply in the wooden
panelling. A bow had been leant against the table from 
which I’d stolen my chair. As I looked at it closer, I saw 
that two notches had been made in the wood of the bow.

Two arrows?

“You still practise then?”

Eleanora glanced over and followed my gaze.
“When I can. I have to wait for new tenants every time 
I want to shoot; the arrows go straight through the wall
and my landlord isn’t happy about it.” She approached the 
arrows and tugged on one half-heartedly. 

“Are you still as good a shot as I remember?”

She looked over her shoulder at me.

“Better.”
Ryman’s guards weren’t going to take kindly to being
reigned in. I would face resistance, maybe even rebellion
from some of them. If I wanted control, I was going to 
have to replace their leader with someone that I could 
trust. 

Or Eleanora. 
“Listen,” I began carefully. “Very soon, I’m going to be 
coming into a position of power within the city. I’d like 
you to join me.”

“No power can bring me back into honour.”

“This power can, I promise you.”
She looked over at me, and I could almost see the cogs 
turning in her brain. Suddenly she straightened up, her 
mouth opening slightly in understanding. 

“My gods… you’re it, aren’t you? You’re the new 
Queen.”

Blood rushed into my cheeks and my face burned. 

“Yes,” I made myself admit. “They tell me I am.”
I watched her face as she realised all of the new 
implications. My return, Phoenix’s exile, our relationship, 
and then finally:

“So you got your magic back?”
“And then some,” I decided brutally honest was the 
way I was going to go about this. “I’ve entered the city as 
an ordinary citizen to get a feel of the place first.”

“So why would Her Majesty want me by her side?” her
voice had taken on a sarcastic edge, and I felt myself 
bristle. 

“Because Her Majesty wants the best of the best there 
to guard her,” I responded in the same tone, standing up
finally. “I’m going to meet resistance from the governor of
this city and I need someone I can trust to help me.”

“You trust me?”

“Not in the slightest.”
“Not yet,” she finished for me. “You’re seriously
offering me this? It wouldn’t grant you any favours with 
my family; they disowned me.”

“I don’t want favours with your family. I don’t know 
them.” I met her gaze. “But I know you.”

She frowned.

“You haven’t known me for a year. I’ve changed.”
“I can tell.” I’d spotted the empty wine bottles under 
her bed earlier. “But you’re standing here talking to me. 
Eleanora from the Academy barely granted me that.”

“I think you have to take some of the blame as well.”

I gritted my teeth. 

“I know,” I admitted finally. “What do you say to my 
offer?”

“When will it come into effect?”
“I’m not sure. I know I have to take the crown soon, 
but-”

“It’s daunting.”

“Just a little.”

“What would you want me to do?”
“Take command of the guard,” I said, and she blanched. 
“You’re the best archer I know, and apparently you’ve 
gotten even better. It’s a position of power, and honour. It 
would restore your status and you’d have all of the practise
space you wanted.”

She stood staring at me for a few moments.
“You understand I’ll have to consider your offer,” she 
said finally, and I kept my face straight. “The command of 
the city guard is a huge undertaking.”

“It won’t be easy,” I warned. “Take all of the time you 
need to consider.”

She watched me closely for a few seconds and then said 
quietly:

“When do you think you’ll take the throne?”

My stomach rolled over, and I crossed my arms so she 
couldn’t see how my hands shook.

“I… when the time is right, I suppose.”
“You mean that you’ll wait until your hand is forced,”
her faded eyes were almost kind. “I understand that. It’s 
one thing to take command of the city guard, another 
entirely to take control of the country.”

So many people had been pressuring me to take the 
crown now that her understanding came as a complete 
shock. And from  Eleanora! I clutched my arms in tighter
and then met her gaze.

“Thank you,” I said quietly. “I’d better head back to the 
palace now.”
She nodded, and I shuffled awkwardly towards the 
door. Halfway through it, our gazes met and she lifted her 
hand in a half wave. I nodded, and then closed the door 
between us.

I was further from the palace than I’d ever been. It took 
me most of the morning to walk back, watching the city 
people go about their daily business. My feet were aching
and my stomach rumbling by the time I reached the 
portcullis.

The guards let me through without comment; their 
blank, vacant expressions reassured me that Jett had 
removed their memories of the day before. Seff was 
hidden in the castle, something that made me breathe a
sigh of relief. There was something about the girl, 
something that made me pause when I thought about her. 
She was familiar in a way, but I was certain I’d never met 
her before. I got the feeling the governor would love to get 
his hands on her, but that made no sense. Seff was a street 
kid, a cutpurse, one of hundreds that resided in the capital. 
Ryman didn’t know she existed. 

So why was I so eager to keep her a secret from him?
~Chapter Fifteen~

“Sky!”
I groaned; I’d been in the process of opening my door 
when I heard Jett calling my name. I leant my head 
against the door for a second before reluctantly turning
and facing my irate father.

“Where’ve you been? Dena and the others came back 
without you, you’ve been out all night?” He snapped.

“Really?” I asked sarcastically. “Must’ve been partying
til dawn, father, sorry.”

“Don’t,” he shut his eyes and clenched his jaw. “Don’t 
get smart with me.  Where were you?”
Uh, in a tavern brawl? Where I met an old classmate of
mine who doesn’t want anyone to know she’s in the city, 
and I proposed that she join me at the palace when I take 
the throne as captain of the entire city guard?

“Exploring,” I settled on finally. “There’s a whole city 
out there if you haven’t noticed.”
His nostrils flared dramatically. He opened his mouth 
to keep admonishing me when a serving girl popped over 
the top of the stairs.

“Mistress Sky?” she said warily. I immediately turned 
away from Jett. “The governor wants to see you, miss.”
It was almost a relief to skitter away from my father 
and down the stairs towards Ryman’s office before I
remembered where I was headed. I thought of Seff
working down in the kitchens and my throat tightened. 
Had he found her?

I knocked cautiously on his office door.

“Enter.”
I did so, closing it carefully behind me. I could feel my 
magic beginning to tingle beneath my skin. I would blast 
him if I had to. He would be absolutely no match for me.

The man himself was sitting behind his desk, the 
polished oak hiding the majority of his bulk. He made me 
wait until he’d signed the last paper in front of him with a 
flourish. He set down his quill, admired the signature and 
then looked up at me, his dull eyes stern.

“My guards have reported to me a rather disturbing
incident,” he began, and my heart started to beat a little 
faster. “Apparently you interfered with an arrest 
yesterday.”

I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t going to confess before I 
knew how much he’d been told.

He steepled his fingers and rested his three chins upon
them.

“What is the reason for your interference?”

“They were bullying a small girl.”

“They were doing their job.”

I let the corner of my mouth twitch in derision.
“Good to know that the guards of this city have power
over the small girl children. I saw some babies in their 
cribs on the way over here, would the guards like to harass 
them as well?”

He stood, though I still towered over him.
“You are insolent,” he barked, his cheeks flushing red. 
“Both guards are in the infirmary. You are to apologize to
both of them.”

I felt heat rush to my cheeks and my hands began to 
shake.

“No,” I said. “I won’t.”
“The girl you inadvertently set free was a known cutpurse to the guards in question, and she was finally being
taken to face trial. Your meddling has set her loose about 
the city again,” his pudgy hands were splayed across the 
papers he’d so carefully signed, apparently not noticing
that he was smearing his signature. He leant across the 
desk at me, and it took all of my willpower not to step 
back. “I promise you that I will find this girl and bring her
to justice myself. And when I do, I can assure you that I’ll
make you watch as they sentence her to exile.”

For three glorious seconds I entertained myself with 
the thought of pinning the fat man to the wall and holding
him by the throat. My hands twitched as if to carry out 
the motion, and I quickly tucked them both behind my 
back. I didn’t know enough about the city yet to take the 
crown, and I wanted to hear Eleanora’s answer before I
attempted to control a faction of lawmen who were on the 
path to hating me.

“If that is all?” I asked coldly, my face expressionless. “I 
have training to attend.”
“Perhaps suggest some extra lessons on etiquette,” he 
replied, sliding back into his reinforced chair. “And 
remember that you are my guest in this palace and I am to 
be afforded every courtesy.”

I turned and spun on my heel, deliberately slamming
his office doors on my way out.
I marched down the hall, anger brimming in my blood. 
I wanted nothing more than to return to Ryman’s office 
and make him regret ever summoning me. My footsteps 
slowed as I neared the kitchens, thinking of Seff, but then
I remembered that Ryman was actively searching for her
now and I couldn’t risk him finding her under his very 
nose. 

Instead I headed for the bath house. My legs were 
aching from my early morning walk and my body still
complained of a night spent sleeping in a chair. 

The bath house of the palace was a spectacular thing. A 
large marble bath took up most of the room, sunk deep 
into the floor. It was full of lukewarm water, kept topped 
up by the bath house attendants. One handed me a towel
and a bar of soap when I entered, then left me in peace. 
The bath was empty of patrons; a relief considering I
hadn’t yet gotten accustomed to bathing with other girls. I 
stripped down and then sank into the bath up to my nose. 
The water was warm enough to make me sleepy, the heat 
seeping into my aching bones. 

I must’ve dozed off for a second, because when I awoke, 
Dena was sitting across from me.

“How long have you been there?” I asked sleepily. 
“A while,” she wouldn’t meet my eyes, gazing at
something across the room. “You were asleep. I was 
making sure you weren’t going to drown.”

“Thanks,” I said, shifting awkwardly. I half-heartedly 
scrubbed at my arm with the bar of soap before deciding it 
was too weird. The abandoned soap floated across the bath
between us. “So, uh, how’ve things been?”

She fixed me with a stare, apparently uncaring that we 
were starkers with only a few metres of soapy water 
separating us. Then again, she’d had a few years to get 
used to bathing with other girls. 

“Things are different now,” she said, her voice ringing
off the stone. 

“Because I’m back?”

“Yes,” she said sadly, taking me by surprise.
“You don’t want me back?”

“Of course I want you back,” she seemed mildly
surprised at least. “But I thought you would want-”

“To spend more time with you.” I finished for her.

She lowered her gaze.

“You were my best friend.” She said softly.
“I still am. Dena,” I went to scoot closer to her, 
remembered where we were, and stopped. “I didn’t have 
any friends in Ar Cena that came close to you. Even when 
I couldn’t remember a damn thing about Lotheria I missed 
you somehow. And when I came back, I didn’t want to 
intrude on the group too much, you guys have had a lot of 
time without me.”

“We still wanted you around, but you seem to be 
determined to go off and do your own thing lately.”
“I know, and I’ll admit that I have an agenda,” I gnawed
my lip. “Dena, you know the responsibility I have to 
undertake soon.”

“And all of us want to be here to help you!”
“Help I’ll gladly accept,” I said. “But I’m still trying to 
get my bearings.  When I’ve got a game plan, I’ll need
advice. And my friends are the first place I’m going to go 
for it.”

That seemed to placate her somewhat. She fidgeted in
the water, steam rising around us. 

“If you need to test any ideas out, I’m right here,” she 
said eventually.
Suddenly I needed to tell her everything. I started with 
Seff and the familiar feel I got from her. When I
questioned Dena about it, she agreed that she too felt as 
though she knew the girl but couldn’t recall how. I
recounted my meeting with Ryman just a few minutes 
before retreating to the bath house and she shared my 
anger and resentment against the governor.

“Seff is out of harm’s way,” she reassured me. “Hidden
in his own kitchens. He won’t even think to look under 
his own nose… provided he can see there.”

We sniggered together in the cooling water. The soap
had floated back to me and I picked it up, sliding it over 
my skin. 

“I don’t know about that… from the looks of him, I’d 
say he’s fair fond of the kitchens,” I said, and she burst 
into laughter again.

When her giggles subsided, I pushed the soap over to 
her.

“There’s something else,” I said gravely. “About where I 
was last night. But I have to swear you to secrecy.”

She eyed me off, catching up the drifting soap.
“I was in a tavern brawl last night,” I began, and she 
opened her mouth to say something but I stopped her. 
“Yeah, yeah, I know, anyway. I met someone there.”

I saw the word form on her lips but didn’t stop her in
time.

“Phoenix?”

The name jarred me like a hit to the elbow. I was 
shaking my head before she’d finished. 

“No. Eleanora.”

Her mouth fell open even further, and she almost 
swallowed some bath water.

“Elea-… but she’s supposed to be in Gowar!”

“I know,” I quickly outlined Eleanora’s current living
situation and the offer I’d made her. “What do you think?”
“I think you did the right thing by wanting to help 
her,” Dena said, deep in thought. “And whilst I get that 
you want people you know by your side during the 
takeover, I think having Eleanora as their captain straight 
away might give the guard the wrong impression. To 
them, it’ll seem like favouritism.”

“It’s not though.”
“I know that, but they don’t. They’ll get a new Queen
and then a new captain. It’ll unnerve them, and the last 
thing you need is a twitchy guard around you.”

I nodded, considering her input. 
“But at the same time,” she continued. “Having
someone you know and trust protecting you will be 
reassuring. I get why you offered her the position.”

“Final thoughts?”

She leant against the back of the bath, combing her
fingers through her hair.
“Keep the offer there. Wait to hear what she says and if 
she accepts, worry about the consequences then. Though 
she’d be mad to turn the opportunity down.””

“You haven’t seen how she’s changed,” I shivered 
slightly; the water was cooling. “I didn’t recognise her 
until our faces were almost literally shoved together.”

She laughed, and we continued chatting in the bath for 
a while. For the first time since arriving back in Lotheria, I
felt as though I had my best friend back.

I padded back to my room a short while later, the lush 
carpet soft against my bare feet. I dressed in my room
quickly and collected Morri from his sleeping place atop 
my bedstead. The sun was illuminating my city, making
dirty rooftops gleam reluctantly. In the distance I could 
see the harbor sparkling, several ships at the dock, their 
tall masts swaying slightly as the waves rolled underneath 
them. 

I was going to be Queen of all this. This city and the 
country that extended all the way north. I stroked
Morrigan, who was sleeping contentedly in my hands. He 
chirped softly, completely unaware of the turmoil that was 
making my stomach turn over. 

I decided a walk would settle me. I thought briefly 
about tracking down my friends to accompany me, but 
then decided against it. Dena had mentioned that she 
would be spending the day at the city hospital, shadowing
the healers there to better her craft. Ispin was down at the 
docks again, and I was unsure of the whereabouts of Rain, 
Petre or Yasmine. Theresa had taken to disappearing into 
the city much like I was about to, though she would spend 
days on end in the lower districts before returning
without a word to explain her absence. 

Morri relocated to my shoulder as I passed under the 
portcullis, preening as I walked. The high road was busy as 
usual, and I had to weave my way between several carts 
headed for the palace. People jostled me as I passed, but 
after a few days of walking the busy city streets I was used
to it. Morri, however, took every opportunity to pass 
comment to every person that bumped into the shoulder 
he was riding. 

As I giggled at him and stroked a finger down his glossy
back to settle him, I noticed Ryman’s city guards at their 
usual posts. Suddenly my good mood vanished, and I
lowered my head, unwilling to catch their attention. By 
now, they would’ve heard what I’d done to their 
colleagues. 

I was nearing the central district, contemplating finding
a place for lunch, when I saw a young man striding up the 
middle of the road. His long dark hair fell around his face 
like a curtain, but it couldn’t hide his eyes. I stopped dead 
in my tracks, time slowing down.

“Phoenix.” I breathed.
~Chapter Sixteen~

He looked up, though he couldn’t possibly have heard 
me. Our eyes met through the crowd of people, and I saw 
his mouth fall open slightly. 

“Sky.” He mouthed, and then I was pushing, shoving
through the crowd to get to him. I saw him doing the 
same, people complaining loudly, but he wasn’t taking any
notice.

We were but a few metres apart, reaching for each 
other, when I heard someone yell. Phoenix broke eye
contact with me, seeing the guard at the same time I did, 
just before the guard slammed into him. I froze in my 
tracks as the people around me shrieked and began to 
clamber out of the way; they’d lived under Ryman’s 
oppressive rule long enough to know to get out of the way 
of an arrest. 

“No,” I said softly, but the three guards pinning
Phoenix to the ground didn’t hear me. “NO!”
Fire raced down my arms to my fingertips. Those 
closest to me started trying even harder to leave the scene. 
I extended the flames of my right hand to the guard 
closest to me, plucking him from the ground and tossing
him into a nearby cabbage cart. A second was thrown
through the window of the nearest building. The third 
managed to get a block up before my fire could reach him, 
but I smashed through it like frail glass and sent him 
flying. 

“Phoenix!” I reached him a second later, pulling him to 
his feet. “What are you… why are they… how are you 
here?”

“I’m not supposed to be,” he said, taking my face in his 
hands. “But I couldn’t stay away from you any longer. 
They’re attacking me because there’s still a reward out for 
my arrest. I was exiled, remember?” Suddenly he was 
looking over me. I turned, breaking out of his hold. A 
small army of city guards were descending upon us.

I closed my eyes. I couldn’t fight that many without 
revealing what I was. Nor could I guarantee the safety of
any I had to fight, and I didn’t want my reign to begin
with me injuring my subordinates. 

I took a deep breath and opened my eyes.

“Stop,” I commanded.

“Sky, don’t-”

I ignored Phoenix behind me. The guards had barely
slowed their step.

“Stop in the name of the Queen.” I said louder.

One of the guards smirked.

“We don’t have a Queen.” He told me. His friends
sniggered.

“You do now.” I replied, and with that, I conjured a 
ring of white flames to protect myself and Phoenix.
The flames roared higher than the crowd, burning hot 
and bright. Several people screamed and reared back from 
them. Most of the guards took a step back. I saw one hold 
his ground through the flickering fire. 

“We will not arrest him,” the guard called, of whom I 
could see very little. “But you will understand that you 
will need to be questioned by the Governor.”

“You mean he’ll contest my claim.” I responded, my 
heart beating frantically. 

The guard didn’t reply for a second. When he did, I 
heard only amusement in his tone.

“Yes, probably.”

I twisted, looking back over my shoulder at Phoenix. 

“What do you think?” I asked.
“Go ahead,” he replied. “The Governor can only stall
for so long before accepting you as the Queen. It has to
happen at some point.”

“What do you think they mean by ‘question’?”
“They will want to see if you indeed have the power of 
the Queen. This could be an exhibition or trial by 
combat.”

I knew which one Ryman would pick, though I hoped 
he’d pick combat. I desperately wanted to kick his sorry 
arse all the way to the portcullis. 

I lowered my arms, letting the flames sink into the 
pavement. I was surprised to see the guard who’d been
speaking to us was the amber magic guard who’d been part
of the team attempting to arrest Seff. The other guards 
surrounded us and though I flinched, didn’t make any
move to arrest either of us. Instead, we were marched 
back up the high road from whence I’d come. Phoenix 
stood at my shoulder, and carefully slipped his fingers 
through mine.

“You’ll be fine,” he murmured. “No matter which the 
Governor picks. You are the Queen of Lotheria. The blood 
of the previous monarchs runs in your veins.” He glanced
down at me, his eyes full of love. “And you are my Sky.”

My heart squeezed painfully, and tears brimmed in my 
eyes. I’d missed him more than I could bear. All I wanted
was to spend the day with him, catching up on all the time 
we’d missed out on. 

No way was I going to let Ryman take that from us.
People openly stared as we were escorted back to the 
palace. Phoenix seemed thoroughly unimpressed with the 
city, which unnerved me for some reason. I had fallen in
love with Castor in the short amount of time I’d been
here. A lot of the time I felt as though this city was meant 
to be my home. Not Ar Cena, not the Academy, this city, 
with its people and its charms. I could only hope that the 
place would grow on him as we ruled.

“Governor Ryman is waiting for you in his chambers,”
the amber eyed guard said. “Follow me.”
We trailed obediently. Phoenix’s hand had grown
sweaty, but I didn’t let it go. I didn’t want to ever let go. 
The other half of my soul was finally at my side. My heart 
was singing.

“Well well,” I’d never seen Ryman look so pleased with 
himself. “I was so hoping it’d come to this.”
I met his amused gaze, as stony as the city wall. 
Suddenly I understood completely why Iain and Netalia 
had picked him to govern; he was an oppressor, and 
something about him, though diminished in size, 
demanded respect and power. Though he was a small, 
lumpy man, I got the feeling that his followers would 
continue thinking the sun shone out his behind until the 
very end until someone pointed them at the sky.

I hated that about him. 
“Were you now?” I replied, not letting my voice betray 
anything. Phoenix’s hand clenched slightly around mine. 
“I was expecting a governor who was reasonable and
would step down from his station without a fuss, but hey,”
I shrugged, letting go of Phoenix’s hand. “We can’t all
have what we want.”

“Making a claim to a throne that has been vacant for a 
thousand years is huge responsibility,” one of his wormy 
little eyebrows twitched a bit and I think he was lifting it 
in derision. “Are you prepared to accept the consequences 
if I can prove that you’re lying?”

“I’m not lying,” I shot back. “How do you wish me to 
prove my claim to you?”
I already knew that he’d pick an exhibition. I couldn’t 
imagine Ryman ever caring about something enough to 
leave his reinforced desk chair.

“Trial by combat,” he announced with a shrewd little 
smile, and suddenly I felt like I’d misjudged the situation
completely.

~Chapter Sixteen~

“Trial by combat?” I repeated slowly, making sure that 
I’d heard him correctly. “You think you’ll best me?”
“No, I think my 
 championwill best you,” he replied
smugly, settling back into his chair, his hands folded 
neatly on his protruding stomach. “Griffin is the Captain
of the city guard. He should prove more than a match for 
you.”

Captain of the city guard? So this would be the man
Eleanora replaced if she took up my offer. I was hardly 
surprised when the amber-eyed guard stepped forwards, 
amusement in his eyes.

I glanced at him quickly, taking in his stance and 
demeanour. His hands were loosely clasped behind his 
back, his brown hair pushed back out of his eyes and
falling almost to his shoulders from a widow’s peak. I saw 
a man who had never lost before, and didn’t plan on
relinquishing that title anytime soon.

I saw someone who would be hard to beat.

Finally.

“I accept your challenge,” I said, turning back to
Ryman. “What are the rules?”

Triumph sparked in his eyes. He thought he had me. 
“You’ll pick a second who will take over in the combat 
if you tire or die. The fight shall only be to the first knockout however.”

“Then why do I need a second in case of death?”
“Well, my dear, accidents do happen.” Sympathy really 
didn’t work with this man. I wished again that he’d 
dobbed himself in for combat. “As the accused, you may 
not pick a champion and must fight in the trial yourself.”

I nodded, my heart beginning to beat a little faster in
anticipation. 

“Also, anything goes… I want to see this power you 
claim to have.”

I smiled for the first time since entering his office.

“Yes, sir.” I said, and meant it.

~
Clouds were beginning to roil over the city, but that 
hadn’t stopped Ryman from moving the trial to one of the 
outside courtyards. The weather was unusually warm and 
muggy, but I could almost taste the rain that was on the 
way. I was dressed in loose fitting breeches and a shirt 
which allowed full mobility. Griffin was dressed much the 
same. 

My friends, some of my old classmates, and my parents 
were watching on the sidelines, as well as all of the guards 
who’d been able to get off duty and some who hadn’t.
Phoenix had been confined to a room in the castle lest he 
interfere.

“You will now point to the person you have chosen as 
your second.” Ryman announced from his chair which 
he’d had brought outside.

Griffin pointed to another guard. I pointed at Petre, 
who nodded slowly.
I’d had ten minutes to discuss who would be my second 
with my friends. Theresa was out in the city, Dena at the 
hospital and my parents had arrived at the end of the 
discussion. Yasmin, Ispin, Petre and Rain had all offered to 
be my seconds, with Phoenix being told that he wasn’t 
allowed to volunteer. After a few minutes of 

consideration, I chose Petre; his fighting style was similar
to mine, and as the son of the Lord of Riverdoor, just his 
name held sway. Yasmin had been raring to fight, but 
when I told her that Ryman had named a champion and
wouldn’t be fighting himself, her disappointment was 
clear. She still remembered the slight about her being
human born, and wanted to make sure Ryman

remembered it too.

I stretched my muscles carefully, listening to Ryman 
repeat the rules for the benefit of those watching. I saw 
Jett standing on the edge of the courtyard, expressionless. 
He’d been more than annoyed when he’d arrived to find
that I’d challenged the Governor’s rule without consulting
him first, and no amount of explanation seemed to placate 
him. In the end I’d given up.

I turned and faced my competitor. Griffin was watching
me closely as I warmed up, and I knew he was taking note 
of which hand I favoured and which leg I leant forward 
on; I’d been doing the same to him. It was crucial to know 
these things, as mages would prefer limbs to others for 
fighting. It would be my right hand and leg he would 
target, in the hope of crippling me and therefore slowing
my response time to his attacks. I’d noticed that whilst he 
favoured his right hand also, it seemed to be his left leg
that he relied most upon. I could only hope he hadn’t been
concealing which side he preferred to confuse me.

“When the spark hits the ground, you will begin.”
Ryman lifted his hand, conjuring a single spark that flared
momentarily and then began to drift towards the ground. 

A rumble of thunder boomed overhead as Griffin, the 
spectators and myself watched the path of the magic. 
It hit the ground, and faster than I could follow, Griffin
whirled into action. A bolt of amber flames whipped 
towards me, and I only just got my shield up in time.

As the flames roared around the green bubble I’d
managed to create, I realised that my besting Griffin in the 
lower districts that day had been a complete fluke. This 
man was trained in the art of combat, a fully fledged mage.

Concern suddenly bit deep. Had I overreached myself?
A cracking brought my attention back to my shield. 
The flames were beginning to overcome it! I dropped the 
shield and rolled to the left, narrowly avoiding being
roasted or sapped by the magic. As I got to my feet, I spun
and kicked out, sending a wave of green fire towards
Griffin. He jumped it easily, retaliating as I got to my feet. 
I ducked the wave of flames but as I stood and faced my 
opponent again, I caught only a glimpse of silver before 
the throwing knife hit me.

It grazed my cheek, leaving a searing line of fire across 
my cheekbone. Something hot trickled from the wound, 
and I didn’t need to check to know that it was blood. 

He was using weapons. I chanced a glance at Ryman, 
who hadn’t mentioned anything about weapons. If he had, 
I would’ve had my swords down here in an instant.

“Oh yes, I did quite forget that little detail, didn’t I?”
Ryman sneered, and I was suddenly more angry than I’d 
been in a while. He’d given his champion an unfair 
advantage. He meant for me to lose this fight.

Biting back a flood of expletives, I lashed out with a
vine of prickly magic. Griffin deflected it with a lazy swat. 
I fought harder than I ever had in memory, but I knew I 
was significantly hampered by my lack of weaponry and 
completely outgunned by my opponent’s skill.

The fight continued, but it was clear to everyone 
watching, as well as myself, who was the more powerful
mage. How could this be? I’d been so sure of myself, of my 
power. I’d never thought that I’d lose this battle.

“There’s a difference between power and skill,” Griffin
told me loudly as I climbed back to my feet after a
particularly nasty hit. “Sorry to prove that to you right at 
this moment, Your Majesty.”

He turned the title into a jeer. I’d be angry if I could 
muster the strength.
I didn’t answer, saving my strength. Thunder was more 
frequent overhead now, the wind was picking up and I 
could smell rain in the air. We were in for a storm. 
Griffin, apparently not noticing the weather or not caring, 
continued his assault. I blocked the worse of it, but I
allowed the lesser ones to hit me, saving my strength. 

What did I do now? I was the reincarnation of Queen
Fleur, I was entitled to the throne. I wouldn’t have been
called to duty otherwise. But beaten in combat... no one 
would take me seriously again. I ground my teeth in
frustration. 

I got up off the ground again, and glanced up just in
time to see Griffin produce another throwing knife from 
somewhere. I watched him weigh it in his hand, and on
the sidelines noticed Petre beginning to gear up to take 
over.

Thanks for the vote of confidence.

As he threw the knife, I conjured a shield in front of
me, but my magic was weak and the knife broke right 
through it. I cried out in pain as the knife sunk deep into 
my right shoulder.

People were yelling now, mostly my classmates but 
some of the other spectators as well. Ignoring the fire in
my shoulder that was threatening to send my vision
spiralling, I looked over to Ryman. He looked steadily to
me and then nodded in a ‘carry on’ motion.

I fell to my knees again, my left hand going to the 
knife. Agony was blazing from the wound, and my vision
wobbled again.

“Don’t pull it out!” Rain was screaming from the 
sidelines. “Sky, don’t... DON’T!”
I barely heard her through the fog of pain. My fingers 
grasped the hilt of the knife and the whole world tilted. 
Blood was thudding in my ears, but I could still hear the 
agonised scream that took me a moment to realise it was 
mine.

I pulled on the knife, desperate for some relief from the 
agony. The bloody blade clattered to the ground, my blood
falling from it in little droplets. I experienced a split 
second of euphoria as my body recognised that the blade 
had been removed, but that was quickly replaced by the 
horror of feeling blood beginning to pump out of the open
wound.

I now realised why Rain had been telling me not to 
take it out. I pressed my left hand to the wound, but I
knew that I was bleeding out. 

I needed urgent medical attention, but would that call
off the duel? If so, I couldn’t take that risk. I needed to win
this fight for the future of this country. I wouldn’t have 
been called to duty if there wasn’t a need for a ruling
monarch.

Thunder boomed overhead again, and suddenly I could 
feel the energy of the storm all around, just like I could 
sense magic in the air. With sudden inspiration, I stood, 
took my bloody hand away from my shoulder wound, and 
summoned the lightning. 

~Chapter Seventeen~

Griffin hadn’t been expecting it, nor had anyone in the 
crowd. The bolt of pure lightning would’ve hit him square 
in the face had he not shielded in time. Even so, he was 
blasted back off the pretty courtyard and into the muddy 
grass. He lay still as his second ran over to him. My 
bleeding wound forgotten for a few glorious moments, I 
watched as they pronounced Griffin decidedly knocked
out. I’d won.

In stunned silence, the courtyard knelt as one. I 
trembled for a second before stumbling. 

Strong arms caught me before I could hit the ground.
“You can bow and scrape later,” Yasmin was yelling at
the kneelers. “Dustin, help me get her into the palace.”
Dustin picked me up, one arm under my knees and the 
other supporting my head and neck. Rain had pulled her
tunic off, leaving her under shirt on, pressing the wadded
up material against the knife wound. I was dimly aware of 
crying out in protest as the pressure made the pain even
worse. She ignored it, though I felt Dustin’s arms tremble 
below me. 

I was dimly aware of being put down a short time later; 
I must’ve passed out as I was being carried in. I looked up
to see Dena rolling up her sleeves before reaching down
and removing the tunic from my shoulder. I felt dizzy as I
saw how much of my blood was on it before she dropped
it on the floor next to her. 

Without saying a word, she lit a ball of blue fire in one 
palm and pressed it against the wound. I watched as 
though from a distance as the flames sunk inside my skin. 
Blood trickled out in rivulets, down my arm and onto the 
desk Dustin had laid me on. I could see him standing just 
behind Dena, arms folded with the knuckles of his right 
hand pressed against his lips. He saw me looking at him 
and turned away.

I looked up at Dena again, who was moving her hands
in a manner than looked like she was conducting an 
orchestra. I could  feelthe blood vessels sewing themselves
back together as my flesh began to knit over. There was an
uncomfortable tightening in my shoulder as the scar tissue 
began to develop but for some reason I wasn’t overly
bothered.

“Dena, you’re really pretty, you know that?” I told her 
in a slurred voice.

She barely paused in her healing. 

“You’ve lost a lot of blood,” she said. “Dustin, get over 
here. What blood type are you, Sky?”

I thought furiously for a few seconds, but was saved
answering by my mother’s arrival.
“She’s AB+,” she said, suddenly appearing in my view. 
She had that worried line down the middle of her 
forehead. “Take the blood from me, Dena.”

“It won’t make any difference, not if she’s AB+-”
My mother was already rolling up her sleeve. Dena 
shrugged, wiping her hands on the bloodstained tunic. 
Though she was blurry, I managed to follow her 
movements as she picked up what looked like a hand 
pump attached to a pipe. I saw, rather than felt, the needle 
she fed into my arm.

“What’s that?” Mum asked, but didn’t stop Dena from 
threading a needle into her vein.

“Not all healing is magical.” Dena replied, beginning to 
pump the blood from my mother’s arm to me. 
I lost track of time, but after what felt like an hour I felt 
strength returning to my limbs. Dena had stopped 
transferring the blood a while ago and had set to work on
the shallow cut on my cheekbone from where Griffin’s 
first throwing knife had hit me. Dustin had left, but my 
mother stayed in the corner, watching the healing. Dena 
had sat me upright on the desk so I could look around. I
watched as Jett burst through the doors, and prepared my 
‘I’m ok, Dad’ speech, but before I had a chance to deliver 
it, he and my mother had a hasty exchange in the corner, 
before they both left without so much as a backwards 
glance. 

Dena saw where I was looking and patted my cheek to
make me look at her again. 
“I’m sure it’s important,” she said, holding my chin in
place so I couldn’t move again. She went back to healing
my face. “They’ll tell you soon.”

I wanted to reply, but she was holding my mouth 
closed. With one hand, she picked up a small jar and
smoothed some balm down the half-healed cut. The 
coolness of the ointment felt amazing on my skin. But 
even so…

Dena saw my questioning look.
“I’m back at the hospital tonight, in the emergency 
ward. Last night we had a guy brought in who’d been
crushed by a horse. Knitting bones back together takes it 
out of you. I’m afraid healing your shoulder wound 
magically is all I can spare for today,” she smiled
apologetically. “I mean, you could order me to use up the 
rest of my magic on you to heal you back to 100%.”

“Why would I do that?” I asked, as she replaced the 
balm in her kit.

She glanced over at me and then made a mock curtsy. 

“Your Majesty.” Was all she said.

My blood ran cold as those simple two words reached
their full implications. 

“Where’s Phoenix?” I said, trying to hide the fact that 
I’d begun to tremble.

“He’s upstairs still. Dustin went to get him. I expect 
he’ll be down here very soon.”
As if on cue, the doors opened and Phoenix strode
through them, pale as the moon. When he saw me on the 
desk, a bandage wrapped around my shoulder, the balm on
my cheek and the blood on my clothing, his jaw 
tightened. His eyes were searching mine for something.

“I’m going to head downstairs and see if Griffin needs 
assistance,” Dena said smoothly, picking up her kit and
trotting to the doors. She paused at them. “Be careful with 
her, Phoenix.” She pulled the doors closed behind her and 
left the room.

Phoenix reached me, and carefully traced the cut on
my cheek.

“What happened?” he asked softly.
“Two throwing knives,” I answered, looking away. I
couldn’t stand to see that look in his eyes. “I’m fine 
though. Dena patched me up.”

He nodded almost unconsciously. 

“And... what was the outcome of the trial?” he asked
finally.
I paused before answering, knowing that I’d just 
changed both of our lives as well as the history of our
country as well. I took a deep breath and looked him in
the eye.

“I won,” I said steadily. “I’ll be accepted as Queen now.”
He exhaled in a rush, and dropped to one knee by my 
side. 

“I pledge my fealty to you,” he murmured. His hand 
sought out mine. “My Queen.”

“What are you doing?” I asked, snatching my fingers 
away. “I won, Phoenix. You are King. I choose it.”
He couldn’t meet my eyes. He must’ve known this was 
coming, surely? Fear sent chills down my spine. Was he 
going to renounce any claim to the throne and leave me to 
rule alone?

“I wasn’t sure,” he whispered. 

“Wasn’t sure about what?”
He finally looked up, his eyes meeting mine. My breath 
left my body in a hushed exhale. Every time he cornered 
me with that intense stare, I felt myself physically react.

“I wasn’t sure, if you’d still want me.” He finished
finally, dropping his gaze to the floor again. 
The words hung between us silently as I tried to
understand them. When I was certain, I swung my legs 
over the side of the desk and stood before him. Carefully, I 
leant down and took his chin in my hand, making him 
look at me again.

“Still want you?” I repeated quietly. “Phoenix. I have 
wanted you since the moment I first laid eyes on you. 
Since the fire of our magic ignited when we touched for 
the first time,” I pulled him gently to his feet, making him 
face me. “You are my soul mate, Phoenix. You are it. You 
are my home, my heart. Literally, the other half of my 
soul.” I gripped him by his lapels. “You are written into 
my DNA and you ask if  I stillwant you.” I let him go and 
smiled. “The answer is, and always will be, yes.”

He kissed me fiercely, pressing me into his body. I
ignored the twinge of my knife wound and kissed him 
back as I felt the fire in my soul begin to awaken once 
again.

~Chapter Eighteen~

When we finally emerged from the office, I had my 
hand on Phoenix’s arm that he had graciously offered me. 
I felt like I was walking on clouds; I was going to be 
Queen, Phoenix my King, and no one could stop us from 
being together now. 

“Where are we headed?” Phoenix asked.
“Ryman’s office,” I replied, steering us in that general 
direction. “I need to have a few words with the 
Governor.”

However, it wasn’t Ryman that answered my not-sotender knocks on the door, but my father. He took one 
look at me before sweeping into an elegant bow. I 
removed my hand from Phoenix’s arm so I could shove 
Jett.

“Excuse me, I’m showing respect to my monarch,” he 
complained, rubbing his arm where I’d hit him. I smiled; 
for a moment, he sounded like my friend and tutor rather 
than my father.

“I’m first and foremost your daughter,” I told him, 
reminding us both simultaneously. “Where’s Ryman?” I
asked, finally noticing the man’s absence in his own office.

My parents exchanged glances.

“What?” I demanded. “What’s going on?”
“We’ve lost him,” my mother finally answered, sitting
in Ryman’s chair behind his desk. “He fled shortly after 
you blasted Griffin to high heaven.”

“Why?”
“We suspect that he feared repercussions,” Jett said, 
perching on the desk’s edge. “Specifically the way he 
treated you and your friends.”

“Are you serious? He’s worried about the way he 
treated me when he’s been suppressing the non-magi
using mages? He’s almost single-handedly driven a wedge 
between two factions of society and he’s worried about 

that?”

They looked at each other again.

“What?” I sighed, trying not to let my frustration show.
“Well, the thing is... you can persecute him for it,” Jett 
said finally. “If you feel it necessary, you can order the city 
guard to track him down and bring him back to the palace 
for trial.”

“We’ll need to pass laws,” Phoenix said, his voice low.
“If we’re going to bring him to trial, we need a law that we 
can claim violation of.”

I was nodding, but Jett cut me off before I could say 
anything else. 
“We can get to passing laws after your coronations,” he 
said, and my stomach did a funny little wiggle at the word 
‘coronations’. “In the meantime, we’ll have people out 
looking for him. However, there is something more 
pressing at hand.”

“Which is?” I asked, impatient at their stalling. 

“You conducted lightning,” my mother said. “Was that 
pure lightning?”

“What do you mean?”
“Did it originate from you?” Jett asked. “Did you 
fashion your magic to look like it?”
“No... it was... from the clouds, I guess,” I replied, 
puzzled. “I think I was just a conductor, but I could 
control where it went.”

Jett exhaled and lifted a shaking hand to his face. My 
mother was staring at me as though seeing me for the first 
time.

“You controlled lightning?” Phoenix asked, and I
turned to him, desperate for some comfort, as I’d started to 
panic at Jett’s reaction. “Are you sure?”

I thought back to the moment the bolt had hit the tip of 
my finger. I’d felt the energy soar through my body and 
then emanate from my outstretched fingers towards
Griffin. I’d used the lightning as a weapon, but I hadn’t 
conjured it.

“I’m sure,” I said in a small voice.

“We need to stop word of this leaving the palace,” my 
mother said, stony-faced. 
“It’s too late,” Jett snapped uncharacteristically, finally 
taking his hand away from his face. He looked as though 
he’d aged in the space of half a minute. “Half the city 
already knows. There were guards at the duel. They’re 
spreading the story.”

“Why is this a bad thing?” I asked frantically.

“No one can control lightning, Sky,” Jett replied. “It’s 
never been done in over three thousand years.”
“Well that’s not true,” I said, relief flooding through 
me. “Last year, Professor Watt used lightning to zap Nero 
in our first class.”

“Actually, Professor Watt’s magic is just a very pale 
blue. She shapes it like lightning for the effect.” Jett told 
me.

The ice returned to my veins.

“So, just normal magic then?” I asked in a little voice. 
“Not the real deal?”

“No, sweetheart,” Mum said from behind the desk. 
“And here you are, pulling bolts down from the clouds.”
“I had to win,” I whispered. I clenched my fists, my 
fingernails digging into my palms. “Griffin was going to 
beat me. I had to win.”

“You were cocky,” Jett said, and it was my tutor talking
to me now, not my father. “You thought that because you 
had the Queen’s power on your side, you could beat him. 
He almost proved you wrong.”

“I know,” I snapped. “You don’t have to rub it in; the 
knife in my shoulder did that for you. I know that Griffin
was better than I was, and I knew that I shouldn’t have let 
my confidence cloud my judgement. I get it. I know that 
now. And trust me, it’s not going to happen again.”

Jett nodded slowly. 
“I think you should go down to see him,” my mother
said. “Safe to say, I think you’ve scared him into 
submission.”

I’d been wondering if it would be appropriate for me to 
go down to see my competitor. With my parent’s 
recommendation, I headed from Ryman’s office, Phoenix 
hot on my tail. 

“I wish I could’ve been at the fight,” he said from 
behind my left shoulder.
“I don’t,” I responded, striding down a majestic hallway 
lined with tapestries. “To be fair, I really sucked. Griffin
almost mashed me into a little pulp.”

He went quiet, and I didn’t dare glance back at him 
until I reached the entrance to the guard’s medic ward. I
paused, my hand on the doorknob.

“Maybe you shouldn’t come in,” I said uncertainly. 

Phoenix covered my cold hand with his large one.

“I’m fine. Really.” He said, smiling, though it seemed
forced.

How ironic. You’d think he was the one who’d had a 
knife in his shoulder not an hour ago.
I pressed the door open. It wasn’t hard to figure out 
which bed Griffin was in. Guards were clustered around 
it, screening him from my view.

“Out of the way, 
 moveit,” I heard Dena snap, 
uncharacteristically sharp. Blue flames flared at several of
the guards, who were remaining in place.

“Move out of her way,” I heard Griffin command, and 
the guards shuffled reluctantly to one side. I watched 
Dena work over him, blue light flickering. She closed her
hands, extinguishing her fire. “You’re fine. A little shook 
up, but fine. If you hadn’t shielded in time-”

“I would’ve been blasted to bits, I know,” Griffin said, 
sitting up on the bed. He spied Phoenix and I hovering
near the door. “Your Majesties.”

He bowed as best he could whilst sitting down. As the 
rest of the guards followed his lead, Griffin glanced up
with a look meant just for me. Before I could figure out 
what the look was, it was gone. 

“May I introduce my soul mate?” I asked, drifting over 
to the group. “This is Phoenix, of Orthandrell. He will be 
crowned the same time as I.”

Phoenix only nodded silently, his eyes on Griffin, who 
avoided his gaze by watching me. 

“That was some punch you packed,” Griffin said. “I’ve
never seen anyone control lightning before.”

I shrugged as though it was no big deal, trying to 
downplay the events of our duel.

“You were going to beat me,” I replied. “I needed to
pull out the big guns.”

He laughed.

“It appears that I keep underestimating you,” he said. 
“I’ll make sure not to do that again.”

I nodded, suddenly very keen to be far away from this
medic ward and the intense stares of the guards. 

“I’ll try not to throw lightning at you again,” I said, 
trying to smile like it was a joke.

Griffin laughed as though it was. 
“I’d very much appreciate that.”
The guards, who hadn’t moved since their initial bow, 
were still watching the two of us very carefully. Filled
with the sudden desire to do something, anything, rather 
than stand here, I towed Phoenix back towards the door, 
nodding goodbye to Dena, who watched us go.

“I think your parents may have wanted more of a
discussion than that,” Phoenix remarked as we left the 
room.

“I also think my parents didn’t expect there to be half
the palace guard in attendance as well,” I replied, chewing
my thumbnail. “I’ll talk to him later.”

Phoenix only nodded. It suddenly hit me that we were 
alone together for the first time in years.

“Are you staying in the palace?” I asked.

He glanced down at me.

“I’m not sure. Am I?”

I raised my eyebrows questioningly.

“It’s your palace,” he said, trying not to laugh. “Do you 
want me in it or not?”
My palace. Of course it was. Although I wouldn’t be 
recognised officially until the coronation, this palace was 
mine and Phoenix’s to rule from.

My stomach rolled uneasily and I found myself 
glancing around for something to throw up in.

“You alright?” Phoenix asked, concern in his voice.

“Just a scary thought,” I mumbled, trying to settle 
myself. “I’m only twenty.”

“I’ll be right here with you the whole time,” he said. 
“I’m only twenty one, remember? It’ll be an adventure.”

“An adventure?” I repeated, trying not to roll my eyes. 
“Governing a country is not an adventure, it’s...”

“What?”

“Madness. We’re barely out of our teen years, we can’t 
run a country!”

“Hey,” he took me face in his hands, making me look at 
him. “We’ll be fine. We’re in this together, ok?”
I nodded, mesmerised by his eyes. He leant forwards 
and kissed me slowly, promising security and love. I closed
my eyes, losing myself in the kiss. When we broke apart, 
I’d completely forgotten about Griffin, the lightning bolt, 
the crown.

“You can stay,” I said hoarsely. 

He chuckled softly.

“Can I now? I thank you, Your Majesty.”

I hit him gently, snapping out of any lovey daze his 
kisses might have induced. 
“Sky, Phoenix?” Larni popped into view from a side
corridor. “Your mother has asked me to tell you that 
dinner will be served in the dining hall in half an hour.”

“Ok, thanks, Larni,” I glanced down at my clothing, 
suddenly very mindful of the fact that my mother would 
not like it if I turned up to dinner in a bloodstained shirt. 
“I may need to change.”

Larni hefted a small stack of clothing into view. 

“Already covered,” she said, smiling. 
“I better go and get ready too,” Phoenix said. He lifted 
my knuckles to his lips, and I struggled not to blush. “I’ll
see you at dinner.”

I watched him walk away, my fingers tingling where 
his lips had touched them. Larni coughed behind me.

“Not a word,” I told her, and she laughed. We began to 
walk to my rooms.

“How’s Niko?” I asked, remembering what she’d told 
me about her little brother.
“He’s good... more than good, actually,” Larni beamed 
at me. “When the magic tester found magic in his blood,
he said it was an unusual amount. He thinks Niko will
grow up to be a very powerful mage.”

As Larni launched into stories of Niko at mageling preschool, I was remembering the spell Niko had asked me to
cast on him when I was at the Academy. Despite the 
complete insincerity behind the magic, it seemed to have 
worked anyway. Was Niko’s magic already there? Or had I 
in some way ... given it to him?

I cast a sideways glance at Larni, who was completely 
oblivious to how quiet I’d gone. She had been non-magi
when I arrived at the Academy, only to have her magic
reveal itself a few months later. 

What was going on? Two siblings, in direct contact 
with me, had either discovered their magic or had extreme 
amounts of power revealed.

I shook my head to ward off uneasy feelings. It was just 
a coincidence; besides, they were both related, and 
therefore it could’ve been a hidden vein of magic in their 
bloodline. Both of their parents were mages. It made
sense.

“I was thinking the green gown for dinner.” Larni said a 
little later, as we stood in my room.

“No dresses.”

She lowered the garment and glared at me.

“You’re going to be Queen of this entire country. You 
are not wearing breeches to dinner.”

“It’s only my family and Phoenix!”
“Yes, but who do you think will be waiting on you?”
she was sizing the dress up against me now. “The pages 
and staff of the former Governor. They’re going to be 
waiting to see who they work for now, and if you turn up
in boots and breeches, that word will spread around the 
city faster than I can stop it.”

“Okay, okay!” I lifted my hands to halt her tirade. 
“Green dress it is.” I eyed off the ties and buttons. “I might 
need a hand.”

“Good thing you have a lady in waiting then,” Larni
said as I began to remove my boots. “But fair warning, you 
will have to take on more.”

“More ladies in waiting? What are they, anyway?”
“Daughters of noble houses. As soon as the families 
hear that there is a new Queen, they will send their 
daughters to court. You will be expected to choose some to
wait on you personally,” Larni was unlacing the back of 
the dress. “Choose wisely, as it could be dangerous to 
offend the wrong families.”

“Dangerous?”
“They are very powerful, and very vain; a nasty 
combination. However, if you choose the right one, they
could be very good allies.”

“I don’t need allies.”

Larni met my gaze.

“No... not yet anyway. Now, out of that shirt.”

I lifted my shirt up and over my head, avoiding my 
shoulder.
“I can point out which girls would best suit the court, 
and you, if you like. I know that you’d hate to put up
with-”

She broke off.

“What?” I asked her. 

“What is that?” she asked quietly.

I turned to look at her. She was staring at my back, her 
eyes wide.

“You’ve seen me in my underwear before,” I said, 
puzzled. “What’s wrong?”
Wordlessly, she towed me to the mirror. Twisting
around, I managed to get a look at what she was talking
about.

Angry red lines fanned out from my left shoulder, 
spreading across my back in a vaguely fern-like pattern. I 
trailed my fingers across it, and whilst it didn’t hurt, I
could feel the raised skin. The pattern covered my entire 
back, down to my hips, where it began to curl around to 
my stomach but then had stopped.

I swallowed, my mouth dry.

“Could you please fetch Ispin?” I asked Larni.
As a native born mage, one well versed in many things 
thanks to his love of libraries, Ispin might know what this 
was. I waited, shivering in the darkening room, until Larni
stepped through the door, Ispin close behind.

“I understand this might be weird,” I started as Larni lit 
the lamps around my room. “But I thought you might 
know what this is.” 

I turned to show him my back, my heart hammering in
my chest. He spent a good five minutes examining it.
“May I touch it?” he asked, and I nodded assent. I
jumped as his fingertips brushed a branch of the pattern. 

“I have a theory,” he said, a few minutes later. “Dena 
might be able to back it up, but I only have what I’ve read.
“When a person survives being struck by lightning, the 
energy that flows through their body sometimes ruptures 
capillaries- little blood vessels,” he explained to my 
questioning look. “And creates this pattern. It usually only 
lasts a few hours though.”

“So it should go away soon?”

“Theoretically, yes. Unless you’re going to make a habit 
of being struck by lightning.”

I laughed uneasily. 

“Thanks,” I said, sincerely. “I was freaking out a bit.”

“Understandable,” he replied. “I best get going to 
dinner.”

“I’ll see you down there.”
I again remembered the feeling of the lightning
coursing through my body. As Larni fussed about me, I
realised I could still feel its power rising in my veins like 
the tide.

~Chapter Nineteen~

It had been three weeks since I’d defeated Griffin. In
that time, heralds had been sent out to the other cities to
summon their nobles to court, to recognise Phoenix and I 
as Lotheria’s rulers. 

Today was the day of our coronation.

“Why so soon?” I asked my mother, wincing as a
seamstress managed to prick me with another pin.
“There’s always the possibility that Ryman will make 
another grab for power in some way or another,” she 
answered, tying a sleeve on her own dress. “Besides, you 
said yourself that this country needed an overhaul; you’re 
going to need the crown to put forth those changes.”

She was right; I was appalled by the state of the 
country. The segregation between mages and non-magi
made me sick, and my first law would be to abolish any
discrimination towards the non-magical folk.

I was deep in thought as my mother led me away from 
the seamstresses and to a mirror. She and another woman
began organising pots and brushes.

“Turn and face me.” Mum said.
I obeyed, closing my eyes as she dabbed a small brush 
into some paint. I felt her paint slowly and carefully along
my eyelids, letting the brush ink the paint onto my 
eyelids. A few seconds later, I felt her brush mascara onto 
my lashes and blush onto my cheeks. I needed it; I knew I 
was pale.

“Open your eyes,” she commanded.
I obeyed again, looking to the ceiling as she drew along
my eyes with eyeliner. One hand cupping my chin and
the other expertly drawing the thin line.

“Open your mouth.”

This time, it was red lipstick, being painted carefully 
onto my lips. 

“Now, look in the mirror. Do you like it?”
I spun and observed the new me. I looked nice for once.
No, it was more than that. The Queen I was born to be 
was beginning to shine through my eyes. I was beginning
to fill my role.

“Now, your dress.”
The dress. The moment I had been dreading. The 
seamstresses had been altering it while I was getting my 
face painted. I looked at it, feeling my heart beginning to 
pound in my chest. 

It was a beautiful garment, all sheer white material, 
falling in waves from my waist. The sleeves were long and 
fell away from my arms at the elbow. But it was the 
neckline I was worried about. Strapless, the top of the 
dress was heavily embroidered with silver thread. I was 
terrified of ruining it. 

“Strip,” Mum commanded, taking the dress down from 
its hanger.
I did so, so nervous that I didn’t feel any embarrassment 
about undressing in front of the other women. She undid 
the back of the dress and helped me to get into it, then
laced up the complex ties. She and the seamstresses fussed
around me, brushing away invisible specks of dirt.

I watched myself in the full length mirror, trying not to
tremble.

I couldn’t do this. I was twenty! I bit my painted lip, 
wrestling with myself.

I was dimly aware of Mum sending all of the other
women out of the room before she appeared before me.

“Alright?” she asked.

I shook my head, the tears threatening to overcome me. 
She took my cold hands in hers.

“I always thought that when I first saw you in a white 
dress, it’d be on your wedding day,” she told me.

I smiled through the tears.

“Me? As if I’d get married.”
“Maybe back in Ar Cena, I would’ve believed that,” she 
said, brushing away one of my tears before it could ruin
any make up. “But here? I think here will be a different 
story, petal.”

I wanted to scoff, to tell her she was wrong. But when I
thought of Phoenix, and the last three weeks since we’d 
been together, my heart took over my thinking. If 
Phoenix asked me... 

Through the giddy fluttering of my heart, I once again
felt that niggle, the one that usually nipped at me when I
was kissing Phoenix or feeling extra happy about our 
relationship. 

I’d never been in love before. Not in Ar Cena, not with 
Dustin. I knew without a doubt that I loved Phoenix, but 
the bit that got me was the conversation I’d had with Jett 
when I regained my memories.

Phoenix and I were cursed to fall in love so that we had 
a better chance of leading Lotheria to a peaceful future. 
Would I ever know if I loved Phoenix for who he was or 
because of a three thousand year old curse?

I straightened, finding my resolve. I accepted the 
delicate scrap of lace Mum was trying to hand me and
dabbed at my eyes with it. 

“Ready?” she asked.
Instead of all the sarcastic, elongated responses I
wanted to say, to sound snippy and smart and more like 
myself, one word slipped through my lips.

“Yes.”
The women scurried back into the room, fussing and
tugging at the dress. But I ignored them; I had caught sight 
of myself in the mirror.

The girl standing before me wore a dress of pure white 
that made her seem about six feet tall. The dress was 
heavy enough it pulled her back straight, and she stood
proudly, the train of the dress spread neatly behind her. 
Her lips were as red as roses, her eyes outlined in black 
kohl. Her dark hair had been bundled at the nape of her 
neck, braided and folded as required, a few curls springing
loose to caress her pale shoulders, which were bare. 

That girl was about to be crowned Queen of Lotheria 
and she was one of the most powerful mages to ever live.

And that girl was me. 
I was going to end the reign of slavery that this nation
had imposed against the non-magi. I would fight for their 
rights no matter who opposed me. Larni’s friends would 
be paid wages and would have rights to appeal against 
their overlords.

I felt a surge of power flow through my veins that had 
nothing to do with my magic.
My father met us at the door of the Great Hall, the 
main ballroom of the palace where today’s coronation
would be held. He was dressed impeccably, but Phoenix 
took my breath away. 

He wore dark breeches and black leather boots that 
rose to his knee, polished to a perfect gleam. His
undershirt was white, but over it he wore a black vest 
with a high collar. A longsword hung from his left hip in a 
black scabbard with silver trim. An orange sash hung
across his body from his right shoulder to his left hip, 
signifying the colour of his magic. Someone had managed
to brush and straighten his dark, shoulder length hair,
something which had always been beyond my prowess as 
a hairdresser or girlfriend.

I was rendered speechless. When I did manage to 
fumble for some words, I said:

“Why don’t I get a sword?”

He laughed, the tension that had been falling over the 
small group melting away. He reached for my hand. 

“I think it would ruin the dress,” he lifted my hand to
his lips, brushing my knuckles with his lips. “My Queen.”
Jett coughed and I blushed furiously. Phoenix ignored 
him and held my hand for a second longer, but I tugged
away.

Music started behind the doors, and the burble of 
voices died down. My hands began to sweat again.
We were about to be crowned.

The doors opened slowly, and as they did so, I rested 
my hand lightly on Phoenix’s arm, drawing comfort from 

the contact. He nodded at me, as though reassuring me, 
and together we stepped forward through the doors.
We entered the hall, the soft golden light hitting us.
The hall was magnificent, with golden drapes hung over 
the windows and towers of candles lining the walls. A roll
of rich red velvet had been laid upon the stone floor for us 
to walk on, and I was unimaginably glad that no one had 
taken it upon themselves to scatter rose petals across the 
carpet, as Ispin had threatened. What I was unprepared 
for, however, was how many faces I would see when I
opened my eyes.

A thousand. At least. Where did all these people come 
from? Surely they couldn’t all be nobles from the other
states? I suddenly felt the weight of Queen hit my 
shoulders with something unpleasantly like reality as I
looked upon the people I was about to be crowned in front 
of.

The attendees were dressed in various colours, and as 
the majority of them were nobles and therefore mages, I 
knew that the colours they wore were symbolic of their 
magic.

About halfway down the aisle, I spotted Lord Hugh and 
Lady Matilda, with baby Sky in her arms. I couldn’t help 
but grin as the chubby infant recognised me and reached 
for me to hold her. I brushed her chin with my finger as I 
passed her and was rewarded with a toothy baby grin and 
giggle. 

Phoenix and I were slowly making our way down the 
aisle that had been set down the middle of the hall, 
towards a dais. I moved slowly, the heavy dress weighing
me down; I think I would’ve sprinted to the end of the 
hall if I could’ve just to get this over and done with.

As I passed people, I began recognizing them. Yasmin, 
Rain, Petre, Theresa, Ispin, Dustin, and then Dena. Seeing
my friends filled me with confidence, and I lifted my chin
a little higher than before.

When I reached the man in plum robes on the dais, I
knelt on one knee, drawing my right forearm across my 
chest. He began speaking as Phoenix did the same.

“Today, we gather to witness the birth of a new age. 
Today, we crown a King and Queen who will lead us to
glory and salvation. Today, the world of mages is born
anew, and today, we will welcome to glorious dawn of a 
new era.”

I clenched my fist to stop it from shaking. This was 
more nerve racking than I thought it would be.
“Sky, do you accept the responsibility of Queen that 
will henceforth be yours from this day?”

“I do,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear. 

“Do you swear to always make decisions that are in the 
best interests of your people?”

“I do.”
I waited nervously as he asked Phoenix the same 
questions. Phoenix answered with a voice of power and 
steel. I tried not to be jealous of the sure, confident way he 
responded.

“Then, by the power that I claim as Guild Master of the 
Magic Testers society, I crown you as our King and
Queen.”

He slid a silver circlet onto my forehead as another
Magic Tester carefully placed a crown of obsidian on
Phoenix’s hair.

“Now rise as our monarchs!”

I turned with Phoenix to face our people. As one, they
knelt to us.
~Chapter Twenty~

Phoenix and I were guided from the hall, and as soon as 
the doors were closed behind us, cutting us off from 
everyone else in the room, we looked at each other and 
promptly burst into laughter.

“I don’t know why I’m laughing,” I choked out.
“I think we’re hysterical,” Phoenix responded, wiping
his eyes with his thumb. “We’ve just been crowned King
and Queen of an entire country and we’re giggling away 
in the closet.”

For some reason that made me laugh harder, until I
started becoming genuinely worried about our mental 
health. Phoenix had described the room we were standing
in as a closet, but it was closer to a small sitting room, 
though the lamps were unlit and the small table undusted. I contemplated sitting on it to soothe my aching
feet, remembered the dress I was wearing, and decided 
against it.

“So what now?” I managed to ask a little while later, 
once the laughter had subsided. “What do we do now?”
“We rule the country,” Phoenix said, sitting on the 
table despite the dust. He patted his knee and I gingerly 
sat upon it, then sighed as my feet were granted some 
relief from the silver slippers I was wearing. “I think you 
already have some idea of what changes you want to 
implement.”

I nodded sagely, deep in thought.
“Then tomorrow we will call together a council
together and begin writing up some new laws. Together 
we can change this nation for the better.”

He was so sure, so confident that I couldn’t help but 
lean down and press my lips to his. I felt him respond and 
smiled against his mouth. He was my Phoenix, my king. 
We would and could do this, together.

He slid his hand to the back of my neck and pulled me 
closer, the other hand on my waist.  I ran my hand along
his and then along his arm, marvelling at the swell of his 
muscles under the cloth. I lingered, caressing his arm. He 
pulled me even closer on his lap, and we both grinned as 
our crowns clinked together. It broke the rising tension, 
and luckily so, as we both heard the approaching footsteps 
and were standing dutifully when my parents, the Guild 
Master and several others swarmed into the room.

“The ceremony went well,” the Guild Master told us, 
bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Heralds are all over the 
city proclaiming the wondrous event.”

I struggled not to roll my eyes, fearing it a very unqueen-like thing to do. 
“We wish to call a council together as soon as possible 
to discuss changes to the country,” Phoenix said. “Can we 
rely on one of you to gather such a council?”

“I’ll gladly take the reins,” a familiar voice put in, and I
couldn’t help but smile when Lord Hugh stepped forward. 
“I know the people you’ll want to talk to.”

“Excellent. We shall gather in the council room at 
midday then,” Phoenix said. Everyone was nodding along
seriously.

“Tonight there will be a feast and fireworks,” the Guild 
Master piped up suddenly, as though just remembering. 
“As the guests of honour, you two are urged to attend.”

“We will,” I replied. “Right now I think we’d both like 
some time to ourselves to organise the council meeting
and the laws we’d like to introduce. If we can be excused?”

The group bowed or curtsied as we left the room. 
Phoenix led me to the room he’d been given whilst 
waiting for the coronation, a cosy, comfortable room with 
rich red carpet and cream curtains. I sat on his bed with a
sigh and kicked off my shoes. 

“Did you actually want to plan the council meeting?”
Phoenix asked, watching the shoes bounce across the 
carpet.

“I suppose we should,” I replied, laying on my back and
stretching. “But really I just want to chill out for a bit. I
feel like it’s all been non-stop since they started organising
the coronation.”

The bed dipped as he sat next to me. My heart rate 
increased a little.
“I’m so lucky,” he murmured, running a finger down
the side of my face. I felt my skin burn where he’d 
touched. “My beautiful woman. I love you, Sky. I hope 
you know that.”

“’Course I do,” I said, sitting up and taking his hand in
mine. “I hope you know that I love you too.”

He smiled and my heart wobbled. I felt heat rising up
my neck; I didn’t deal with lovey-dovey stuff too well.
Phoenix spared me from any more talking by kissing
me fiercely, and suddenly I could tell that he’d been
waiting to finish our kiss from downstairs. I kissed him 
back eagerly, and the world ceased to exist. We were 
alone, for as long as we wanted, without interruptions. 

I felt Phoenix’s fingers begin to undo the laces of my 
dress and carefully pulled away. He was watching me 
carefully, hoping he hadn’t crossed a line. Instead of 
saying anything in fear of ruining the moment, I turned
my back to him slowly so he could see the laces better.

It took him about five minutes to undo the careful
knots. When he had finished doing so, I stood carefully, 
allowing the grand dress to slide to the floor in a heap of
undignified cloth.

I stood before him in my underwear, somehow not 
turning tomato red. I sought out his mirror and slowly 
began to remove the clips and combs holding my hair in
place. More and more curls of hair began to fall to my
shoulders, and when Phoenix removed the last and largest 
of the combs, my long dark hair tumbled free.

I turned and faced him. He’d removed the orange sash, 
his tunic and undershirt but had left his sword on his left 
hip. He held me carefully by my upper arms and looked at
me.

“Are you sure?” he asked quietly, and I knew he wasn’t 
asking about anything to do with ruling, or laws, or 
anything else that existed in our world right then. I knew 
what he was asking, and I knew my answer. 

“Yes.”

~
True to her word, Larni announced that she’d sent off 
messengers to the noble houses in the hopes that they’d 
bring their daughters to court. I waited anxiously for their 
responses, but when I finally got one, it wasn’t the 
messengers that brought it, but the daughters themselves.

Larni had been right; as soon as the families had heard 
that monarchs again claimed the throne, they had seen it 
in their best interests to send their daughters in the hopes 
of gaining favours. Perched atop my throne, I watched the 
girls file in, trying to ignore the itch of my new tattoo.

After the coronation night, I’d realised that I would 
need to investigate and invest in birth control. I sought 
out Dena, who smirked and then took me to a woman in
the city. I was dressed in a glamour, looking remarkably 
unlike myself, so to this day the woman who tattooed the 
symbol for pregnancy prevention above my heart doesn’t 
know that she tattooed her new Queen. 

I’d sworn Dena to secrecy, but it hadn't stopped my 
father from seeing me emerge from Phoenix’s room early 
one morning. He’d huffed and puffed and just about had 
an aneurism before hauling me in front of my mother. 
Mum had promptly sniggered at Jett’s reaction and then
asked me if I’d thought about the consequences. I showed
her my new tattoo and she was satisfied. Jett, however,
had left the room speedily, and I later found out he’d spent 
the day in the training room beating the stuffing out of
mannequins. Griffin had later tried to recruit him to the 
city guard.

The first daughter came forward, dipping into a neat 
little curtsey, her pale skirts fluttering around her slim 
figure. 

“Your Majesty,” she began in a simpering little voice. “I
am Lady Nillia, of house Veston.”
I’d asked Lord Hugh to attend the session, though Larni
had seemed put out. As Lord of Riverdoor, he knew most 
of the noble families in Lotheria, and would be able to
give me unbiased information about the houses.

Now, he leant down to whisper in my ear. Nillia looked 
completely non-plussed; mayhap I’d done the right thing
by asking a mentor to attend then.

“Veston is a very powerful house, long line of traders, 
family in Melacore and currently residing in Gowar,” his 
words were for my ears only. “It would be wise to take 
their daughter as one of your ladies.”

I nodded minutely, and then motioned for Nillia to rise.
“Are you a mage, Nillia?” I asked, having been told to
ask this question by Lord Hugh before the session had 
begun. 

In answer, she lifted her hand. Lime-green flurries 
drifted to the ground in pretty spirals. I nodded sagely and 
she curtsied again before the next daughter came forward.

She had long dark hair and a complexion similar to 
Rain’s; a beautiful mocha that signified the Tsalski Islands 
were her birthplace. She, too, dipped a curtsey.

“Lady Arianta of house Landis,” she said. She had a 
pleasant voice that made me warm to her immediately. 
She waited expectantly for Lord Hugh to fill me in.

“Landis is a house that originated in the Tsalski Empire. 
Her family came to Lotheria when they realised that 
Arianta was a mage.”

“The Empire doesn’t have an Academy?” I asked 
incredulously. 

“None that they deemed good enough for their 
daughter.”
Arianta cast a small bird made of glowing sparks, in
beautiful peach hue. Everyone present watched the 
creation soar around the room, until Morri, who’d arrived
a few minutes before the girls had, took offense to the 
sparks and dive-bombed it. After it promptly exploded like 
a small firework, Morri drifted down to my shoulder and
stood proudly, like he’d done us all a great service. But 
before Morri had destroyed it, I’d seen the complexity of
her conjuring. I was impressed; she was skilled. I filed this 
away for my consideration. 

“Since arriving in Lotheria, her family have set 
themselves up very well. They still have connections to
families in the Empire, but they’ve also made new ones to
families here.”

I glanced up at him.

“And is the house of Lyon one of those houses?” I asked 
quietly.
“They have been friends for a long time,” Lord Hugh 
admitted. “For while, we were entertaining the thought of
matching her up with Petre. But after viewing his 
relationship with your classmate, we decided against it.”

“You’d recommend Arianta for my ladies?”

“Very highly.”
They continued coming forward until the sun was 
setting. I’d seen Larni scratching down names and I was 
eternally grateful to her. Whilst she had refused my offer 
to become one of the ladies herself, she’d remained by my
side anyway.  

I was about to rise and adjourn when the double doors 
to the hall opened again. I could see someone silhouetted
by the outside light, and as she started forward, her long
black dress swishing around her legs as she walked, she 
began to come into view. 

Short black hair framed a delicate pixie face, which was 
currently fixed to ‘un-interested’. I sat back down as she 
approached.

“I apologise for my late arrival, Your Majesty,” she 
called up to me, though she didn’t look sorry at all. “My 
name is Nemoidia, from Orthandrell.”

It was the first time any of the potential ladies-inwaiting had introduced themselves from a state instead of 
a house. The fact that it was also Phoenix’s home state 
made me pause. I glanced up at Lord Hugh, but he shook 
his head minutely. He had no idea who she was.

“Forgive me for asking, my lady, but which house do 
you represent?” I asked haltingly.
“None. I am from the Shayde Mountains like your
King,” she clasped her hands together, her dark eyes fixed 
on mine. I knew that her magic would be similar to the 
hue of Jett’s. “In fact, I knew him growing up.”

That was it. I suddenly recognised the challenge in her
voice. She knew Phoenix, had grown up with him, and 
from the way she was acting towards me, it wasn’t hard to 
draw a conclusion.

She loved him.
Something hot and white began to burn in my stomach. 
I’d seen girls at my old high school in Ar Cena fight over 
boys before, but that all seemed so trivial now. This 
woman in front of me loved the King. My king.

I’d dealt with his and Eleanora’s relationship (barely)
back at the Academy, but now that we were together, I
hadn’t expected to have to face it again.

I wasn’t sure why Nemoidia had come to court. She 
didn’t represent a noble house and therefore wasn’t a 
candidate for my ladies. My advisor had no idea who she 
was and that pretty much ruled her out in my eyes. 

“I thank you for coming all of this way,” I said, more 
coldly than I’d meant to. “If you’ll join the others for 
dinner, I have other matters to attend to.”

She didn’t move, and I could see her working out what 
conclusion I’d come to. 

“May I see the King?” she asked, instead of following
the other women from the hall.

I paused but didn’t turn back to her.

“I’ll send him down,” ice was warmer than my tone at 
that point. “It was nice to meet you, Nemoidia.”
I saw her smile slightly out of the corner of my eye, and
I resisted the urge to say anymore. Instead, I swept from 
the throne room with Lord Hugh hot on my heels. As 
soon as the heavy door had cut us off from the room, I tore 
off my uncomfortable shoes and threw them down the 
corridor. Hugh watched them sail and land with a soft 
thump. Morrigan chirped angrily.

“Is this what I’m going to have to deal with when my
daughter begins to grow up?” Hugh asked.

“Probably,” I sighed, leaning against the door. “She’s 
baiting me, Lord Hugh. Could you tell?”
“As a man, I am oblivious to these things,” he 
responded sagely, picking up my shoes and gathering them 
in the crook of his arm. “But I do believe she was baiting
you. Rather unwisely, I must add.”

He offered me the arm that was free of my shoes and I
took it. We made our way down the corridor in silence.

“Who would you recommend?” I asked eventually, 
remembering the purpose of the day. 

He listed off a few names, including Nillia and Arianta.
“I wouldn’t suggest Nemoidia,” he said eventually. “She 
doesn’t have any ties that would prove useful for us. I 
would discuss it with the King however; as she is his 
friend, he might like to have her around.”

I grumbled at that but knew he was right.
I found Phoenix in the study that accompanied our 
chambers, in the midst of writing a lengthy letter. When
he spied me hovering in the doorway, he put down his 
quill and smiled at me. Morrigan promptly took the 
opportunity to bail out of a nearby window. He knew 
what was coming. 

“Do you continue getting more and more beautiful
every day?” he asked, holding his arms out to me.
I grinned, some of the tension in my body melting
away as I approached him. I slid onto his knee and he put 
his arms around me. Suddenly I felt like a teenage girl 
alone with her boyfriend.

“How did picking your ladies in waiting go?” he asked, 
tucking a stray piece of hair behind my ear. As innocent as 
the movement was, it set my heart racing.

“Interestingly,” I settled on eventually. “I met an old 
friend of yours.”

The fingers that had been tidying my hair paused.

“Who was it?” he asked, his tone bland.
“Someone called Nemoidia,” I was watching him out 
the corner of my eye for a reaction, but he didn’t give one. 
“She asked for you.”

“She would,” he sounded disinterested. “She was my 
friend when we were growing up, but she changed when 
we got older.”

I considered telling him that she’d fallen in love with 
him, but decided against it. Nemoidia would enlighten
him soon enough, no doubt. As for now, any misgivings 
about him reciprocating her feelings had vanished.

“I’ll go down and see her in a minute,” Phoenix was 
saying. “What do you have planned now?”

“I’m supposed to be drawing up a list of potential 
candidates for my ladies, why-”

He cut me off by kissing me.

“Can you take some time off?” he murmured against my 
lips.

“I probably shouldn’t, they’re waiting for my answer-”

He kissed me again, sliding his hands around my waist.
“I can take some time off,” I heard myself answer, and 
we both grinned as he lifted me onto the desk, sweeping
away everything that had been atop it.

Duty could wait. 
~Chapter Twenty-One~

“You can’t! You simply cannot!”
I raised an eyebrow delicately, aware that all eyes were 
on me. I made eye contact with the short, tubby man who 
was vilifying me.

“I’d love to hear the reasoning behind your opposition
to this proposal, Lord Meric,” I said amiably, lacing my 
fingers together.

Lord Meric huffed and puffed before spluttering and
bringing some papers together. I watched him, making
sure my face gave away none of my misgivings. I had been
expecting opposition to my laws but nothing of this 
calibre. I couldn’t let them see that I was nervous. 

“The non-magi have been slaves for generations, to 
grant them wages would ruin noble families,” Lord Meric
raged from across the council table. “What you are 
proposing will ruin the economy and lower the status of 
many of our lords and ladies.”

A few of the other nobles were nodding along with 
him. I could feel my temper beginning to rise as Lord 
Meric looked smug and pleased with himself, but instead 
fought it down and asked quietly:

“And how many non-magi slaves do you have yourself, 
Lord Meric?”

“I fail to see what that-”

“How many?” I pressed, my tone making it very clear
that he should answer.

He visibly ground his teeth together and replied. 

“A dozen.”

“And will this new law denounce your status of
nobility?”

I saw a small spark of apricot coloured magic ignite in
his hand before he quelled it.

“Yes.”
“Then I’m afraid I cannot accept any of your objections 
to the law,” I said easily, sitting back in my hard wooden
chair. “You have a personal agenda that is interfering with 
your judgement,” I made eye contact with Griffin, who 
was standing near the door in his standard issue black 
chainmail. “I’ll have to ask you to leave the meeting now, 
Lord Meric. As well as anyone else who has personal 
investments with this law.”

A few of the lords and ladies rose and left the room. 
Lord Meric looked to his side, where Griffin was standing.
“Fine,” he snapped. “Pass your little law. The savages
won’t listen to you anyway, and you’ll have an uprising of 
angry nobles on your hands. Maybe then you’ll learn who 
your friends are.” He dropped a small coin purse on the 
table, lifted his chin arrogantly, and left the room.

The room remained silent once he’d left. A third of the 
council had left, but those who remained were a 
combination of lords, town mayors and the few non-magi
who’d risen to status. I could see Lord Hugh watching me 
carefully, wondering what I’d do.

I stood and held my hand out towards the purse, 
incinerating the contents with a jet of green fire. The 
cloth vanished immediately, and the coins fused together 
in a lump of gold. Scorch marks marked the wood grain of 
the table, but no one had flinched. I sat back down
heavily.

“I’ll not be bribed,” I informed the rest of the council. 
“Let that be a lesson to you.”
They nodded, recognising their dismissal. The council
filtered from the chamber, and once they were gone, I 
sighed, resting my head on my hand.

“That was awful, wasn’t it?” I asked Griffin, who
remained. He laughed.

“You did fine, Your Majesty. Though I think you made
a few enemies today.”

“If I hadn't, I wouldn’t be doing my job properly.”

He grinned a crooked side grin.

“Very true, Your Majesty. Shall we adjourn?”
I was to address the city guard for the first time as their 
monarch. What they didn’t know was that I’d also be 
adding one to their ranks.

Eleanora had been in contact with me a few days after 
the coronation. Morri had brought me a few letters from 
her, and whilst she had refused the appointment as 
Captain, she did express her interest in becoming one of 
the guards. She would be the first non-magi to join their 
ranks.

Phoenix was holding court for the first time in a 
thousand years, and had been kept busy by the people
who had flocked to the palace to see their new King and to 
tell him their troubles. I had agreed to take the council
meeting, though I feared that Phoenix could’ve done a 
better job. 

Griffin knew I was adding a non-magi to his ranks, and
whilst he appeared to be fine with it, I watched him 
closely as we approached the training yard. I feared
turning him into an enemy. I had been lucky that he 
hadn't taken offence to having lightning blasted at him. In
fact, he seemed to find the whole thing funny. 

It was a beautiful, bright day in Castor, though clouds
had begun to roll in from the sea. I frowned; we’d been
having many storms lately. A sea breeze caressed my bare 
neck, and I inwardly thanked the palace seamstresses yet 
again for my new dress, a green gown embroidered with 
cream designs, over a crisp white undershirt. The whole 
thing left my shoulders bare, and therefore kept me nice 
and cool in weather such as this. 

The city guard had spared what guards they could, and 
they lined up before me in their black chainmail. I felt a 
flutter of nervousness begin in my chest, but before it
could take hold, I began to speak to them.

“I thank you for taking the time to meet with me 
today,” I began, my voice carrying loudly. “I understand 
that we all got off on the, uh, wrong foot.”

Some guards chuckled, but others, like the one that had 
been harassing Seff, simply glared. I ignored him and 
moved on.

“I’d like to announce to you all first hand that there are 
going to be changes. No longer is the city guard going to 
be restricted to mages or nobility. Non-magi now have the 
authority to apply, provided they can prove their abilities 
to keep up with their mage counterparts,” there was 
murmuring in the ranks now, but Morrigan had fluttered
to my shoulder and peeped once in my ear as though 
telling me a secret. I knew what he meant; Eleanora had 
arrived. “I’m granting Griffin the authority to remove
those from ranks that he feels do not deserve to be there. 

“But enough of all this,” I could see Eleanora standing
awkwardly behind the men, dressed plainly in boots, 
trousers and a tunic. To my relief she’d brought her bow. 
“I’d like to introduce to you your newest member of 
guard.”

All the guards eyed her off silently, but she ignored 
them and headed to me. When she reached my side she 
turned and faced them haughtily.

“Eleanora will prove her abilities to join the guard. I
want to make it clear that she isn’t getting any favours 
from me.”

I saw the corner of Eleanora’s mouth twitch.

“Can ye shoot?” One of the guards called to her.

“Better than any of you.” She replied at once.

This caused more muttering to stir through their ranks. 

“Prove it!” One of them called finally.
Eleanora smirked, an expression I’d once hated, but 
now I found I was quite enjoying her smugness. I, too, was 
eager to find out how well she could shoot.

I led the guards and Eleanora to the shooting range. As 
Eleanora prepared herself, Griffin sidled up to me.

“Can she really shoot?”
“It was her chosen weapon at the Academy,” I replied
steadily. “And if my suspicions are correct, she’s only 
gotten better.”

She was beginning at the two hundred metre range. 
Carefully, with the entire guard watching and judging her, 
she fit and arrow to the string, sighted down its length, 
and fired. 

None of us needed to trudge down to the target to see
that the arrow had obviously hit the centre. I allowed
myself a small smile.

“Too easy,” Eleanora called. “What else?”
The guards made her move to the next range, three 
hundred metres, and then four hundred and fifteen. Each 
time she effortlessly fired, hit the centre and then turned
back to the guards as if to say ‘what now?’

Next, they brought forward the straw dummies they
used for target practice, much like the ones Jett would 
have us use back at the Academy. However, these seemed
to be made of tougher material, and I felt anxiety bite at 
the back of my throat. Eleanora would have a tough time 
getting an arrow to lodge in one of these.

She was assessing the situation, her expression
unreadable. I saw her carefully feel along her bow, and
then nudge out a small piece of wood with her finger.

I was right! She’d made a bow with two nocking
points… could she really fire two arrows at the same time?
The guards were whispering amongst themselves, 
straining to see what she was doing. She confirmed their 
suspicions as she drew two arrows from her quiver and fit 
them to the string.

She fired quicker than anyone could follow. One arrow 
lodged directly where the mannequin’s heart would be, 
while the other impaled the throat. Even from where I
stood, I could see the razor sharp point protruding out the 
other side. 

I looked to Griffin. He was nodding without realising it, 
his eyes fixed on the blonde. I recognised the look in his 
eyes. He wanted her.

And not just for his guards.
The realisation came with a bit of a jolt, and I shook 
myself from my reverie. They would be a good match. 
Eleanora deserved to be happy.

“What are your thoughts?” I asked him, wrestling down
a hot feeling in my chest.

“She’s an excellent archer. She will fit in well.”

Eleanora was walking back to us, suspecting that her 
testing was over.

“Congratulations,” Griffin said as she met us. “We’d 
love to have you aboard.”
She nodded, trying not to look too pleased. The other 
guards were shuffling over to introduce themselves. She 
met my eyes and nodded slowly. I smiled back at her as 
she began to show the other archers her bow. I turned to 
Griffin.

“I’ll be heading back in now,” I told him. “Though I do
think this has been quite a success, wouldn’t you say?”
“It’s still rather early to make that assessment, but yes, I
do think Eleanora has what it takes to fit in. I’ll keep you 
posted on her progress.”

“Do that,” I responded, nodding.
I walked slowly back towards the palace, savouring the 
warm weather and my solitude. Morri swooped down
from the stormy skies to alight on my bare shoulder and
began to preen a loose bit of hair back behind my ear. 

“I’ve missed you lately,” I told him, heading down a 
path that would take me to one of the gardens with a
stream. “Remember when we were merely student and
bird?”

He peeped and then sighed a little bird sigh. I stroked 
his glossy black feathers absentmindedly as we emerged in
a small garden, with rocks set about in a semi circle near
the small creek, which burbled along from origins 
unknown. I sat on one of the rocks, enjoying the smell of
the wet dirt and foliage. I tugged off my formal slippers 
and wriggled my toes through the thick grass as Morri set 
about tugging the jewelled pins from my hair until it all
fell loose. I watched the bird shove all of the pins into his 
maw, then, with a muffled goodbye peep, take off and fly 
unsteadily over the trees. 

“Maybe he has a lady friend to impress.” Someone said, 
and I almost fell off of my rock as Phoenix stepped 
through the plants. He sat on the rock next to me with a
sigh.

“How was court?” I asked.

“Exhausting,” he replied, his eyes closed. “But you will
enjoy it.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there today.”

“What were you doing again?”
I quickly told him about Eleanora’s appointment to the 
city guard. He looked down in shame as I mentioned her
name.

“There’s something I haven’t told you about her,” he 
mumbled finally, when I finished. “Something that I’m so 
ashamed of, but I think you need to know.”

“Phoenix,” I said, and he looked up. “I know you took 
her magic.”

He exhaled heavily and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Dena and the others told you?”

“Of course they did,” I replied. “I think you need to
speak with Eleanora about this.”

“I will. And you need to tell Dustin that his soul mate is 
in the city.”

“I think I’ll leave that decision to Eleanora. She’s had a
rough time lately.”

I saw regret cloud his eyes again.

“If I could give it back,” he whispered. “I’d do it in a 
heartbeat.”
“I know you would,” I said, covering his hand with 
mine. “But you can’t change the past. And by putting
these laws in motion to protect the non-magi, she and all
of the others will be better off. But Phoenix,” he looked up
at me. “You need to talk to her. You need to apologize 
from the bottom of your heart and put yourself at her
disposal. You need to get on your knees and beg for her
forgiveness, because what you did,” I took a shaky breath. 
“What you did, was an abomination.”

He nodded, clasping my hands in his. 
“I will. You’re absolutely right.” He leant over and 
kissed me tenderly. “What would I do without you?” he 
whispered against my lips.

“Probably live a happy, stress free life,” I said, grinning.

He laughed, taken aback. 

“I highly doubt it,” he responded. “And actually, I’ve 
been doing some thinking about that lately.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, still smiling but slightly
confused.
He was silent for a few moments, the only sound in the 
small garden being the burbling of the stream and the 
wind rustling the leaves on the trees around us. He was 
still holding my hand tightly, and so I felt him begin to 
tremble.

“Phoenix?”
He took a deep breath and then slid to the ground, to
one knee. Still holding my hand, he slid his other one into 
his pocket and withdrew a small velvet box. I’d gone 
numb, expecting him to burst out laughing any second and
present me with a toffee or chocolate or something else 
he’d find funny. 

But he didn’t laugh, or smile, or give me anything that 
would indicate that he was joking around. Instead, he held
the little box in his free hand and looked up at me.

“Sky. My Queen. The love of my life. You are so full of
fire and light that no one else can compare to you. You are 
the fire in my soul. And I’m hoping that you’ll do me the 
honour of becoming my wife.”

He let go of my hand and opened the box slowly. The 
ring was a band of embroidered silver with a single 
diamond perched neatly in the middle. It was the most 
elegant piece of jewellery I’d ever seen.

“Yes,” I whispered. “Of course.”
He slid the ring onto my shaking finger and then kissed 
me passionately just as the first rumble of thunder rolled
through the clouds overhead. 

~Chapter Twenty-Two~

Phoenix and I spent the next month happily engaged. 
We had taken to sleeping in the same chamber, and every 
time my father pouted about it I waved my engagement 
ring in his general direction.

The people of Castor and the rest of Lotheria were 
overjoyed. Their King and Queen were going to be 
married. I, more than anyone else, had felt their sigh of 
relief.

This time there would not be a war.
Whilst an exact date for the wedding hadn't been set, 
that hadn't stopped my mother and Yasmin from furiously 
planning it. Rain had rolled her eyes along with me every 
time they came up with a new plan, and Dena and Theresa 
found the whole thing hilarious.

Dustin had congratulated me cordially before sweeping
me into a big hug, Ispin had been so excited that he’d 
almost bowled Dustin over in his efforts to hug me, and 
Petre had formally threatened Phoenix with 

disembowelment if he so much as looked at another
woman, before sweeping away to tell my mother and
Yasmin that their choice of decorations were ‘ghastly’.

A few days after the month anniversary of our
engagement, I was sitting in the shade watching the boys 
spar in the practice arena. Sammy sat next to me, one hand
clutching the fabric of my dress. We laughed as Dustin
floored Petre using his sceptre, but my mind was on
something else.

“Samlin,” I said to the mageling sitting beside me. 
“When I was leaving your estate, you mentioned 
lightning.” I looked down at him, meeting his curious 
little gaze. “Why did you mention lightning?”

“Because you have it in your veins,” he replied simply. 
“It’s there with your magic, almost the same, but 
different.”

“I have lightning in my veins?”

“Yes.”

He was so sure, so certain, that I didn’t think for even a 
second that he was making it up.

“Do you know what happened when the old Governor 
made me fight to prove that I was the Queen?”

“You called lightning down from the clouds and blew 
the other man up.”

Any other time I would’ve laughed at his literal
explanation.

“I did. Is that what you meant?”

“The lightning recognised you as its own. It wanted to 
help.”

I was becoming more confused by the second.

“Can you see it?” I asked. “The lightning in my skin?”
“Yes,” he nodded. “Like I can see that your eyes are 
green and your hair is brown. There are little sparks all
inside you.”

The art of magic testing was beyond me. I knew that 
children born in Lotheria were tested when they reached
the age of four, but that was where my knowledge ended. 
Was that what Sammy was doing? Was he going to grow 
up to be a magic tester?

Struck by sudden inspiration, I looked at Phoenix, who 
was sparring with Ispin.

“What do you see in the King?” I asked quietly.

Sammy focussed on Phoenix for a few moments, his 
little features drawn and stark.
“Darkness,” he said finally, and shuddered. My heart 
began to flutter in my chest. “There is something in his 
veins... it’s not magic, but it pulls at the light. It’s 
darkness.”

I looked at Phoenix again. Could this darkness be what 
made it possible for him to steal Eleanora’s magic? If so, 
what did that mean? Would it manifest?

Would he do it again?
“Come play with us, Your Majesty!” Ispin yelled from 
the dirt, having just been knocked down by Phoenix. The 
good hearted fellow was having a laugh instead of being
annoyed that he’d just been ground into the floor by his 
monarch. 

I laughed but waved away the invitation. I was feeling
warm and lazy, sitting in the shade with Samlin. We had a
pitcher of lemonade between us and some sugar biscuits, 
most of which had been demolished. As I watched 
Phoenix and the others, a golden feeling spread itself over 
my skin; I was finally content. I had the man I loved, a 
group of friends that meant the world to me, and I’d 
caught my parents sneaking back in from the city just the 
other night. They’d been out having dinner together and 
reminiscing about their time at the Academy. 

But at the same time, there was a little seed of worry. I
was engaged to Phoenix, and so sure that I loved him, but 
at the same time I remembered what Jett and Matilda had 
told me. We were cursed to fall in love. So was our 
engagement the result of a three thousand year curse, or
our genuine love for each other?

Every day I worry about the former. 
That evening, Phoenix and I dined with the members 
of our council. This week marked the first week that my 
non-magi laws went into effect. For the past month, I’d 
been plagued with nobles and landlords complaining
about losing their staff. Scores of them had filtered into 
the throne room when we held court, to say their piece 
and plead their case. I’d said the same thing to every single 
one of them.

“Slavery is dead.”
When the palace servants had received their first 
weekly wages, they hadn’t known what to do with them. 
Eventually one of them came up with the idea of ordering
a large casket of mulled wine, and thus one of the biggest 
parties this palace had ever seen began. All over the city, 
similar celebrations had been held, and the city guard had 
been kept busy.

That night was the first time that I’d been unsure that I
had done the right thing.
The morning after, I assisted with the cleanup and 
healing, as several riots had broken out. I discovered later
that most of the instigators were nobles, stung with losing
their slaves. I’d rounded up those responsible and had 
them tossed into the prisons reserved for the roughest 
types of criminals. I wanted to show that no one was 
untouchable, no matter their status or monetary value. 
Lord Meric had been shut into a Coffin Cell when I’d 
heard that he had led the rioters. He was still in there.

The council members had informed us that the nonmagi’s celebrations were finally coming to a halt, and
many of them had opened bank accounts within the city 
to deposit their wages. Griffin had already told me that he 
had been inundated with requests to join the city guard; 
Eleanora had served as an inspiration to all of them. 

She and Griffin had officially become an item a few 
days previous. I congratulated her with a tight feeling in
my chest that I couldn’t pin point. I was yet to see to
Griffin since he’d told me about the non-magi’s requests. 
For some reason, I couldn’t face him.

As life continued along in Castor, with Phoenix and I
settling into our roles as betrothed monarchs, I couldn’t 
help but feel we were still missing a lot of answer to our 
questions. I mulled it over for a few days, before 
approaching Phoenix.

“I agree,” he said solemnly. “I’ve been thinking about it 
as well. We need to address the situation immediately.”
And so, a few days before our engagement party, we set 
off with a small group for the Academy to reorganise our
former school’s leadership.

The ride back seemed to take less time than travelling
to Castor. As the environment became familiar again, I
expected to feel some sort of relief, but all I felt was 
consternation at being away from my city. By the time the 
Academy itself came into view, I was ready to turn around 
and head back.

My ladies in waiting chattered amongst themselves as 
our horses were taken care of. I’d finally managed to pick 
which daughters I wanted. Arianta, Nillia and another girl 
named Sojaya from House Esper had made the cut, and 
now escorted me whenever I left the palace.

Sojaya was from a house in Sudafrae, and I’d been
curious to find out more about her country. Her ebony 
skin made a beautiful contrast to her maroon eyes, and 
like the performers I’d seen on my first night in Castor, 
she had piercings and tattoos to match her culture. A small
silver chain ran from her nose piercing to one in her ear
lobe, and she’d told me it was her betrothal chain. She 
hadn't believed me when I showed her my engagement 
ring and told her what it was. 

While Arianta and Nillia preferred to wear gowns of 
Lotherian design – tight bodice with a flowing skirt –
Sojaya wore her traditional garb of long silken robes. I’d 
watched her tie them one morning, mesmerised by the 
skill needed to turn one piece of cloth into an outfit. 

When she’d showed me her chosen weapon, a curved
broadsword, I’d needed no more convincing. And so, 
Sojaya joined my ladies.

As had Nemoidia. 
Phoenix had asked me to take her on, as a personal 
favour. He seemed to like having his childhood friend 
around again, but I hadn't missed Nemoidia’s smirk when
I’d formally asked her to join my ladies. 

We were met at the door by Professor Watt. She 
greeted us warmly, as though trying to erase my last 
memories of her. 

“Would you like to see the students?” she asked as she 
led us into the castle.
“I wouldn’t want to distract them from their studies,” I
replied, looking around. It felt like eons had passed since 
I’d last been here. “You know who we want to see.”

“We’ll wander the grounds, Your Majesty,” Sojaya said 
lightly. “Send someone when you require us again.”

I nodded sagely as they headed out to the grounds, 
Nemoidia following like a misguided puppy.
Professor Watt’s mouth had tightened into a narrow 
line, but without another word, she led us towards the 
stairs. As we descended into the dark bowels of the 
Academy, Phoenix clutched my hand briefly, sensing my 
nervousness. I nodded back up at him.

Iain and Netalia had seemingly gotten used to their 
imprisonment. Without their magic, they didn’t have a 
hope of escaping their cells. Someone had given them each 
a cot to sleep on, rather than the floor, and Iain even had a 
writing desk, which he was working at when Professor 
Watt led us before their cells. 

“Well well,” Iain didn’t even look up from his desk. “To 
what do we owe the pleasure?”

Netalia ignored us, sitting on her cot with all the
dignity she could muster behind bars.

“We have some questions,” I began. “And we’d like you 
to answer them.”

“And why should we?” Netalia asked, her voice cold.

I pulled my travelling cloak tighter around my 
shoulders. 
“Because if you don’t, I can make life a lot more
uncomfortable for you,” I replied easily. “For example, 
have you heard of Coffin Cells? They’re these wonderful 
little contraptions that we have in Castor. I’ve already
made good use of them with some of my less co-operative 
nobles.”

Iain kept writing, seemingly non-plussed, but Netalia 
had dropped her gaze to the floor.

“Now,” I said. “Shall we?”

“What do you want to know?” Netalia asked
grudgingly.
“Why can’t soul mates fall in love?” I asked. I’d been
wondering this for weeks. “Why were Phoenix and I
banished?”

“No doubt you’ve both been informed of the logistics 
behind your crowns,” Netalia answered. “And therefore 
have been told that you were both cursed to fall in love.”

Phoenix and I shifted uncomfortably. We didn’t like 
when it was brought up. 
“One of the most telling signs of who our usurpers 
would be was the students that fell in love. So we made it 
taboo to fall in love with your soul mate,” Netalia 
shrugged as though it was no big deal. “The ones that did 
anyway, we banished, just in case.”

I could feel cold anger simmering under my skin, but 
didn’t let it show on my face.

“So people  canfall in love with their soul mates?”

“Of course.”
I wondered what everyone else would think of this 
revelation. I knew without a doubt, however, that it 
would take a long time for that misconception to fade. In
their efforts to prolong themselves in a position of power, 
Iain and Netalia had done lasting damage to the mage 
world in more ways than one.

“What else would you like to know, Your Majesties?” 
Netalia asked. She wanted us out of here.

“Why do you rename people?” Phoenix asked. “When
they come to the Academy?”
I suddenly remembered the name he was born with, as 
well as my own. If we had a choice, would we rename 
ourselves to Rose and Diego?

“We want our students to forget the outside life they’ve 
led, especially if they're from the human realm,” Netalia 
shot a pointed look at me. “The Academy is the beginning
of their new life. We want them to be reborn in it.”

I made a noise of disgust. Netalia looked scandalized. 

“Is Her Highness not pleased?”
“No,” I snorted. “I’m sorry, that’s a terrible excuse for 
renaming eighteen year olds. That rule will be abolished as 
well.”

“So you mean to take over the Academy?”
“Of course we do,” Phoenix replied easily. “With the 
exception of banishing students and renaming them, the 
Academy will continue to operate as it did. However, it 
will have to make do without its corrupt Masters.”

“And what do you plan to do with us?” Iain asked, 
speaking for the first time since we had arrived.
“Well... I suppose the right thing to do is give you a fair 
and just trial,” I replied, apparently deep in thought. “But I 
know how you feel about those, so for now, make 
yourselves at home.”

Phoenix turned to start back up the stairs. I followed
him, but was stopped by Netalia’s furious outburst.

“You can’t just leave us down here forever, Sky!”

“Aren’t you immortal?” I asked, turning back.

“Yes.” She replied through gritted teeth.

I smiled widely.
“Well, then I guess I can.”
~Chapter Twenty-Three~

We returned to the city a few days later, having
announced Professor Alena and Professor Yu as the new 
Academy Masters. Both of their soul mates resided in
Keyes and therefore didn’t interfere with Academy affairs, 
which would make a change to the way Iain and Netalia 
had run things as soul mates.

A few nights after we arrived back in our city, our
engagement party was held. My mother and Yasmin had 
gone into planning overdrive. I’d managed to bring the 
calibre of the celebrations down a few notches, but that 
hadn’t stopped them from planning a night of

extravagance. 

I’d also managed to wrangle a dress that didn’t exactly 
resemble a wedding dress. Instead, I wore a slim green
dress that flowed to the floor and left my shoulders bare. 
Sleeves of sheer white material fell to my ankles, with slits 
cut in them so I could move my arms and hands freely. 

Originally the party was going to be inside, but when it 
became clear that the weather was going to be lovely, I 
requested that it be moved to one of the palace gardens. 
Someone, Yasmin I suspected, had gone through the 
trouble of placing little candles in individual jars and then
hanging them from the trees. As a result, every branch in
the garden glowed with golden light, turning the area into 
an illuminated wonderland. Tables and chairs had been set 
around the garden in no particular order, and people were 
already claiming them. Palace servants circled the guests, 
offering them canapés and other small foods. I watched 
everyone carefully, wary of anyone treating them badly,
but all of my guests had been supporters of the laws. I saw 
Larni watching from the edge of the garden, and I picked
my way over to her.

“Why aren’t you joining in?” I asked her.

“I’m on duty tonight,” she replied, smiling. 
“Congratulations on your engagement, Your Majesty.”

I sighed, and hit her gently, my long sleeve fluttering
gracefully.

“What do you mean you’re ‘on duty’? I invited you 
tonight.”

“I know. I’m covering for one of my staff.”
Larni had accepted my offer of the managerial role in
charge of all palace staff. The old manager, a mage who 
treated his staff like rubbish, had mysteriously disappeared 
after I passed the laws. Specifically, just after I announced
that those who had treated the non-magi unfairly would 
be brought to trial. We were yet to find him.

“Don’t work too hard,” I told her. “Remember that 
you’re one of my closest friends, and this is my 
engagement party.”

She granted me one of her biggest, loveliest smiles that 
seemed to light up the area brighter than the tree candles.
“I’ll remember that. Oh, Niko and my parents send 
their congratulations. He sent you this.” She dug into her 
pocket and withdrew a piece of sparkly quartz. She 
deposited it into my hand with the air of an older sister 
delivering what she thought was a childish gift. “I better 
head to the kitchens.”

I hugged her goodbye, and then watched her stride
back through the trees. 
I held Niko’s gift in my hand, and I sat on a nearby 
bench to examine it. Luckily, no one had spotted me 
coming into the garden, and so I was granted a few 
moments of peace. 

The quartz glimmered in the candlelight, and I turned
it this way and that to watch the sparkles. This wasn’t a 
gift from a citizen to his monarch; this was from a child to
his friend. Tears suddenly filled my eyes as I wrapped my 
hand around the rock. I suddenly just wanted my old 
bedroom at the Academy with Morrigan on the headboard 
of my bed. 

“There you are,” Phoenix sat next to me on the bench. 
“What’ve you got?”
“A shiny rock,” I told him, trying not to let the wobble 
in my voice through. “Larni’s little brother gave it to me as 
an engagement present.”

“Do I have competition?” he asked, and I laughed in
spite of my tears. He kissed me gently. “Come on, people
have been asking for you.”

I went about my duties, thanking everyone for coming
and accepting their congratulations. Time and time again, 
I was glad that I’d asked to have this party held in the 
garden; the trees were beginning to blossom and the warm
night air was filled with the heady scent. The long grass 
hadn’t been cut in a while, but felt good on my feet when
I kicked off my uncomfortable court shoes. 

A band had set up on the fringes of the party and their 
music filtered through the conversation and laughter. My 
earlier tears had been tucked away with Niko’s rock, 
which I’d slipped into one of the pockets hidden in my 
dress. I danced with Phoenix more times than anyone 
could count, and the crowd cheered as he dipped me 
towards the ground and kissed me passionately. I even
heard Ispin catcall before Rain hit him in the back of the 
head. 

I saw Petre dancing with Nillia, who blushed prettily as 
he kissed her hand. I glanced about for Rain, and saw her
standing next to Ispin, her eyes fixed on Petre. I knew 
they’d broken up soon after we’d arrived in Castor, but 
both were such private people, no one knew why.

Arianta had noticed Rain’s expression, and took her
hand. I watched as she engaged Rain in conversation, 
Rain’s expression softening as they exchanged stories 
about their homeland. I was infinitely grateful to Arianta 
for that.

Sojaya had engaged a nobleman from Gannameade in
deep conversation, and even over the band, I could hear
her heavily accented voice. I noticed she was wearing her
broadsword, but the nobleman hadn't seen it. I’d seen her
a few days again in the training yard with it, and had been
sufficiently terrified. I could only hope that I’d never have 
to see her use it in earnest. 

I was looking about for a drink when I noticed a 
servant standing near the trees with a platter of iced
lemonade. I started over to him but then halted when I
saw Eleanora and Griffin heading in the same direction. I
was about to turn away when Griffin caught my eye and I
was forced to put a smile on my face instead.

“Thank you for coming,” I told them both. “I hope it 
wasn’t difficult to get the night off.”
“Not too difficult, no. Besides, how could we say no to
our monarch’s engagement party?” Griffin smiled widely. 
“It’s a great honour.”

I knew he was stirring me up, but I was watching
Eleanora. We made eye contact and she nodded slowly. I 
had been worried about inviting her, not sure if it would 
be too awkward. 

“I’m going to talk to Dustin,” she told Griffin. She 
curtsied to me abruptly and then left to speak to her soul
mate. 

It suddenly struck me that I’d never seen Griffin with 
his soul mate. I opened my mouth to ask, but then thought 
better of it. I’d known him for a few months now, and if I 
hadn’t met them in that time…

“What are you thinking?” he asked, breaking me out of 
my reverie. 

“A myriad of things,” I responded, sipping my drink. 
“How are you and Eleanora going?”
“I thought we were meant to be celebrating your 
relationship,” he said, his tone making it sound like he was 
joking, but none of the joviality reached his amber eyes. 
“We’re going fine. We’ve been on a few dates. She’s a 
remarkable woman.”

Something tightened uncomfortably in my chest, but I
smiled and nodded politely.
“Actually, I’ve noticed a few remarkable women
around this palace lately,” Griffin said, his eyes roving
around the garden. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

“My friends are all extraordinary,” I told him, thinking
of my group. 
“I was thinking of one in particular.” He said, and 
carefully, tentatively took my free hand in his. The way 
we were standing meant that no one could see the contact. 

My heart jumped into my throat. Feeling his skin on
mine suddenly made the whole situation uncomfortably 
real.

I removed my hand from his.

“I would hope that you’re thinking of your girlfriend,” I
replied. “Eleanora is beautiful.”
“She is,” Griffin said softly, and his tone made it 
extremely clear that he wasn’t thinking of her at all. I met 
his eyes, and what I saw in them made me turn abruptly
and stride back to the rest of the guests.

“Are you alright?” Someone caught my elbow, and I
looked up into Petre’s concerned eyes.

“I’m fine. Is there any wine?”
“A whole barrel of it,” he towed me towards it and 
poured me a glass. I drained the glass, grimaced at the 
taste, and then held out the cup for more. Petre took it 
without question and refilled it. Once I’d emptied that, he 
took me elbow and steered me towards a bench. “Now, 
talk.”

I fiddled with the wine glass, looking up at my friend. 
It was his brother I’d saved, and he’d been my second 
during my fight with – I blanched – Griffin.

“Pre-wedding jitters,” I said finally. “Just needed a 
drink. It’s all very real now, isn’t it?”

“Yes it is,” he responded, removing the empty glass 
from my grip. “I thought you would have been pleased.”

“Oh, I am. It’s just nerve-racking, is all.”
Petre smiled and put his arm around me. I rested my 
head on his shoulder, content with the comfortable 
friendship. 

“You and Phoenix were made for each other, alright? 
None of this panicking.”

I nodded, a small smile beginning to grow on my lips. 

“Now, come dance with me,” he stood and held his 
hand out. “Then I shall release you back your fiancé.”

I laughed and took his hand. We danced, and he made
sure to make me laugh even more by pulling silly moves. 
“I return her to you in one piece,” Petre declared 
afterwards, handing me over to Phoenix, who grinned and 
swept me away. 

We managed to sneak a few moments in the trees, out 
of the candlelight. As he kissed me softly and carefully, all
of my uneasiness melted away. I nestled into his embrace 
and he rested his chin on top of my head. I’d never felt 
safer in my life.

“Phoenix,” I murmured. “I love you.”

He kissed my hair.

“I love you too.” He whispered.
We could hear voices calling us back, so I wrapped my 
arms around his neck and stole one last kiss before we 
slunk back to the party like guilty teenagers. 

My father wanted a dance, and so I happily obliged. I
burst out laughing when I saw my mother and Phoenix 
dancing, as did Jett. He mock bowed to me when the song
ended, and I punched him playfully, half remembering
our training sessions and musing on how far we’d come; 
from mentor and student to father and daughter. 

The night was getting on, and Phoenix and I were in
the midst of talking to a nobleman from Orthandrell when 
I heard a murmur of discontent rumble through the 
crowd. I searched for the disturbance and found it in a 
small man hurrying through the people, dressed in robes 
from the Magic Testers Guild and carrying a small satchel. 
By the time he had reached Phoenix and I, he was red 
faced and out of breath. 

“Your Majesties,” he wheezed. “May I have a moment?”
I saw Griffin frown and start towards him, but Eleanora
put her hand on his arm and shook her head. I understood 
why Griffin was annoyed; this was a closed party with 
guards surrounding it. This man had somehow slipped
through those guards, which meant bribery.

The man was waiting for an answer, his eyes imploring. 
“Of course,” I said gently, handing my glass to a nearby 
servant, who took it wordlessly. “Excuse us for a moment.”
I called to our guests.

The band, who had gone quiet, started up again, and
everyone began talking softly albeit suspiciously. Phoenix 
offered me his arm and I took it. The man led us back to
the palace, seemingly knowing his way around. I kept my 
magic just below my skin, ready to ignite it should I need
to. I could tell Phoenix was doing the same. 

“My name is Icarus,” the man began when we reached a 
small hall cut off from the outside. He was twisting his 
plum coloured robes in his hands, and his eyes were jittery 
and unfocused. “I’m part of the Magic Testers Guild here 
in Castor.”

“We know,” Phoenix said. “Your robes.”

“Oh… yes… of course…” Icarus stuttered. “I’ve… I’ve 
come to the palace to ask you a favour.”

“We were holding court tomorrow-” Phoenix began, 
but Icarus cut him off. 
“This couldn’t be discussed in public!” he shrieked, and
Phoenix bristled. Icarus seemed to remember who he was 
speaking to then. “My apologies, Your Majesties. I’m a bit 
frazzled.”

“What would you ask of us?” I prompted gently.

The robe twisting increased. 

“My niece is a non-magi,” he began. “Her master treats 
her unfairly. I wish for this to stop.”
“It will,” I told him, the tension in my body sliding
away. “The new non-magi laws have been passed; she will
be protected by them.”

“Her master pays her wages, but he continues to beat 
her. Twice she has had to go to the hospital in Castor,”
tears filled his bright blue eyes. “She was going to have a 
child… she has just been told that she lost it due to the last 
beating.”

I felt my stomach fill with lead and then slowly sink to 
the floor.

“Who is her master?” I demanded, anger beginning to 
rise in my throat. “Tell us.”
“You already have him in the Coffin Cells,” Icarus said, 
the tears sliding down his cheeks freely. “I have no 
children, my niece is like my daughter… I cannot watch 
her suffer this hardship any longer.”

“She won’t,” I promised fiercely. “Meric will never see 
the light of day again as far as I’m concerned.”
“But what about the others?” Icarus pressed. “There are 
hundreds of non-magi like Nerra, and without someone to
stand up for them… No… I can’t do this any longer,” he 
was visibly trembling now. “I’ve been part of the Guild for 
fifty years and I cannot go on with this lie!”

He seemed to be talking mostly to himself, as though 
trying to convince someone. His robes were frayed and
split now, falling through his fingers, but he continued to
twist them.

“Icarus,” I gripped his hands tightly, stopping him. 
“What lie?”
My tone was firm, and with my court shoes on, I
topped him by a centimetre. The little man looked up at
me with hopelessness in his eyes.

“She will be furious with me,” he whispered. “But I
can’t do it anymore.”

He could’ve been talking about anyone. I was more 
concerned with the lie.

“We can help you,” I told him. “If you tell us.”
“The Magic Testers have been lying about who has 
magic and who doesn’t,” he blurted suddenly. I felt my 
blood run cold. “Everyone has magic, everyone in Lotheria 
as far as we know, but we were told to keep it secret, to 
keep it hidden-”

“Slow down,” I ordered. My heart was racing. “Start 
from the beginning.”
“It was Queen Arietta,” he said. “She and King Elijah 
found that the world was being thrown out of balance. 
The mana, the energy responsible for our magic, was being
drained. The world was starting to destroy itself. They 
decided to limit who had magic and who didn’t.

“They died peacefully, together. They didn’t see the 
next few years of the ‘non-magi’ children being sold off to
wealthy families, a disgrace to their mage family. The 
world resettled, we restored the balance. Queen Fleur and
King Morgan came into power, and they didn’t know, we 
didn’t tell them, we kept it secret in the Guild. They 
fought a war over something else entirely. The King
wanted to keep magical tutoring in this world, but Fleur
fought for the human mages to be educated as well. 
Morgan was killed in the subsequent war and Fleur lived
out her days as a sole ruler. When she died, she left Iain
and Netalia in charge, knowing they had Ancient blood in 
their veins. She hoped that they would be able to rule the 
country as needed.

“They found out,” Icarus swallowed nervously. “As 
descendents of the Ancients, they could sense the magic in
people. They questioned us. The Guild Master confessed 
Arietta and Elijah’s secret.

“Iain and Netalia told us to continue, and they did 
nothing to protect the non-magi, those we were declaring
non mages, who by now were nothing but slaves. They
told us that the world was too fragile for change.”

My head was reeling. I stumbled backwards and leant 
against the wall. Phoenix was staring blankly at Icarus. 
“But now,” Icarus continued, looking from me to 
Phoenix. “Something has changed. The Balance is tilting
again, even with the mana being divided amongst the 
people. We’re doing something wrong.”

“Prove it,” I heard Phoenix say, his deep voice a sudden
contrast to Icarus’ squeaky one. 
Icarus reached into his satchel and withdrew a long, 
thin object wrapped in canvas. He unwrapped it slowly, 
reverently, and by the time the glass bar emerged, I knew 
what it was.

“That’s the bar from Iain’s office at the Academy,” I
said. “Why have you brought it here?”
“This bar is the physical representation of the Balance,” 
Icarus explained. “This is how Iain and Netalia were first 
alerted of your presence.”

The green pebbles in the bar had shifted to the opposite 
ends of the bar, trying as hard as they could to get away 
from each other. They quivered even as we watched. 

“The activity only started when both of you arrived at
the Academy in your first year. Since then, it has been
ongoing. These pebbles haven’t moved for over a thousand 
years,” Icarus eyed them off apprehensively. “Now, 
something has happened. Something is throwing off the 
Balance; the world is shifting again even with our counter 
measures.” He turned to us both, holding the bar carefully. 
“And now, I think the universe is granting both of you a
choice.”

Phoenix and I both looked at each other as though 
expecting an answer.

“What do you mean?” Phoenix asked.
Icarus put the bar away.
“The Guild has been monitoring your activities ever 
since it became apparent that you were to be our next 
monarchs. Your Majesty,” he bowed slightly to Phoenix. 
“The incident involving your classmate, Eleanora, reached
our ears. I’m very sorry to hear that you applied your skill
to her accidentally, but it seems as though you have been
granted the ability to remove the magic from a mage, 
permanently. This is a unique skill never seen before.”

“That’s not true,” I said quickly, butting in before 
Phoenix could say anything. He was looking dark at the 
mention of Eleanora. “Iain and Netalia removed my magic
from me when they banished me.”

“Yes, they removed it, and hoarded it for themselves. 
His Majesty has the ability to extinguish it completely. We 
fear that once removed by you, sire, it can never be 
returned.”

It was devastating to hear. I knew that Phoenix and 
Eleanora had been talking about it, and that Phoenix had 
been hoping to rectify the problem in some way or 
another. Now it sounded as if Eleanora would never again
hold her magic in her hands. It was going to be hard to tell
her. 

“And you, Your Majesty,” now Icarus turned to me. 
“You have been under observation since about halfway 
through your school year. You remember, Larni, the 
servant who was assigned to you?”

“She’s one of my closest friends and head of my staff 
here at the palace,” I told him. “I’m assuming you mean
when she suddenly discovered she was a mage.”

“And her brother Niko. Discovered by our Tester in
Keyes to have an extremely potent vein of magic flowing
through him. The child will grow to be very powerful.

“But you didn’t stop there,” Icarus continued. “You 
created an entire new species.”

“The mud people,” I breathed. “I knew there was 
something about them.”
“Never before has a mage created new life. One would 
almost go as far to say that you are on par with a deity.” 
Icarus said, his eyes wide.

“Or one would keep his mouth closed and live to see 
the light of the next day,” I responded, my voice cold.
“Continue, please.”

“Milady, you embody pure energy. This is why you can 
control lightning; it recognises the power in your veins. 
“You have been given two choices... You can remove
magic from Lotheria for good... or you can reinstate it in
everyone.”

Silence fell in the little hall. 

“Which will balance the world?” Phoenix asked finally.

Icarus lifted his hands in a helpless sort of shrug.

“No one knows. I’m afraid that is the extent of my 
knowledge, and a lot of that is guess work.”

“Why didn’t anyone tell us of this sooner?” I said softly.

“A lot of the Testers in the Guild remain loyal to Iain
and Netalia,” Icarus said.

“I want their names,” I said immediately.

“A lot of them are my friends.”

“I won’t hurt them. But I want to know who I can trust 
to be telling me the truth.”

He nodded.

“I’ll have a list made up. Now, I think I’d better depart
and let you two talk.”

He bowed and hurriedly left the hall. 
“What do we do?” Phoenix asked, and I looked at him 
surprised.

“What do you mean? I think it’s pretty obvious. This 
will end inequality forever.”

He frowned at me.

“It could also destroy the world.”

“And removing everyone’s magic won’t do that 
anyway?”

“I think it’s got a better chance of restoring the 
balance.”

“So because you  thinkso, we have to keep lying to our
public?”

We were staring at each other, almost stunned at how 
opposed we were to the other’s solution. 
“Everyone is entitled to what they're born with,” I
implored, trying to make him see reason. “I won’t keep 
denying them that.”

“The laws that you have passed will protect the nonmagi.”

“Well obviously they’re not. Look at Nerra! Meric
continued to beat her despite the laws.”

“Then fix them! Make revisions. I know you can do it.”
“You’re missing the point,” I hissed. “This is the first 
chance in two thousand years that we have to equalise the 
world. Everyone will be granted the same rights as each 
other. This is... this is  unheard of. Who are we to give up
this opportunity?”

“Sky, listen to yourself. What will happen if we give 
the non-magi back their magic? They're going to go on a 
revenge spree. Anyone who treated them badly will be 
targeted. Even without the balance of the world in
question, I think they’d do a pretty good job of destroying
society anyway.”

“You can’t know that,” I folded my arms. “We can 
make sure that there are ramifications for those who seek 
revenge.”

“It’s so much more complicated than that.”
“So we’ll just get rid of it all? Sweep the problem under 
the rug and hope and pray that no one ever finds out what 
we did?”

He stared at me for a few moments.

“I can’t talk to you when you’re like this,” he said 
finally. “Come and find me when you’re reasonable.”
He began to walk off. I grabbed his arm and held on.
“Excuse me?” I asked quietly. “
 I’mbeing unreasonable? 
You’re the one throwing away the non-magi’s chance of 
becoming equals. You won’t even think about it twice.”

“I’ve made my choice,” Phoenix said, removing his arm 
from my grasp. “Come and find me when you’ve rethought yours.”

I watched him stride off down the hall into the 
darkened palace. I was so angry I couldn’t move. My 
magic was bristling beneath my skin and thunder rolled
through the clouds outside. 

The party was still in progress. The talking and laughter
drifted through the trees, and suddenly I just couldn’t 
stand it anymore. Turning on my heel, I strode back out 
the door. Larni was directing the palace servants and she 
looked up as I neared.

“Sky-” She began, but I cut her off.

“The party’s over, tell everyone to go home.” I said 
quietly. My throat was tight with anger. 

“Are you sure?” she asked, her eyes huge.
Instead of answering, I continued walking through the 
long grass. My feet carried me out of the palace gates and 
into the city. I ignored the curious chatter of the people 
who’d been milling around the entrance to the palace, 
trying to catch a glimpse of the festivities.

Eventually I had the sense to cover myself in a glamour, 
replacing my brown hair with blonde and tearing away
the long white sleeves of my gown. I was able to slip 
between the crowds until I found myself standing on the 
docks, watching the moonlight ripple on the black water. I
trotted down the steps until my slippers sank into the 
pebbly sand on the beach, and then kicked my shoes off to
stand in the water. 

There was a massive lightning storm further out to sea. 
The Queen in me had done a mental check of the ships 
already, making sure none of our trade vessels would be 
out in it. Whilst every ship was accompanied by a mage, 
there wasn’t much one could do against the fury of nature. 
The royal fleet was slumbering further out in the harbour, 
the masts reaching dangerously towards the tumultuous 
sky. I could see the crew and their mages watching the 
ships cautiously.

I sat in the water, not feeling it soak into my dress. The 
waves surged around me, unnaturally calm within the 
walls of the harbour. Suddenly I had the urge to see the 
wild water, with waves the size of small buildings, to see
real power, untainted by human interference.

The world was spiralling out of control again, but this
time we had a choice. Did we remove magic from the 
world completely, or did we grant it to everyone in the 
hope that it would level out the mana usage.

I buried my head in my hands. I knew which power I
had been granted, and therefore my decision was swayed
in that direction, but at the same time, Phoenix had never 
been friends with his servant at the Academy. He’d never 
felt the sting of injustice as he watched his friend suffer 
against the choices already decided for him, simply by 
where and how he was born. 

I had to make him see reason. My non-magi laws 
weren’t working, and we had to start on our solution soon
or risk the world falling into chaos.

As though hearing this thought, a sudden crack of
thunder shook the city as a bolt of lightning lanced down
to one of the navy ships, striking the mast. I was on my 
feet as the flames began to crackle.

Quickly, I tore the bottom half of my dress off, freeing
my legs. I left my slippers on the sand, knowing them to 
be utterly useless. The glamour I’d cast on myself peeled
away as I ran towards the frantic crowd on the pier. The 
ship was well ablaze now, and the mage assigned to it was 
desperately trying to fight the flames, but I could already
see it was a losing battle. I reached them and grabbed a 
hold of the captain.

“Is there anyone on the ship?” I asked sharply.

“No one,” he responded, not even looking down at me. 
“I fear my ship’s a goner though.”

But I could sense someone on the ship. I darted onto 
the burning boat just as he began to scream in terror. 
I cast my magic around, searching for the stowaway. 
There, the next deck down. I disappeared into the bowels 
of the ship, and it took all of my willpower to force myself 
into the smoky depths. I grabbed the boy just as the top 
deck collapsed, covering us both in burning embers. I
could feel them stinging my bare skin and feet. With one 
arm around his shoulders, I reached out with my free 
hand and began the enchantment to control the fire, like 
Jett had in my kitchen all those years ago. A small portion
of the fire began to shrink into the ball that was flowing
into my hand, but it wasn’t enough. 

Getting nervous now, I glanced towards the side of the 
ship, but quickly discarded the idea. The water would 
drown us before it would let us swim to safety. 

We backed against the side of the ship as the fire 
advanced. I could feel the air growing hotter as I breathed
it in. Soon it would be too hot to inhale.

“Miss?” I looked down at the boy. He wasn’t much 
older than Samlin. “I’m scared.”

“Me too, kiddo,” I told him, still searching for options. 
“I’ll get us out, don’t worry.”
Suddenly, the ship pitched and groaned. We staggered 
forward as cold water touched our feet. The ship was 
sinking, broken in half by the fire-weakened wood. The 
bow began to point upwards as the water rose to meet us, 
filthy and murky. It looked a lot like certain death. 

I was still holding the little fireball. I quickly threw it 
up and behind me, blasting a small hole in the only part of
the ship that wasn’t on fire.

“Out!” I yelled to the kid, boosting him up towards it. 
He scrabbled through the hole, probably getting a million
splinters but not caring. I saw hands grab him and then
reach for me just as a barrel came loose from its holding
and slammed into me. I hit the ground, hard, my ears 
ringing. But I still heard the shriek of the strained ship, as 
it slid beneath the cobalt waves, taking me with it.

~Chapter Twenty-Four~

Silence. After the roar of the flames, it was almost 
peaceful. The cold water had made my burns go numb, 
and when I opened my eyes, the darkness was so 
comforting I almost accepted it.

I suddenly snapped to, struggling in the water. My 
hand hit something hard, and with a jolt of despair, I
realised that I was still trapped in the bow of the ship as it 
sank to the bottom of the harbour.

Fighting the urge to draw breath, I called my magelight 
to hand. The little green ball illuminated everything
around me, and in the dim light, I saw the hole I’d blasted 
in the hull. I swam for it desperately, wriggling through. I
kicked off of the ship as it disappeared deeper into the 
harbour, and headed for the surface, my lungs tight.

My head broke the surface and I gasped in the midnight 
air, the cold searing my lungs. It had begun to rain, the 
drops running down my face, mixing with the salt water. 

I swam back to the pier and accepted the help of those 
reaching for me. A few cheered, but as I kept my head 
down and moved away quickly, they realised I didn’t want 
to hang around.

I was lucky that I was so filthy. The soot from the ship 
fire had made me unrecognisable; even my dip in the 
harbour hadn’t been able to dislodge it. No one would 
recognise me as Queen. That suited me fine.

I hurried back to the palace where I discovered a 
dilemma. The guards wouldn’t let a bedraggled stranger 
enter, and nor did I want anyone to know what I’d been
up to.

I bit my lip, mulling it over. Eventually I decided to try 
something new. I pulled a glamour around myself, but 
mimicked my surroundings. Holding it in my mind, I 
tentatively moved forward, and when no one stopped me, 
darted through the guard entrance.

Keeping the glamour up was difficult, and I dropped it 
as soon as I dared. I staggered, dizzy from the effort, but 
managed to find the servant’s entrance to the palace, 
which was dark and quiet. My engagement party had long
since ended. I felt a wrench in my stomach as I wondered 
how Phoenix and I would face each other now. 

I made it to the bathrooms without being seen, and
washed off the soot and harbour filth. The dress, I burned, 
reflecting sadly on how excited I’d been when I first put it 
on, to celebrate my engagement to Phoenix. 

I was padding back to my room in a soft cotton shift, 
my hair damp, when I heard a small ‘pst!’
I turned and saw Seff poking her head out from behind 
a corner. Her eyes lit up when she saw me, and she looked
so genuinely happy to see me that I bent down to give her
a hug. She squeezed me tightly in her little arms.

“How are you?” I asked.
“I’m well, Your Majesty,” she dipped an awkward little 
curtsy and almost tipped over. “I’m just on my way back 
from the library.”

“What were you doing there?” I was surprised. What 
would a palace serving girl want with a library?
“Master Ispin has been doing some research on my 
family tree,” she told me. “I’m not sure why, but he tells 
me it’s fascinating work.”

I was still holding her little hands in mine, and almost 
without meaning to, I looked within her skin. It was just 
like tilting your head a different way to see a cobweb; it 
could only be seen at a certain angle. Somehow I knew 
how to look without being taught.

There was a small glowing spark near her heart. Her
magic waiting to be ignited? I took a deep breath and let 
her hands go. I didn’t want to make any rash decisions 
before I’d had a chance to speak to Phoenix again. 

“I better head off to bed now,” I said to Seff who had 
been watching curiously, but not saying a word. “Keep out 
of trouble, won’t you? And tell me if anyone bothers you.”

Another curtsy, and she was gone, a flurry of skirts 
disappearing behind the corner. I continued to mine and
Phoenix’s bed chamber, and I was almost relieved to find
he wasn’t there. With an exhausted groan, I collapsed into 
bed and fell asleep. 

The next morning dawned too bright. The rain from 
last night had washed everything clean and the palace 
garden glittered with raindrops. The door opened just as I
sat up and Phoenix entered, still in his clothes from last 
night. My heart twisted painfully as we looked at each 
other, but then I remembered Seff’s magic and the 
helplessness of the stowaway on the burning ship from the 
night before. If he and those people in the crowd had been
mages, there would have been no need for me to interfere, 
and nor would non-magi have to fear being caught 
without a mage nearby.

“Good morning,” Phoenix said hesitantly, and sat in a 
chair near our oversized fireplace. “Have you had time to 
think?”

Instead of answering straight away, I climbed out of
bed and began to dress. The gown I picked was the same 
hue as Rain’s magic, a dark navy blue. It wasn’t often I
wore colours that weren’t mine, but I enjoyed the change. 
I laced up the bodice myself, pulling the long sleeves up 
onto my shoulders. The wide skirts swept around my feet 
as I turned to face my king. 

“Have you?” I responded in a monotone.

“I wasn’t aware that I needed to. As I told you, I have 
made my decision.”

The anger from last night lanced through my blood, but 
I didn’t let it show on my face.

“You wish to purge Lotheria of magic,” I stated.

He nodded.

“I believe this to be our best chance of rebalancing the 
world.”
I inclined my head slightly, acknowledging his 
decision. Then I moved forwards and kissed him firmly. 
He responded gently, though I could tell he was surprised. 
I allowed myself four seconds of peace. Then I headed for 
the door.

“I have work to do.” I said simply, and disappeared 
through it.
I reached the throne room and rang the bell for one of 
the servants as I sat in my designated throne. I averted my 
eyes from Phoenix’s empty throne next to me. 

As I’d hoped, the servant to answer the summons was 
Larni.

“Could you please bring me two of your staff, and
Seffina?” I requested.

She nodded her head, confusion written all over her
face.

“May I ask why? If there’s any task you need done, 
surely I could take care of it for you.”

I smiled warmly at her, feeling my heart thaw slightly. 
“I fear you’ve already completed this specific task for 
me, love,” I told her. “You’ll understand soon. Can you 
also bring me Dena?”

I knew that my friend was still in the palace. She’d 
arrived late at the party last night due to a shift at the 
hospital, and instead of going to her quarters in the city, 
she’d remained in one of the many guest rooms.

Larni trotted from the large hall, and in her absence, I 
stared out across the stone floor, not seeing the large door 
through which the public would spill to bring their 
troubles to their monarchs, nor the enormous tapestries on
the pillars. While I waited, my hands twisted my hair up
into a messy bun, not really fit for a queen, but I was past 
caring. I knew what I was about to do would drive a rift 
between my soul mate and I. 

I knew I still had to do it anyway.
Larni came back sooner than expected, towing with her
two servants, a man and a woman, and Seff, who peered 
up at me curiously.

I stood and headed down to meet them. They bowed
and curtsied respectively.

“Your Majesty, this is Janson and Freida. And Seffina, as 
you requested.”

“Thank you, Larni. Dena?”

“She’s on her way. May I stay?”

“Of course.”
I turned to Janson and took his hands in mine. He 
wasn’t much older than me, with curly blond ringlets and 
dark golden eyes. He would have a stunning shade of
magic.

“Janson, are you a non-magi?”

“Of course, Your Majesty.” He responded, dipping his 
head modestly.

“And if you have the chance to be a mage, would you 
take it?”

He looked up, meeting my gaze, obviously confused.

“I… I’ve never thought about it before, Your Majesty. I
guess I would… Yes. But-”

“And you, Freida?” I asked the middle aged woman
standing next to us.
Her eyes were almost silver, similar to the hue of the 
house of Lyon. Right now, she’d narrowed them at me 
suspiciously like I was making fun of her.

“Non-magi from birth, yer Majesty. And if yer askin’
me the same question, yes I would quite like t’ be a mage, 
would certainly help with scrubbin’ pots and the like.”
“Seff?”

The little girl was bouncing on the balls of her feet 
excitedly.

“Yes! Yes I would!”
I heard a door open and close as Dena entered the hall. 
She looked from me to the servants and back again as she 
reached us. 

“What’s going on?” she asked.

I turned her away from the group and walked a few 
paces.

“I need you here if something goes wrong,” I said, my 
voice low. 

“Goes wrong? What are you talking about? Sky, what 
are you doing?”
I ignored her questions and headed back to Janson who 
was looking at me apprehensively. I took his hands in
mine again, inhaled and closed my eyes. When I opened
them again, I could see his spark of magic nestling next to
his heart. I heard those present exclaim, but I continued 
on, too caught up in the moment. I called a thin thread of
my magic up and fed it slowly into his skin. I felt him jolt, 
but he didn’t pull his hands away.

My magic wound itself around his. The spark suddenly 
bloomed, awakening, and then fire was racing down his 
veins, soaking into his blood. He gasped as I blinked my 
vision back to normal and I could see small golden sparks 
dripping from his fingertips.

“What did you just do?” Dena demanded, sounding
frightened. Janson was looking at his hands like he’d never 
seen them before.

“I awakened his magic. You’re a mage now, Janson.”

He met my gaze, trembling.

“How?” he managed to whisper.
I turned to Freida, who held her hands out, her gaze 
stony. I twisted my vision to locate her magic, and again
heard murmuring from the others. I prodded her magic
into being as well, and when she broke away, a small grey 
fire was sitting in her palm.

“Everyone has magic,” I said finally. “The Testers were 
lying to us.”
Larni covered her mouth with her hand, and Dena 
didn’t move. I knew what was running through her head, 
all of the implications and complications that I’d spent 
most of the night churning through. Freida and Janson
were looking at the fires in their hands, disbelieving. Seff
grabbed a hold of my hands eagerly.

“Me next!”
I grinned and touched my magic against hers, the little 
spark I’d observed the night before. Immediately, flames 
burst into being on her arms. My smile vanished as Dena 
gasped again.

Her magic was green.
I knew some other mages that had green-shaded 
magic’s, but they were few and far between, and the green
was usually mixed with another colour like Theresa’s pale 
yellow green. 

Seff’s green was exactly the same hue as mine, a mossy
green which made one think of forests. There was no
mistaking it.

“Mine’s the same as yours,” she announced, completely 
missing my consternation.
What could this mean? Was she the next Queen? No, it 
was a line of reincarnation, and unless I was grossly 
mistaken, I was still alive. How was this possible?

I shook myself out of my thoughts. I had to continue 
this. I couldn’t stop now.
“Larni, Janson and Freida, if you would be so kind as to 
round up the servants in the palace who would like their 
magic reinstated, please arrange for them to come to the 
throne room immediately. I will help those who arrive.”

Larni stayed behind as Janson and Freida nodded 
sharply and headed from the room.
“Do you know what this means?” Larni asked, her voice 
low. I’d seldom seen my friend so serious. “This means 
everyone has soul mates. Not just you lot from the 
Academy. Everyone.”

Of all of the thoughts that had raced through my head 
since Icarus’ visit, the soul mate issue had been one that I
was yet to be able to answer. I knew that we’d had to have 
a special ceremony to find ours, is that what everyone else 
would need? How would we go about organising
something that big?  

“I know,” I replied. Dena looked incapable of speech. 
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“How long have you known about this?” Dena finally 
managed to ask.
I quickly explained to them the events of last night. I
held nothing back, not even Phoenix’s decision. They 
listened in silence. 

As I finished the story, servants came filing into the 
hall, and I turned to greet them as my two closest friends
mulled over what I’d just told them. Shoving Phoenix to 
the back of my mind, for he was weighing heavily, I 
instead drank in the excitement of the non-magi as they
eagerly lined up to have their magic ignited.

After the first dozen, I began to feel the drag on my 
magic, but I pressed on. When one non-magi came 
forward wearing glasses, I got to see what had caused such 
a stir when I twisted my vision.

My irises glowed white when I looked into someone’s 
skin to pinpoint their magic. It caught me by surprise the 
first time I saw it, but fifty new mages in, I forgot about it 
again. 

Finally, near the end of the day, the palace staff had 
been converted to mages. As my vision returned to 
normal, I staggered, and Dena was there to catch me. She 
guided me to the throne as the new mages filed from the 
hall, bowing and curtseying as they did so.

“Drink,” Dena said, holding a cup to my lips. I drank 
the water greedily, uncaring that it trickled down my 
cheeks and neck. I’d just wiped my mouth with the back 
of my hand as Phoenix opened the main door to the 
throne room. 

Larni and Dena exchanged a look and then left 
hurriedly. Phoenix was looking dark, and I stood as he 
approached.

“What have you done?” he said quietly.

“What I felt was right. You were so sure of yourself, 
you wouldn’t listen to me.”

“Don’t try to make excuses for yourself.”

I let anger flash through my eyes.

“I’m not. I mean what I say.”

“You will stop what you are doing.”

I clenched my fists.

“I won’t. I refuse to.”
We stared at each other across the room for what felt 
like an age. When it became clear that neither of us were 
going to break, he spoke again.

“Then you leave me no choice.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, my heart heavy.
“If you won’t stop what you’re doing willingly, I am
forced to stop you myself.” His eyes were pleading with 
me but his mouth was hard. “I’m returning to Norrimoor.”

I felt my heart shatter, but stood unmoving on the 
throne dais.

“I wish you a safe journey.” I heard myself say.
He nodded formally and then turned to leave. I could 
tell that both of us were waiting for the other to cave and
call out, but when he reached the doors and continued, 
then disappeared through them, it became clear that 
neither of us were going to. When the doors closed with a
final thud, I felt the tears growing hot in my eyes. I didn’t 
stop them from cascading down my cheeks as I sank to the 
floor, clutching my head. 

For a moment I’d allowed myself to think that 
everything was perfect. For one glorious moment I’d seen
Phoenix and I ruling Lotheria in peace. I’d seen us 
married, a loving husband and wife and a fair King and 
Queen.

Now he returned to the North in opposition to me. 
The floor was hard and cold but I didn’t feel it. When
my friends came in, hours later, I was still sitting on the 
stone dais with tears running down my face. Only them 
would I let see my distress. They surrounded me, and as 
Dena held me in her arms, leant against me or rested a 
hand on my arm to let me know they were there. 

After a while, I refused to show anymore tears, and 
wiped my eyes on my sleeve, uncaring for the material.

“He’s returned to Norrimoor,” I whispered croakily 
sometime later. “I think Lotheria is going to war again.”
~Chapter Twenty-Five~

I told my parents and the council of the turn of events, 
and Phoenix’s abandonment. My mother told me later that 
I’d been twisting my engagement ring around my finger 
the entire time. 

My ladies in waiting had been informed before I got the 
chance to tell them myself. Arianta and Nillia were on the 
verge of tears when I saw them, but Sojaya merely patted
the hilt of her broadsword.

“If you need me to cut off his head, I will.” She told me 
earnestly.
Nemoidia had disappeared as soon as she heard that 
Phoenix had returned to her homeland. When I thought 
about her ‘comforting’ him, I had to adjourn to the 
training arena, where I practiced controlling my lightning, 
as well as reducing several training mannequins to ashes. 

A week later, reports began flooding in from the North. 
Citizens en masse were fleeing to the South, as Phoenix 
instated himself as King of the North. When they realised
what was happening, and after hearing the tales of those 
out of Castor – the new mages – they packed their bags 
and headed South for the safety of my leadership and my 
army. 

But Phoenix had an army as well. It seemed as though 
more mages than Iain and Netalia had previously thought 
had remained in the Shayde Mountains, training under 
the tutorship of rogue mages. My stomach churned as I
remembered Aloysius, Phoenix’s step-father and his attack 
on the Academy to get Phoenix back. He must’ve known
then that his step-son was going to be king. I didn’t doubt 
that I’d be seeing a lot of the older man in my future, as he 
would be a sure campaigner in the war; it was everything
he’d dreamed of, after all.

Every day, citizens poured into the throne room to 
receive their magic. At the end of each day, I headed into 
the small garden where Phoenix had proposed. On the 
tenth day of doing so, I was laying on my back in the long
grass, looking up at the sky and wondering if the clouds
above would gift us with yet another storm, when I felt a 
weight on my foot. I sat up quickly and spied a small mud 
person sitting atop my boot.

“Hello,” I said, feeling only mild surprise at seeing them 
here. Not much could stir a reaction from me lately. “Is 
the rest of your clan around?”

They were. They emerged from the long grass and 
shrubs to come and sit on me as I sat up. The little chief 
greeted me with a salute of his leaf hat, which had 
changed to a small red leaf similar to those of the area. I
shook his little arm/hand gently, one leader to another.

“I suppose you’ve heard about what has happened.” I
told them. A chorus of shaken heads informed me that 
they hadn’t. 

I told them the shortened version of the events that had 
transpired. While I was talking, I couldn’t stop the tears 
that filled my eyes as I recalled Phoenix leaving the throne 
room. Another mud person, a female from her attire, 
patted my hand solemnly, her little eyes sad. The chief
expressed his feelings by pounding one small fist into the 
other, making it rather clear what he wanted to do to my 
ex-fiancé. The female who had patted my hand punched 
the chief gently in the shoulder, and I gathered from their 
interaction that she was his wife. They confirmed this 
when I asked it of them.

“Here,” I told her, pulling my engagement ring off of 
my finger and holding it out to her. “I should’ve gotten rid 
of this ages ago.”

She took it gingerly in both hands, and then sat the 
diamond ring on her head, where it made a circlet similar
to mine. The mud people clapped their hands together, 
making a sound like wet dirt hitting the ground. 

I continued my story, rubbing the spot where my ring 
had been. When I told them about the war, the chief
immediately lifted his spear in support. The other mud 
people did the same.

“Are you offering your allegiance?” I asked, trying not 
to sound too amused. The chef nodded fiercely. “I thank 
you. Will you stay here in this garden?”

More nods. Already they were wandering towards the 
stream to start setting up camp. 
That night, I lay in my empty bed, tossing and turning. 
The storm had broken about an hour ago, thunder and
lightning flashing overhead. I felt my magic pulse in my 
blood with every flash of lightning, and so sleep proved
impossible.

I swung my legs out of the enormous bed, wondering if 
I could request a different room to be made up. This one 
was haunted by my ex-fiancé. I dressed in breeches and a 
clean shirt, watching the rain stream down the windows. 
My heart thudded in my chest as thunder boomed
overhead.

There was a knock at my door. I paused in the act of
pulling my boots on, just long enough that the person on
the other side knocked again, and there was no mistaking
the urgency.

“Come in.” I commanded, tucking my hair behind my 
ears.
Dustin entered, and I realised this was the first I’d seen
him since my coronation. He and Raven had continued 
their studies in the city, and so I never saw them around
the palace. 

“Your Majesty... Sky,” he began, apparently not fazed
that I was already up and dressed. “The city...”

“What’s going on?” I demanded.

“It came with the storm, from the sea... please, hurry.”
He watched as I grabbed up my swords, swinging them 
onto my back. I noticed he had his scythe with him, as I
fastened a sheathed dagger onto each hip.

“Tell me what you know,” I said, as we marched down
the hall.
“It’s some kind of sea serpent,” his voice was shaking. 
“It was first spotted in the harbour, and when the storm 
really began, came up onto land. It hasn’t attacked
anything yet, but... you’ll see.”

The palace was on a slight rise above the rest of the 
city, affording us an uninterrupted view of the capital as 
far as the west wall on a good day. Tonight, in flashes of
lightning, I could see a tall dark figure, looming over even
the tallest clock tower. I felt fear beginning to creep into 
my veins. 

“What is it?” I asked Jett, who strode up the terrace to
meet us.
“A legend,” he responded, his voice almost lost in a 
boom of thunder. “Only a few sightings of these have been
reported, mostly by sailors around the Tsalski Islands. 
They were thought to be a myth only.”

We all watched the tall figure sway and lurch about. I 
couldn’t even begin to estimate how tall it was.

“Why has it come here?” I asked my father.

He shrugged.
“I honestly have no idea. It could be a result of the 
world shifting balance. I suspect the Du’rangors of a few 
years ago were the beginning of the shift.”

“Does it have a name?”

“The Tsalskinese call it Ularair, which loosely translates 
to ‘water snake’.”
‘Water snake’ was an understatement. We watched the 
serpent loom over the buildings closest to the docks, and
in another flash of lightning, I saw it bare its teeth. 

Every window in the city rattled as the thing
screeched. Even this far away, I felt the sound reverberate 
through my body.

“Gather the city guards,” I instructed Dustin. “Dad, 
we’re going down to meet it.”

“It can’t be reasoned with,” he told me, trotting down
the slope next to me. 

“I’m not going to reason with it. I’m going to kill it if it 
so much as looks at a building wrong.”
He didn’t respond to that, and so we continued out of
the palace gates. Luckily the rain had driven everyone 
inside, but even so, we could see people pressed against 
their windows, having heard the Ularair scream. I could 
feel adrenaline beginning to pump through my veins, and
the lightning flashed overhead, responding to it.

We emerged at the docks, only a short distance from 
the Ularair. Griffin and some of the other guards had 
beaten us there.

“What shall we do about this, Your Majesty?” Griffin
asked me, his eyes on the serpent. 
“Be ready to take it down,” I told him, my voice loud 
enough that it carried to the other guards. “I’ll not have it 
threaten the city.”

The Ularair shrieked again, and then lurched forwards. 
We watched for a moment, stunned into silence, as the 
beast began to move into the city, holding its upper body 
aloft as the rest of it emerged from the harbour. This thing
was enormous. I blinked rain from my eyes and then drew 
my swords. 

“Begin evacuating people from their houses,” I yelled to 
Griffin over the thunder. “Alert the palace to let them 
know that refugees will be arrived.”

I heard a small shriek, and then Morri landed heavily 
on my shoulder, buffeted by the storm.

“Morri, fetch Petre, Sojaya and anyone else you think 
can help. Tell Dena to prepare the hospital.”
He flew off into the storm, riding a squall until he 
disappeared over the rooves.  Griffin was watching me, 
waiting for me to decide how we were going to handle 
this. He’d sent runners to the palace with my message, but 
I didn’t know how fast we were going to be able to
evacuate this section of the city.

“Follow it,” I ordered. “Don’t let it approach citizens.”

He nodded.

“What are you going to do?” he yelled to me over the 
storm.

I looked to where the Ularair had disappeared amongst 
the buildings.

“I’m going to climb it.” I said.
As the guards began to follow it, I made for the nearest 
house. It was one very similar to what Eleanora had lived
in prior to joining the guard barracks. Finding the front 
door unlocked, I started running up the inside stairwell. 
As I passed doors, residents began poking their heads out, 
then quickly disappeared back inside as the Ularair 
shrieked somewhere out in the storm. 

Finally, I reached the rooftop. I approached the edge, 
the wind plucking at my clothes as the rain stung my eyes.
I could see the Ularair only a few buildings down from 
me. I quickly leapt to the next building, rolling as I landed, 
my swords cutting into my back. Getting closer now, I
could see flashes of magic, as the guards began to battle it. 
The serpent screamed in rage, then spat venom towards
the ground. I couldn’t see what happened, but spirals of 
green smoke rose from where it hit. 

I crossed a few more rooves until I was facing the 
Ularair’s body. Now that I was running along the edge of 
the building, I could see what was happening on the 
ground.

Sojaya, Petre, Yasmin and Eleanora had joined the 
fight. Bits of the pavement had been eaten away beneath 
their feet by the Ularair’s venom. I watched, unable to
move, as the serpent suddenly swooped down and snapped 
its teeth, trying to clasp a guard in its jaws. The man yelled
in fear, and fuelled by the sudden rage that took over me, I
pulled my daggers from their sheaths and jumped.

My knives bit deep into the serpent’s scaly body. The 
creature roared in pain and I struggled to gain my footing. 
The Ularair bucked, and I almost lost my grip on the 
knives, but suddenly I felt something reverberate through 
its body. Glancing down, I saw two arrows in the perfect 
place for a foothold. I glanced down and saw Eleanora
fitting two more arrows to her string.

I swung my foot onto the arrows and then hoisted
myself up and over. The Ularair had long spines down its 
back, which made the perfect hand holds. It was slimy and 
wet, having slithered from the ocean. The serpent reared
again, and I hung onto a spine desperately. It thrashed 
about, trying to dislodge me. I watched my knives fall
from its body, clattering to the ground far below. Setting
my sights on the creature’s head, I began to climb. 

Those on the ground had managed to distract it, but 
nothing they were doing seemed to have any effect on its 
health. If anything, the thing seemed to be getting
stronger and stronger as it got angrier.

Over the sound of the thunder, I heard a loud crash. I 
struggled to look over my shoulder, and saw that the 
Ularair had started using its tail to smash through 
buildings. Hoping that Griffin and the others had 
evacuated this section, I continued my climb up its back, 
even more desperate now to stop it. 

I reached the head of the serpent, and clung to the last 
spine as I tried to locate a weak spot. The obvious one was 
its narrow eyes, but from this angle I’d had to stab back 
towards myself, and if the thing lunged again I’d probably 
impale myself. It didn’t seem to have ears, but large fanlike fins on either side of its head twitched occasionally, 
and it seemed to follow sound. I drew one of my swords, 
but then hesitated.

I didn’t know if stabbing its ears would kill it. As angry 
as I was that it was smashing up my city and threatening
my friends, I didn’t want to cause the thing any
unnecessary pain.

As I stood there holding my sword, contemplating what 
to do next, I heard a scream from below. My body realised
who it was before my mind did, and my stomach pitched.

The Ularair had used its tail to destroy another 
building. It was such an immense creature that I hadn't 
even felt the movement. As the building collapsed, Griffin
had been pinned under a roof beam. Now the Ularair was 
using the guard’s distraction to its advantage.

I needed to kill it.
As lightning flashed in the distance, I was struck by 
inspiration. I let go of the spine I was clinging to and drew 
my second sword. Looping them once to gain moment, I
then drove them into the top of the Ularair’s skull.

The noise it emitted was the worse I’d ever heard. I’ll
take that sound with me to the grave. Windows shattered 
in the buildings closest to us and those fighting on the 
ground below covered their ears in a desperate attempt to 
shield themselves from its cry. But the Ularair wasn’t 
finished, and neither was I.

I raised both hands to the sky, calling the lightning to 
me. It struck my hands with a boom of thunder and I felt 
the power leap through my body. Grasping the hilts of the 
swords, I channelled the power of the storm directly into 
the Ularair’s body.

I’m not sure when it died, but I hope for its sake that it 
was as soon as the lightning scrambled its brain. I held the 
lightning for as long as I could, but the bolt ran out and 
the serpent began to teeter. It began to fall, slowly at first, 
but then gained momentum. I grasped the closest spine on
its body for support, but as it slammed into the ground
with an earth-shattering rumble, I was thrown to the 
cobbles. 

I felt the impact bruise several limbs immediately, but I
barely felt it. Two objects clattered towards me, and I
picked them up numbly. The hilts of my swords were 
charred almost beyond recognition, the blades melted by 
the heat of the lightning.

My swords, my two faithful companions, remnants of 
my past lives, were destroyed.
A cry distracted me from my loss. The guards had 
managed to move the rubble off of Griffin, moving their 
captain out into the open. Sojaya was leaning over him, 
her magic glowing maroon in the dim light.

“He needs to be taken to your friend,” she said as I
approached. “I can heal, but not as well as her.”

I nodded, still holding the hilts of my ruined swords. 

“Is anyone else injured?” I asked the guards.
Some had a few superficial cuts and bruises, but Griffin
was by far the worse off. His leg had been mangled by the 
wood and glass that he had been pinned under. I knelt 
down beside him, ignoring the distance that I’d kept 
between us since the engagement party.

“Sorry, Your Majesty,” he gasped. “Thought I could do a 
better job than that.”

“Don’t be stupid,” I said, putting the hilts beside him so 
I could support his head. “We took it down, didn’t we?”

He leaned back into my embrace, trembling with the 
effort.
“You brought it down, Sky. No one else. Just you.” His
eyes met mine with such intensity that I looked away, 
towards the fallen Ularair.

Somehow, it looked even larger on the ground than it 
did upright above the buildings. As Sojaya helped them 
load Griffin into a hospital cart, I approached the dead 
serpent. Its head was taller than I, a mottled dark green
that would make it invisible in the depths of the ocean. I 
hesitated, and then reached out and touched its nose, 
running my hand along its scales until I got to its eye. It 
was closed, and I was grateful. I didn’t want to look into 
the unseeing depths.

The Ularair might have been one of the biggest threats 
my city had ever faced, but it was magnificent. 

“What would you like us to do with the body, milady?”
one of the guards asked from behind me.
I mulled it over, remembering what my father had said. 
The Tsalskinese were the ones most familiar with it, if 
only in legend.

“Arrange for it to be sent to the Tsalski Islands,” I said 
finally. “As a gift to the Emperor. But if it’s no trouble, I’d
like one of the scales.”

“Of course, milady.” The guard hurried off to make the 
arrangements.

“You fought bravely, my daughter,” Jett joined me at
the Ularair’s head. “I’ve never seen anything like that.”

Wordlessly, I showed him the hilts of my swords. He 
took them gently, examining them.
“Can they be fixed?” I asked dully.
“The blades seem to have melted away,” Jett cast a
dubious look at the top of the Ularair’s skull. “Unless you 
want to go fishing around in this thing’s skull for the 
metal, I don’t think it’s possible.”

I accepted the hilts back mutely. I’d suspected as much, 
but it didn’t make the loss any easier to bear. I’d start my 
training with a regular sword as soon as possible. In this 
turbulent time, I didn’t want to be caught without a
weapon. 

~Chapter Twenty-Six~

A few days after the Ularair had been packed off to the 
Tsalski Islands, news from Norrimoor arrived. I’d spent 
the morning with the non-magi, converting more of them 
into mages. The throne room glowed with the light of new
magic, turning it into a sparkling rainbow of colours. It 
was a beautiful sight to behold, one I’d been quite 
enjoying until Theresa had stepped up onto the dais.

I hadn’t seen her in a few days, and it was so rare for 
her to seek me out that I’d been rendered mute when she 
asked to speak to me privately. I followed her into a small
chamber off the throne room, leaving behind the new 
mages with their magic.

“I have information for you,” Theresa began. “The 
messenger will be along shortly with the official 
announcement, but I deemed it in your best interest to be 
forewarned.”

“You’re scaring me,” I said. “What’s going on?”

Theresa pulled the door to the chamber closed, 
standing with her back to it.
“Phoenix has just declared the North independent from 
the South. He is now free from your rule. As we speak, 
refugees are streaming towards Castor. They know what’s 
coming.”

I couldn’t speak. Theresa was watching me closely.

“Where’s the border?” I asked quietly.
Theresa unfurled a small piece of paper she’d been
carrying. It was a little map of Lotheria, with a red line 
scored across it. I took it from her, looking at it closely. 
Phoenix had divided our country neatly in half. Riverdoor 
and Thurin now lay on his side of the border. I crumpled
the map in my hand and leant against the wall, fighting
back tears.

“When will the official announcement be made?” I
asked, my eyes closed.

“Sometime this afternoon,” she said. 
I opened my eyes again, fiddling with the paper in my 
hands.

“How do you know this?” I asked her finally.

She met my gaze steadily.

“Do you really want to know?”

She was challenging me. I could hear it plain in her
voice. I stood a little straighter.

“Yes, I do.”

She sighed and leant against the door, folding her arms. 
“We intercepted the messenger on his way through 
Keyes,” she said, her eyes unreadable. “We… convinced
him to give us a look at what he was carrying. In addition, 
my scouts in Gowar and Abdoor have reported troops 
along what is now the Orthandrellian border.”

“What do you mean, you convinced the messenger?” I
was pretty sure I knew, but I wanted to hear her say it.
“We gave him a choice. He could let us see the message, 
limbs intact, or we’d send him back to Orthandrell minus 
a few fingers. Obviously, he chose to hand over the 
message. We’ve modified his memory so that he no longer 
remembers meeting us.”

“You keep saying ‘we’.”

She heaved another sigh.
“Since we arrived in Castor, I’ve been assembling a 
team to keep your royal behind safe and sound. We’re 
mostly students from the Academy, but we’ve 

encountered a few who have similar interests and 
recruited them. We’ve stopped three assassins and are in
the process of tracing who hired them. I’ve got scouts all
over the country. Including,” she grinned wolfishly. “In
the newly independent Orthandrell.”

I gaped for a few seconds. I’d never seen Theresa like 
this before. At the Academy she’d always been short with 
me and more than once we’d gotten into heated 
arguments, which was as animated as I’d ever seen her. 
When we travelled to Castor and she’d begun to disappear,
I thought she would just faze herself out of our group, 
now that she seemed to be expanding her horizons. But 
here she was, telling me that she’d actually been doing a 
better job of protecting the country than I had. 

“This is invaluable information,” I said earnestly. 
“Thank you.”

She inclined her head.

“Theresa.”

She looked up at me, her expression unreadable.
“Truly, thank you. I don’t know how I would’ve 
reacted to getting this information in front of others. In 
return, I would like to offer you a budget for your team, to 
use on whatever you deem necessary to give us the edge 
over Phoenix.”

Now it was her turn to look surprised.

“Really?” She asked.

“Of course,” I replied. “And when you track down
whoever hired those assassins, I’d like a word with them.”

She grinned again, flicking her long red hair over her
shoulder.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” she said formally.
When I emerged back into the throne room, only a few 
non-magi were left. I settled in for the rest of the 
afternoon, my eyes on the throne room door. I accepted 
the thanks of the brand new mages with only nods, but 
any other time I would join in the celebrations that 
usually followed during the evenings. 

I’d watched and participated in several of these 
celebrations, usually held in the middle of the city. After 
one or two, I’d noticed that they doubled as a soul mate 
ceremony, the new mages leaving with the other half of 
their soul reinstated.

It filled my own soul with happiness to see them 
reunited. It only reinforced that I’d done the right thing, 
and for a few precious moments I could forget what had 
transpired between Phoenix and I, and bask in the 
happiness of others.

The sun was setting the throne room alight when I was 
summoned to the council chambers. I stood, my ladies 
straightening my dress, having arrived a few moments 
previously. Nillia quickly redid my hair right there on the 
dais as Lord Hugh waited for me. When they were done, 
the girls stepped back.

“Would you like us to accompany you?” Sojaya asked.
I turned back to see Arianta and Nillia also waiting for 
my response. My stomach turned over as I realised both of 
their family’s estates were on the wrong side of the newly 
formed border. They would be hard pressed to get back to
them now.

“I think it would be best if I went alone,” I said. “I’ll
inform you of the meeting’s results afterwards.”
They curtsied gracefully and trotted off the dais.
Inwardly, I thanked Theresa over and over again. I could 
tell them in person what had transpired, saving them the 
disgrace of public emotion. 

I followed Lord Hugh to the council chamber silently. 
When we arrived, I sat in my chair at the end of the long
table. The rest of my council had already arrived, 
including my mother and father. A man I didn’t recognise 
stood at the far end.

“This is Lord Brook,” Hugh began. “He has travelled a 
long way with his message.”
I observed the Lord wordlessly, wondering what on
earth possessed Phoenix to send nobility. Surely
Orthandrell didn’t have so many nobles that it could 
afford to have them kidnapped. I fiddled with my 
necklace as I waited for the lord to speak; the Ularair’s 
scale, about the size of my thumbnail, hung from a silver 
chain around my neck.

“Your Majesty,” Lord Brook began. “I bring greetings 
from His Majesty, King Phoenix of the North. He hopes to
find you in good health.”

“What’s the message?” I asked darkly, in no mood to
mess around with formalities. 

Lord Brook cleared his throat and withdrew a scroll, 
unrolling it to read the text.
“’As of this moment, I, King Phoenix of the North, 
declare Orthandrell independent to your, Queen Sky of 
the South, rulings. As I deem fair and just, the northern
half of the country, Lotheria, belongs to my province. You 
will not interfere with the affairs of my country, nor 
dissuade me from this decision’.” He placed a small map of 
the new country on the table as he finished.

Silence fell over the council chamber as I allowed my 
councillors to absorb the information.

“I’ll have my guards escort you to safe holdings, my 
Lord,” I said tonelessly. “Excuse us.”
Lord Brook bowed sardonically, and I felt anger rise 
beneath my skin. As my guards led him from the room, I 
stood, letting the Ularair scale go.

“By capturing Lotherian soil, King Phoenix has made
himself an enemy of my country,” I stated. “I will not 
allow this act of aggression to go unchallenged.”

“You’re speaking of war,” a noble from Castor said. 
She’d gone pale, but her voice was strong. “Your Majesty, 
we cannot-”

“Cannot what?” Lord Hugh challenged. “Cannot take 
back our land? My family’s home lies on the other side of
that border. Do you think I will allow it to pass from my 
hands so easily?”

Many other nobles were nodding in agreement with 
him. I turned towards the giant map of Lotheria that had 
been carved into the wooden wall of the chamber, calling
a ball of lightning to my fingertips. Carefully, I burnt a 
line across the country, copying the map on the table. 

“This is the new Lotheria,” I said, stepping back. “Are 
you so opposed to war now?”
The chamber had fallen silent. After a quick evaluation, 
I realised that at least a third of my councillors had lost 
their estates to the new border. I could sense the anger 
rolling through them. 

“Please inform Lord Brook that he is not to leave his 
rooms,” I told the guards. “He is to be our honoured guest 
of indefinite stay. Lord Hugh, could you please draft a 
response to the King’s letter?”

He nodded.

“What would you like to say?” he asked.

A thousand rude responses came to mind, but I pushed
them aside.
“Tell him that he is unjust in his actions, and if he is 
unwilling to rescind them, I will be forced to take 
measures against him.”

Lord Hugh paused, his quill hovering.

“My Lady, you know how he will respond.”

I smiled.

“Of course. But we must observe the niceties, mustn’t 
we?”
Lord Hugh handed a rough draft of the letter to the 
council scribe, who hurried away with it, his face white. 
He knew what he was carrying.

“My friends,” I said, turning to the councillors. “You 
know how these actions will proceed. Can I count on your
support? Will you follow me into these difficult times?”
Every face in that room was hard with determination and
sorrow. My mother was watching me forlornly. “If I
declare war, will you second it?”

The chamber was silent for a second. I could smell the 
smoke of the burnt map on the wall behind me.

“Yes,” Lord Hugh said, standing. “You will have all the 
support House Lyon can offer.”
Following his lead, every single councillor stood and
pledged their allegiance. My fingers were trembling, but 
I’d long since tucked them behind my back. 

“And so it is,” I said, almost to myself. “If you will
excuse me.”
I swept from the council chamber, heading upstairs. My 
feet carried me towards the roof without my realising it. 
When I emerged into the bright sunshine, I took a deep, 
trembling breath. 

I’d known it would come to this, and yet I’d be 
delusional enough to hope it wouldn’t.
~Chapter Twenty-Seven~

Phoenix’s response arrived a few days later. In that 
time, I’d informed Nillia and Arianta of the implications of 
this new border. They’d taken the news well, and had 
only requested that a rescue party be sent for their 
families. I’d had to refuse, knowing that any breach of the 
border would not be met well. 

Theresa’s scouts had kept me well informed of the 
changes happening in the north of the country. Almost 
overnight, Phoenix’s troops had appeared along the 
border. Her scouts in Orthandrell were now trapped there. 

The King’s response was terse and to the point. It was 
read out to me in the council chamber, along with the rest 
of the councillors. I’d known what was coming, but 
hearing my ex-fiancé’s words pierced to me to my soul. 

“All those in favour of a declaration of war?” I asked
tonelessly. The councillors voted unanimously. “So be it. 
Do not release this declaration yet. King Phoenix has
amassed his troops with prior warning. We will need time 
to do the same.”

After the meeting ended, I headed for my favourite
garden, hoping the mud people would be there. They 
weren’t however, and so Morrigan and I were the only 
two in the small space. 

As we relaxed in the long grass, Morri preening my 
hair dutifully, I allowed myself to forget the oncoming
storm of war. For a few moments, I was a girl and her bird, 
enjoying the weather.

“Your Majesty,” Janson appeared at the edge of the 
garden. “Master Ispin has requested you in the library. 
Immediately,” he added, seeing the reluctant look on my 
face. 

I sighed and heaved myself off of the ground. My few 
moments of peace were over. The servant had already
disappeared back to the palace, busy as ever. 

I strode back through the palace halls, my skirts 
swirling around my legs. I was wearing the green over 
white dress that left my shoulders bare. It had quickly 
become my favourite, especially after I’d burnt my 
engagement party dress. 

So lost in thought about the meeting, I only looked up
when I heard a muffled squeak of a boot on a floorboard in
front of me. When I did, I felt my blood run cold.

“Your Majesty,” Ryman said icily. “You’ll forgive me if I 
don’t bend the knee.”
He was holding a knife to Seff’s throat. The little girl 
was pleading with me with her eyes. I could see a line of 
red where the blade was pressed against her skin. Ryman’s 
eyes were wide, his clothes frayed and limp; he’d lost a lot 
of weight since I’d last seen him. His hair was in disarray 
and he had large dark circles under his eyes. The hand
holding the knife was trembling.

“Ryman,” I said slowly, clasping my hands behind my 
back and beginning to conjure a large fireball. “What are 
you doing here? Let her go.”

“I think not, Your Greatness. Also you can do away 
with that fireball you’re creating behind your back. You 
may be fast, but I am faster. Young Seffina here will be 
dead on the floor before it reaches me.”

I let the fireball drop, wishing desperately for my twin
swords, remembering too late their demise. 

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Ah yes. You’re on your way to see your little redheaded friend, are you not?”

Seff let out a squeak, and I watched a tear crawl slowly 
down her cheek.
“Did he ever tell you he was researching her family 
tree? Did he?” I shook my head, not breaking eye contact. 
“Your friend knew there was something strange about this 
little vagabond you’d brought into the palace. As did I. 
There was something strangely familiar about her, but 
before I had time to investigate it, you took up your post 
as Queen, and I was forced to flee my palace lest I be 
brought to trial for so many heinous crimes that you have 
imagined.

“But he found the answer. And little birdies found me 
in my hiding place and brought me a wonderful tid-bit of
information. Shall I share it with you, Your 

Wonderfullness? Shall I, Seffina?” he asked the girl. She 
didn’t answer. “It turns out that your little street rat 
friend, your little criminal  protégé is the last living
descendant of Queen Fleur.”

Seff’s eyes met mine as Ryman barked a crazy man’s 
laugh. She tried to mouth something to me, but before she 
could finish, Ryman had snapped back to attention.

“This is how I’m going to get my throne back,” he 
snarled, all traces of laughter now gone from his lined 
face. “Once the public hears that there is a descendant of
their beloved last queen, do you think you’ll last a second? 
They’ll tear you off your throne and burn your palace to
ash. The crazed mobs will rip you to shreds. They loved
Queen Fleur. They hardly know you.”

“You’re not leaving this palace alive, Ryman,” I had two 
handfuls of white fire, ready to fire them off at any
second.

“Yes, I rather think I will. With my little prize, as well. 
You’ll let us pass, or I’ll slit her throat right here in your
hallowed halls.”

“And let your meal ticket bleed out in front of you?” I
narrowed my eyes at him. “I don’t think you’ll do that,
Ryman. If you do, you’re even stupider than you look.”

He ground his teeth. He obviously hadn’t allowed for 
running into me, or any of my staff; everyone in the 
palace now was a mage.

“Who is your informant?” I asked. My blood boiled at
the idea of someone in my own palace selling secrets.
Seff was trying to tell me something with her eyes, and 
it was then that I noticed the blood on the knife and
Ryman’s hands. 

“Someone you’d never guess in a thousand years,” 
Ryman said, his eyes wide. “They are loyal. And they have 
orders to hunt her down if something happens to me.”

“I can deal with your informant… trust me. Hand her 
over now, Ryman, and don’t make things worse for 
yourself.”

His trembling had increased. Seff had screwed up her
little face in pain as the knife dug in further.
“No!” he screamed suddenly. “You’ll not deprive me of 
this  again. I’m sorry, Seffina, dear, but it seems as though 
Her High-and-Mightyness won’t let you pass intact,” he 
drew back and held the knife poised for the killing blow. I 
started forward with my fire in hand, but before I could 
do anything else, two solid ‘thunks’ echoed down the 
hallway.

Ryman paused, his expression almost puzzled. Suddenly 
he sagged and then fell to the floor, two long arrow shafts 
protruding from his back. Further down the hall, Eleanora
lowered her bow.

“Eleanora,” I breathed, relief flooding through my 
veins. “Thank you.”

Seff ran at me and I scooped her up as the other woman
started towards us.
“It’s ok, you’re safe now,” I told her, stroking her hair.
She kept trying to say something, but I was shaking too 
much to hear it. “We’ll get the informant.”

“No,” she said, and burst into tears. “He killed Ispin.”

The world spun as her words sank in. 

“Where?” I heard myself ask stupidly.

“The library, please, go to him, you have to, you’re the 
queen, you can bring him back.”

“Eleanora. Take Seff to my quarters and bar yourself in. 
Kill anyone who approaches.”

She nodded and put her hand on my shoulder.

“Hurry.” Was all she said.
As she and Seff hurried to my quarters, I sprinted in the 
other direction, shedding the green overdress of my gown
as I went. It was made of heavy embroidery and therefore 
slowed me down. 

My heart was thudding furiously as I entered the grand 
library. The muffled stillness was almost suffocating as I
searched for my friend. The library was empty, hence 
Ryman’s opportunity. 

“Ispin!” I cried, my voice echoing amongst the 
bookshelves. “Ispin, where are you?”
There was someone lying in one of the study areas. I
didn’t remember running to their side and dropping my 
knees, but suddenly my hands were on his chest, trying
desperately to stop the bleeding from multiple stab
wounds.

“Your Majesty,” he groaned, his glasses askew. “Seff-”
“Don’t talk,” I commanded. “Eleanora has her, she’s 
safe, Ryman’s dead. I’m going to stitch you up, Ispin. 
You’re going to be fine.”

I blinked into my secondary vision. I could see his 
magic crowding around the wounds, trying desperately to
knit them back together. I began to weave my healing
magic, nowhere near the calibre of Dena’s, but it would 
stop the bleeding until I could summon her.

I worked steadily, my hands covered in my friend’s 
blood. I could see my own magic lacing the wounds
together, and one by one I did them up until his torso 
shone with threads of my magic. I leant back on my heels 
and breathed out a sigh of relief. I was just about to revert 
to my normal vision when suddenly all of my healing
unwound and the bleeding began anew.

“No,” I whispered. I summoned my healing again and
started over, but something was stopping my magic from 
holding the wounds together.

The knife. Tears flooded down my cheeks. Ryman, the 
bastard, had cursed his knife before he stabbed him. No 
healing magic would work on these wounds. 

Crying, beginning to lose control, I started over 
anyway. Ispin’s breathing was shallow and uneven. I was 
suddenly aware of someone falling beside me, and Rain’s 
hands joined mine in the frantic battle against the stab
wounds.

“Why won’t they stay closed?” she asked, hysteria 
beginning to creep into her voice.

“The knife was cursed,” I sobbed. “I can’t… there’s 
nothing we can do, Rain.”

“You’re the queen,” she whispered, horrified. “Do 
something. Save him, Sky.”
I clenched my fists together, Ispin’s blood squeezing
from between my fingers. I summoned the lightning and
stitched the wounds with that, the heat singing Ispin’s 
clothes. That held them together just long enough for our 
hopes to rise momentarily before they unravelled and the 
wounds re-opened. 

Rain called desperately for Dena, for help, as I took one 
of Ispin’s cold hands in mine. His soul mate took the 
other.

“You’re not to be lonely,” he told Rain. “Petre loves
you. You’re to be with him. Stop being so damn stubborn.”

She rested her forehead against his fingers, shaking. She 
nodded as tears rolled down her cheeks.
“And, Sky,” he turned his eyes onto me, and I looked 
into their bronze depths. “There’s going to be another war.
Fight with integrity, but don’t forget who you are. You 
will win, but there will be costs. I know you can do it.”

I nodded, fighting the urge to burst into hysterics and
beg him not to go. 

“Rain,” he turned back to the other girl. “I’ll always 
love you. You know that.”

“I love you too.” She whispered.
Ispin’s eyes closed slowly, and suddenly Rain let out a 
cry as half of her soul was torn away. I dropped Ispin’s 
hand onto the rug as she cried, unable to process what had 
just happened.

I stood as the others entered. Dena fell to Ispin’s side
immediately, but I knew what her diagnosis would be. I 
walked past them all, past Petre who had turned away 
with his hands over his face, past Yasmin who was 
weeping already, her hands on her mouth, past Theresa 
who watched silently, her expression unreadable. 

My feet carried me towards the throne room, and
without even processing it, I sat upon my throne in my 
bloodstained dress.

Ispin from Gowar, of house Sempton, who liked ships 
but lived too far inland to love them, who read until his 
eyes were bleary, who had had his hair plaited by Yasmin
and stole looks at her when he thought we all weren’t 
looking. Rain’s soul mate, one of my closest friends, was 
dead.

I sat on that throne for hours, not feeling the cold 
seeping into my bones, not seeing the blood dry on my 
dress. My hands were sticky with it, and when I touched 
them to my face, found it there as well. 

Dawn was breaking when I heard the throne room 
door open and close, and for one crazy second, I thought 
that Phoenix had returned, that this tragedy would stop 
the war. But when I looked up, I saw Jett waiting for me 
to acknowledge him.

“Rain means to sail back to the Tsalski Islands,” he 
began. “She would like to leave with your blessing.”
“I mean to sail with her,” I said, my voice hoarse. I
didn’t know when I’d decided this. 

Jett frowned.

“You can’t run away from this, Sky. You have to face-”
“I’m not running away,” I said sharply. I left my throne 
and stood on the dais. “If we’re to win this conflict, we
will need the support of another country. The Tsalski
Empire will stand to serve that purpose. When does Rain
mean to leave?”

“Immediately,” his tone made it clear he disapproved. 
“Her soul mate’s body is being transferred back to his 
estate in Gowar, which is now in the North. Rain refuses 
to accompany it.”

I understood the implications of Ispin’s body being
returned home, and Rain’s reluctance to go there. She 
might not be able to get back, and Castor was the only 
place ships sailed to the Islands. 

“I’d best get my things together,” I murmured, and 
went to move past him, but he stopped me and put his 
hands on my shoulders. 

“I’m so sorry, love.”
My father held me as I began to weep anew into his 
shoulder. I clutched at his robes with bloodstained hands

as I felt the raw hurt of Ispin’s death and knew it wouldn’t 
be the last.
Epilogue

The ship was small and fast. Rain, my ladies in waiting
and Seffina had been aboard for an hour by the time I 
arrived at the dock.

After Eleanora had taken Seff back to my chambers as I 
rushed to the library, she had barricaded them both in for 
hours. No one had come after the girl, and thus Ryman’s 
informer stayed hidden. I figured the only way to keep 
Seffina safe was to have her by me at all times.

I started up the gangway and then turned back, 
looking over the city I was leaving behind and my parents. 
They and the council would monitor the country and 
capital while I was gone. I didn’t know how long
negotiations with the Emperor would take. 

Far in the North, I could see the haze of a thousand
fires. Those that opposed the King were running for the 
border that sliced my country in half, desperate to reach 
the safety of the capital.

As we were given the order to cast off, I could see 
desperation in the faces of those who’d come to see us off. 
If I failed to secure the Tsalski Empire’s support, we 
started off this tumult on the wrong foot.

The fresh air beckoned as we left the harbour, sweeping
away the smoke of new war.
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