

Platinum Prisons

 

Book 4 of The Rose Tree Chronicles

 

 

 

 

J.D. Buchmiller

 

 




Copyright © 2025 by J.D. Buchmiller

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any forms, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying recording or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the publisher. 

 

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form or binding cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedicated to Noelle Renée Buchmiller.

You were my first dog, the best dog, and you certainly thrived on bounty. I love and miss you, Rest in Peace.

July 13, 2006 – September 29, 2020￼[image: pasted-movie.png]

 


 




Acknowledgments 


A thanks to Keely Bell and Sarah Stone for your helpful and effective feedback. 


 




Table of Contents

 

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Epilogue 

 


 




Prologue
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“If a Slave runs away from its owner, the Slave owner must report the Slave missing to the Association of Slave Owners.”

 

Deep within the shadowed heart of the Lucierna Forest, tension thickened beneath the ethereal blue beams of moonlight piercing through the tangled canopy. A slave girl, no older than a teenager, fled desperately, her feet pounding through the dense fog that clung like a shroud to the forest floor. Behind her, the chilling chorus of snarling dogs and the harsh shouts of angry men sliced through the darkness, closing in with terrifying intent.

“They’re gaining on us!” shouted the pixie who accompanied the slave. “Run faster!”

Savage panting was all the girl could give in reply.

She continued running, her legs burning from the strain. Then the ground vanished beneath her. She plunged through the mist, tumbling down a steep slope. Rocks scraped her limbs and branches lashed at her skin, but she bit down on her scream, knowing silence was her only shield. When she finally crashed at the bottom, she wasted no time. Gritting her teeth against the pain, she staggered to her feet, tore leaves from her crimson hair, and wiped mud from her pale skin as she pressed forward.

She didn’t stop as the forest seemed to hold its breath around her, until she reached it. Before them stood the grandest tree in all of the Lucierna, towering like a silent guardian. A sprawling, three-story dwelling had been carved into its mighty trunk, its roots rising from the soil like ancient staircases. With her fairy companion darting behind her, the girl climbed one of the root-hewn steps and pounded on the wooden door, her fists echoing her desperation.

“Hello? Hello! Please let me in! I need help! It's an emergency!”

No response. The girl pressed her ear to the door, straining for the faintest sound—footsteps, a creak, anything—but the house inside the tree remained still and silent, as if it had been long abandoned. She stole a glance over her shoulder. The snarling of hounds and the hoarse shouts of men still echoed through the forest, carried by the wind like a warning. Though she couldn’t see the flicker of their torches through the fog-laced trees, the noise was growing louder. Closer. Her breath hitched. Turning back, she raised her fist and struck the door again, harder this time, desperation pounding with every knock.

“Please! Is anyone in there?”

Finally, a light came on inside and a man, who appeared to be in his early thirties, answered the door. “What is the meaning of this? Do you realize what time it is?”

“I’m being hunted!” the slave answered. “Please, let me inside!”

“Why are you being hunted?”

“I’ll explain inside, please let me in!”

“No can do, you’ll have to go elsewhere.” The man closed the door.

“Please!” The slave pounded on the door again.

“I said ‘no can do!’” he called from inside.

Without warning, the slave’s legs buckled beneath her. A sharp cry tore from her throat as she collapsed against the wooden threshold, clutching her sides. Pain coursed through her like fire, seizing her muscles and leaving her trembling at the base of the door. The breath she drew was shallow, ragged, every inhale a battle.

“Oh no!” said the pixie. “Not now!”

“I will not be fooled,” said the man from behind the door.

“Oh, have a heart!” the pixie snapped. “Your grandfather would’ve let her in at the first knock!”

“What do you know about my grandfather?”

“Robin’s father helped me during the Stone War!”

The man opened a small hatch in the door, and glanced at the pixie with inquisitive brown eyes. “You wouldn’t happen to be Rein Bow, would you? Pryce’s friend?”

“Yes. Please let us in, we can discuss it more inside.”

“I need water!” cried the slave through clenched teeth.

The man cast a quick glance at the girl writhing on his doorstep, then finally unlatched the door. Without a word, he stooped and gathered her into his arms, her limbs limp and trembling against him. He carried her across the threshold and into the dim, soil-scented warmth of the cottage. He placed her gently atop the sturdy wooden table that stood in the center of the modest kitchen, its surface cleared for moments such as this.

“I need water!” she repeated.

The man returned moments later with a cup of water and pressed it into her trembling hands. She drank greedily, gulping it down in desperate swallows, not pausing for breath until the last drop was gone. At last, the torment subsided, leaving only her ragged breathing in its wake.

“That’s it?” the man asked. “You were screaming in agony a moment ago!”

“That’s how it works for some reason,” Rein said. “Nadia, you must let him look at you.”

“I don’t need him to look at me, Rein,” Nadia breathed. “I simply need sanctuary until those men pass.”

“But perhaps he can make these spasms cease,” Rein argued.

“I doubt it, they’re normal.”

“It’s normal?” the man asked.

“Agonizing pain is not normal,” Rein said.

“How long have you been experiencing these spasms?” the man asked.

“Three years,” Nadia answered.

“Since you were how old?”

“Ten,” Rein answered for Nadia, who had actually been experiencing the pain since she was almost fifteen.

Nadia was eighteen now, but she appeared thirteen or fourteen. It was imperative they lie about her age to hide the fact that she was a mermaid, a race which aged slower than most. The older she grew, the slower she aged.

“Really? What’s your ethnicity?” asked the man.

“I’m part elf and part napaeae,” said Nadia. 

It was the same answer she had offered her master six years earlier, the same cautious lie delivered with a steady gaze and a soft voice. But even as the words left her lips this time, she could feel them fraying. The man’s eyes lingered on her, narrowed with doubt. The silence between them stretched thin, heavy with unspoken suspicion. Then, a sudden burst of urgent pounding rattled the door, breaking the tension. The man turned, his posture stiffening as he moved to answer it.

“Don’t let them in!” Nadia pleaded.

“Who goes there?” the man called.

“We are servants to the Marquis of Helvetica in the Noelle Empire,” came a voice Nadia recognized as Alik’s, one of her master’s footmen. “We have reason to believe that one of his slaves is in there with you, and he would like to have her returned to him.”

The man gaped at the terrified slave. “You belong to the Marquis of Helvetica?”

Nadia didn’t speak. Her lips parted, but no sound escaped, only the rising panic in her chest. Her wide, sapphire eyes locked onto the man’s, silently begging, pleading, willing him to take her side. But he moved without a word, his expression grave as he reached for the door. Her breath caught. To her horror, the hinges creaked open. Rein darted behind the flickering glow of a chamberstick.

“Please come in,” the man said solemnly.

Nadia wasn’t about to give up just then. She leapt off the table and bolted toward the other end of the treehouse, desperate for a back exit. There had to be one. There had to be.

Alik had expected this, and was already moving. The abarimon footman shoved the man aside and lunged forward. His eyes snapped to a wooden platter resting on a side table half-swallowed by the tree bark. He snatched it up and hurled it across the room. The crash echoed like thunder. Wood cracked against the back of Nadia’s skull. She staggered forward, struck the wall with a dull thud, then crumpled to the floor in a heap of limbs and red hair. Silent.

Rein hadn’t seen it, but she heard it all. The impact. The breathless fall. The resulting stillness. She flinched, wings pressed tight against the wall behind the chamberstick, heart hammering. Her breath hitched as she fought to stay hidden, praying the treehouse’s owner would help Nadia, if there was still help to give. 

Then came the pounding of boots. Three more servants rushed in behind Alik. They descended upon the fallen slave girl, dragging her limp form back into the kitchen. Rough hands yanked her arms behind her and tied them tight. Another wrapped a thick rope around her throat like a leash. Alik turned to address the man, menace radiating from his stance.

“You know you can be arrested for harboring a slave?”

“Fortunately I wasn’t harboring her,” replied the man. “She’s been here for but a minute. She came to me about her spasms.”

“We are aware of her spasms,” Alik said. “No miracle worker has ever been able to decipher the cause.”

“I find that hard to believe,” said the man.

Alik narrowed his eyes. “Why? You fancy yourself a miracle worker?”

“I am a miracle worker. And I already have a theory as to the cause of her condition, but I would need to keep her here for a little while longer if I were to come to a conclusive diagnosis. Would the marquis approve of her staying here with me for … say … a day?”

Alik hesitated.

“He’s been wanting an answer to this for a while,” said another servant whom Rein recognized to be Nazar, another one of Marquis Rallian’s footmen.

“Indeed, but currently he’s furious with her,” Alik replied.

“Punishments can be dealt at any time. A diagnosis is limited to who can provide one, and when such a person is available.”

“It is not our call.”

“Leave one of us here with her, then,” continued Nazar. “The others will return to Aimonbay with you, and you can request permission from the marquis. He will understand the situation whether he grants the examination or not.”

Alik considered for a moment. “Very well. You will stay here with Lila. You should receive a message in the morning with the marquis’s answer.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Wonderful,” said the miracle worker. “If it helps, perhaps I could write a message to the marquis explaining my intentions and methods.”

“A letter from yourself may help to assure him,” Alik replied.

The miracle worker had already vanished into the adjoining room, eager to compose the letter. No one moved. They simply waited, silent and still, while the sound of his frantic scribbling echoed faintly from the next room.

On the floor, Nadia stirred. Her lashes fluttered, then squeezed shut again as even the low, flickering light scraped against the raw ache pulsing behind her eyes. A dull throb radiated from the back of her skull, and she instinctively tried to lift her hand to soothe it, only to feel the harsh resistance of rope biting into her wrists. Panic didn’t rise, not immediately. Only the heavy, sinking realization. She shifted slightly and felt the polished boots of the marquis’s men near her knees. That was all she needed to know. She had failed. With a faint sigh, Nadia leaned her head back against the rough wall, letting its texture ground her, letting her mind drift just enough to keep from unraveling. Then—click.

Something cold tightened around her upper arm. Her eyes cracked open. Blurred at first, then clearer: a golden cuff, freshly locked in place around her bicep. Her breath caught as she eyed the delicate engraving that shimmered faintly in the light:

 

Lila

Property of Sir Rallian

Marquis of Helvetica

Aimonbay Estate

Noelle Empire

 

“I’ll take this,” said another servant as he grabbed the sack she had brought with her. He opened it and found a golden ball inside. “The marquis will not be pleased to find that you stole this from him.”

Nadia kept her gaze fixed on the floor, her eyes heavy with exhaustion but burning with quiet defiance. She offered no answer. There was no point, not when the truth meant nothing to those who bound her. That orb had never belonged to the marquis. It was her golden orb. It carried her curse, not his. A tear ran down her cheek before she even realized her eyes welled.

Then, at last, the miracle worker returned. He reentered the room with a folded letter in hand, its seal still warm from the wax. Without a word, he extended it toward Alik, who took it with a nod.

“Thank you for your willingness to assist. If the marquis agrees to let you examine his slave, I’m certain he will compensate you generously for your diagnosis.”

“That would be very kind of him. Be sure to thank him for this opportunity for me.”

“I will. Good evening.”

The miracle worker ushered Alik and his men toward the door, their footsteps echoing dully as they departed into the night. Once the latch clicked shut behind them, he turned to face Nazar, who remained.

“I’m afraid I didn’t get your name, sir.” The miracle worker extended a hand to him.

“My name is Nazar. I am a footman at Aimonbay Estate.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Nazar,” said the miracle worker, shaking his hand. “My name is Rashaad. I have a second room down the hall there where you may sleep.”

“I appreciate it, but I would prefer not to let Lila out of my sight. I assume she will be sleeping out here?”

“I do have two sofas in my sitting room,” Rashaad offered. 

“That will be perfect, thank you,” said Nazar.

“Of course. Would you like anything to drink?”

“Water will do.”

While Rashaad fetched the cup of water, Nazar stepped toward Nadia in silence. Without a word, he knelt beside her and loosened the rope from around her neck. The bindings at her wrists followed, cut cleanly with a flick of his blade, only to be retied at the front with a more merciful slack. No conversation passed between them, only a quiet understanding as he motioned her toward one of the two bear pelt sofas in the rustic sitting room. Nadia rose with difficulty and crossed the room, settling into the furs without protest.

Rashaad returned moments later and offered the cup to Nazar, who accepted it with a nod of thanks. “I appreciate it.”

“Here’s another one in case she experiences a spasm later tonight,” said Rashaad.

“Fine idea.” Nazar took the second cup. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Good night.”

As Rashaad leaned forward to extinguish the lone candle that lit the kitchen, his eyes landed on a faint glow—Rein, still perched behind the candlestick. He blinked, having completely forgotten she was there. She met his gaze and raised a finger to her lips, silently pleading for secrecy. Without a word, she darted into a cupboard and pulled the door shut behind her, her small hand still pressed to her mouth in a firm reminder. Rashaad hesitated for only a breath, then let it go. He snuffed the candle and took up a second chamberstick, its flame casting long shadows as he disappeared down the corridor toward his own room.

In the sitting room, the hush deepened. Nazar placed the second cup of water on the coffee table in front of Nadia, then settled back into the bear pelt sofa across from her, stretching out in silence. The fire crackled in the hearth against the adjacent wall, the only sound in the stillness.

“Sleep tight,” he said to Nadia before blowing out the candle on the end table behind him.

In the stillness of the dim room, Nadia curled in on herself, willing the memories of the night to dissolve into the dark. But the more she tried to suppress them, the sharper they pressed in; the failure of her escape attempt, her recapture, and the certainty of what awaited her back at Aimonbay Estate. Her chest tightened. The ache of dread clawed up her throat, and tears threatened to betray her resolve. She bit down on the flesh of her hand to steady herself, to drown one pain with another. It did little. Warm tears slipped from the corners of her eyes. She swallowed hard, muffling the sobs before they could rise, but the soft, broken sniffles escaped into the quiet.

Across the room, she sensed a shift. Nazar turned his head toward her, catching the subtle tremor of breath she’d failed to silence. Nadia froze. She shut her eyes and held herself perfectly still, as if she could vanish into the darkness. If she didn’t move, perhaps he’d say nothing. She listened to the silence between them, fragile as glass.

“Oh, go on and cry,” said Nazar. “It’s not as if I’ll be able to return to sleep tonight anyway.”

With those words, Nadia finally let the sobs come. They poured into the fur beneath her cheek, muffled but raw, until exhaustion overtook her. Though Nazar remained still across the room, whether awake or merely unwilling to sleep, Nadia’s tears carried her into a restless slumber.

But peace was brief. Just hours later, a sharp, piercing pain exploded from her feet and surged up through her legs, stabbing deep into her lungs. Her breath caught. She writhed silently, forcing herself not to scream. If Nazar had managed to drift off, she would not be the one to wake him. A strangled whimper escaped her lips as she stretched her trembling, bound hands toward the cup of water left on the coffee table. The edge of her fingers grazed it, but as she leaned too far, her balance faltered and she collapsed with a soft thud to the floor. The cup tipped, spilling its contents in a useless puddle beside her.

Before the panic could rise in her chest, she heard movement. Nazar was already up, his steps swift and silent. He handed her his own cup without a word. Nadia seized it with both hands and drank in desperate gulps, knowing that only the water could drown the pain that had taken her. Gradually, the fire in her limbs faded. She let out a shuddering breath, leaned back against the wooden frame of the couch, and returned the cup to the table with unsteady fingers.

“Thank you,” she whispered between breaths.

Nazar simply lay back down without another word.

As dawn spilled golden light through the slats of the wooden shutters, Nadia stirred, and agony met her like an old enemy. A strangled gasp tore from her throat as the pain flared through her legs, sharp and unrelenting. Her hands fumbled blindly for the cups on the table, desperate for relief. Her fingers found them—one, then the other—but both were bone dry. She whimpered, curling into herself as the searing heat beneath her skin worsened.

Nazar was on his feet in an instant. Without a word, he dashed into the kitchen. Nadia writhed on the sofa, her cries slicing through the silence of morning. Her voice pierced the walls, rousing the miracle worker from his slumber. He emerged from his bedroom, robes hastily thrown over his shoulders, just in time to see Nazar rushing back with two filled cups in his hands. Nadia seized the first, gulping it down so quickly the water spilled down her chin. The second she didn’t drink. She hurled its contents over her burning legs. The effect was immediate. She gasped again, but this time in relief. Her body stilled. The tremors subsided. Her head sank to her side against the sofa with closed eyes and a whisper of breath.

Rashaad observed without a hint of surprise. But Nazar stood frozen, his brow furrowed with confusion. He looked from the girl to the puddle on the floor, searching her face for answers.

“I can’t fathom how the other miracle workers couldn’t figure it out,” said Rashaad.

He stepped closer, crouching beside the sofa where Nadia lay recovering. Gently, he took hold of the hem of her burgundy harem pants and lifted the fabric just past her ankle. There—beneath the surface of her pale skin—was the shimmer of something unnatural. Faint, iridescent scales caught the morning light, glinting for only a moment before fading like a mirage. One by one, they slipped beneath her flesh, vanishing as though they had never been. 

“Blinding specks!” Nazar exclaimed.

Rashaad let the fabric fall back into place and gave a small nod, confirming his own suspicions. 

Nadia herself had never noticed that before. How was she going to explain that to Nazar and Rashaad, let alone her master once he learned of it?

“You know what this means, right?” Rashaad asked Nazar.

Nazar chuckled and addressed Nadia. “Oh, Sweetheart. Your master is not going to be pleased.”

Nadia turned her eyes to Nazar, wide with unspoken fear. Her lips parted as if to speak, but all she managed was a trembling breath, the sob caught and swallowed before it could escape.

A sudden knock startled the silence, sharp and urgent against the wood. Rashaad stepped away and disappeared down the corridor. Moments later, the door creaked open. Standing on the other side was a courier in Aimonbay livery, dust clinging to his boots and a sealed letter in his outstretched hand, the reply they’d been waiting for.

“Wait here while I compose a response,” said Rashaad.

Rashaad penned the letter swiftly, his handwriting neat but urgent. Without so much as a farewell, the servant took the sealed note and vanished into the morning. Silence settled once more. Returning to the sitting room, Rashaad lowered himself onto the arm of his leather wingback chair, his fingers idly tracing the coarse fur of the wolf pelt draped across it. The sunlight danced over his face through the seams in the closed shutters, but his thoughts were far away and heavy.

“So, Lila,” he said, deciding to use the fake name with which her master had dubbed her. “Would you like to be honest with me this time and tell me what your ethnicity truly is?”

Nadia breathed deeply through her nose and peered at Rashaad with tears in her eyes.

“I wouldn’t bother,” said Nazar. “The marquis has been trying to literally beat it out of her for the past six years.”

“Oh, so he’s aware?” Rashaad asked.

“He is, he just wants to hear it from her.”

“I see,” said Rashaad. “Well I’m afraid your secret is officially out, Lila. Because here's the issue: it would appear that you have no blood of the land in you whatsoever, yet you clearly possess a humanoid appearance. My conclusion, and in the end my diagnosis, is that your body is fighting to revert back to its original form. You require more of whatever made this possible.” Nadia didn’t say a word. “So, are you able to retrieve some?”

Nadia still refused to speak.

“For the love of all that glistens, Lila!” Nazar exclaimed. “Answer the man! Aren’t you sick of suffering?”

“Yes!” Nadia cried. She covered her face with her bound hands while tears streamed down her cheeks.

“Yes…?” said Rashaad, wondering which question she meant to answer.

“I am able to retrieve some,” Nadia clarified. “They were crystals that I ate. It’ll require I return to the ocean to retrieve more.” 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Nazar said to Rashaad. “I’m not sure about that.”

“That is the only way she can obtain more of these crystals,” Rashaad answered. “Which looks to be the only cure to this problem.”

“And if she doesn’t return?”

“It seems to me that she must.”

“The fact that she’s a slave isn’t enough motivation to force her to return.”

“That isn’t what I’m suggesting, sir,” said Rashaad. “If she had the means to live out her life in the ocean, she would have fled straight to the Aquamarine once she managed to escape, rather than run the complete opposite direction into the Lucierna Forest. I would argue that she may spend a limited time in the ocean, but eventually she must return to land. Am I correct in my assumption, Lila?” 

Nadia nodded without meeting his gaze.

“That’s what I thought. In which case, since she is wearing her cuff, someone will return her to the marquis if she doesn’t return on her own will.” He addressed Nadia again. “So, what time should Nazar tell your master that you will be back at Aimonbay?”

Nadia rubbed her face with her hands. She sighed very heavily before she whimpered, “Three days.”

“Very well. Nazar will relay the message. Meanwhile, you’d better get going.”

Nazar paused, the weight of the decision pressing down on him. He hesitated, torn. Should he seek the marquis’s counsel first? But Nadia’s condition had deteriorated sharply; her work around the estate suffered, and every day she lingered here was a risk. Surely, the marquis would agree. It was better to send her away sooner rather than later. Drawing a steadying breath, Nazar stepped forward, knife in hand. The blade gleamed cold as he carefully sliced through her bindings. Then, pressing the tip lightly against her nose, his voice dropped low and hard.

“If you’re not back in three days, I will lead the next search party myself and bring the fifth tier of Barhollow with me.”

Then he exited the miracle worker’s home, shaking his head.

After what felt like an eternity, Rein quietly pushed open the creaking cupboard door and fluttered out. Rashaad glanced over just in time to see Rein’s gaze lock onto Nadia, who had crumpled against the sofa arm, tears streaming as she sobbed uncontrollably.

“I’m assuming the marquis knows nothing about you either,” Rashaad said to Rein.

“I’m honestly not certain, but I thought it wise not to risk it,” she answered.

“So, what is the story here?” he asked.

“It’s a long one. Let me help her on her way, and then we can share all the stories we want afterward.”

Rein flew up to Nadia and tapped on her arm. Nadia paused in her sobs and lifted her head to look at Rein.

“Listen,” Rein said. “You really should get going because it’s half a day’s journey to the Aquamarine from here. And try not to worry about what’s to happen when you return. Whatever’s the outcome, we’ll get through it. There will be an end, and it will become just a bad memory. Now let’s go.”

Nadia nodded, her legs trembling as she slowly pushed herself upright. Her eyes flickered toward the miracle worker. “Thank you for your help.” With that, she left the treehouse and started on her journey to the Aquamarine Ocean.
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Rein, whose appearance hadn’t aged a day in nearly a decade, decided she’d mingle with Rashaad later, and resolved to keep Nadia company on her journey to the Aquamarine Ocean. Nadia trudged forward, tears streaming, her steps slow and heavy as she made her way toward Helvetica. When her sobs finally subsided, the remainder of the trip fell into a heavy silence. Rein searched her mind for words that might ease Nadia’s pain but found none, and perhaps none existed. So, she let the silence hang, and turned her thoughts to ways she could help once Nadia surfaced in three days. Eventually, she concluded that brainstorming with Polaris, the queen’s imperial advisor, and his assistant, Drake, might yield better ideas.

At last, when they reached Helvetica’s coast, a lone figure caught their eyes. A redhead clad in a simple black slip, standing as if waiting just for Nadia and Rein.

“Lady Ivanna,” Rein addressed. “Are you here to show Nadia how to get to Moss Canyon?”

“Indeed I am,” said Marchioness Ivanna.

“Even though you’ve never been yourself?” Rein asked, confused.

“Everyone in the Aquamarine knows how to find Moss Canyon, whether they’ve been or not, my dear,” said Ivanna. “In either case, I’m sure Nadia would prefer not to navigate the ocean alone, especially after the morning she’s had. I can even show you my estate in Ocean Rose, and we can spend all three days there.”

Nadia remained silent, but when she finally lifted her gaze toward the marchioness, her eyes caught something previously unnoticed. Rein’s own gaze sharpened, and she was the first to break the quiet with a whispered observation.

“Why have I never seen those scars until now?”

Faint but unmistakable, lashing scars streaked Ivanna’s left arm, trailing down to the edge of her hand. Rein’s eyes traced the marks further as ghostly lines etched along the left side of her back and curled up her neck.

“Because I usually dress enough to cover them,” Ivanna answered, her expression stoic. “Have you not noticed that I wear sleeves even during the summer?”

“Yes, I simply figured it was a fashion statement,” Rein answered.

Ivanna grinned solemnly. “No, this is the handiwork of Lord Orion with his Elvic whip.”

“Can’t Elion aid with that?” Rein asked.

Ivanna hesitated. “We can discuss this further when we return.”

Lady Ivanna guided Nadia along the rugged coastline, the salty breeze tugging at their clothes, until they reached the cave where Nadia had been abandoned six years before.

Rein hovered above them. “Does Polaris know everything that’s happened … and is happening?”

“I wrote him a message, but I’m sure he’ll have plenty of questions if you wanted to go clarify matters for him,” Ivanna answered.

“Very well,” said Rein. “Then that’s where I’ll probably be when you both return. Good luck.”

“We’ll see you in a few days,” Ivanna replied. Rein flew off, and Lady Ivanna turned to face Nadia. “The miracle worker chose a very clever spot. It’s deep here, so it’s easy to transform and then immediately swim off. You may simply leave your pants here.”

Ivanna gestured toward a shadowed corner of the cave for Nadia to leave her harem pants. Without hesitation, Ivanna slipped into the water, disappearing beneath the surface. Nadia followed suit, peeling off her pants and plunging after her.

Moments later, Ivanna’s form transformed, her legs merging into a shimmering tail of green and purple, her iridescent scales catching the light with delicate fins trailing behind like silk ribbons. She surfaced and tossed her black slip beside Nadia’s discarded pants. Soon, Nadia felt the familiar shift as her own legs fused into a blue-green tail, similar fins fluttering at the tip.

Floating side by side, Nadia’s gaze drifted to Ivanna’s scars, now fully unveiled. The pale, jagged lines traced from the left side of her neck, wound down her torso, and faded near her hip. Quickly, Nadia looked away, forcing a soft smile as her eyes landed on the glittering shells Ivanna wore like jeweled armor, admiring their quiet beauty.

“You keep kochylia with you. It’s pretty.” 

“Of course,” Ivanna replied with a smile. “I’ll provide you with one once we arrive at my estate. Come along now, it’s a bit of a journey to Ocean Rose, and we haven’t much time to spare.” 




Chapter One
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“A runaway Slave that is caught will be publicly beaten and then returned to its owner to undergo ­­further punishment.”

 

Nadia’s worries washed away as Marchioness Ivanna guided her through a dreamscape of amber coral reefs, their branches flickering beneath the shifting light. Curtains of luscious kelp swayed around them, thick and vibrant, brushing against Nadia’s arms like silk as they passed.

At length, they reached the edge of a vast drop-off where a sleek, black coach fashioned from a spined-star shell awaited, glinting with a pearlescent shimmer and gold filigree that curled like sea foam. Four blue sharks were harnessed to it, hovering in the water eerily still, their eyes sharp and empty. Nadia trailed her fingers along the cool, gleaming frame before drifting inside. The whale-skin cushions sank luxuriously beneath her. Then with a subtle jolt, the coach glided forward into the blue.

Nadia gazed over the side of the coach, her eyes wide as the ocean unfurled around her in streaks of turquoise and blue. Years had passed since she’d last seen it, but now she truly understood how the Aquamarine Ocean earned its name.

Then she looked down.

Below the coach was nothing but endless, rippling depth. Her breath caught. A sudden lurch in her stomach confirmed to her there was no ground, no firm soil to ensure her safety. Only water, infinite and swaying. The awe drained from her chest, replaced by a quiet, rising panic.

But they glided onward without plummeting into the gaping abyss, and at length, there was ground beneath them again. Nadia exhaled, slow and shaky, as rock and coral stitched themselves back into the world. While Ivanna focused solely on the pages of her pocket journal, Nadia let her gaze wander past the Lady and their driver to the seascape which surrounded them. There were deep red algae, purple and pink sea fans, bright sea anemone, various forms of ocean flowers, many colorful varieties of coral, and Nadia’s personal favorite: the glowing plumose anemone. It was as if the sea had stolen light from the sky itself as the colors danced around her.

Soon the chauffeur guided them to a second drop-off, the coach nearing the brink with no sign of turning away. Nadia leaned forward, eyes straining to pierce the shadows below. Her stomach tightened against the thick, endless void. Beside her, Ivanna sat motionless, calm as ever. That quiet presence anchored Nadia, even as the coach dove off and began its descent into the deep where darkness gathered like a storm. The aquamarine glow faded, swallowed by ink as Nadia’s heartbeat pulsed in her ears. Then, there was nothing. No light. No landmarks. At last, the driver pulled the reins gently and directed the sharks to park on a narrow ledge of rock that jutted from the cliffside.

“We shall wait here for our eyes to adjust,” Ivanna explained.

It didn’t take long for everyone’s vision to adapt to the darkness, and it was almost as though daylight shone around them again. Then the chauffeur steered the sharks deeper into the depths of the Aquamarine Ocean.

“Actually, Cod,” Ivanna called out in Thallassian, the primary language of the sea. Nadia had almost forgotten it. “Take us straight to the Moss Canyon.”

Cod glanced hesitantly over his shoulder. “M-Madam?”

“I’d like to get this visit out of the way,” she explained. “Then perhaps Lila and I can enjoy the rest of our time at the manor. Don’t fret, you don’t have to enter the miracle worker’s lair with us. You’re welcome to wait in the coach.”

“Very well, Madam,” Cod replied.

Nadia was relieved she was still able to understand most of what Ivanna had said. Though, she wasn’t sure how well she could still speak Thallassian.

“I take it he doesn’t care much for the miracle worker?” she asked in Noelle, keeping her voice down.

“No one does, really,” Ivanna answered, also reverting to Noelle.

“Why is that?”

“She doesn’t have a particularly favorable reputation in the empire after she took you to land. Rumors of a nasty sort spread and transformed into tales of a sinister nature. Even I quiver at the very mention of Moss Canyon, despite the fact I’m completely aware the rumors hold no water.”

For a while the three travelers seemed to journey aimlessly through dark, open ocean. Nadia began to wonder if they were lost. Just when she was about to suggest they forget Moss Canyon for now and continue to Ocean Rose, she caught sight of a faint red glow flaring from behind a large rock wall ahead of them. They slowly drew nearer, then coasted to a halt at the mouth of the canyon.

“Come.” Ivanna drifted out of the coach. “Hopefully we won’t be long.”

Deep into the ravine, Nadia spotted an aged ship wedged into the ground. She knew the vessel was ancient, but it appeared as though it had only recently slipped beneath the waves to settle itself here. She followed Ivanna through the trench where underwater volcanoes simmered around them, their molten glow casting flickering ribbons of crimson and amber along the rocky walls. Lava snaked across the seabed and through the opening in the stern of the vessel, illuminating its weathered ribs from within, as if the ship itself held a beating heart of fire. The heat warped the sea like rising smoke, and Nadia tried her best to maneuver around the scorching sections of water as they approached the entrance into the ship.

“Come in,” came a cracked voice with a strange accent, even for the ocean vernacular. “You late.”

Ivanna hesitated, which in turn gave Nadia pause. But the Lady composed herself and led the princess into the hull. Nadia recognized the hideous hag who loomed in the darkness with an eel’s tail. Her one yellow eye seemed to gaze at Ivanna while her fiery orange one burned through Nadia’s own soul.

“Late?” Nadia uttered.

“Yes,” said the eel-woman. “I toll you, you must return every tree years. It been six. Anyway, it almost finish. I need a hair.”

Nadia and Ivanna trailed the miracle worker deeper into the wreck. They came upon a pedestal displaying a giant shell, its ridged surface gleaming faintly, cradling a pool of thick purple liquid. As the eel-woman took her place behind the shell, Nadia studied her surroundings. The chamber’s scale and shape suggested it had once been the ship’s cargo hold, but that purpose was long lost. Shelves lined the curved walls, sagging under the weight of jars, vials, and small lacquered boxes. Strange shapes floated inside some of the containers—roots, bones, or things she couldn’t name as most of the room lay cloaked in shadow with but a dim red glow pulsing from the thin creek of lava.

The miracle worker looked expectantly at Nadia, who only stared blankly back at her.

“I believe she needs a hair from you, my dear,” Ivanna spoke softly.

“Oh, of course,” said Nadia, striving to remember the Thallassian words. She plucked a hair from her head and placed it in the woman’s gray palm. “My apologies.”

She and Ivanna watched as the miracle worker dropped it onto the concoction, which suddenly burst into a cloud of purple, and crystallized. Then she gently poured the crystals into a tiny pouch.

“How much does it cost?” Nadia asked after forming the sentence in her head.

“For you, just that hair.” The miracle worker handed her the pouch. “Eat these when you surface and come back in another tree years. Be patient and keep faith, Nadia. There’s much happiness in your future, you only need to gib it time.”

Nadia grasped the pouch with hope. “Um … I do have a question.”

The miracle worker swam to a line of shelves and began selecting jars and vials. “I tink I know what your question is. I been expecting it too. You want to know why you were sent away, never to return.”

Nadia nodded timidly. “I know it was for a chance at a better life, but I don’t feel I have a better life.”

The miracle worker returned to the shell and mixed some of the contents of the jars and vials to create a new concoction. “This does not mean you don’t hab a chance.”

She dropped the final ingredient into the mixture, and immediately a large plume of gray smoke exploded between them. Nadia gazed into the tiny flashes of lightning and witnessed images of her younger self and adoptive mother.

“The empress was consumed by her emotons; envy, resentment, coveting all which she didn’t hab … and couldn’t provide. She blamed you for much of it, but she liked to tink she was a loving mudder, even though she used you as a tool: an end to her means, an excuse for her actions. No matter what she did, what she gained, what she lost, notting satisfied her, and she did not improve. Radder, she was getting worse and her behavior required interbention. When she failed in her task, she suddenly lost everyting which she did not know she had, including her own mind. You were sent away because had no one interbened, you had no chance for a bettah life.”

The visions in the cloud showed Nadia around the age she was presently, enjoying a feast at a gala. An orange octopus poured something into her goblet of nectar, likely blowfish venom—a common poison under the ocean.

“You would hab died two years ago at the empress’s hands,” the miracle worker explained further. “Even locked in the tower where she is, she still has influence, and you’re still at risk. You may not see it now, but you hab a chance at a better life on land, because you are alive wit significant protection and many years ahead of you.”

Nadia’s eyes went wide. She glanced at Ivanna who also wore a look of surprise.

“The emperor must not know this yet,” warned the miracle worker. “He will likely act out in rage, which will not go well for the crown.”

“What about my curse?” Nadia asked. “Why must I be cursed?”

“The curse has two uses,” the miracle worker explained. The gray cloud collapsed into a ball and then turned gold to resemble Nadia’s orb. “The first was incentive for the empress to prove herself. She liked to tink she cared for you, and if anyting would be incentive for her, the tret of a curse was it. Then of course, she failed, which brought along the second use. For the first twelve years of your life, you were subjected to the empress’s fits, her impatience, her blatant coveting, her abuse, and you started showing signs of the same weaknesses. This curse is now incentive for you to reject what you’ve learned from your adoptive mudder: to not be overcome by your emotons, your impatience to obtain that which you covet.”

“So, how do I break it?” Nadia asked.

“Prove you’re bettah than your mudder; that you’re strong to overcome trial through patience and awareness.”

The golden cloud burst, and the miracle worker and Nadia were once again facing each other.

Nadia nodded. “Understood.”

The miracle worker turned her attention to Ivanna, who threw up her hands in response.

“I’m simply her escort today, ma’am. I have no requests for you.”

“I am aware.” The miracle worker swam away from the shell again. “However, as a token of appreciation for aiding in this child’s future, I shall gib you someting anyway.”

Nadia recognized the maelstrom churning in Ivanna’s head. The miracle worker opened a small chest beside a bookcase and removed a tiny envelope tied closed with string. She swam back to the shell and offered the envelope to Ivanna who stared at it, hesitating.

The miracle worker noticed. “It about your mudder.”

Ivanna started, and swallowed hard. “I … I beg your pardon?”

“The ansa you been searching for all these years. This note will tell you where you can find that ansa.” Ivanna finally accepted the envelope as the miracle worker continued. “Do not open the lettah until you are sitting in Bloodrose Villa with company. Repeat that back to me.”

“I am not to open the letter until I am sitting at Bloodrose Villa among company,” said Ivanna.

“Very good, you undastand. Now, off you go.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” said Ivanna with a polite nod, and then she gently guided Nadia back out of the ship.
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The remainder of the journey to civilization was a silent one. Ivanna’s thoughts were muddled by the potential contents of the letter, and Nadia appeared sufficiently chastised. Fortunately, Ivanna’s mind began to clear once she finally eyed the bright lights of a large city ahead, unfolding like a dream beneath her.

The Coral City encompassed a tapestry of vibrant hues woven from stone and shells. Towers and domes shimmered with quartz and smooth, iridescent coral. The habitat was alight with gleaming crystals and deceased glowfish. These fish were much like fireflies in the sense that they continued to emit light for a couple of years after they died.

Amidst this glow, the city bustled. Seafolk darted between open markets and clustered homes, their forms sleek and sinuous, and their motions as fluid as the water around them. Snatches of laughter, bargaining, and song echoed faintly through the currents.

Then the Obsidian Palace emerged from the haze, rising like a monolith from the heart of the capital. Nadia leaned forward, lips parting in awe. Its spiral walls gleamed black and smooth, as if carved from a massive onyx seashell. It had been over half a decade since Nadia had gazed upon the oyster-shell roofing and amber windows, but Ivanna could only imagine it felt like a lifetime to her.

“Would you like to visit your father?” she asked in Noelle.

Nadia only shook her head and retreated into the coach’s plush black seat.

“He misses you very much.”

“I don’t want him to see me like this,” she replied with a fleeting glance to her cuff.

“I understand.” Ivanna reached behind the seat and pulled out a seal-pelt coat to wrap around Nadia’s shoulders. “Put this on to cover your birthmarks.”

Nadia obeyed. “What’s wrong with my birthmarks? You have them too.”

“Indeed, however mine don’t glow when they’re wet. Yours do, which is how the members of the Court know you’re of imperial blood. So you’ll want to keep them hidden if you want your visit to be secret.”

Nadia’s eyes widened with understanding, but she didn’t respond.

Ivanna glanced ahead. “We’re nearing Ocean Rose.”

The chauffeur continued to guide the coach through Coral City, providing the passengers a clearer view of the shops and homes which clung to the rock faces. Others rose independently, towering up from the ocean floor in glittering domes fashioned from polished shells. Many were adorned with fin-like flourishes that waved gently in the current, with light playing along their surfaces.

Soon, the city gave way to open ocean once more. The water darkened, then brightened again as another city bloomed into view: Ocean Rose. Its structures glistened with the same vitality, but here the palette leaned toward reds, soft golds, and the cool iridescence of sea-glass. Atop a high precipice in the distance, a castle loomed; vast, sinuous, and black as the deep sea. Twisting gates of obsidian coiled like kelp around its perimeter, and vines laced with bioluminescent flowers crept up its towering faces. The edifice gleamed dark greens and blues—labradorite framed with gold, catching the light with every roll of the tide.

“Welcome to Melnah Valley, Your Highness,” Ivanna said softly.

Nadia flinched at her old, forgotten title, but she appeared to push it aside, her attention fixed on the castle with its spiraling towers, domed roofs, and the regal silence that clung to it.

The coach settled onto a coral wharf built directly into the cliffside. Ivanna led Nadia through her courtyard lush with dancing vegetation. Kelp swayed between marble statues, strands of seagrass twisted around polished stone benches, and flowers twinkled as if acknowledging their presence. At the grand entrance, two adaro guards stood sentinel. Their dragonscale armor shimmered faintly, dark and edged in gold. In their left hands, each held a long spear crafted from narwhal horns. As Ivanna and Nadia approached, the guards raised their glowing right fists to their hearts and bowed in unison, the gesture slow and solemn.

“Chevess Ivanna,” they addressed, and then opened the black pearl doors.

The castle’s interior shimmered a quiet, otherworldly opulence. The floors gleamed with the soft, liquid sheen of molten pearl, smooth and luminous, as if moonlight had been frozen into stone. The dark labradorite walls stretched upward, the surfaces catching glimmers of green, blue, and violet with the motion of the current. Pillars rose like monoliths, each one inlaid with spiraled shells and delicate fish bones arranged in intricate patterns, many dipped in gold, their brittle elegance turned regal. The space felt both majestic and ancient, like the ocean itself had carved it from its own imagination.

“Madam Ivanna.” A mermaid with a seashell circlet in her lavender hair swam up to meet her and Nadia in the foyer. With her glowing hands together in front of her, she bowed to her chevess, the motion as elegant as the swaying kelp at the base of each pillar. “It’s wonderful to have you back. And who might this be?”

Nadia only smiled weakly at the purple-tailed mermaid, seeming to have forgotten how to appropriately greet merfolk. The mermaid maintained her kind demeanor with a violet smile on her face.

“It’s good to be back, Prim,” Ivanna replied. “This is the long-lost Princess Nadia of the Five Oceans, which does not leave these walls.”

“Of course,” said the mermaid. “It’s an honor to have your presence on the manor, Your Highness.”

Prim greeted Nadia the same way she had the chevess. Ivanna could only hope the princess remembered some of the traditional seafolk customs she likely only scarcely witnessed as a child in the palace.

Perhaps she could help the poor girl along. “Nadia, this is my maiden’s secretary, Maid Prim, which is the equivalent of a lady’s maid on land.”

“Oh yes, I recall now,” said Nadia. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Ivanna was relieved to find that the native ocean tongue seemed to be returning to Nadia so quickly. “Now, would you like your own chamber for the next three nights, or would you rather not sleep alone?”

“If it’s possible to have a chamber, I would prefer it,” Nadia answered.

“Of course,” said Ivanna. “Prim, please prepare a suite in the West Tail for our honored guest. Once she’s shown to her room, you and I can discuss everything that’s happened since I’ve been away.”

Ivanna thought she sensed some hesitation in Prim for a moment, but she couldn’t be certain.

“Right away, Madam.”

Prim swam away, and Ivanna addressed Nadia. “Come, I want to show you something.”

Ivanna led the princess to a balcony, her purple and green chiffon fins elegantly swaying behind her. Nadia met her at the obsidian balustrade which sparkled faintly in the filtered light. She froze. Below them, an underwater meadow stretched out in gentle undulations, as if the sea had exhaled into hill and cliffs that rolled toward the horizon. Her mouth parted in awe.

Crimson tendrils, sapphire bulbs, and golden fronds blanketed the seafloor in patterns so harmonious they appeared as the work of a meticulous gardener rather than nature’s whim. Bioluminescent flora pulsed gently in rows, their glow mirrored by the schools of tiny light-speckled fish weaving through the fields like drifting lanterns. Farther off, among the shadowed slopes, larger fish swam with stately grace, their scales flickering with scattered specks like distant constellations moving slowly across the deep.

“This is Glowfish Meadow.” Ivanna maintained Thallassian, figuring it was best for Nadia to have some practice. “This is the reason I chose to build my estate here.”

“It’s beautiful,” Nadia breathed.

“I thought you’d appreciate it. I hear you like the moonrises. Well, this is our version. You’ll have a view of it from your suite.” Ivanna found relief in the smile on Nadia’s face. It was uncommon to see this young lady express genuine pleasure. “Come, I wish to show you something else.”

She showed Nadia down her main corridor which displayed large portraits framed in gold seashells along both walls.

“On the left side are some of the members of my family,” Ivanna explained. “At least the members for whom I was able to obtain portraits. My grandparents are still alive and live with me here on the manor. They’re likely at the theater at the moment, but they’ll be back in time for dinner, and you can meet them then. On the right are copies of the portraits of your family. Of course, we only have your father and grandparents, but soon I’m sure we’ll have a portrait of you.”

Nadia studied them and read the soapstone plaques at the bottom of each frame. “They didn’t commission one of my mother?”

“Your mother is really one of the best-kept secrets of the empire,” Ivanna explained. “Most still believe you were adopted from a commoner family.”

“I meant the empress. Wait—” Nadia shot her a quizzical look. “Wasn’t I?”

Ivanna raised an eyebrow, then returned her gaze to the portraits. “I suppose it makes sense no one told you either. But in truth, you are a distant cousin to Emperor Jaskaran. Years after Empress Mira had passed, Emperor Gerardo had taken a mermaid mistress, and you’re descended from her. Only those closest to the emperor know of this. It is why he specifically chose to adopt you when Renée failed to provide an heir. Even she is unaware of your background.”

“Why the secrecy?”

“Their Majesties felt the public would be more understanding of a situation where an heir was created through ceremony rather than accepting the fact that the heir descended from a mistress. Your true heritage will be scribed in the historical documents once your own descendants ascend the throne, and then the public can rest easy knowing that at least Emperor Gerardo’s blood runs through your veins. Once a new emperor or empress is officially crowned, the citizens will be forced to dismiss the fact that your great, great-grandmother was a mistress. That, or they’ll be so used to having already accepted you as heir they won’t be so bothered by it. At least, this is the hope. Either way, the public will eventually need to know of your true heritage.”

She approached a portrait of a merman and gestured. “This is your father, Dolph Coasta, or duke. He’s descended from Emperor Gerardo, and was Emperor Jaskaran’s cousin. Noble warrior. He died while defending the capital from a megalodon.”

Nadia processed this for a moment. “So, then I’m part naiad?”

“Well, you have some naiadic blood in you, but not much as is evidenced by the fact you require those crystals to attain legs.”

Nadia continued to look upon the portrait of her father as she let all the information sink in, fiddling with the sleeve of her coat. Here, Ivanna thought for a moment that she observed Nadia’s body take on a very faint transparent quality, but the vision quickly ended. She questioned her eyes and forced herself to forget about it. It was most likely a stress-induced hallucination.

“So, that ceremony to make me imperial by blood was all for show?” Nadia asked.

“Not entirely,” Ivanna answered. “Your lineage is what some would classify as ‘illegitimate,’ so it was also required for you to skip everyone in line for the throne.”

She witnessed fractions of the princess’s body turn transparent again as Nadia continued to process the information; almost as though she were a naiad. Ivanna was more certain she saw it this time, but she couldn’t explain why. She couldn’t even swear by it, and thus said nothing.

“How is the empress?” Nadia asked. “Why isn’t there a portrait of her on the wall?”

The question jolted Ivanna from her thoughts, and she gave Nadia a soft smile. “Unable to get to you, and that’s all you need to know on the matter. And I don’t harbor much respect for the empress to be displaying her likeness on my wall.”

“Madam,” came a voice from behind the two mermaids. They turned and Nadia fought her crimson hair from her face so she could see the angler fish hovering in the corridor. “I’m here to show the guest to her suite.”

“Perfect timing,” said Ivanna. “Please be sure she has something to wear fit for a princess, and that her hair is put up for lunch.”

“Yes, Madam,” he replied.

Nadia swam away to follow the angler, her green and blue fins swishing in her wake. Here, Prim approached Ivanna, wringing her hands and fighting to maintain eye-contact. Ivanna opted not to mention it; she imagined she would learn the reason for the apparent anxiety soon.

“Lunch is almost ready, Madam. Shall we discuss matters in your suite while we prepare you?”

“Yes, that sounds like a grand idea,” Ivanna replied.

They ascended to the fourth tier of one of the towers, spiraling upward through water that shimmered with the reflection of the dimly glinting light sources. They arrived before a set of grand double doors, arched and golden, etched with curling motifs that caught the light like a living flame. Beyond them lay Ivanna’s suite, a chamber of opulence and shadows. The sitting area unfolded in tones of gold and black: chairs sculpted from gilded frames, their cushions upholstered in supple whale-skin as dark as midnight. Tables stood like skeletal art with gold-plated fish bones twisted into elegant curves, each topped with smooth slabs of black pearl that gleamed with an inner luster.

At the far end, an obsidian hearth yawned open, its heart aglow with molten lava that pulsed like a living ember, casting flickers of red and orange across the room. Ivanna swept beneath the ice orbs suspended by gem-studded chains, each encasing deceased glowfish. Prim followed her past the floor candelabras which stood like sentinels, fashioned from the plated spines of sea serpents, their gold sparkling coldly in the warmth.

They swam to the bedchamber beyond where a massive sea-dragon skull loomed, its fossilized jaws stretched open to cradle the deep purple mattress resting within. Without a word, Ivanna drifted to the coral wardrobe across from the bed, her fingers still curled tightly around the envelope the miracle worker had given her. Somehow, she couldn’t bring herself to part with it, even for a moment.

“So, what have I missed, Prim?”

Prim didn’t respond right away, and Ivanna peered over her shoulder to see why.

“Well?”

“The swordmen wish to be withdrawn from the search, Madam,” Prim finally answered.

Ivanna looked at her maiden’s secretary with hopelessness in her eyes, one lavender and one aqua blue, but then understood she shouldn’t be surprised that many of her ocean mercenaries wished to leave her employment. So, this was what had been making Prim anxious.

“They realize I have no other work for them if they quit.”

“I informed them, Madam.” Prim approached Ivanna and removed a kochylia of golden seashells and black pearls from the wardrobe. “I feel that some of them don’t believe me. The others feel they could find better work elsewhere.”

“Very well.” Ivanna allowed her to tie the back of the kochylia, and she fiddled with the large ruby placed between the shells. “Tell them I have come upon some new information that may aid in their search for my mother; the quest may very well be nearing an end. Those who still wish to quit are dismissed. Tomorrow I want to read their reports at breakfast.”

“Very well, Madam,” said Prim. “I’m pleased to hear there’s new information. What is it?”

“To be honest I’m not sure yet.” Ivanna sat in a chair made from large mussel shells set atop a collection of elkhorn coral. She finally placed the envelope on the surface of her black elkhorn vanity, still hesitant to let it go. “Nadia and I stopped by Moss Canyon during the journey here to get it out of the way, and the miracle worker handed this to me as a token of gratitude. Apparently, it’ll lead me to where I can find the answer to what happened to my mother.”

“And you have yet to open it?” Prim ran oils through her madam’s crimson hair before she brushed out the tangles.

“I was strictly instructed not to until I return to Bloodrose Villa. I imagine the contents are delicate. Granted the longer I wait, the greater my anxiety over the matter grows. But perhaps you can distract me. What else have I missed?”

Prim paused. “There was an attack of sabotage against your emerald mine, but we can discuss that later.”

“That’s the second time!”

“Indeed, but that’s going to be a lengthy conversation, Madam, let’s save it for tonight. Besides that, there’s really nothing else as it hasn’t been that long since you were here last. When are you bringing the princess to see His Majesty?”

“Not during this trip, unfortunately.” Ivanna put on a pair of gold horn snail shell earrings. “She says she doesn’t want him to see her as a slave, which is entirely understandable. There will be other opportunities in the future for the emperor to see his daughter again.”

“He won’t be very happy to learn he missed this one,” said Prim.

“He won’t know about it,” Ivanna replied. “That’s why who she is doesn’t leave these walls, and His Majesty doesn’t even know I’m visiting these three days.”

Prim pinned a large conch shell in Ivanna’s updo. “I forgot you mentioned you would only be here for three days.”

“Yes, Nadia can only survive the ocean for that long.” Ivanna clipped a gold seashell necklace around her neck. “Depending on what takes place after I bring her back to land, I’ll be gone for a couple more days, and then I’ll return to take care of this issue with the search party and pay the emperor a visit.” The two mermaids swam to exit the chamber. “When is the New Tide Festival?”

“Next week, Madam.”

Ivanna grunted. “Not as convenient as I had hoped, but I will be here for it.”￼
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Ivanna and Nadia dined in elegance in a far corner of a drawing room, where soft currents stirred the heavy drapes in the tall amber windows. The distant flicker of a lavachamber cast a warm, pulsing glow against the dark walls. They sat at a grand, round table fashioned from black pearl, its surface veined with glints of gold like lightning trapped in stone. Between them, lunch had been arranged with artistic precision: seaweed salad served in seashell bowls, crab legs curled atop sculpted elkhorn coral, sushi rolls nestled among the pale lattices of starfish skeletons, mussels layered in delicate fans, and a roasted swordfish centered like the main attraction.

Nadia took her seat in an elkhorn chair across from Ivanna, the light from the obsidian hearth casting golden ripples over the feast. Her hair had also been put up and wrapped with gold pearls to match the adornments on her new black top. “Why are we eating in a drawing room, Madam?” 

“Because it is only the two of us and my dining room seems a bit much for only two people to sit and eat together.” Ivanna placed some crab legs on her gold seashell plate. “When only dining with five guests or less, this is customary.”

“Do you not have a private family dining room?”

“That’s the one I’m talking about,” Ivanna clarified. “Seafolk live longer than landfolk, so our family dining rooms tend to be equivalent to the imperial family’s grand dining hall in Noelle.”

“Goodness.” Nadia placed some mussels on her plate. “How large is your grand dining hall here?”

“Twice that size.” Ivanna sipped her drink. “I have two very long tables in that room. I don’t use it often since I don’t throw many gatherings here. When I do throw them, I tend to use the ballroom.”

“Why don’t you have many gatherings?”

“Well, I’m not as popular down here as I am on land.”

“Why not? I thought my father favors you.”

“I obtained my station at court because I’m convenient for him. I’m in the best position to keep an eye on you, and hopefully free you from your current predicament eventually.”

“I see.” Nadia mulled over these words as she chewed her food. “And everyone still doesn’t like you after all the work you’ve done?”

“It’s gained me some friends, but for the most part, seafolk don’t like landfolk just as landfolk don’t like seafolk.”

“Why is that?” Nadia asked.

Ivanna shrugged. “Because seafolk don’t belong on land and landfolk don’t belong in the sea.”

“But you’re both.”

“And so I’m hated by both,” Ivanna said simply. “Mostly down here since everyone here knows my heritage. My ethnicity is still a secret on land for the most part.”

Nadia noticed Ivanna glance around in a somewhat uneasy manner, and she recalled that Ivanna’s ethnicity would soon be revealed by her master, Marquis Rallian. Such a plan seemed to take a while to be executed, but Nadia assumed he was waiting for his giant tank to be complete so to expose the marchioness and the mermaids he owned simultaneously.

Nadia attempted to change the subject and lifted her golden goblet. “Is this nectar?”

Ivanna smiled. “I’m glad you remember.”

“Well I only left the ocean when I was twelve, I remember some things. If I recall correctly, my favorite is lotus.”

“Mine as well. That’s what this is.”

“Is it?” Nadia took a sip. “That’s the one, I remember now. Spells, I’ve missed this so much!”

“It isn’t easy to get either,” Ivanna explained. “Not that any nectar is. I try to save the lotus nectar for special occasions. I have a deep-sea lotus farm, but due to the lack of sunlight one can imagine it’s not quite as sweet. So to combat that, I have some growing in my water garden on Bloodrose Villa. I harvest their nectar when the season comes and bring it here with me. When I plan it right, the product will last me until next harvest season.”

“Spells, it really is your favorite, isn’t it?” Nadia commented.

“Indeed it is,” said Ivanna. “It’s one of many things I look forward to when I visit the manor.”

“How long do you usually stay?” Nadia asked.

“I used to stay for quite some time, mostly to get away from Ariana. A month, sometimes two. But not much anymore since you shored. If Ariana wasn’t empress, however, I would prefer to stay on land since I feel more accepted there. But if I were more accepted here, I couldn’t say for certain. The land and sea are two completely different worlds, it’s impossible to choose a real favorite between them.”

“Even when Ariana was only queen consort?” Nadia asked.

“Yes,” said Ivanna. “There were a few times when she was acting-sovereign.”

“Oh right, like when you were enslaved.” Nadia immediately hated herself for bringing that up, and she attempted to fix her mistake. “Why was she ever acting-sovereign?”

“The court doesn’t like Noelle’s current viceroy,” Ivanna explained. “He hardly does a decent job. So, sometimes when the king was away on political business, they would put Ariana in his place, each time with a different passing excuse. While our viceroy would fail to rule, Ariana ruled all too much. Whether she was good or bad differs from person to person. Indeed, that was a very long year in history when I preferred to be here at Melnah Valley.”

There was a long pause where Nadia slowly chewed her crab meat, contemplating on whether to ask the question gnawing on her mind. She caught herself staring at Ivanna’s extensive lashing scars through her sheer sleeves and averted her eyes, hoping the Lady hadn’t noticed. Still, the question ate ravenously at her. It seemed that Ivanna’s past was already on her mind, so she finally opted to ask.

“When did you decide to enter the arena?”

It was Ivanna’s turn to pause. After a tense silence, she answered in Noelle. “Very early on, to be honest. While I was well aware of the possibility they would put me up against a beast that could exceed my capabilities, I knew I could win against any knight who challenged me.”

“I heard both fights were very close,” said Nadia, relieved to return to the language she had grown used to speaking.

“You heard correctly,” Ivanna confirmed. “I’ll be quite up front with you, I fought the xenobeast and did not expect to win against it. I was looking for a way to die quickly, which was a feat almost as difficult as fighting it. I sprained my ankle and twisted my knee in the process, and I was very surprised that I won. It was pure chance I got that kill strike. To this day I don’t know how it happened; I couldn’t explain it to you if I tried. The reason why my fight against the knight was so close is because while I was provided some time to heal, I wasn’t provided enough to do so completely, and I received no miracle care. I had to set my knee and ankle myself, which was as pleasant as you can imagine. Thus, I wasn’t as agile as I would’ve been at my best.”

“Polaris trains the knights, correct?” Nadia asked.

“He used to, but he never trained them in true Iah-Ra. He teaches them a watered-down version of the skill.”

Nadia paused. “Has he been teaching me true Iah-Ra?”

“He wasn’t as first,” Ivanna confessed. “Mostly because he had hoped to find another way to free you besides the arena, and he’s very particular about to whom he teaches true Iah-Ra. But as of four—coming up on five years ago, he has started. Now that doesn’t make you ready for the arena any time soon. It takes a decade to master the true practice. On top of which, I had been active in the practice for two decades after graduating. I still barely won. That beast round truly thwarts you. While many heroes of history have slayed a mighty beast, they rarely did so without injury, and the Association of Slave Owners puts you up against an experienced knight with your fresh wounds. The arenas were designed to kill you.”

Nadia slowly set her oyster back on her plate, her eyes downcast. “So, you don’t think I’ll be ready for the arena for another five years?”

Ivanna chewed, perhaps considering. “Well, Polaris and I both completed our training two years early, so it’s possible you may as well. We’re also still hoping to find a way to free you without you having to participate in the arena at all, which with any luck, could happen before you complete your training.”

“How’s that coming along?” Nadia asked.

“We believe we must first end the war, and we already have a plan for that. We’ll be able to execute it once I return.”

“And then what?”

“That depends on what follows. I’m meeting with Polaris upon our return to speak more about it.”

Ivanna and Nadia ate their food in dreary silence, which only opened the floodgates in Nadia’s mind. What if they don’t end the war? What if Empress Ariana becomes angry about the war’s end, and she decides to take her wrath out on Nadia? Either way, it seemed as though she could potentially remain enslaved for years to come. Despite being warned patience from the miracle worker, she wasn’t sure she could be patient for so long. Fretting over eternal slavery as a mermaid in her master’s tank led her to recall the punishment she would receive for running away once she returned to Aimonbay Estate. Nadia swallowed her food hard before she spoke again.

“Lady Iva?”

“Yes?”

“Might we leave earlier?”

“You wish to return to land before your three days are up?” Ivanna asked.

“Yes…” Nadia answered. “I think I wish to get everything out of the way. I feel that the anxiety of what awaits me at Aimonbay is just as torturous as what awaits me.”

Ivanna fiddled with her fork as she studied Nadia. After some thought, she heaved a heavy sigh. “I can understand that feeling. Very well, I suppose this allows me to open the letter sooner anyway. I simply need to handle some matters having to do with my estate here first, and then we can leave after breakfast tomorrow morning.”




Chapter Two 
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“The Law understands and acknowledges the presence of citizens who have expressed displeasure with the existence of slavery in the empire in which they live. To keep the Peace, The Law grants three ways in which a Slave may obtain freedom from slavery…”

 

Prim had informed Ivanna’s swordmen about the new information which their madam may have received, and that whoever still wished to leave could do so. About half of the adaros (part shark, part men) left their positions as swordmen.

After dinner, Prim updated Ivanna on current politics, and Ivanna took care of whatever issues concerned her. Then, while Nadia read up on ocean literature in the library, the matters of Ivanna’s estate were discussed in her study, including the attack on her emerald mine. The sabotage was executed by swordmen working for one of the nobles in Emperor Jaskaran’s court. No doubt an afront against her heritage. However, she felt certain the emperor would support her, and the nobleman responsible would pay for damages. Meanwhile, she doubled the number of swordmen to guard the mine, as well as her nectar and oyster farms until she was able to assign them a new mission for her mother.

Ivanna handled only her most pressing responsibilities (taking a break for oyster hour, which was seafolk teatime), and she finished just in time for supper. She opted to leave the matters which could wait until she returned to the manor on another date. After supper, Ivanna played ocean parlor games with Nadia in the drawing room in front of the lavachamber to keep their minds off the stressful aspects in life. During this time, Nadia requested to take a book back to shore with her. Of course, Ivanna told her to pack as many books as she pleased, and to include games for when Rallian inevitably filled his tank with mermaids. She noticed Nadia being frugal in her packing and Ivanna insisted she take advantage. So Nadia did. Then Ivanna felt it wise for them both to head to bed early so to get enough sleep for the long day that was sure to follow.
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The journey back to Noelle took place on Miseria 20, 842, and it seemed to be much shorter than the journey to Ocean Rose to Nadia. They didn’t return to the cave from which they had left due to the autumn storm which roared over Noelle at the time. Instead, they entered a flooded stone cavern beneath Bloodrose Villa where Nadia and Ivanna shored in privacy and shelter. Flowery vines trailed down from the cracks above, their blossoms swaying away from the carefully-placed torches that offered the soft light by which to see.

Ivanna stepped out of the pool toward the gilded lounge furniture that formed a quaint sitting area. She used her fairy magic to dry herself quickly and redress in a red and gold gown with her hair up in curls and gold jewels. Meanwhile, Nadia sat on the rock which surfaced from the center of the pool and ate her crystals. Moments later, she watched as her tail split into two legs again. Ivanna dressed and dried Nadia as well with a wave of her hand, then they approached the stairwell which led up into the castle.

Ivanna paused and faced Nadia before they ascended. “If you don’t wish to return to Aimonbay early, I won’t force you just because we shored early.”

Nadia was amazed at how accurately Ivanna seemed to have read her mind. She pondered the option for a moment while she observed the lady’s new gown. It was the new fashion that many of the upper-crust of Noelle were adopting from Preshire: form-fitting dresses tied at the waist with rope or sashes to replace the now old-fashioned saris and scarves. She had mostly only seen the style on her master’s daughter, Lady Skye, who had the worst taste in color, but the darker shades on the marchioness suited her well.

At length, Nadia pulled her attention back to the situation at hand and finally confessed, “I’m torn, my Lady. What would you do?”

Ivanna eyed her with pity and answered honestly. “I personally have always preferred to be done with pressing matters. I’ve never been able to tolerate agonizing over the inevitable. But I’m not you. Do you agonize over the inevitable?”

“Always,” said Nadia. “But I’m not as brave as you.”

“Well, I couldn’t confirm or deny that, but be sure you’re not confusing bravery with fearlessness. They are two very different things. I feel fear often, and whoever claims not to is either a liar or a fool.” Ivanna paused while the wheels turned in Nadia’s head. “Shall I have a chamber prepared for you?”

Nadia sucked in a deep breath through her nose. “No. Thank you. I think I’ll go and be done with pressing matters.”

“Understood.” With a nod, Ivanna lifted her crimson skirts and turned to ascend the stairs. “In that case, I’ll have a coach prepared for you.”
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Once Nadia was off to Aimonbay, Ivanna sent a courier to request the presence of the Imperial Advisor and her childhood friend, Polaris, at his earliest convenience. Then she summoned her lady’s maid and former First Mate, Aleda, to her chamber. Her décor had changed much over the past four years. The sharp lines and cold symmetry of geometric patterns had vanished, replaced by sweeping curves and gilded furnishes. Every surface now shimmered with the richness of baroque design. Delicate scrollwork and floral motifs were carved into the gold trim of the furniture, archways, and even the corners where walls met ceiling, as though the room itself had begun to bloom.

Ivanna and Aleda sat opposite each other in high-backed chairs, which were upholstered in burgundy velvet and positioned before a towering fireplace that was framed in ornate gold leaf. The fire within cracked softly, casting warm light across their cups of tea, which steamed gently in the cool air around them as Ivanna recounted the tangled events of the day prior.

“I only hope Rein somehow learns I’ve returned early,” Ivanna said once she had finished. She gripped the envelope in her lap. “And that she can make it here in this storm. I imagine I will be assigning her the mission of fetching whatever this message says to fetch.”

“There will be plenty of time to inform her if she doesn’t show,” said Aleda. 

“Perhaps … however I’ll be in a hurry, I’m sure.”

It was always difficult for Ivanna to adequately express her urgency to Aleda, who rarely appeared to share her alarm. Aleda sat with her hands gently folded in her lap atop her dark purple skirt, giving Ivanna a relaxed smile to remind her everything will be fine.

“How have things been up here?” Ivanna asked. “I know I’ve only been gone for a day.”

“Actually, we received a message from Lady Verona that Her Majesty is expressing concern about the growing number of supporters for Sir Darius now that he’s courting someone,” Aleda explained.

This news effectively distracted Ivanna from the letter. “Is he now? Who?”

“Count Mendor’s daughter,” Aleda answered with a smirk.

Ivanna chuckled softly. “How appropriate for one of Ariana’s white knights to court the daughter of the man with the largest weapons forge in the empire. Has she mentioned what she plans to do about this sudden growth within the Royal Order?”

“I’m afraid not, she only recently vocalized her blatant displeasure with Verona and Lusi. Evidently, even Lady Thaïs isn’t aware that she’s concerned about it. Ariana continues to pretend Thaïs and her son are on her good side.”

“Curious … Ariana must find either Thaïs or Darius useful in some way.” Ivanna rubbed her cheek in thought. “This silent competition for the throne could come in handy for us as well. Darius being Darren’s firstborn is a strong argument in his favor, and I can’t help but wonder if he is in fact a better fit than Raynar.”

“Do you plan to openly support his candidacy for the throne?” Aleda asked.

“No, of course not. Those involved with the Royal Order are guilty of treason by Ariana’s standards. No, I already have more eyes on me than I prefer, it’s best not to give people even more reason to keep watch. But I might be able to covertly use the Order to my advantage. Perhaps this will be a relevant subject to discuss tonight after we read this letter.”

A knock came on Ivanna’s door. “My Lady, it’s Rupert.”

“Come in,” Ivanna called.

Her door opened slightly to reveal her elderly butler. “The Right Honorable, Lord Polaris of Noelle has arrived, my Lady.”

“Prepare the parlor for us, we’ll be there momentarily.”￼
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Ivanna and Aleda stepped into the parlor, where shadows clung to the walls. The baroque engraving continued, winding like gilded ivy along every frame. Candlelight flickered across pewter moldings, casting soft, serpentine reflections along the floor.

As always, Ivanna’s eyes went first to Polaris. He sat before the ornate pewter hearth, the flames casting dramatic shadows across his exhausted face. His crimson tunic caught the light like a blood-red banner, the fabric flawlessly tailored against stark black trousers. The man was always poised, polished, and impossible to overlook.

At his side stood Drake, his letmonian assistant: a living skeleton with the body of a satyr and the head of a raptor. His bones, a gleaming ivory, were wrapped in a violet tunic that mirrored his employer’s tones, while a black turban crowned his skull, centered with a deep amethyst glinting like an unreadable eye.

Relief flickered in Ivanna’s chest as she spotted Rein as well, darkly dressed as always, seated atop a dust-coated book Ivanna had long forgotten on a pewter end table.

Polaris rose as Ivanna entered. His gaze slipped past her composed expression and locked onto the envelope clutched tightly in her hands, white-knuckled, as if it were not limestone paper, but a lifeline.

“Leave us, Rupert,” Ivanna said. “And we are not to be interrupted.”

“Yes, my Lady.” Rupert bowed and left.

“It doesn’t look like the journey to Moss Canyon went so well,” Rein dared to say.

“It went well enough for Nadia,” Ivanna clarified as she stepped farther into the room. She fought to take comfort from the storm-song outside, and the warmth from her roaring fireplace which never seemed to reach the chill lodged in her chest. She continued to address her guests between the intermittent crashes of thunder, each syllable measured and deliberate. “She’s on her way back to Aimonbay in my coach as we speak. She wishes to get matters over with, which I don’t blame her. But if you don’t mind, I would like to set aside the subject of Nadia just for the moment, and turn our attentions to something else.”

She held up the envelope for everyone to see.

“What is that?” Polaris asked.

“Please, everyone sit.”

Ivanna and Polaris sat across from each other in tall wingback chairs while Aleda and Drake sat side by side on the matching purple sofa.

Rein perched on the brass lamp beside Ivanna. While there was some concern for what the Lady was about to disclose, she appeared somewhat preoccupied, glancing almost everywhere but the marchioness.

“When I brought Nadia to Moss Canyon, the miracle worker gifted me this letter in appreciation for my aid. She forbade me from reading it until I was specifically ‘sitting’ here at Bloodrose among company. Forgive me if I appear somewhat on edge; she said the contents of the letter would tell me where I can find information on my mother.”

“You mean your mother who’s been missing for five decades?” Polaris asked.

“Yes,” Ivanna answered.

“Curious she would have such information,” said Drake.

“Well, she does work directly with the best source in all the universe,” Ivanna replied. “I have no doubt I can trust the letter’s contents. Now we do have other matters to discuss today, so without further ado, let’s see what it says.”

“Would you like me to read it, Iva?” Polaris offered.

“I would,” Ivanna answered. “However, I imagine it is written in another language, and I am the only person in the room who knows it.”

With trembling hands, Ivanna tugged on the string which held the envelope together. The envelope fell open with a soft whisper, revealing a sheet of pale limestone paper etched with Thallassian words. Ivanna hesitated. The faint crackle of the fire and the distant patter of rain filled the tense silence. Then, she drew in a steadying breath, and translated the message.

“The answer to this riddle nearly half a century old is written in the early memoirs of one…” Ivanna’s breath caught in her throat. Tears of rage filled her eyes as she struggled to read on. “… is written in the early memoirs of one … Sir Rallian, Marquis of Helvetica … during a visit to Vira.”

“Savages,” Polaris whispered.

Aleda was completely speechless.

Rein’s eyes darted to all corners of the room as she struggled to process the words, though she was hardly able to focus.

Ivanna crumpled the paper in her quivering fists as she forced herself to breathe slowly.

“Iva?” Aleda said softly.

Ivanna hurled the message into the fireplace with a roar emphasized by a flash of lightning and another crash of thunder, but the action did little in the way of relief. She jumped to her feet and launched a marble statuette across the room, shattering it against the wall with a crash felt by all present.

“What the blue blazes does Rallian know of my mother?” Ivanna hollered with hot tears streaming down her face. Polaris and Drake stood slowly in case there was a need to intervene. “For all these years—you heard it yourself, nearly half a century! For almost half a century I’ve been out there searching for answers, and all this time this mermaid-hunting wraith has had it in his Godforsaken memoirs! Literally in his hands! Perhaps at one point even under my nose!”

“Indeed, this is distressing news, Iva,” said Polaris in a soothing tone.

“The entire concept is horrendously appalling!” Ivanna waved her hands through the air. “What could possibly give him even the slightest impression that he has any right to keep this information from me?”

“It’s likely he has no idea, Iva,” Polaris explained in an effort to bring her down to rational conversation.

“And how is that?” Ivanna snapped.

“We don’t even know what exactly he wrote, but do you really think it says, ‘the mother of Lady Ivanna,’ in his diary?”

“The terminology of his scribbles is irrelevant, and I cannot simply stand here idle after learning this. I demand to see that diary!”

Ivanna stormed toward the doorway out of the parlor, but Polaris quickly stepped in her path. “Listen, Iva: don’t you think it wise to develop some plan of action rather than barge through his doors and demand he tell you what he knows about your mermaid mother? It’s possible he’s not even aware he has such information and if you tell him, he may find reason to use it as leverage against you.”

Ivanna tried to counter, but she could come up with no valid argument. Polaris was right; he was often right. Because no retort presented itself to her, she tossed her water basin to the floor in another fit of rage. If only she could put him down with some logical line of reasoning.

“Iva!” Polaris reached to embrace her, but she shrank away.

“No!” she raised her hands to keep Polaris at bay. “No, I wish to be alone for a moment.” She shuffled out the door and rushed toward the exit out to her rear courtyard.
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Polaris’s thoughts churned in a storm of half-formed conclusions and unanswered questions. Moments ago, the gathering had followed a familiar rhythm, but within seconds, chaos shattered the calm allowing little time to think, let alone react. He stepped to chase after Ivanna, but Drake grabbed his arm.

“My Lord, she’s overwhelmed with rage. Perhaps it is wise to give her time to herself per her request.”

“Should I go see if I can find this diary?” Rein asked. “Or see if Makiar knows anything of it?”

“Perhaps we should wait until Ivanna’s managed to clear her mind and learn what she wants to do,” Polaris answered, grasping desperately for a moment to process. He glanced at Aleda who had remained seated on the sofa with her head hung low. “Are you well, Miss Aleda?”

The lady’s maid lifted her dark green eyes to Polaris. “Yes, it’s just … this explains so much…”

“It explains what?” Rein asked.

“Well, I’m the Lady’s jade girl,” Aleda answered. “We’ve been wondering for years why her gold boy never awoke.”

The room was silent with confusion.

“I’m afraid it’s been some time since I’ve reviewed the Zhi-Ren Tradition,” Polaris professed.

“It’s fire elemental culture. Each family has a gold boy and jade girl in case the parents pass early on. When that happens, the children place both pieces on the parents’ graves, light them aflame, and they awaken to take care of the children. It only works when the parents die and over their graves. When Ivanna was orphaned, she took me and her gold boy, placed us over her father’s grave, sent her flame upon us, but only I rose. We thought it was because her mother didn’t have a grave, or perhaps because she’s only a quarter fire elemental. But now … now we know it was because her mother is still alive. The Lady had hope of course, but I never imagined even one of us could rise if only one parent passed.”

“Well her mother’s condition isn’t confirmed yet,” said Polaris. “If it only works over both parents’ graves, the single grave could still be an explanation.”

Aleda shrugged, still in thought. “I suppose…”

Polaris made his way to a window across the room which provided a limited, misty view of the rear courtyard. “Let’s try not to get her hopes up. The letter doesn’t offer any answers at all, only where to find them.”

He spotted Ivanna through the veil of rain, a blur of movement in the storm-swept rose garden. Her gown clung to her in the downpour as she stumbled across the flooded path. Then she dropped with a broken cry at the base of the labradorite fountain, her body folding in on itself as if the weight of her grief had finally won.

Polaris pressed his forehead against the cold windowpane, the chill biting into his skin. He watched her crumble, wishing with a hollow ache that he could give her even a fragment of peace.

“How is she?” Rein asked.

“Not well,” Polaris answered.

“Should we postpone today’s discussion then?” Drake asked.

“No, Ivanna recovers quickly,” Aleda answered. “She wanted to meet when she returned; she will not be pleased to learn that we canceled without consulting her first.”

“Very well.” Polaris tore himself away from the window and exited the parlor.
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Ivanna had wept until her body was hollow, every sob wrung from her like salt from the sea. Now all she craved was sleep, heavy and dreamless. But her limbs refused to move. The thought of dragging herself to her chambers and facing the gazes—pitying, confused, or worse—was more than she could bear. So she knelt there against her fountain, her fingers curled limply on the stone. Her puffy, red-rimmed eyes stared blankly at her drooping rosebushes, their petals heavy with raindrops, glistening like bruised glass. The rain trickled into the water with a steady rhythm, the soothing sound conflicting with her raging soul.

Soon, she detected a faint footfall behind her, though she felt no need to acknowledge it. It stopped. The silence was overwhelming her, and interrupted her peace.

“What is it?” she asked her visitor.

“I just wanted to check on you,” came Polaris’s gentle voice.

“I’m alive.” She detested even his presence at that moment.

“Well that’s a good start.” Polaris sat on the fountain beside Ivanna, obscuring her view of the rosebushes. “Have you deciphered a way to handle your new predicament?”

“No.”

“Might I offer a suggestion?”

“By all means.”

“While Makiar continues to search for the correspondence between Ariana and Rallian, Rein may search through the journals for this information. Eventually she’s bound to find it so long as she reads through all his journals, which she’s been doing anyway. Once she does find it, she’ll report it to us and from there we can discuss our next course of action. Meanwhile, we won’t be distracted from other matters. How does that sound?”

Ivanna listened to Polaris’s words and did manage to find some reassurance in a step-by-step plan. “When do I get to kill Rallian?”

Polaris chuckled lightly. “It may be wise to wait until we obtain all the information we need to finally solve the mystery of your mother.”

Ivanna pushed herself to sit up. “Well it’s something I suppose.”

Polaris brushed a loose strand of damp crimson hair from Ivanna’s lavender eye, but the pouring rain only pushed it back onto her nose. “How about we postpone today’s discussion, and you get some rest?”

“No.” Ivanna brought herself back to her feet and smoothed down her wet skirts, quickly pulling herself together. “If we postpone, we risk not being able to find another convenient time in the near future. I can rest after our gathering.”

“Iva—”

“I said no. We planned for this meeting to happen after I returned, and I’ve returned. Come, we can at least make it quick.”
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Having relieved much of her rage through violence and tears, Ivanna felt she could manage at least a few minutes of rationality. She gathered everyone in a larger, more comfortable drawing room after drying herself and Polaris with her magic. She included her mercenary captain, Vincent, fully suited in his black and brown mercenary garb, as well as the group of four she had titled her, “Rogue Assassins.” For the past few years, these practitioners of Iah-Ra had been living generously on Bloodrose Villa so as not to become accustomed to luxury. They understood they would one day be living off the land again soon enough. However, they had taken full advantage of Ivanna’s offer to perfect their natural skillsets.

Ezra of Shadowbay had learned how to improve her ability to manipulate fire to its full potential. Despite delving deeper into her pyroead blood, she remained a flightless, raven-winged valkyrie, only able to soar and glide. Gideon of Elm, who was part berserker and part lare, had learned to better control his berserkergang and couldn’t be happier about it.

Jedidiah of Oakwood, the one who was part venavore and part leshy, had some ways to go since his lessons were more complicated. He had proven adept at controlling venomous and fire-breathing creatures, but he worked rigorously to control individuals who had ingested toxins and venom. He was mighty dedicated to his lessons.

Elion of Prairiefield, the elf, had already maxed-out his abilities to their fullest. Rather than obtaining any lessons for himself, he had offered to teach Ivanna how to counter elf magic with the fairy magic she had gained from the Cataras Springs long before they had been destroyed. With any luck, this almost weekly lesson would aid Ivanna in her efforts to fight and suppress her utter terror (and perhaps border-line hatred) for elf-kind.

Everyone took a seat except for Vincent, who generally preferred to stand, and Ivanna who felt too restless to sit. She paced a corner of the room near Aleda who sat prepared to take note of every important detail of the discussion. Once everyone had a drink in hand and appeared ready to begin, Ivanna took a deep breath.

“All right, let’s get started, shall we?”

“Before we begin,” Rein spoke, “I would like to get something off my chest … something I believe to be particularly important.”

All eyes were on the tiny fairy, which only increased her apparent discomfort. She cowered from their gazes, scrunching her shoulders to her ears.

“Yes, Rein?” Polaris urged.

“Um … I’m not sure if you’re aware, but back during the Stone War, I had a couple of nightmares. Very intense ones. They were realistic, clear, and vivid.”

“Vivid…” Polaris narrowed his eyes at Rein.

“Yes,” she confirmed. “Many aspects of these nightmares came true. Other aspects … I managed to avoid.”

“You’ve had prophetic dreams?” Polaris asked.

“Yes,” Rein said again. “And I think I had another one last night.” 

 




Chapter Three￼
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“The three ways a Slave may obtain freedom are as follows: Freedom by Imperial Command, Freedom by Owner’s Command, and Freedom through the Annual Slave Arena.”

 

Six years ago, Polaris had encountered his first prophetic dream; something so rare, many sophists and sages considered the topic a myth. Now here was Rein not only claiming to have had them before, but she was experiencing them again. It was impossible not to be intrigued. Across the room, Ivanna slowly eased herself into a chair at Aleda’s table, her posture rigid. She didn’t share his enthusiasm; he could feel it in the tension she radiated. But Polaris couldn’t help himself. He shifted his entire body to face Rein, and leaned forward in his seat.

“You believe you had another prophetic dream last night?” he asked.

“I’m fairly certain,” said Rein. “I haven’t had one for a few centuries, but there is a stark difference between my normal nightmares and these incredibly … intense ones. Nothing about them is normal. I feel the need to share it with everyone, in case I’m correct, and it is prophetic.”

“Please do,” said Polaris. “We’re listening.”

Rein hesitated for a long while, as though she had second thoughts about sharing after all. At length, she took a deep, stabilizing breath, and began.

“I was on Aimonbay Estate, inside Rallian’s grand hall. I was hiding in my normal spot behind a lit sconce, and I was watching everyone attend some sort of celebration. Nadia and three other mermaids were in the tank, I think they were playing a parlor game. Rallian was in his usual spot on his pillows holding some sort of document, I think it was the pamphlet everyone receives for the Annual Slave Arena. Next to him, Skye tried to entertain Prince Ray. Doralyn, the mistress Ariana gifted Rallian, was also there dancing in front of him and his company, but no one paid her any attention. And then Ivanna and Polaris were present looking particularly forlorn, you weren’t even mingling with each other. After I gathered all that was taking place, Rallian suddenly jumped to his feet and shouted, ‘How dare she! She has some nerve signing herself up for the arena!’ And then Doralyn, still dancing, said, ‘That’s fine. Nobody knows where the orb is and Raynar is sovereign!’ To which Rallian replied, seeming disappointed, ‘Yes, Ariana will make a fine queen in Hagoria.’”

“Hagoria?” Ivanna questioned.

“Do you think she plans to attack Hagoria after the People?” Drake asked.

“That seems senseless when she hasn’t even claimed this continent yet,” said Polaris.

“You’re getting all this down, right Allie?” Ivanna asked.

“Yes, ma’am.” Aleda continued to scribble madly on her parchment.

“Please continue, Rein,” said Polaris.

Rein nodded. “Rallian went on to say, ‘I’m not taking any chances, bring me Nadia!’ Then Nadia was taken out of the tank and instead of being forced on her knees in front of Rallian, Alik and Nazar forced her flat on her stomach. Then ... Rallian took a battle-ax from his minotaur guard and used it to cut off Nadia’s fighting arm.”

Everyone’s jaw dropped.

“Oh, savages,” Ivanna muttered.

Polaris viciously raked his fingers through his thick black hair. Suddenly, he found himself hoping this dream wasn’t prophetic after all.

“The very moment he did that, a blinding gold flash just flooded the scene and I found myself flying here to tell you about what Rallian did, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t approach your estate. And that’s when…” Rein glanced around the room and then up at the ceiling. “Are there any emeralds nearby, or Elvish?”

Ivanna knit her eyebrows together. “Emeralds.”

“That’s when Ravan the Great showed up in front of me and stopped me from flying anymore. He told me, ‘Not so fast, success requires a deal.’ I asked him what he wants from me, and he removed a dagger from his belt to play with it and said, ‘Oh not from you, Sweetheart. Only the lovely Lady Ivanna will suffice. She will be in debt to me.’”

Polaris glanced to Ivanna to gauge her reaction. While her expression remained stoic, her chest slowly rose with a deep, calming breath, and she gave no reply to Rein’s words. Evidently, she believed Rein’s dreams to hold at least some significance.

“I don’t know why, but for some reason I asked him, ‘Why not me? I can be in debt to you.’ But he backhanded me and there was another bright flash of gold light. I hit the trunk of a tree and found myself in a forest that was absolutely engulfed in flames. Some ways ahead of me I saw the Rogue Assassins fighting the Imperial Guard. There was one soldier that was larger and faster than the others, and he was the one who struck all of you down. Then the fire around me grew larger so that it flooded the scene in a bright light. Then I found myself on the beach in orange moonlight.” Rein paused to swallow her anxiety and inhale a deep breath. “Nadia and Raynar were together on the beach. Nadia was kneeling before Ray, sobbing something awful. Then, Ray drew his sword, and executed Nadia right there, mercilessly. Like she was a beast. And then with another burst of gold light the nightmare was over.”

Everyone sat in solemn silence for a moment before Ivanna broke it. “Ray kills Nadia? Why?”
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