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PROLOGUE

Jaythan

Ah, damn!

A strike of pain has me fighting a grunt as the staff drives into my side. I let my guard down, and I’m paying for it.

My student leaps back, eyes as wide as an owl’s. “Oh, Master Jay! I—I didn’t mean to—”

Gasps ripple through the other kids around the training mat. They’re gawking and elbowing each other in the ribs. I don’t blame them—it’s usually hard to land a blow against me in training. I encourage all my students to fight as if their lives depend on it, so they go all out. They could use the practice, and I, well, I heal quickly.

Stifling a grimace, I straighten. He could have torn a hole in my robes. I just had this one made after Wade shredded the other one during our last spar.

“Excellent hit,” I praise my top student as the class grows quiet. They’re staring like they know I’m trying to hide the pain. I won’t admit it, but that blow tore something up inside me. Only for a moment, though, the steady fire of light burns inside, stitching me back together. Too bad all wounds don’t heal as easily.

Naddy’s face flashes behind my eyes for the hundredth time today, and my chest aches again. I need to get back to her and apologise again.

“But I—” With the sun setting behind the temple in front of us, the light makes the kid’s face look ashy. “I never get close to hitting you like that. Is—are you alright?” he stammers.

I plant my staff on the ground and clap a hand around his shoulder. “Don’t look so pale. With all this training, it’d look bad if you didn’t learn to strike me now and again.”

The gong sounds, signalling the end of the day’s lessons. It couldn’t have rung sooner. Life eases back into the group as they start mumbling to one another, rising to their feet in their white Gi, some looking grubbier from training than others. After serving one more accolade and dishing a few words of encouragement to my class, I dismiss them.

They bow in unison. “Thank you, Master Jay.”

I force a smile and nod, watching impatiently as they leave the garden and head for the students’ quarters through the hedged archway. My thumb glides over the button on my staff. It slides into its compressed tube-like state before I clench my fist around its smooth black and gold surface. 

I hate myself today.

Naddy’s hazel eyes flood my mind. They were full of tears this morning. I can’t stop replaying how her face fell when I confessed to her. The disappointment was so clear in her stare and how she stiffened when I touched her. She barely looked at me when I told her I’d come back to see her after work. It cut me deeper than I knew I could feel.

She was meant to find out later about Wo’s power to read a person’s intentions through touch, but I wanted to tell her sooner. He insisted that it would be better for all of us if she didn’t know yet. Not until he was absolutely sure she was ready.

Scrubbing a hand over my face, I remember the night Naddy and I sat out on the bridge near her home. It was before I left with Takoda, Wade, and Xavier to enhance our weapons with her guardian spirit’s power. The words were stuck in my throat. Wo’s warning kept them there.


Damnit. The way she looks at me sometimes, like I’m the brightest light in the world—with those pretty eyes and soft lips when she smiles. She makes me breathless even without being here. And all I did was let her down.



She called me her light. My gut twists with fire and despair.


I dash across the grass towards the main temple. The monks are filing in through the entrance, probably heading to the dining hall for supper. I haven’t eaten since breakfast, but I don’t have an appetite—not when I left Naddy with her hands shaking and that look of defeat back at Hadz Bazaar.

I have to remind her that it wasn’t my choice to keep her in the dark. I’ll do anything to rebuild her trust in me, to make her smile again like I mean something to her, and not to have her glare at me like I’m a rotten liar.

I take the steps two at a time, like my life depends on it, and sweep across the brown limestone tiles into the belly of the temple. Through the main corridor and past the kitchen where we kissed. The hair on my arms stands on end, remembering that cool rush that swept over me like magic when my lips finally touched hers—when I pressed her against me, but somehow couldn’t get close enough. The sounds she made, that song of pleasure her body rang with—

I can still hear her breathing my name. The need that filled her eyes as she looked at me before coming undone in my arms has my walk stiffening already.


A bitter smile tugs at my lips. I guess I’m not all bad if I can make her feel that good.


I have no time to talk with the other monks gathered in the hot pools of water. They can tell that something is off. It’s in their strange glances and the questions they ask me. My answers are clipped and straight to the point. I can barely muster my usual smile or look them in the eyes as I ask how they're doing. I make my bath a quick one before leaving for the robing room and shoving myself into clean clothes.

I’m not myself lately. How can I be?

I pull my dark shirt to fit better across my shoulders as I tear down the temple steps, my staff attached to my belt, knocking against my thigh. Maya’s standing on the grass at the bottom of the stairs, arms crossed, watching me.

Great, just what I need: a delay.

“Hi.”


“What’s going on with you, Jay—?” she replies as I gust past her. “Excuse you!”


“Sorry, Maya, I got to go.”

A wide river appears in front of me. I seize up, my foot on the bank’s edge. It takes me a second to realise what’s happening. But before I can dismiss Maya’s illusion and carry on, she grabs my arm and whirls me around.


“I know there’s been a lot happening lately, but what’s going on with you today?” She frowns. The lantern lights standing along the path make her curls look amber. “Heard the kids saying you were out of it in class today, too.” She lowers her voice, and the illusion vanishes. “You do know Takoda’s alive, don’t you? Why so mopey?”


She has no idea. And why would she? I wasn’t supposed to tell Naddy that Wo used his power on her time and again to learn her nature and guide our plan against the Daezh. Naddy shouldn’t know that Takoda’s still alive after Maya helped fake his funeral; she’s still supposed to be grieving his loss.

“It’s about Naddy, isn’t it?” she asks.

I take back my arm and frown. “Yeah, I saw her this morning. She’s still torn up about Takoda, so I—”

There’s a blur and a gust of wind. I squint against the dust at Wade’s arrival. His classes ended early today, so he’s already traded his blue temple robes for a casual brown shirt and trousers.

“This is where you are,” Wade murmurs from behind Maya, his arms wrapping around her waist. He kisses her on the cheek before his eyes land on me. “You’re not staying to eat?”

We usually have supper together after classes with the other teachers and monks. It’s Takasnight, and the cooks are serving one of our favourite dishes. But my feet are itching to leave. Every second that draws on makes me more anxious to be by Naddy’s side. Watching Maya turn her head to peck Wade back makes me crave her even more. Her soft body fits so right in my arms; it makes me want to protect her—makes me hate the ache when we pull away. I can’t seem to hold her for long enough.

“How’s he doing? Takoda?” Maya asks me, her brow furrowing deeper.

“Not good.” I cringe.

Back at their family home, Wo had to force Takoda to lie down and rest. He’d gotten so worked up, trying to talk to us about Naddy again, about the things he saw when he touched her mother. It’s still so unreal, picturing Takoda’s eyes so wide with fear like they were. I’ve known the man for almost a decade, and nothing ever phases him. Something like pity, anger, and sorrow slammed into me, hearing him struggling to string a sentence together. He still can’t tell us what he saw in Cordelia’s head but won’t stop saying that Naddy’s a Daezh. “Whatever spell he’s under is strong. I might not be able to heal him from this one. I can give you all the details tomorrow,” I reply. “Better yet, Wade, you were there. You can do that for me.”

“Where are you going?” he asks as I start past them.

“I think he’s going to see Naddy.”

Wade zips beside me. “Oh, I haven’t seen her since we came back. I’ll come with.”


Maya whines, “Can’t we go after we eat? I haven’t cleaned up yet, and I’m starving.”


I sigh and glance at her, about to let her down gently, but she isn’t done.

“I wouldn’t mind staying behind if Takoda was here, even if he eats half of the dumplings before anyone can get a chance. But he’s not, so…”

Wade and I exchange sober looks. It’s going to be hard settling into this new normal—not having Wo or Takoda around. Wo said he’d visit to check on the tavern as soon as Takoda’s stable, but we don’t know when that will be. Having faked Takoda’s death, it’s not like he can make an appearance now. It’s still sinking in that our lives have been so drastically altered because of one woman.


“Alright, tell you what,” Wade says, shifting his dark eyes to me. “I’ll go on ahead and see Naddy while you crawl along.” He turns his attention to Maya. “You go get cleaned up, and I’ll be back in time to eat. How’s that?”


Maya grins. “Sounds good to me. It’ll give Jay and Naddy more time together. Gods know they could use it.”

“Right? Look at him. He’s a walking tombstone,” Wade utters.

Normally, I’d have something to say to that, but my heart’s heavy, my head’s swimming with thoughts, and I’m already walking.

As expected, the shop’s closed.

I round the corner of the house, head for the back, and spot the vegetable garden. It was fun sneaking up on her while she talked to her carrots like they were her kids or something. Naddy looked so happy when I gave her that charm; I felt like I should’ve given her something more. But she likes it; she’s worn it every day since. She’s so proud to wear a piece of me; I don’t want to lose that.

I raise my knuckles, ready to rap on the door. There’s thunder in my chest and sweat on my brow, and more of it prickles my palms. I pause against an intrusive thought of Naddy shoving me or barking at me about what a horrible liar I’ve been. Maybe she’ll change her mind and decide I’m not worth forgiving. Not worth her trust. I might go mad if I can’t hold her again or kiss her. If she won’t smile at me again… That might destroy me.

I shake my head and knock on the door. Firm and loud. It flings open, and my heart stutters, but only for a second.

It isn’t Naddy.

Her aunt, Hadie, dressed in blue, stares up at me instead. Her sling’s gone, but her face is pale, her hand trembling on the doorknob. My stomach sinks with dread. I know it’s bad news before she even opens her mouth.

“Ah, good evening. Is—?” She leans to the right, her eyes darting around me. Her face darkens. “Is Naddy not with you?”

I cut her a strange look, brows furrowing. “No. Isn’t she inside?”

The air leaves her lungs in a woosh as she stumbles back, cursing under her breath. She holds the side of her face, shaking her head. “No, she’s not here. We can’t find her.”

My heart pounds harder, making my head light. “What do you mean?” My voice sounds tight with panic. I try to calm down. “I saw her this morning—”

“I know, I know. She was supposed to be minding the shop. But when we came back around two, she wasn’t in. We thought maybe she'd stepped out to run an errand and got delayed, but it’s been hours and—” Hadie cuts off to beg the Gods for mercy. “Cordy’s gone out looking for her. I’d hoped at least that she’d be with you.”

This is my fault.


I shouldn’t have left her the way I did after dumping all of that information on her. Was it too much to handle? Maybe she took a walk to shake the load off? But since two o’clock? I swallow hard.


“Don’t worry, she’s probably at Rheeta’s or something,” I offer. “I’ll go look for her—”

“Wade already did. He was here before you. Now he’s off looking elsewhere, but she wasn’t with Rheeta or her other friends. I thought maybe you’d bump into her on the way here and bring her back home, but…”

She’s wound tight more than I’ve ever seen her. Those dark bags under her eyes seem heavier every time and her frame more slender. Can’t remember a day Hadie didn’t look drained, like her life force is slipping away. 

I reach for her shoulder, wanting to calm her and maybe find out exactly what’s eating her. A small wave of my power usually does the trick. She needs it; the woman looks like she’s about to keel over. She edges back away from me, almost flinching like I was about to hit her, so I let up for now.


“Would it be alright if I came in and waited with you? She could be on her way back.” I hope you’re on your way back, Naddy.


She nods slowly, a wary look in her dark eyes. “I suppose so. I could use the distraction.” She steps aside and lets me in. “I’ve been driving myself up the walls waiting on my own.”

Hadie offers me some jollof rice and stew in the dining room. Together, we eat a silent and painfully delicious meal, nothing like the day I joined her family for apple pie minutes before Tormod showed up with the national guard and arrested us.


An hour goes by, and then two. Where are you, Naddy?


We’ve run out of small talk. I’m usually good at talking people through tough times and at using conversation to make uncomfortable situations bearable, but this time, I can’t mask my concern. My teeth are clenched, hands wringing in my lap as I sit stiffly on one of the settees. My ears are perked for the sound of a doorknob turning, of Naddy’s voice outside, explaining her absence to her mother as they come back. But it’s been four hours, according to the clock standing in the corner, and nothing.

I’m starting to get restless, sitting here instead of being out there looking for her. Maybe this was a mistake, and I’ve wasted precious time by being here.

A dull twitter grabs my attention. I turn in my seat to find Lumie, Naddy’s glowing orb familiar, floating through the doorway into the sitting room. I catch my breath eyeing the staircase, waiting for Naddy to come down, too; she’s rarely without her familiar. But when Lumie hovers over to Hadie alone, my heart clenches. The woman’s sitting on the edge of her seat like she might fly out of it the second the other two return. I’d comfort her if I wasn’t drawing on the last of my reserves to keep it together.

Lumie whines in a sorry tone, asking after Naddy. When Hadie comes up short, she floats over to me and asks the same thing. Before I can answer, the kitchen door bangs open. I find my feet faster than a soldier standing to attention and stride out of the room.

After nearly crashing into Naddy’s mother in the corridor, my gut sinks to find her returning alone.

A few more hours go by after Cordelia finishes all her energy pacing, cursing and arguing with her sister. I bite my tongue, barely resisting lashing out at her for the things I’ve come to know. Hadie falls asleep with Lumie in her lap on the settee, tired from worry and from her sister. I’d make my bed at the house, anticipating Naddy’s return, but the cold way her mother’s eyes creep over me shows me to the door. Besides, I can’t stand being around her, knowing that my friend had to die to survive her.

***

I can’t sleep.


The sun’s up and light bleeds into my bedroom from behind the curtains. All I’ve done is toss in my bed until the covers ended up on the floor, trying to figure out where Naddy could be. Why would you leave like this? Are you safe, Naddy? Why do I feel like I’ve failed you?


I clean up, pull my hair back, haul on my temple robes, and check for her at Hadz on my way to work.

She isn’t there.

***

“You know what I’m starting to think?” Wade raises his arm and hails an approaching coach on the side of the road just shy of the temple entrance. “The Sovereign probably took her. Where to, is anyone’s guess, but it kind of makes sense, right?”

“Who? That silver-haired bastard?” I adjust the strap of my knapsack on my shoulder. The sun burns so hot overhead it feels like it’s going to cook my brain. That or my anger is going to be the one to do it. “I’m going to tear him a new asshole if he did.”

Wade turns to me and mirrors my scowl. “Leave some for the rest of us.”

I grunt. “Why do you think that, anyway? Is it because of that mark?”

He nods, lowering his arm as the coach gets closer. “Naddy couldn’t give us all the details about the deal, but I’d bet everything I have he’s hiding her somewhere.”


I curse and frown at the two dark horses approaching. I won’t admit it, but it’s eating me inside, knowing she probably made that deal to get me out of jail. Damn. I’m the one who’s supposed to protect her. Not the other way around.


“Do you think he’s hiding her in Vermana?” Wade asks.

“If he is, we’re definitely breaking down that door at Norfglen and getting through that damn Gate.”

His face pulls tight, and his eyes darken. “They think they can just do and have anyone they want.”

I know without him saying it that he’s thinking about his mother and how she was sold off to the Daezh all those years ago. Something twists in my gut, and my chest starts burning. “I need to get her back. If he’s really taken her to Vermana, I can’t rest until I bring her home.”

The driver pulls the coach to a stop in front of us and peers down. “Where are you headed, gentlemen?”

“Cardinal Square,” Wade answers.

He nods. “Five sprigs, and we’ll get you there.”

I reach into my pocket before he can finish and pull out some loose change. “Why Cardinal?” I ask Wade. “I thought we were going to Peregrine to check things out.”

Wo left his wife in charge of the tavern while he’s been gone, but since Mitena still has her hands full with the baby, he asked us to pop in when we can and check how things are running. I love that place—I wouldn’t want it to fall apart while he and Takoda are away. 

“The Sovereign’s supposed to show up today,” Wade says and arches a meaningful brow at me.

“Is that right?” Every time he mentions that demon, something stabs in my chest, this time so hard I could grind the coins in my hand to dust. But I don’t, I hand them over to the coachman instead. “We should hurry then.”

I’d fly to that demon and wring his neck in a heartbeat if he wasn’t standing at the pulpit in the middle of the amphitheatre, giving a speech.

“Easy now,” Wade mutters to me.

I’m halfway out of my seat near the top tiers of the benched audience, itching to throttle the arrogant bastard. He’s dressed in black and red like a noble, though he’s anything but. He might tower over most people, but that doesn’t scare me. I still remember that fight on the riverbank and the violent way he handled Allistol.

“Why would you bring me here if you didn’t want me to destroy him?”

Wade sighs. “I thought maybe we’d get a clue about Naddy. Not that he’d come right out and admit anything but… you know.”

“Yeah, I know.” Our leads are dry, so we’re desperate.

I want to fight him again. If he really is keeping Naddy somewhere, I won’t spare him. I won’t lose another person I care about to the Daezh. Not when we were just finding our way around each other and getting closer. I can’t let him cheat us out of that.

The Sovereign turns, and for a moment, beacons of light wash over our section of the audience. It might just be in my head, but it’s like he’s looking right at me.

“Rest assured, my dear Allovians, the walls have been reinforced tenfold. It would be impossible for trolls to breach it now. Your peace and security are my utmost priority. You can sleep soundly tonight, knowing that you and your loved ones are safe in my care, now and forever more,” the Daezh continues. His fangs are sharp when he grins. It’s like a punch to the gut, watching him act so casual without knowing what he’s done with Naddy.

The crowd cheers, “By Vermana, it is so!”

What did you do with her, demon?

The Daezh offers a few more words, but I hardly hear him as I wrench my hands together.

“I could strike him down right now,” I growl under my breath, eyeing the clouds in the afternoon sky, imagining a bolt lancing right through Kellan Olzred’s dark heart.

“Don’t. I can’t handle another funeral,” Wade whispers.

“I’m barely hanging on right now.”

“I know—”

“Where the fuck is she?”

It’s getting harder to keep my voice down. A few of our neighbours turn in their seats to glare at us.

“You’re not the only one who’s worried about her, alright? You have to calm down. Clear head, clear win.”

My sigh turns into a growl.

Wade frowns and punches me in the arm. “You look like you’re about to lose it. Come on, let’s get out of here.”

Our shoes hit the dirt outside of the amphitheatre, and I snarl. “We need to corner him, beat him, and get that fucking key—”

“And have the national guard and the whole of Vermana chasing after us?” Wade retorts before resting a hand on my shoulder. “Stop thinking with your heart, brother. Let’s think with our heads, look for Naddy one last time, and if we still can’t find her, we make a proper plan.”

I kick the dirt at my feet, my pride sinking into my gut. “Yeah, you’re right.” My hands are shaking. I hide them in my pockets and sigh. “Clear head, clear win.”


If Naddy’s really in Vermana, would she fight to get back… back to me? Is being apart eating her alive the way it’s killing me? I clench my teeth with a wince, my jaw aching from grinding them at night. Of course, she wants to come back. What am I thinking?


“Jay, you there?”

“Yeah,” I reply faintly. “Let’s get looking.”

For good measure, we search Cardinal Square for any trace of her. I borrow a pelter from Wo’s stables, while Wade speeds on ahead, and visit spots Naddy might have been—Raura, Port Love, even Allistol’s house, asking anyone who might have seen her, but my heart has nowhere to settle. I can’t grasp this reality.

I won’t accept that she’s gone.

Days bleed into weeks, and weeks weep into a month. The trail grows cold, but I can’t give up.
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CHAPTER 1

CELL

Nadhya

The screaming outside the walls of my cell starts up again as the cold tiles beneath me chill my skin. My mind’s starting to numb to the sound, and my soul shudders a little less now. The spur of resolve that burned through me moments ago ebbs away. Several rounds of searching this cell for a way to escape and coming up short would do that to anyone.

This room is a lush prison without any cracks or imperfections. It’s flawless marble with an impossibly high ceiling. The only ways out are the locked door at my back and the square window in front of me.


Discouraged and dismayed, my thoughts are frozen in time. I keep reliving the futility of my fight against Malik at Raura, when he stole colour from the world. The guile of that fake letter from Kellan, which he used to draw me out. I was so gullible. The sinister glint of his fangs when he taunted me as if I were insignificant. Cocky bastard!


The terror that swept my body when his weightless shadows paralysed me. He became a shadow himself, too, shifting form and absorbing my attacks with his dark magic. I know I wasn’t fast enough, but I keep telling myself that, given enough time and mana, I would have had him. Well, maybe if it was a fair fight and that damn warlock hadn’t shown up.

I can still feel Tormod’s rough hands in my braids, still smell the stench of my vomit. The foul warmth of it against my cheek, the humiliation that tore through my spirit—I rake my fingers down the side of my face to keep from screaming.

I have to be dreaming. I can’t be in Vermana.

Past the golden grilles in the window, the red sky smirks back at me as if to say, ‘No, you’re wide awake. Now, face your demise.’

Gazing out, I discern that I’m high up. I know that much from the purple waves crashing far below. No shore in sight, just a stretch of water, which hasn’t called to me as it usually would. Rolling purple mountains and colossal trees make up the horizon of a strange, dream-like world.

A denizen of the crimson and violet expanse glides across the angry sky: a dragon. Its cry blends a lion’s roar with an eagle’s call, carrying on the wind. The second sound of Vermana—after the screaming in the walls—to greet my ears.

The third sound, a small grating one, stirs from behind me. I throw a look over my shoulder, across the white marbled floor, over the abundant food cart, and lock gazes with a pair of glaring red eyes. Through the peephole on the gilded dragon door, someone is watching me as my stomach twists.

My captor, perhaps?

No. Tormod’s eyes had been auburn but not nearly as smouldering as this. The watcher emits a muffled chuckle, no doubt satisfied with my containment inside this opulent treasure box. As if the delicious food, sumptuous bed, and regal decor are supposed to make me overlook the fact that I can’t get out.

I thrust my hand forward and utter a spell to slam the peephole’s door shut, but nothing happens.

A frustrated second and third try reaps nothing still.

My eyes fly to my naked fingers, and a raw scrape of grief and panic claws at my soul. No rings, no crystals—no power, not even from within myself. I’ve been stripped bare, my mana blocked. 

Alarm rushes through me, and I bolt to my bare feet.

“This isn’t a fucking show!” I fly towards the door.

I jab at the eyes to poke them out, but my watcher is quicker than I am. The window slides shut, and no sound stirs thereafter, except for my stomach’s plea and the debilitating ache that follows.

I’m hungry. No wonder my magic isn’t working.

My eyes take in the banquet on the food cart in the middle of the room.

Wind gusts through the open window, slamming me with the aroma of cooked meat, baked bread, and fresh fruit. Bowing to my need, I tear into the chicken thighs first, and a delicious burst of flavour gratifies my taste buds. The meat is lukewarm but still so soft, moist, and satisfying. Its juices run down my fingers as my teeth dig into it with vigour. The bone makes a wet thud as it drops onto the pile of thighs below. I grab another and tear into it like a voracious beast, sparing little time to chew before I swallow. The meat slides down into my stomach, but the ache for more remains.

I wolf down portion after portion of lamb, beef, something that looks like duck, and mix it with potatoes, greens, and handfuls of bread. Every bite is sensational, the taste only growing more scrumptious. I stop when a new type of pain throbs in my belly—the satiated kind.

Bloated, my chest heaves as I glance over the carnage before me. Parts of the gold tray that were not visible before catch the light in between scattered bones, apple cores, and grains of rice. Shocked, I come to my senses, frowning at the splodges of oil and meat juice staining my cream nightgown.


I’ve never eaten like that before. I wipe my hands on the cloth draping over the edge of the cart.


Reaching for the golden pitcher with a trembling hand, I pour a purple liquid into an empty cup and gulp what tastes like water. It goes down so smoothly I could weep. I place the empty goblet back onto the tray with a clang and take in my surroundings again through teary eyes.

The bed is adorned in ivory linens with silk drapes wrapped around the posts, and a white ottoman sits at the foot of it. Along the walls, the mysterious tapestry of dancing figures and dragons still unnerves me. The vase of Dracon Tress occupying the end table stains the air with sulphur.

Above my head hangs a chandelier with elaborate curling stems that end in dragon claws. My feet are sunk into an incredibly soft cherry-red rug, and across the polished floor to my right stands a mirror.

I pad over to it, wiping my cheeks with the back of my hands, blinking my blurry vision into focus. I barely recognise the wide and terrified hazel eyes staring back at me. The crease on my brow and the tremble in my lips are disturbing reflections of my mounting anxiety. How messy my dark braids have become, overlapping each other around my shoulders. My brown skin contrasts with the pale silk gown I don’t remember putting on.


Had I unwillingly satisfied the curiosity of whoever dressed and washed me? Was it Tormod or Malik? A tremor of anger and repulsion rattles me at the thought of either of their hands touching my unconscious body.


I wrench my braids into my fists and scream.


An iota of relief comes from it—the only thing, aside from the food, that has felt close to good. So, I do it again and again, suddenly understanding the muffled screams I heard before. It’s the only thing I have control over inside of this cell. The only way to express the accumulation of trauma and chaos from the days leading up to this moment. On the other side of my walls, maybe someone hears their anguish answered back.



Since I set foot in Allov and decided to challenge the Daezh instead of keeping away from them like Mother warned me to, my life has been spiralling out of control. And I have no one to blame but myself—


“Aye! What’s going on in there?”

I almost didn’t hear him over my third scream.


Falling silent, my eyes dart to the door, and a familiar set of red eyes probes the room. All that noise has freed up space for more proactive thoughts geared to my escape.


The only way back to Geeros, no doubt, will be through a Vesper. I recall the name Kellan gave to those crystal gates bridging our world to Vermana—one of the few terrible truths he disclosed to me in that grassy clearing.


I have to find one, hopefully inside of this tower.


I tread back towards the door, eyeing it and thinking of a way to get it open. My gaze lands on the food cart. Someone has to come and collect it at some point. Maybe this thing with red eyes behind the door will.


If I have to fight him on the way out, I’ve got to check on my magic first. Maybe now that I've eaten, it’s restored. I haven’t felt a single thrum of my mana since awakening, and nothing from the sea either.


I cast a propulsion spell under my breath, aimed at the cart. But no mana stirs within me or around me.

My heart crashes.


That settles it—something is dampening my magic, and it’s not for lack of food. After a meal like that, I should be teeming with energy to power my magic.



A study of the chicken bones conjures another idea. Someone had the foresight not to include any knives with my cutlery. All I have is a spoon, but it’ll do.


“You deaf? Answer me!” the being at the door growls.

I just need him to open the door. If I have to attack him with my bare hands, so be it. Whatever lies beyond is a mystery, but by the Gods, I’ll figure it out. I’ll improvise, and then I’ll go home.

“I need more food,” I announce, stopping in front of the door.

The eyes above my head—framed with skin the colour of lead— wash over the food scraps behind me.

He scoffs.

Metal grinds shut. “You’ve got plenty. Eat up.”

So, I get to putting away as much as I can. But not long after I start, my bowels churn with enough upheaval to send me sprinting to the washroom.

After cleaning my hands under a stream of purple water in the ivory wash basin, a ravenous sensation sweeps through me. It goads me to shovel the desserts into my mouth. I inhale cake and biscuits with the same ferocity I showed during my first meal, as if, after my relief, my stomach has become a vacuous space. Something that, if not filled now, would spell the end of me. My feet won’t keep still, and my jaws can’t chew fast enough. Standing and eating is something Mother would verbally lash me for.

Mother.

A hard lump in my throat contests the cake trying to slide down, as I remember my cold, persnickety mother. How I miss the feeling of her shrewd eyes on me; icy as they may have been, they were familiar. In contrast, Auntie’s soft hazel gaze was always warm and welcoming. My ailing, honey-sweet Auntie Hadie. She’s probably been sick with worry since I abandoned the merchant’s desk. They hid that Grandma Ami created the Vespers, but I can forgive them if it means I get to return home. When Joachim finds out his cousin is missing, he might assume the worst. Lumie, my precious familiar, will shrill non-stop about my absence. And Jaythan… Oh, Jaythan…

I have to get out of here…

I wake up to the sight of the elaborate canopy underside. Startled, I jolt upright and scan my surroundings, particularly the fresh buffet of untouched food on the golden trays.


But wasn’t I eating just now? Confusion furrows my brow, and fear sends my heart into my throat. I’m sure I was!



Scrambling off the bed, I fly to inspect the food. Someone must have brought in another serving while I slept, but I don’t remember laying down to sleep.


What’s going on here?

One more washroom break later, and without any answers for the gap in memory, I stand before my meal, stomach rumbling for more. I’m beyond bewildered at this point. What a monstrous appetite. I have never known my body to demand so much food. My eyes land on the roasted chicken surrounded by various vegetables, and I remember my plan.

After eating my way to the bones, I seize a drumstick and bite down until it yields a satisfying splinter. Spitting the broken pieces out, I study the jagged edges now exposed. I grab the single spoon from the tray and begin chiselling the edges.

This will do.

I hide the makeshift dagger under one of my pillows for later. All that’s left is pretending to be asleep so that the guard can come in with another food cart. I’ll strike as soon as his back is turned. I only hope that he is as slow as he looks.

If I had my magic, I would have frozen the door and used a shattering spell to blow it to bits, with that damn guard in tow. Or I’d conjure an icy staircase from the ocean below, saw through the window bars, leap out, and scurry down. At best, I’d summon Viamat, climb onto her back, and let her fly me away.

Whatever is dampening my magic in here is strong. It could be the work of wards, crafted by a powerful spellcaster or magic imbued into an object within the room. 


I glance sullenly at the food cart, my stomach rumbling, demanding more. For all I know, the magic could be in the food I’ve been eating. I sigh and drag my feet over to it. Was that what made me forget going to sleep? Was it the food? I run nervous fingers up and down my arms, an attempt to comfort myself as I stare hard at the meal. I’m afraid to eat anymore, but I don’t want to die in this room. So, I yield to my hunger.


After my meal and another washroom visit, in which I tried but failed to bend the streaming water from the tap to my will, I pass by the window. The rolling, purple waves below and the occasional dragon in the air are the only things to distract me. I stretch my arm through the gold grilles and the crimson sun beats down on my skin. It’s warm, like Allov’s sun on the heels of dusk.

Dragging myself over to the bed, I wonder what colours the sunset in Vermana will paint the sky, then muse over what time it could be now. My head lightens as I settle onto the bed to fake my slumber. The hardest part is trying not to drift off as I lay here, my mind on the sharp bone beneath my pillow and my ears trained towards the door.

The sound of several metal bolts sliding open tenses my muscles. The door groans on its hinges. I lay as still as marble while wheels grind across the floor, and footsteps follow. My heart pounds so hard that my stifled breathing becomes ragged.

As soon as I hear the jailer start for the door again, I grab the makeshift dagger from under my pillow and slide off the bed soundlessly. I dart across the floor but freeze when I spot the guard watching me from the door frame and a female pushing the cart towards him.


Shit, I thought he’d be the one replacing the meals. I didn’t account for two of these monsters working together.


The female is much taller than me and dressed in a maid’s uniform with dark shoes. From the back, her features appear human—

“Ah, you’re awake,” the jailer grunts, dressed in knee-high leather boots and a familiar dark military uniform. Evidently, the same seamstress who fashioned the Allovian National Guard’s uniforms extended their talents elsewhere.

The female whirls around to face me as I make a casual approach.

“Yes, I am, and I want answers.”

She has the same glowing red eyes as the male. Her skin is green, like the Prosalite I gifted Joachim, but without glittering specks or shine. Her curly hair texture resembles mine, except shorter and tied up in a bun at the top of her head.

“Ma’am,” she mutters, pausing as though about to curtsy.

I make a brief study of her face, clenching the sharpened bone behind my back in a vice grip, ready to strike. She sweeps me with a wan look as though she knows what I’m about to do.

“What am I doing here? Where’s Malik? Where’s Tormod?” I demand, coming to rest closer to her.

The guard jabs a finger in her direction and barks, “What are you waiting for? Get a move on!”

She jumps and quickly smooths out her brown frock and white apron before pushing the cart again.

I cast a wary eye at the jailer filling the doorway. He’s nearly three heads taller than me, with two horns protruding from either side of his forehead like a bull. With nostrils as wide as spoon heads and a jaw so prominent, it’s surprising he doesn’t have any hooves to complete the look.

He sneers at me and snorts, just like a beast. “What’re you looking at?”

I clench my jaw, doubt creeping in. The mass of his brawn has my resolve waning. There’s also a scabbard by his side with a nasty hilt jutting out of it.

Through the space between his neck and shoulder, I glimpse more ivory walls behind him and long corridors. Each is lined with many dragon doors like mine and their own sentries. My prospects are looking bleak. If I was half as fast as Wade, I’d outrun them.

Even so, I’ve got to try. What else do I have to lose?

“This is Vermana, isn’t it? What am I doing here?” I ask.

He glares at me unblinkingly before flaring his nostrils in response.

“I know you understand me, so don’t act like you don’t!”

The creature raises a large, calloused hand to cover his nose and yields nothing.

The maid approaches the door and a surge of fire sweeps through me. I dash forward and dip to the left just as she turns to spot me. Thrusting my bone dagger, I aim to stab her in the side before puncturing her in the neck.

Then I’ll trip her and take on the big one while she falls to the floor.

It all plays out well in my head, but in reality, my movements are alarmingly sluggish, and my feet suddenly weigh down. In horror, I watch my arm creep forward at a snail’s pace. A cry of confusion bubbles up inside me as the maid completes her turn and quickly grabs my wrist. I fight to keep my fist closed around the bone and reclaim my hand, but she twists my arm in a manoeuvre that sends pain lancing through me.

My grip yields, and she seizes my weapon before releasing me. Clutching my arm, I grimace and curse at her, waiting for the pain to subside. In my confoundment, I realise that more magic is at play here.


Her magic, perhaps?



The jailer chuckles, and my eyes fly to him, hand resting on his hilt. “Well, that wasn’t the most pathetic attempt I’ve seen.”


Dammit! I missed my chance! What am I going to do now?

Sweat prickles my brow as my gaze darts between the maid and the guard, wondering what my chances would be if I just ran for the door.

“Don’t even think about it,” the guard mutters.

My weapon is discarded into the tray before the maid turns her wide eyes to me. “Ma’am, it shall be well if you comply.”

“Why the hell would I do that? I don’t even know what’s going on! Tell me why I’m here, dammit!” There’s a desperation in my voice that’s almost foreign to me. My teeth grit as I growl, “Where. Is. Malik!”

Her forest-green lips part, ready to speak, but she stops when her gaze shifts to the jailer by the door. I follow her attention in time to see him shaking his head with a severe look. He jabs a thumb over his shoulder, urging her to leave, then steps into the room to give her some space.

The maid’s shoulders slump, her brow creasing. “I beg your forgiveness, ma’am,” she offers in a meagre tone that doesn’t suit her solid stature. There are defined muscles in her arms and sinews in her green calves that a maid wouldn’t usually have. “If it were up to me at all, I would not—”

“That’s enough of that,” the jailer steps towards her. “What the fuck’s gotten into you? We don’t beg humans for anything, Prissolla. Now, get out! I’m tired of telling you!”

Wheels roll with a smooth grinding noise.

I gaze towards the door just as the maid clears the frame. The guard stands like a tower beside it, with just enough space for me to slip around. A charge of desperation vaults me forward. Ignoring the pain in my arm, I make a dash towards the opening, only to collide with some unseen force, knocking the air out of my chest.

I stumble back and suck in a breath. A menacing, black wing materialises in front of me. Familiar veins of crimson work through the cartilage and skein the flesh. Scales like that of a dragon crest the peaks around each finger.

“You stupid bitch,” the jailer snarls, his other wing appearing, too, as my mind reels.


“Are you a—a Daezh?” I stammer, struggling to reconcile my memory of what the Daezh look like with the beast before me. His eyes are not the same portals of light as the Sovereign’s, though the wings are vastly similar. Without magic, I can’t read his aura—I’d recognise their type anywhere.


“Do you think you’re the only one who’s tried to escape?” the guard snaps. “This isn’t the place for ambition.”

He beats his wings once, knocking me back with a gust of wind before folding them in and briskly gaining the door. How I wish to impale him with my ice spear or sever his head clean off with my mana-infused blade.

Mingled anger and strife storm through me. I scramble for freedom again, only to have the dragon door slammed shut on me with a loud bang.

Metal bolts slide into place with a grinding sound and a long howl rips from my throat. It seeps with almost enough anguish to be the last sound my vocal cords ever yield.

***

Such becomes the routine. My ravenous beast of a stomach commands me to eat and drink until full. The two planets in the sky and the gliding dragons remind me to think of new ways to escape before I find myself sitting in the washroom.

As delicious as the meals are, eating becomes more about survival than enjoyment. Not only am I a prisoner in this cell, but I am a prisoner to my own body. The anguished wailing of my neighbours remains haunting and packed with torment, though it’s less jarring to the ear. They change noticeably from a man’s howls to a woman’s. Whenever I shout back at them, trying to communicate, to gain some understanding about their situation, they just scream more.

However, the cries don’t bother me nearly as much as the fainting spells do. I’ve never been prone to them, and they terrify me—always following each meal and coming just before a trip to the washroom. I line the floor around the food cart with pillows, so I won’t crack my head on the cold marble.

Each time I rise, feeling weaker than before, I’m either sprawled across the floor pillows, the bed or stretched out on the ottoman. There’s a new change of clothes every time, too, with the ones I discarded always missing.

Trembling at the foot of my bed, I draw my knees to my chest, dreading the moment blackness takes me over. Trying to set my mind to anticipate its approach for the hundredth time.

It never works.


Who’s moving my body when I’m not awake? I chew what’s left of my jagged nails. My fingertips throb, raw and exposed. Is that guard touching me when I sleep or while he changes my clothes? Or is it that maid? Gods, at least let it be her.


My chest burns as my thoughts spiral.

I hate not being in control.

I hate being at the mercy of that thing, and I hate not knowing what’s happening!


It’s getting harder to breathe. Mother’s blue room may have been darker and more hostile than this, but I’d rather be there than here in Vermana. At least, after enduring the solitude, I would be with my family again. I have to get home.



I need my magic, and I hate that I need it to get out of a mess like this, but I do. Grinding my teeth together, I’m painfully aware of just how much my survival relies on my magic.


I’m nothing without it.

Something I have found equally terrifying is the Vermanic sun. Not once has it moved from its position. Not even after creating a makeshift sundial—using grapes to mark the hours and a goblet as a gnomon—did it budge. Without a clock, I cannot determine the length of my capture. It feels like a long time, but what is a long time? It’s as disorienting as my experience in Maya’s illusory grove, where seconds felt like hours or even days.


I wince as my head pounds. It’s been doing that since my last meal, perhaps the food is making me sicker. Maybe time passes extremely slowly here, and that’s why the sun doesn’t look like it’s moving. If that’s the case… how long have I been missing from Allov?



Fear spikes and triggers my heart to race. I try to quell both by pacing fervently, reassuring myself in desperate whispers that everything will be alright—that it couldn’t have been more than a day since I’ve been gone.



I hold my shaking hands before me while my breaths come in quick, and my chest tightens. If I don’t get it together, I’ll die from my own anxiety, and then I’ll never go home.


Locks grate open, and I cease my pacing. The juggernaut jailer comes into view as he pushes the door open, ushering in the maid and her food cart. The menu appears to be the same, and I’ve lost count of how many meals I’ve gorged on.

I ask her the same questions as before, begging for details about my captivity, begging to be let out, but she won’t respond the way I need her to. She never does. All she ever gives me is an apology, her face awash with enough contrition to tell me that she knows keeping me here is wrong.

She hunches slightly as she wheels the empty cart through the door, and my jailer locks me in again. Incensed by my plight, I start towards the vase of Dracon Tress, intending to hurl it at the door and smash it to pieces, but hunger slams into me, and my stomach roars.

After barely making it halfway through my meal, the washroom calls. This time, a dull ache in my womb and a trickle of blood down my leg elicits a string of curses. But with it comes a startling realisation.

I’ve been here for days.

Staring numbly at the washroom tiles, I struggle to accept this truth. Everything inside me wants to deny that any of this is happening. I clean myself up and pound on the dragon door, demanding that the guard give me something suitable to deal with the blood.

Reinstating my position on the seat again in the washroom, I hear the heavy door unlock and footsteps enter my cell.

“Ma’am?” the maid calls out.

“There’s only one place I’d be. Hurry and get over here!” My voice bounces off the tiles.

A gnawing stomach pain hunches me over, groaning. Her soft leather shoes arrive at the room’s threshold with a hesitant shuffle. Rounded tips, with laces tied in an elegant bow. My hand moves to cover the mark on my inner thigh. I notice her holding a basket of neatly arranged cotton cloths and stretch my hand for one.

I meet her gaze. “Thanks, I really needed—”

She emits a sharp gasp, cutting me off as the basket falls to the floor. The maid cups a hand over her mouth while the other clutches the ivory door frame to keep herself from falling.

“Gods be—it’s true,” she chokes, wide eyes fixed on me with something akin to terror.


As if it’s not already bad enough that I’m sitting on the toilet with my drawers down, but now this!


“What is it?” I snap at her. “Give me one of those, quickly.”

“Of—of course, ma’am, I’m sorry, I just—” she fumbles, dropping to a crouch and plucking one of the folded cloths.

She hands it to me. I clean myself up and finish by washing my hands, all under the gaze of the green maid. When I turn back towards her, I glimpse something strange in the mirror above the basin. My neck turns back around so fast that I nearly give myself whiplash.

All the blood in me runs colder than ice, and I freeze.

“My eyes!” My heart lurches into a sprint. “What happened to my eyes?”

Gone is the familiar hazel from my staggered gaze. Crimson eyes flare back at me, centred with obsidian pupils. There’s a ruffle of clothes and a loud thud to my right. I glance over at the maid only to discover her kneeling, face to the floor like someone in reverent worship at the altar of their god.

More terror floods me as my mind scrambles to grasp clarity.

“Power be to Dam-Tari,” the maid mumbles in veneration to the floor, her body trembling and her breath hitching between sobs.

“What—what are you saying?” I ask, my voice quivering. “Get up!”

She straightens into a kneel, her green cheeks stained with silver tears. Her timorous demeanour is no more. In its stead, her face burns bright, like sunshine in the rain.

A smile lifts the corners of her mouth as she utters, “Lo, redemption is before me. Our salvation is here.”
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CHAPTER 2

LEVELS


I fire a scowl at the Daezh kneeling before me on the washroom floor tiles. “You haven’t spoken a lick to me except for the times when you apologise for refusing to, and now this?” I erupt at her, rage kindling. “Stand up!”


The maid rises swiftly, standing almost two heads taller than me. She reaches to take my hands, but I snatch them away.

“Saviour, please forgive me? If it were in my power, I would not keep you prisoner.” There’s something desperate and regretful in her tone.

“Why are you calling me that? What’s all of this about?”

“Please, keep your voice low, I worry we may be overheard.”

We are.

The guard bellows from the door. “What’s taking so long? Don’t make me come in there!”

She drops her voice to a whisper with an exigence in her fiery eyes that’s hard to miss. “Please, stay here? Titus must not see that your eyes have changed. At least not now.”

“So, you know why this is happening?”

She nods.

“Is it something in the food? A potion perhaps?”

“Please wait for me? I shall return.”

Before the last word leaves her green lips, she darts out the door. The patter of her steps are heavy but quick as she addresses the jailer. “She seems to be in some discomfort, I was easing her pain. I just need a few minutes and—”


“Well then, hurry! Don’t stand here yapping about it,” Titus grumbles. “Two minutes. You’ve got a job to do.”


The heavy door thuds shut. I poke my head through the frame just as the maid dashes past the food cart towards me. A plethora of questions shape themselves around my tongue.

“Are you a Daezh?” I ask as she slows in front of me.

“Yes, my Saviour, I am called Prissolla.” Her chest heaves slightly, though I doubt it was from the run. There’s excitement in her face that wasn’t there before, revealing a beauty I had not been privy to. Her lashes are long and a darker shade of green than her lips.

“Why do you call me that? My name is Nadhya,” I clip.

“When you were brought in, I saw that you bear the mark of Fate—”

“Wha—How did you see that—the mark?”

“It was I who clothed and bathed you, ma’am.”

I cringe, a wave of discomfort and raw violation riding through me. For a moment, I catch myself wanting to slap her.

“It is not something I took pleasure in, ma’am,” she says, perhaps gleaning my expression, “but what my work requires of me.”

I huff with disgust and avert my gaze to my bare wrist. The absence of Jaythan’s tiger fish bracelet stings more than my current humiliation. “What happened to my bracelet?”

Prissolla pauses. Her mouth frowns in consideration as her red eyes glance at my arm. “I did not see a bracelet on you.”

My heart sinks with a sigh, my thoughts clinging to the memory of Jaythan gifting it to me that sunny afternoon behind Auntie’s house. I hold onto the glimmer that played in his sage eyes, the burgeoning rise of affection that soared in me when he fastened it around my wrist, and the brave kiss I brushed against his cheek. Remembering him ties me to home.


Where could it be? Malik wouldn’t need it right? An appalling thought strikes me. I’ll kill that bloody warlock if he took it.


The maid exhales sharply, her eyes taking on a bright thrill. “As soon as I saw that mark, I knew. And now your eyes are as ours. You are the one She has sent to restore order to our realm.”


Her words sear through my train of thought with a clattering. “What, by the Gods, are you talking about?”


Prissolla gestures for me to step back into the washroom with her. The muscles in her forearm work as she closes the door behind us.

“Do you not know that you bear Dam-Tari's mark?” she whispers.

“That’s what Kellan said about it, too.”


I remember what he told me in the clearing, the day my world turned on its head. The day I discovered Grandma Ami was over hundreds of years old and created the Vespers. Kellan said he came bearing the truth. But if he’s really on my side, why would he allow my imprisonment?


“Ma’am?”

“Hm?” I blink at her.

“I was asking after Lord Kellan. What is it he said to you?” Her brow is creasing and her face paling in a way that knots my stomach.

“Just what you said, about it being Fate’s mark and—”


“Bharmis!” she spits like a curse with her minty breath. So much for keeping our voices low. “This is not good. This is not something our Lord or any of the Olzred should know about.”


The Daezh runs her hand over her short, curly bun. A very human reaction to stress that incites concern within me. The last time I checked, Kellan was looking out for me. After shedding light on my grandmother’s dubious dealings, he brought clarity to the past he and I shared in Lyria. If he wanted to harm me, then he would have.

“Prissolla, why do you say that?”


“The Sovereignty is opposed to order. They will do anything in their power to perpetuate the perversity of our existence, and that would mean removing you from this world.”


My heart falters, though it shouldn’t. I’ve always known the Daezh wanted to put my head on the chopping block, but this doesn’t really tell me why. “Can—can you be clearer, please? I think Malik, or whoever brought me in here, might have seen my mark, too.”

“No, as I said before, only I clothed and bathed you. I believe no one else has seen the mark unless there have been others inside your chamber aside from me.”

She eyes me expectantly as a shiver rides my shoulders at the thought.

I fold my arms tightly, my gaze on the floor. “I don’t know if anyone else has been in here. Sometimes, I faint, so I can’t be sure.”

“You sleep?”

“I wouldn’t call it sleep; that’s usually voluntary—”

“Do you dream?”

Titus is calling from my cell door again, demanding after Prissolla.

“Do you dream, Nadhya?” There is a stark urgency in her tone.

“No, I don’t. I haven’t had a dream in a while,” I reply, wringing my hands with anxiety. “But like I said, it’s not really sleeping. It’s more—”


“If I wasn’t sure before, I am absolutely certain now.”


Prissolla snatches me into her arms, smelling like marjoram. My own arms hang rigidly at my sides while I endure her tight herbal-infused embrace.

“I will find a way to free you. I only ask that when the Judgement comes, remember me and have mercy on my soul, that I may be spared from returning to this world.”

Weighted steps cross the floor of my cell, and the maid pulls away from me. She flashes me a smile with her pointed canines. “Remember, no one must glimpse your eyes or your mark. I will return to you soon.”

Prissolla slips out the door, closing it tightly behind her and deals with Titus in hushed tones, contrasted by his barks of verbal assault.

My mind is bombarded with questions and confusion. Unlike with Allistol’s notes and drawings, I don’t have anything to write with, to make sense of what Prissolla has told me. With these frequent fainting spells, too, I wonder how I will remember it all.


I’m no one’s saviour. If anyone needs rescuing, it’s me. If Dam-Tari burdened me with a responsibility as grave as Prissolla seems to believe, then where are the instructions? What is this ‘order’ that the Sovereignty is supposedly against?


As if Vermana’s problems—whatever they are—could shed light on what Olzred is doing in Allov.

I turn to my reflection, and sure enough, my eyes are still on fire. There must be something in that food. Maybe a poison or a potion in what I thought to be water. Fingers curled around the corner of my mouth, I tug on my upper lip. Leaning in for a closer look, I study my teeth for any changes that would confirm my fear—the grievous possibility that these Daezh are trying to turn me into one of them.

***

I rouse from another dark slumber.

It crept on me as I had approached the window. As soon as the corners of my world began to fade, I fought my way to the ottoman before dropping down.

Stirring upright, I glimpse the same golden cart teeming with meat, fruit, vegetables, and desserts. My stomach churns with a different reaction. A queasy prelude to sickness.

After making a mad dash for the washroom, I duck my head into the toilet bowl and heave out my last meal. The retching is brutal and lasts so long that I fear my own stomach might come out of my mouth. Thankfully, it relents.

I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hand and try to keep the world from swimming in front of me. I tug on the suspended lever—a golden rope with a tassel at the end—and water flushes the bowl.

My head and body are lighter. Maybe even a little stronger, though no less dismal about my prevailing situation. After a good mouth rinse, I treat myself to an ablution, hoping the purple water will wash away some of my despair.


At least, I have water… Albeit useless water that I can’t manipulate with magic.


Without my mana and my rings, I feel hollow, like a shell.

Sighing deeply, I towel myself off and grab the unguent jar provided to me on the wall shelf. Pouring some oil in my hands, I spread it over my skin. The smell is pleasant, similar to argan oil but not quite.

After dragging my feet back to the bed, I note how the sheets have been made up, and a red dress sits folded neatly on top of the ivory linens. I slip into it, the material is feather-light and soft against my skin. It’s long and sweeping, with a dip in the back that welcomes the breeze over my bare skin. The straps are thin, much unlike Allov’s fashion of thick-strapped dresses. It lacks the elegant drapery, ruffles, and flared skirt that I’m used to. 

Curious about its fit, I deter myself from gazing in the mirror, lest the sight of my eyes plunge me into further depression.

The scraping sound of steel startles me, and I fly to the window, keeping my back turned towards the door as it opens. Prissolla’s warning rings loud as a bell in my head—I won’t let Titus see my eyes. I’m anxious to ask her why that is and to find out what magic they’ve put in the food.

“My job is to make her presentable, Titus,” the maid says.

Training my eyes on the jarring hues of the landscape through my window, I listen as the two Daezh discuss me.

“Her hair is quickly becoming a rabbadger’s nest,” she continues.

“Easy fix—cut it off. All of it,” Titus remarks, with a laugh that sounds like rocks grinding against each other.

After a moment, she insists, “I implore your understanding. This is my work, I must—”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I was just joking. You’re so serious all the time. It wouldn’t kill you to lighten up once in a while, Prissy.”


She makes no response as his heavy steps seem to approach the door. Then they stop.

“Hey, human!” Titus throws his voice at my back. “What’s the matter with you? Not hungry?” The edge in his tone trips my heart.

“Titus, the sooner I can start, the better,” Prissolla says.

There’s a stretch of silence that stays for way too long. My stomach knots in fear that any moment now, he will demand for me to turn around or storm over, grab my shoulder and make me. He’ll see my eyes, and then something terrible will happen. What that would be, I don’t know.

“Alright, get down to it then,” Titus grunts instead.

After the door slides shut, I remain frozen by the window. The warm Vermanic sea breeze wraps around me. It smells like the ocean back home but stings a little in the nose like sulphur.

“He’s gone, you can turn around now,” Prissolla whispers.

I find her standing beside the food cart, bearing another basket. It’s bigger, and instead of fabric, it contains a small assortment of hair tools. Nostalgia causes my heart to ache as I step forward, studying the hair pick, brown rat tail, and wide-toothed combs lying inside. A round jar no bigger than the palm of my hand and a taller one rest beside them.

“You’re going to do my hair?” I ask.

A smile touches her eyes. “As far as Titus knows, yes.”

My fingers forage through the thick curls at the crown of my head. Almost two inches of hair precedes each braid.

Prissolla approaches the ottoman where she places the basket. She pushes the food cart off the red rug, grabs the edge, and tugs it closer before grabbing one of my fainting pillows from the floor. She places it at her feet as she settles beside her tools on the ottoman and motions for me to sit down. 

I’m thrown back to the innocence of that warm afternoon in Allov, where Auntie Hadie and Rheeta braided my hair in the garden with the grey stone house behind us. A lump lodges itself in my throat as I approach. The Daezh watches me with a smile, her eyes unblinking, as I ease onto the pillow and stretch my legs over the soft rug.

My sniffles quickly turn into sobs despite trying to temper my emotions. I blame the memory of my aunt’s sweet face and her smell of balmy vanilla. Also, the memory of the cottage style, greystone home, and how it looks from the footbridge. The way it sits nestled in Allov’s emerald grass and evergreen forest backdrop, like a picture book. That day, when I left the store for Raura, I didn’t know it would be the last time I heard the trickle of the River Thorva.

Prissolla pats my shoulders. The touch of her warm hands is enough to elicit another wave of sobs.

“There, there. Let it all out, but not so loudly, or Titus will rear his ugly head again,” she murmurs.

There’s a warmth in her tone that I hadn’t realised I needed to hear. With a gulp, I wipe my tears and stifle my sobs into hiccups, feeling fifteen years younger.

“I suppose the Saviour is susceptible to emotions like the rest of us after all,” Prissolla murmurs almost wistfully. She pulls on the first braid and begins to unravel it.

“I’m not anyone’s Saviour, I thought I already—”

A scream cuts me off. It’s coming from the walls again. Deeper this time, definitely a male.

“Why do they scream?” I ask the cell maid. “Are they being tortured?”


“Tortured?”


“Yes, you know, physically hurt?”

“Not in the slightest. In fact, their predicament mirrors yours.” Prissolla sighs. “This realm and this system is not easy for humans to endure. Their mental anguish laces their cries. As does their longing to be home, I imagine.”

I grab a strand of my hair and tackle it. A few of my surviving nails have grown long enough to make picking the braid easy. “Why are they keeping humans here? And what’s in the food?”

Prissolla lowers her voice. “There is nothing unusual in your meals. Here, they import both humans and the food required to sustain them. In the kitchens below, our cooks prepare the meals and other maids, like myself, are tasked with serving you, cleaning the rooms, and surveying your condition,” she explains, already untwining what seems to be the seventh braid.

My thoughts fly to the pageant winners, the wrestling champions, and even the ‘chosen’ youth wearing Vermillion around their wrists. During my short time in Allov, I glimpsed only a few of their festivals. There might be many more of them in the year, perfect for the Daezh to siphon the cream of the crop.

“How many humans are here?”

“Too many to count, I’m afraid.”

“Well, how many cells are on each floor?”

“I can’t know for certain, but on this level, there are a hundred, ma’am.”

I take a moment to gasp, trying to fathom it. “Oh, and how many levels in the tower?”

She pauses as a warm breeze gusts through the window, curling over me. “I do not know, I have never been to the other floors except for the kitchen and the servants’ quarters.”

I attempt to lash her with a bewildered look but stop when I almost end up leaving my hair in her grasp. I wince in pain.

“You must not move around like that. I’ll be done quickly,” she cautions me.

“So, the Sovereigns are responsible for all this?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Just, Nadhya, please.”

She hums in agreement. “As you say, Nadhya.”

“In Geeros… in the city I was living in, they celebrate people who cross over to Vermana. They have all sorts of ideas about this place, mainly that it’s paradise or something like that. Others think they’ll be paired up with Daezh as mates or partners when they get here,” I mumble, my gaze sweeping the uncovered mirror where I once draped a sheet. “They have no idea what’s really going on.”

A sigh. “Sadly, neither do I.”

“What do you mean?”


“I am just a servant, I cannot know the entire workings of this operation. However, I will relay what little I do know,” she begins. “Humans often complain to me about their ravenous appetites, claiming it was never so before they arrived here. My people do not feel hunger so strongly. It is my belief that this flaw is being used against your kind. These cells may be more luxurious than most of our own abodes, but there are no books and no activities to stimulate the mind. And even if there were, you’d be far too concerned about the arrival of your next meal.”



I pause mid-braid. “You’re right. I’ve never eaten like I have here… never been that hungry before.”


“Are you not hungry right now?” Prissolla asks as a distant dragon cries out to the wind.

“No. Not since I hurled my last meal.”

“Oh, I see,” she replies. “The longer humans are kept here, the further their sanity appears to slip. I would liken their state to a…disorientation. It is my observation that around the time they begin to complain about hearing mysterious voices in their heads, the Tazhanu pays them a visit.”

“Tazhanu?”

“Yes, they are an extension of the Sovereignty’s hand. They like to think of themselves as ushers of destiny. They appear at the peak of a human’s delirium and present them with three choices to end their torment,” Prissolla explains, picking more braids on the left side of my head where my fingers have been at work.

I take a moment to rub the dry crust from my eyes where my tears once stood.

“I have been present during these visits from the Tazhanu. The first offer resembles what your kind have been made to believe in Geeros, in which the human is promised an eternal life to spend with a betrothed Daezh of their choice. A life in which they will enjoy luxuries that we can only dream of. A sumptuous place to live, sexual gratification, wealth, food, ageless beauty, and anything else that appeals.”


I scoff bitterly. “Sounds like fool’s gold to me. Do they really get all of that?”


“I have no way of knowing, ma—Nadhya,” she replies. “When the Tazhanu leave, the humans are removed from these cells, and I never see them again. Neither in this tower nor in the world outside.”

A chill races up my spine, making me tremble and pricking the skin on my arms. “What are the other choices?”

Prissolla combs her hands through the tight curls of my hair and snags on a knot, pinching my scalp. I gasp, and she apologises profusely.

“It’s alright. Just tell me more.”

“The second offer is death. A quick and painless escape from the torment of their minds—from the weariness of their bodies. It’s not a popular choice; I have only seen a handful favour it,” Prissolla resumes while her fingers work to detangle my mane. “The third and final offer is a return to their respective worlds.”

“Respective worlds?”

“Yes, humans are delivered here from worlds other than Geeros. Our biggest numbers have come from one called Earth…”

She continues to expound while my mind recalls the siblings I encountered during the Red Rain Festival. The brother mentioned that people don’t seem to return to Geeros after crossing over to Vermana, a fact that had chilled me to the bone.

“I’m assuming this third choice isn’t popular either,” I remark.

“No, quite a number of humans express their desire to go home to their loved ones.”

Her words crash like ice over my head. “What? But—our people never come back from Vermana.”

“Please keep your voice down?” she begs me quietly before sighing again. “As I said before, I cannot know what happens once they leave this level of the tower. But if it is as you say, then… I, too, wonder about their fates.”

If Wade’s mother was brought here all those years ago, what decision did she make? And if the others never make it home, then where are they going?

Maybe when the Tazhanu come to see me, I’ll find out. There’s no way I would choose to stay in Vermana, and I’m not ready to die yet. My heart yearns to return home, to see the faces of the ones I love. I’ll tell my friends everything that Prissolla has said. I’ll describe the red sky, the sun that never sets, the dragons, and the towering purple trees. I’d prefer we destroy the Vespers as a team from Geeros, instead of me embarking on the mission alone in Vermana.

“When it’s my turn, I’ll choose to go home,” I tell her, curling my fist. “And if they try anything funny, I’ll fight them… I just wish I could use my magic.”

“You are a mage?” Prissolla sounds startled.

“When I have my magic, I am.”

“You must be one of formidable strength then.”

“Oh, well, I just do my best.”

“Now, now, no need to be humble. Fate would not select just anyone to carry Her mark,” Prissolla insists.


My stomach is queasy at her words. Not this Fate business again.


We lapse into silence for a while before she taps me on my back, and the sound of her uniform rustles as she stands. “Come, it is time for a wash, and then I’ll—”

The door swings open, and my gaze flies to it. There had been no warning sounds of the bolts sliding this time.

“Hey, Prissy!” Titus roars. “You’re needed down at the—”

He cuts off. A sickening jolt of realisation strikes me when Titus’ eyes fix on mine and widen.

I throw my gaze to the window. But it’s too late; he’s gaining across the floor in brisk strides.


“You, stand up!” he barks, stopping beside me. He then addresses Prissolla, “And you—you have some explaining to do.”


I hesitate, contemplating a quick dash at the door again.


“I said stand!”


My heart hammers while I slowly get my feet under me, trying to buy myself time to think of how to escape unharmed.

Titus steps closer, filling my nose with an uncanny blend of rust and rosemary. He takes my chin in his taloned fingers, scratching my skin as he does, and roughly turns my face up towards him.
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