CHAPTER 1 – The start of the storm - GOOD

I wasn’t fully aware of where I was heading, I just knew I needed to get as far away from that labyrinth of caves and underground tunnels that I called home as quickly as possible. My head spun as I placed one foot in front of the other, feet sinking into the hot sand, pulling my tired and aggravated body down as if even the world around me wanted to slow me from leaving. My anger almost boiled over as I trudged through it, feet dragging, moving painfully slowly. 
I had little doubt that my mother had probably ensured the palace was built amongst these dunes on purpose. Built to prevent the fae who lived within from being able to escape at speed. Queen Avery Vallencrest was known to the world as a formidable ruler of our realm, Illudere. But to me, she was simply called ‘mother’. She was a woman of calculated precision. Every move she made was deliberate, as though our world was one large chess board, dotted with a few high kings and queens, but mostly pawns, who she would command and intimidate and threaten into doing her bidding on the playing field. My mother was gifted with a rare kind of fae magic that hadn’t been seen in hundreds of years, making her a force few would ever dare to challenge.
My breathing grew harsh as I continued to walk through the blistering heat up the steep sides of the dunes, desperate for some fresh cool air, but knowing that my home, Illudere, found in the far south of our world, would only grant me dry, harsh heat. 
My red gold hair fell in waves down my back, tendrils of it damp and curling from the sweat that now coated my body. My skin was a warm golden-brown, sun-kissed from the warm southern climate, with a dusting of freckles. In certain lights, it shimmered with a subtle iridescence, a trait unique only to the fae. My family, the Vallencrest’s, all had the same colouring, warm, golden hair, tanned and freckled skin. The only thing that set me apart from my family, were my eyes. I wasn’t born with the uniform dark brown, almost black that the rest of my family inherited, but rather I had a deep, vibrant green, that seemed to almost glow in certain lights. 
My brothers had told me that when I was born, that the healer who had attended to my mother during the birth had taken one look at me, spied those unusual bright green eyes, so out of place in our world, and screamed bloody murder. Despite my parent’s best efforts, word had travelled fast through the castle and soon the whole palace was talking about how the newest royal. Rumour spread that the day-old babe, the last and final heir of the Illuderion realm, had been born a witch. As I grew older, I noticed certain servants cringing away from me in corridors, averting their eyes when I would look at them. At 8 years old, I remember sitting with my siblings in a history class and being unable to read the runes the teacher had asked me to decipher. My siblings taunted and laughed at me, and in my growing despair, I had thrown what could only be described as a childish tantrum. To my shock, instead of calming the situation down, our tutor had fled in fear, the moment I had looked upon him with tear filled eyes. My brothers, who had watched the entire scene unfold, cackled as the tutor ran screaming down the corridor, and I vividly remember my own feelings of shock and confusion at the unusual reaction. 
Of course, it wasn’t until I was older that I understood why he had run from me. The rumour that has spread since my birth of me being a witch was known by most of the realm. Unfounded, and untrue as it was, the Illuderion fae were superstitious by nature, and the unnatural green of my eyes was proof enough for them to believe the rumour. My mother, however, was loath to any negative gossip that could in any way impact her own credibility, and in her usual tyrannical way, ensured that anyone who spoke of her daughter being a descendent of witches, would meet their own untimely death. 
Despite her best effort to stamp it out, I still hear the whispers of curious folk on those rare occasions I am permitted to enter the towns and villages outside of the palace. Fear of my mother’s wrath, it seemed, did not manage to put a stop to the superstitious nature of Illuderion fae. 

I reached the top of the dune and gazed out over the hot, acrid, land, sucking in dry breaths of air while my mind continued to mull over the events of the day. My eyes rested on the looming palace, almost invisible amongst the disguise of the surrounding sand dunes, where my family all resided, and I felt my throat constrict slightly as I thought of the claustrophobic network of underground tunnels and caves that lay beneath it. I wondered how long I could stay here before my absence was detected.  
Realistically, my siblings were unlikely to notice, being too busy with their own lives to care if I was within the palace walls or not. My oldest brother, Elyndor, was the heir to the Illuderion throne, and was a powerful, cunning male who had inherited my mother’s vicious nature and my father’s strength. He has high cheekbones, a broad mouth, and the same golden red hair that he would wear slicked back from his face. At twenty-six years, he was the oldest of the Vallencrest children and could usually be found by my mother’s side. 
After Elyndor came the twins, Raphael and Maeve, both twenty-four years old, yet as different from one another as night and day. Raphael was tall and lean, with red gold hair that fell in waves to his pointed ears, and freckles similar to mine across his face and shoulders. Like all royal children, he had also spent the better part of his life training to become a warrior and was often admired for his swift and elegant sparring technique. 
On the contrary, his twin Maeve was short and stocky, taking after my father in more ways than one. It seems that our father, commander of the Illuderion armies, had seen the fighting potential in his powerful, angry daughter from the moment she had clawed her way out of the womb ahead of her twin brother. Maeve had long, golden waves much like mine, but would never wear it down, preferring a tight braid or a smart up-do which would keep the hair out of her face when she was fighting. She wore armour or sparring clothes most days, paired with light, knee high boots despite the heat of our climate. While Elyndor was the most cunning of us, Maeve was the most lethal and was on track to one day replace my father as commander of the Illuderion army. 
Finally, at eighteen years old, I was the baby of the family, with a six-year age gap between me and the twins. I was taller than the average female fae, and slightly leaner than the rest of my family from my regular excursions out of the palace and into the dunes. I had similar training to my siblings during my childhood, learning basic sparring and fighting methods. However, after realising that I had little natural talent in this area, my parents had dismissed me in more ways than one, and throughout my early teenage years, I had more or less been allowed me to run wild. Those early years, where I had been given the freedom to do and act as I pleased, they were some of the most joyful days of my life. Although slightly lonely at times, I had lived a happy childhood, under the gentle gaze of the servants and staff and nannies that had looked after me as I had grown. They were all kind, and generous, and had allowed me to become my own person through trial and error, a privilege none of the rest of my siblings had been granted under the watchful eye of Queen Avery. 
I sometimes wondered what would have happened if I had been taken under my parent’s wing like my brothers and sisters. Elyndor, as the first born, had been required to perform his royal duty from a young age, and my mother had spent years honing and shaping him into the perfect little Prince, a role he took on naturally. 
I was immensely grateful that hadn’t been me, as I didn’t think I could stand to fulfil my royal role in the way Elyndor was able to. Even without my green eyes and lack of talent on a battlefield, I was noticeably different to the rest of my family. I had never been very good at following orders, and the obedience and willingness to serve the crown that seemed to come so easily to my siblings, had always left me feeling nauseous and guilty for days. ‘I didn’t have the stomach for it’ I remember my mother telling me once after I had thrown up from being forced to stand witness to a public execution of a young female fae who had been found trying to sneak out of Illudere into the neighbouring realm.
The Queen herself had been gifted the most remarkable magic, that much to her displeasure, none of her children had gone on to inherit. Queen Avery was magical in ways the realm hadn’t seen in decades. Usually manifesting in the form of shadows, she was able to harness and shape darkness into smoke and talons. She used them as large, powerful blades, shifting and expanding through the air, or she would fashion them into pointed needles, able to break into the minds of others, and control them, warp them, crush them, all without lifting a finger. 
It was a terrible magic, dark and cruel and full of hatred. I often found myself wondering whether she pitied the people she tortured, being able to read every flash of fear in the head before they met their inevitable end. But it seemed empathy was not an emotion my mother had, or would, ever feel. After eighteen years of watching her tyrannical reign over Illudere, this was a something that I could be certain of.

A gust of sandy wind pulled me out of this reverie, and back to the present. Back to the events that had led me out here and onto the dunes instead of within the palace walls. It was only a mere hour ago that I had been dozing within the confines of the underground study with my old, dusty tutor, trying to decipher an equally old and dusty manuscript. 
Said manuscript was apparently supposed to contain information on the origination of our world, Aralith, but I had become distracted when I had heard, a piercing, sickening cry coming from the throne room. Unable to ignore it, I had left my protesting tutor and rushed up through the dizzying spell of tunnels and into the main atrium, where I had kept to the corners of the vast room to avoid being in direct eyeline of my mother. On the floor at her feet, a young fae male knelt with his head bowed, across his back a crisscross pattern of raised red welts, the crimson lines looking more like streaks of blood against his pale skin. My father raised the length of leather rope he was holding loosely in his hand again, his muscled arms tensing and ready to perform the next blow. My mother had been sitting on her throne at the top of the room, watching the scene unfold through those liquid black eyes. She was totally at ease, sat back in her opulent, red velvet chair, her head placed delicately in her long-fingered hand, appearing almost bored at the scene before her. She didn’t need to raise her voice when she spoke. The room was deathly quiet, the male, or boy really from the looks of him, was staring at the floor with an intense silence, his jaw clenched tightly shut now. 
‘What were you doing sneaking into the servants’ quarters?’ My mother asked with deathly cold calm. ‘You are not part of this house, yet you are fae.’ She glanced at the telltale iridescence of his skin to confirm this fact before continuing. ‘And I hate to waste fae life. After all, we are kin, are we not?’
The boy trembled, but kept his head bowed. Somehow, I felt his agony in every part of me, and my body started to tremble like his, as if it knew what was going to happen next. My mother’s voice turned deadly as she leaned forward. ‘Tell me why you are in my palace and your life will be spared.’
The young male half lifted his head before letting it drop back towards the ground, the back of his neck exposed and vulnerable. I wanted to run out and stand in front of that pale, white neck, so breakable, so defenceless. But fear kept me hidden in the shadows of the room. I could tell by the glassy look on my mother’s face that she had her shadows inside his head, rifling through memories and thoughts and feelings, tasting every piece of his fear as if it were a delicious tonic to her. The boy was shaking from the sheer force of the magic that was now invading him. 
A few more silent moments passed before my mother sat back, frustration and displeasure inched across every feature on her beautiful face. I heard the boy let out a long, shaky exhale as she withdrew. 
‘Fine’ she hissed coldly, before turning to the rest of the room, surveying the attendees who had been watching the situation with unease. ‘His mind is as baron and empty as the desert. There is nothing of use in there for me now. My love, dispose of him’. I collective intake of breath from the room, and I watched helplessly as my father unsheathed the sword he wore strapped to his back. The moment stretched, as if the world understood that these were to be his last moments. The boy raised his head and turned it to the side, towards me. I jolted in shock as we locked eyes and I felt something like electricity run through me, the current so powerful and strong I could barely stop myself from crying out loud. His eyes, they were, glowing green. 
Not like mine, no, they were darker, more subtle, but there was a hint of something I couldn’t place in them, something I recognised in myself, and it seemed to grow brighter as I stared and stared into the deep, endless depth that lay in his eyes. I felt like I could reach through and almost touch his soul as he drew me in and in and in. All of this happened in just a matter of moments, until with a flash, my father brought down his sword in one clean sweep. I barely had time to register the sudden feeling of detachment before it was done and I was watching the young fae’s head roll with a heavy, sickening thuds across the sandstone floor. 
It has happened so fast. Nausea rose in my throat as the head rolled to a stop a few meters from my feet. I felt multiple eyes within the room fall onto me. The automatic, panicked steps I had taken in my fools attempt the help the boy had taken me away from the safety of the shadows and directly into the eyeline of my mother. I straightened quickly, suppressing my panic as people started to mutter and point. I felt a sickening claw scrape across the entry of my mind as she attempted to break into my thoughts, and I braced myself for the inevitable onslaught as she turned her attention to me. 
‘Lyriel’ she crooned; her voice friendly but edged with a definitive warning that was meant only for my ears. ‘I thought you were meant to be downstairs with your tutor this afternoon, as I instructed?’ The seemingly innocent question had been punctured by a repetitive tapping from sharp claws against my brain. Being locked up in a room with a tutor doing mindless work was the latest in my mother’s array of jobs and tasks, designed purely to keep me quiet, and out of the way. 
I willed innocence into my tone. ‘I heard a noise’ I responded to her placidly, my face revealing nothing of the inner turmoil of my mind. ‘And I was worried about the family, so I came to see what it was’. The Queen’s eyes turned hostile, the darkness within them so black they looked like endless pits of despair. 
‘Well, how very noble of you’ she said with a sickly sweetness. ‘But as you well know, you have been banned from attending executions, due to your…delicate stomach.’ Muffled laughter broke out in the room. She continued. ‘And I can assure you that this’ she said, sneering at the lifeless form of the fae boy who was crumpled before her, ‘certainly doesn’t require your presence any longer.’ 
I tried to keep the innocent look on my face as my mother re-examined me. My slightly tensed legs, hunched shoulders, her eyes lingering on where my hand rested on my hip, under which I kept a knife tucked into my belt. I moved my hand and saw understanding creep across her features. I had foolishly wanted to help the boy, and she could see that written across my body. I quickly rearranged myself into a neutral position, and she sneered. 
‘Raphael’ she called lightly to the corner of the room, and I saw my brother, his light golden red hair glinting in the fae orbs that hung low in the room, stride stiffly out from the shadows behind her throne. His eyes were slightly strained with fear and concern, for me, I realised.
‘Please escort Lyriel back to her chambers, I think she has seen enough for today’. Raphael gave a curt nod, before striding over to me, keeping his head lifted to avoid looking directly at the lifeless figure on the floor as he walked past, and grabbed my elbow, silently steering me towards the nearest exit. 
‘And Lyriel’ my mother said quietly, causing us both to halt, turn and look at her. ‘Don’t disobey me again, if I want you, I will call for you, and you will obey.’ She let the last three words hang in the air between us and I let myself look directly into her eyes. Her face, with its high freckled cheekbones and long dark auburn hair that lay in volumes over her shoulders, was beautiful. And yet, it was cold, and full of darkness. Her skin, which should have been warm and tan as was all Illuderion fae, was ghostly pale from years of living within the underground network of the palace. I nodded once at her, praying that my fear didn’t show on my face, and let Raphael lead me away back to my chamber. He didn’t say a word to me as we walked, his face remained hard and set as I quickened my pace to keep up with his long strides. As we reached my chamber door, I turned to him quickly and started to say ‘Raph’ – but he had already moved away, heading back in the direction we had come from, back towards the atrium. 
I entered my room in silence, letting the large oak door slam shut behind me before I padded across the heavy Persian rugs that led to my large four poster bed. It was not unusual for executions to take place within the palace, but it was unusual for us to have intruders. The palace was so well guarded, and for a mere boy to make it past all of the external walls and in…
Now that was strange. I pondered what he might have been looking for to risk entering these walls and mourned silently for the answer I would now never get.
I had sat with these thoughts for approximately twenty minutes before the room became stifling and I was unable to bear it any longer. While the ceilings of my chamber were high and the decorations light and airy, I still felt trapped in this place. I needed fresh air and open spaces and to feel free, even if just for a moment. 
I loosed a long, breath, knowing what I wanted was reckless, but nonetheless not caring. I jumped up from the bed, pushing it gently to the side to reveal a small tunnel that only I knew was there. It was so small I had to crawl on my hands and knees to get through the initial few metres, before it joined up to a narrow stone staircase that I had used so often that they had become smoothed over time. I jumped them two at a time, before arriving, slightly breathless into the kitchens which resided in the upper palace. From here, I was able to sneak through one of the windows, along the outer walls, and into the dunes. Which is how I ended up where I was now, breathing in the still stifling, but thankfully fresh air with staccato, panicked breaths, trying to settle my screaming thoughts.  
The words my mother had uttered, ‘you will obey,’ echoed in my mind as I watched the sun dip slowly over the horizon. The wind had picked up, and hot sand was now moving through the air with the wind, stinging the sides of my face and my bare arms and legs. I thought of the head of the fae boy in the atrium and wondered about his family and whether they knew of his fate. I thought about the countless other Illuderion men, women and children who had met their end in that disgusting room, their only crime as far as I was concerned, was being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I thought of my own life, and the metaphorical cage my mother had placed on me during my 18 years in Illudere. And I thought of my brothers, my sister, my family who all stood by aiding and supporting the tyrannical rule of Queen Avery. 
Closing my eyes tight against the swirling sandstorm now brewing, I let a guttural scream escape my body, pushing all my pain and emotion and thoughts that crowded my too busy head into the sound. The storm was picking up so much by now that the noise was barely audible over the sound of howling wind. I let my knees buckle as I slipped down onto the ground holding my head in my hands. It was small mercy that the noise around me drowned out the sounds of my yells. These moments, outside of the palace, outside of the company of anyone else, allowed me to take off the mask and truly, feel. 
I don’t know how long I knelt there, but by the time I lifted my head out of my hands, night had arrived, the stars and sky hidden behind the suffocating clouds and sand that the storm continued to sweep through Illudere. Standing slowly, I turned away from the open expanse of the dunes and faced back towards the palace. I needed to return before anyone noticed I was gone. The journey back felt so much longer than the journey out, my thoughts still weighing me down and my mother’s warning ringing in my ears: You will obey. 
A small weary voice at the back of my head responded to the warning. 
As if I had a choice. 




Chapter 2 - GOOD

I snuck silently back into my chamber, relieved to find the room as quiet and empty as I had left it, and my absence, thankfully, unnoticed. It was nearing dinner time, so I made to change into my dining clothes, one of the only royal formalities I didn’t hate with a burning passion. I picked out a sleek, moss green, silk wrap dress that accentuated my lean legs and narrow hips. It was slightly precocious which I loved and knew would anger my sister Maeve. I was ready early, and loathe to sit and wait in my room, I instead hurried my way down the narrow passageways of the castle, and back into the kitchens, to see if Nayda, the palace cook, was there. Nayda was probably the closest thing to a friend that I had growing up. In a previous life, she had been a water nymph, thriving in one of the territories which had a cool damp climate in the north of Aralith. But she had been captured by armies during the Great War and landed in Illudere where she was now forced to work as a slave for my family in the palace. Years of living amongst the dry dunes of Illudere had stripped Nayda of her magic, and over the years her smooth, supple scales had grown thin and papery. I often found myself wondering whether her magic would come back if she was ever to return to her home climate. I slipped through the kitchen doors, and made my way through the busy room, heading towards the ovens in the hopes of being able to sneak a couple of homemade biscuits before dinner. I had skipped lunch in the chaos of the afternoon’s events and had only just realised how hungry I was. 
I found Nayda in her usual location, standing by a vat of boiling liquid suspended over a fire, throwing in various herbs and spices. She spied me watching her from across the room and yelled, ‘Lyriel stop creeping in corners and watching people without announcing your presence, I have told you a million times that is no way to make friends!’ 
Despite the scolding tone, she was smiling as she spoke to me, and I skipped across the room to join her by the fire rolling my eyes at the light-hearted joke. It was well known amongst the palace staff that I had no real friends and had made very little effort to change this fact, valuing my own company over the gloating, fake conversations I usually had to endure when royal families came to visit. I sighed as I reached her and let my head fall onto her papery shoulder, breathing in her familiar scent of cloves and nutmeg. 
‘What’s gotten into you, Lyriel? You’re not usually this affectionate unless I’ve baked your favourite brownies and you’re trying to sneak a few,’ Nayda remarked, patting my head absentmindedly as she continued tossing herbs into the large vat in front of us. I wondered how much I could tell her about what had happened in the atrium, although knowing Nayda, she likely already knew everything. Despite my mother’s best efforts, word travelled fast through the palace. 
I opted to share my true feelings with the woman who had practically raised me from childhood.  
‘I think you likely already know the answer to that question’ I muttered, letting the heavy weight of the day show in my face. She regarded me, lips pressed together in a thin line and nodded her head once in confirmation. ‘What I don’t understand’ I continued, ‘is why? Why did he need to die like that, why do they all need to die like that? She didn’t even give him a chance to explain, she just ended his life in the blink of an eye. He looked barely older than me’, I said quietly. 
Nayda sucked in a concerned breath and looked me over, her eyebrows pressed together. ‘This is the way it is child, the way it has been in this realm for a long, long time.’ Her tone was flat, matter of fact, as if she'd long since given up caring about such things—an indifference born from how regularly these occurrences had become within the palace walls. She continued. 
‘My concern is more for you. This isn’t the first public execution you have witnessed, nor the most horrific in manner. Why has this one rattled you so?’ 
I thought on this for a moment, and it took me a long time to get the words I wanted to say out of my mouth. ‘I saw, or I thought I saw, something in his eyes, before he died. He was barely any older than me, and right before she killed him, he looked up, directly at me, and I felt something, deep in my soul, stir when we locked gazes. His eyes, they, they were like mine. I don’t understand why, I had never seen that boy before in my life. But it was like he awoke some sort of energy inside me, something that has been sleeping for such a long time. It was only for a moment, and I could have imagined it, but I could have sworn I felt electric in those few moments before he died.’ I sighed shaking my head a little at the insanity of what I was admitting. 
‘I don’t know if any of that even makes sense’. I was whispering, nervous I realised. For a moment, so brief I thought I could have imagined it, Nayda looked positively alarmed. But when I looked back her face was clear of fear, rather she looked sympathetic. ‘Sweetheart’ she started to say but I cut her off.
‘Don’t tell me this is just me being empathetic to other’s emotions’ 
‘I wasn’t going to’
‘Good’ 
‘I was going to say, I believe your body was simply reacting to the awful situation you found yourself. Watching any fae die is an atrocity, but watching a fae, barely older than yourself, who you can relate to in many ways in terms of age and experience, must have been horrific. It’s natural you would react to this physically.’
‘I suppose’ I muttered, not convinced. 
‘I am sorry you had to bear witness to this today Lyriel, it pains me, even know you have fully matured, that you have been exposed to such awful things during your youth.’ She stroked my hair in long soothing motions as she spoke. 
‘Well, that’s just life in the palace isn’t it’ I said bitterly, and then, slightly more quietly, ‘I just don’t know how I can stand this for the rest of my life’. Her face softened at that, and she pulled me in for a hug. 
‘I know it doesn’t feel like it now, but your life won’t be like this forever. With time, there is always change, and the more the people in power try to resist this change, the more inevitable it becomes.’
‘Do you really believe that?’ 
Nayda shrugged, and said ‘I must, otherwise what do I have left to hope for?’ Her manner turned quite suddenly from contemplative to brusque and she said, ‘now come on Lyriel, dinner is going to be sent up imminently and your mother will be furious if you’re late.’ 
I sighed, noting that she had brought the conversation to a close, and gave her a swift kiss on the cheek. I turned to hurry up the staircase and into the dining chamber, lifting the swathes of green silk that draped over my feet as I ran. My family was already seated when I entered the room, and I felt all 5 pairs of eyes watching me as I hurried to my usual seat next to Raphael. ‘Sorry’ I muttered to the silent room. 
Dinner with my family was always an unnecessarily extravagant affair. Every day the kitchen prepared a veritable feast of stews, fresh bread, salads, fruits and spiced desserts, which we never even came close to finishing. I had little doubt that my mother ensured the kitchen was kept busy preparing a feast for us every day, to allow little time for them to focus on anything else. It was a subtle, cruel way of wearing the servants down. It was the same tactic she employed with all of her staff. 
The moment I sat, food appeared. The table was enchanted to wait until all attending members were seated for dinner before serving up dishes. Plates of fig and goats cheese salad, warming apricot and lamb tagines, and spiced flatbread covered the vast expanse in front of me. My stomach twisted slightly as I thought of the thousands of Illuderion’s who lived outside the palace walls, battling starvation and hunger every day while we sat here and practically gorged ourselves on unnecessary meals three times a day. I seemed to be the only one with a guilty conscience though, as the rest of my family immediately started filling their plates. Silence hung over the room, as it always did, while we waited for my mother to choose her target for the day’s verbal assault. More often than not, it was me — and especially after the events of the afternoon, I didn’t expect today to be an exception to the rule. 
I glanced up from my plate, feeling my mother’s calculating gaze fixed upon me. She never tended to eat more than a few bites of any meal, and tonight she was ladling soup into an ornate golden bowl. Her movements were relaxed, casual, biding her time like a snake getting ready to strike. 
‘Lyriel’ her voice echoed suddenly and clearly across the vast room, and my sibling’s heads snapped up as they paused their eating, eager to witness today’s verbal assault. ‘Why is it that you always fail to come to dinner dressed appropriately’. 
Her eyes roamed over my slightly improper green silk dress, and the corners of my mouth edged up slightly. I had picked this dress on purpose, knowing she would be unable to resist the bait. The swathes of skin my dress was cut to reveal was nothing short of scandalous. 
She continued. ‘And is that sand covering your shoes from the dunes outside the palace? You know you are strictly forbidden to leave the palace without my permission.’ 
My joy at her annoyance was immediately replaced by annoyance at myself. I had forgotten to change out of the sandals I had worn during my brief escape out of the palace earlier. Inwardly cursing, I put on a light, carefree demeanour to avoid suspicion 
‘We live in a palace surrounded by sand Mother’ I responded innocently. ‘It is impossible to find a pair of shoes that aren’t covered in the stuff’. Recklessly I kept on talking, the frustration of the day no doubt clouding my judgement. 
‘And I didn’t realise I was a prisoner here who required permission to do anything, maybe you should just chuck me down in the dungeons with the rest of the fae who dare to disobey’. I let the emphasis hang on the last word, and my mother’s eyes flashed in warning. 
‘Don’t tempt me insolent child’ she snapped back, and jumped in my chair as I felt a sharp stab of pain behind my eyes. ‘I don’t use my magic on your mind out of respect, because you are my daughter…but all it would take is one small push from me –’ 
I gritted my teeth, but a hiss still escaped my mouth as I felt her shadow suddenly break through my defences and overwhelm my mind. In a heartbeat the dining room disappeared, and I was in the dungeons, the dark suffocating, the air chilled and damp. Around me faceless fae prisoners were groaning in agony. I felt around in the mental darkness, trying to find my way back to my body, back to the chair I knew I was seated in, besides my brother, back into the warmth and light of the upper palace. But I couldn’t. I was lost inside my head. I reached out my hands trying to see if I could grab the table I knew I was sitting in front of, but all I felt was empty air. I knew it was a trick of the mind, and yet I couldn’t help the rising panic in my chest as I realised there was no way out. I wanted to yell out, to claw my way out, I couldn’t breathe, she was going to drown me in this vision –
As quickly as it had arrived, the pressure from my mind withdrew and I was suddenly back at my seat, gasping and sweating, my hands clutching the table in front of me. 
My sister was smirking at me from across the room, but Raph has turned his whole body towards me, and was looking at me, concern on his frowning face. In contrast, my father and older brother, were totally disinterested, and merely ignored the scene while helping themselves to second portions of dinner. 
I dared a glance at my mother, to find her full mouth curled into a cruel smile as she devoured the scent of panic in the room. My panic, I realised. I flushed with embarrassment and tried to regain control of my breathing which was coming out in short, sharp pants. 
‘You see?’ she said in a falsely friendly tone. ‘I don’t need to physically throw you in the dungeons, for you to experience the dungeons Lyriel. At any moment, I could simply send you back there, if I so desired’. The threat was said lightly, her voice sweet, and I could sense how much she was enjoying this.
I tried to keep my face blank and expressionless while I drank some water. My mouth had gone bone dry. I said nothing, not wishing to engage in her little game any further, and a long silence stretched across the broad expanse of the dining room table.
 ‘I think I have proven my point’ my mother announced after a while, clapping her hands together briskly before picking up the ornate spoon and continuing to ladle soup into her bowl as if nothing had happened. ‘Maeve, darling, tell me how training is going’. My sister launched excitedly into a long description of her most recent warrior training, my father interjecting with exclamations of praise every now and then. I recognised the verbal dismissal and was relieved for my sisters incessant prattling as I finished my meal in silence. I tried to stay calm, not feed the rising anger that was boiling in my blood after that public display of humiliation. 
I had always known that my mother could get in my head. But I had always thought that as her daughter, I would somehow be treated with a level of respect above others. But the violent and humiliating invasion I had just experienced had shocked me more than I anticipated. I didn’t know why I was surprised, my mother was, after all, the most powerful fae in all of Aralith as far as I was aware. How could I be so foolish as to think that I was exempt from this magic simply because I was her daughter, when for as long as I could remember, she had never shown any signs of maternal protectiveness over me? I pushed my food around on my plate for the rest of dinner, my appetite long gone, letting the dull hum of conversation fade into the background. 
Finally, my mother stood from the table, and we were dismissed. I was sure I could feel her eyes burning into the back of my head as I left, sweeping the green train of my dress behind me.
Once back in my chamber, I couldn’t sleep. I sat on my bed, staring at the bare, sand-coloured walls around me and wondered how far my mother could penetrate my mind if she wanted to. I had never been very good at keeping my emotions in check, and I doubted she needed to look inside my mind to know the hatred I held for her and the way she chose to rule. 
But did she know how I yearned for another life where death, pain and cruelty were not central to our very existence? Did she know that my regular outings into the dunes were not just for fun, as I had claimed on the few occasions I had been caught by members of the guard, but actually because every time I left, I tried to get a little further away from the palace, hoping and praying to find something that would carry me away, into the farthest part of Aralith and beyond? For as long as I could remember, I had felt this calling for another life, another world, yet I didn’t know why. Illudere was all I had ever known, so my desire to escape the realm in which I had been born made little sense to me. 
My mind then started to drift to my relationship with my mother. She had always kept me hidden from the realm, I didn’t think out of protectiveness, but I thought perhaps from embarrassment. I was not the powerful, magical, daughter I believe she had wished for. Instead, I was disobedient, wild and soft, unable to stomach violence and pain in the same way as my siblings. In every way, I was her biggest disappointment. 
I let the events of the day and the simmering turmoil over my mother’s actions wash over me, weighing the few choices I had. The first, the path of least resistance: to remain as I had for the past 18 years, hidden in the shadows of the palace, fading into obscurity, irrelevant. The second, to flee Illudere entirely, but in doing so, condemn its people, and my brothers and sisters, to a life of slavery under mother’s rule. The last, and most daunting option, was to find a way to spark change. I wasn’t sure what that change would look like, but I imagined a new Illudere free from my mother’s tyranny. The thought alone sent a shiver through me as I settled under the silk duvet in the vast four-poster bed. The idea of leading any sort of revolution filled me with dread. Queen Avery’s power was unmatched, with armies commanded by my father, who would lay down his life for her without hesitation. Any of the fae who hated this way of living, would be too scared of my mother to stand against her. I would never stand a chance at revolution. And yet, a part of me, a part that was growing more and more every day, recognised that I would never be able to stand by and accept this way of life. And so, I fell asleep, with revolution in my heart. 

I woke early the next morning, having dreamt of one hundred faceless fae kneeling in the atrium, bodies trembling, and heads bowed, my mother above them looking wicked with power. Unease crept through my spine before the sun had even risen. 
I dressed quickly in loose white shorts and a flowing, cream shirt, before heading to the palace gardens to take a walk before my lessons began. I hoped the early morning breeze and fresh air would clear my head. I entered the space through a large ornate stone archway and look upon the grounds, already alive with servants going about their daily chores. The garden was lined with desert willow trees, the sandy ground divided by narrow stone paths into tidy rectangles. High stone walls encircled the space, blocking any view of the world beyond. Yet despite their imposing presence, the walls were old and worn, riddled with secret exits that I had long since mastered during my years of sneaking out.
I strolled under the willow trees, gently tugging at the branches and enjoying the warmth of the early morning sun on my skin before the day became scorching. Around me the tree nymphs who worked in the gardens had already started their work; raking the sand and clipping the willows. Their small wings buzzed while they worked, moving quickly amongst the draping branches. I reached the edge of the gardens, found a nice shady spot, and sat heavily onto the sand, closing my eyes for just a moment, and hoping that the quiet space would sooth my weary and tired head. 
I was not sure how long I sat there, but I must have started dozing off as a gentle tug on the cream shirt I was wearing awoke me suddenly, and I found myself face to face with one of the tree nymphs. Her wide eyes were mere inches from my face, her long green hair blowing in the wind of her beating wings. 
‘Miss’ she squeaked, her voice high pitched and trembling, ‘miss – can I do anything for you?’ I regarded her sleepily, my brain only half awake, she repeated herself ‘Miss Lyriel, can I get you anything? You have been out here a while’. 
I opened both eyes reluctantly and shook my head as if to clear the fog of sleep away. ‘No, no, don’t worry’ I mumbled quietly. 
‘Are you okay Miss?’ She asked again. 
‘Yes fine’ I waved my hand dismissively, yearning to doze off again into peaceful quiet. But the tree nymph was insistently pulling at the sleeve of my shirt. Groaning, and with great effort I opened both eyes and tried to focus on her face. It was hard to keep the slight annoyance out of my expression.
‘What is your name? Can I help you?’ I said, raising an eyebrow and looking down at the nymph.
‘Nahele’ she suppled, ‘and no, Miss, sorry Miss for waking you up. But I wanted to check you were okay. I saw you, you see, yesterday, leaving the atrium after that poor fae boy was killed. I saw your face; you were white as a sheet you see. And I was worried about you. And then just now you were making noises in your sleep, little squeaks, and I was worried you were having a nightmare, so I woke you up Miss.’
The nymph was speaking so quietly, and so shyly, it was almost impossible to hear her rambling sentences. I leaned in to listen to her while she spoke and softened my expression to ease her obvious nerves.  
‘Well thank you Nahele for your concern’ I said smiling at her. I realised with alarm that she had mentioned the fae boy from yesterday. ‘What do you know of the boy from the atrium’ I said, a little more sharply than I had meant to, and to my alarm, she flinched in my change of tone. 
‘Nothing really Miss, nothing at all. I only heard the palace guards talking about him being found in some unknown crawl space below the atrium and everyone being ever so confused as to how he ended up there. He himself didn’t even seem to remember apparently,’ she stammered nervously. 
I surveyed her now, fully alert to what she was saying. ‘He was found under the atrium?’ I asked aloud, more to myself than Nahele. She nodded anyway in confirmation her wings beating furiously behind her. 
‘And he couldn’t remember how he got there?’ I asked incredulously. It sounded like a lie which could be very easily proved wrong by my mother if she had decided to break into his head. 
‘That’s correct Miss,’ Nahele said, nodding her head up and down eagerly. 
‘That doesn’t make any sense. How could he have broken through all the security measures, without even knowing how he got there?’
‘That’s what all the guards are asking themselves Miss. They do not know and are sure to be punished something wicked for allowing him to pass through and being unable to respond to Master’s questions when he asked them. Even the Queen herself couldn’t look into their heads it seemed!’ 
I blinked in shock. ‘The queen couldn’t see into their minds?’ I asked incredulously. 
‘No Miss. Their thoughts were all jumbled in fog and smoke apparently,’ Nahele whispered shaking her head a little in fear, her big round eyes staring unblinkingly at me. I shivered a little even though the day was far from cold and drew my legs into my chest to hug my knees. This was certainly disconcerting news to say the least. Never, in her twenty years on the throne since the Great War, had the Queen been challenged in magical ability, or found a mind she could not enter, as far as I was aware. 
‘How could their minds be obscured? Who could even do that?’ I asked Nahele. 
‘Not who miss. But what.’ She emphasised the last word. I looked at her, confused and a little suspicious. She continued. ‘As far as we know, there isn’t a fae in Aralith who could challenge the Queen’s power. But what of other creatures? What of those who we know nothing about?’ 
‘Other creatures?’ I choked out. 
‘Yes Miss. Aralith was once home to far more than just fae. And only something of incredible magical power would stand a chance against the Queen. I don’t even want to imagine’ she trailed off slightly, clearly lost in the terrifying thoughts consuming her mind at the very prospect. 
A loud barking voice broke the silence and sent Nahele into such a nervous fit I had to place a warm hand onto her shoulder to prevent her from flying headlong into the dessert willow next to us. Maeve, my sister, was marching across the garden, her muscular legs rippling with power beneath her sand-coloured training skirt, suspicion and annoyance showing clearly on her striking face. 
‘Lyriel’ she yelled. ‘Your tutor is waiting for you to start classes; he has been wondering the palace halls for the last hour muttering about your incessant tardiness and lack of work effort. You should not need me to remind you to attend your lessons, and I don’t think the Queen would be best pleased if she heard you were skipping classes, especially,’ she sneered, ‘after yesterdays, transgressions.’ 
She let the last word hang in the air, the threat badly concealed. Jumping to my feet, I shot a look at the tree nymph and murmured a quiet apology, praying to Mother Earth that my sister hadn’t heard any of our conversation. Nahele gave a tiny jerky nod and opened her wings, darting back into the protective screen of the desert willows, desperately attempting to avoid the eyeline of my sister. I watched her disappear off for a second, before stalking back towards the castle, and baring my teeth at my sister as I passed her. She gave me a smug smile in return, clearly enjoying the opportunity to tell me what to do. I pushed my irritation down and chose instead to focus on the nuggets of information the tree nymph had just given to me. I couldn’t quite understand how that small fae boy who had appeared as harmless and innocent as the fae children who run around the servants’ quarters of the castle, had somehow managed to get past guards, enchantments, and layers of security before he raised any alarms. And even more curious, was that he hadn’t the faintest memory as to how he had done it. Or if he did know, he had been incredibly skilled at hiding his mind from the intrusive magic of my mother. Questions swarmed my mind. What was he doing inside the castle? What was he looking for? How had he even entered the castle in the first place? Had he found whatever it was he wanted? If he hadn’t found it, would we have more intruders entering the castle looking for whatever this thing was? And what was that otherworldly greenish glow that seemed to come from him when he looked at me? I was burning with curiosity. My own knowledge of the palace suddenly seemed insignificant in comparison to this latest piece of information. Something deep inside me seemed to tell me that it was important that I found out as much as I could about the truth of the matter and so I made a mental note to start searching the palace as often as I could without attracting unwanted attention.
As I meandered the corridors towards my tutor’s room, I let my mind drift to my family and wondered if they knew a lot more than they were letting on. It was likely that they did, all of them being involved in the workings and goings on of the palace in one way or another. Perhaps, if I played my cards right, they would share what they knew with me. It was unlikely, but not altogether impossible. I felt almost excited by the prospect of this challenge, and while I dragged my reluctant feet, pondering the answers to all these great unknown questions, I felt a little spark of something come to life in my chest which had nothing to do with the mindless day of study I was about to endure. To my great surprise, it felt a little like hope.  


Chapter 3 – DEFO NEEDS CHECKING THROUGH

It seemed I hadn’t been quite as subtle in my exploring as I had anticipated, as for the next week, I was unable to shake off the various members of the household who followed my every step. With a sinking stomach, I realised that Maeve had likely heard parts of my conversation with Nahele, as I was unable to find her in the garden’s when I had gone to look for her. I prayed she was safe and unhurt and had simple been moved away from anywhere I would be able to talk to her. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if she had been punished for my questions. 
I was being driven to the end of my tether by my families’ efforts to ensure I was not left alone for one moment. Either it was Maeve bursting into my room unannounced, Raph checking in on me after dinner, or Elyndor quizzing me on what I had been taught in my lessons that day to ensure I had actually attended and not skipped them to do some more of my sleuthing. Mother was curiously quiet at dinner, but I felt her eyes on my more often than I cared for and was sure she was checking in on the minds of the servants to ensure I hadn’t been asking any inappropriate questions. 
‘I am not a child who needs to be read a bedtime story.’ I barked at my bedroom door, after a familiar knock sounded on it. It has been almost two weeks since this torture had begun. ‘Funnily enough, at the grand age of eighteen, I have finally learnt how to do that myself.’
‘Well, that’s news to me. Perhaps if you started acting eighteen, we would start treating you like you were eighteen,’ was Raphael’s response as he slipped into my room, his tone immediately defensive. 
‘Well perhaps everyone needs to stop treating me like a child and actually involve me in the workings of this palace rather than carting me off to learn about history and Mother Earth and the great creation of Aralith’ I retorted testily. He raised his eyebrows at my mocking tone, and I glared back, unable to calm my own frustration from being cooped up, followed and watched for days on end now.
‘Be careful what you wish for.’
‘Why should I be!’ 
‘Because sometimes Lyriel’ he practically snarled my name, his own temper rising fast, ‘ignorance, is bliss. And in this case, I would be grateful if I was you, that you are lucky enough to remain sheltered from this sort of information’. 
‘So, you are saying I should be blindly grateful that I am being lied to, followed and locked up in this place like some sort of prisoner?’.
‘You are hardly being treated like a prisoner’ Raphael said exasperated now. ‘And why do you think you are being monitored like this Lyriel? You had a public conversation with one of the servants, discussing that fae boy. Almost 5 other servants overheard the entire thing. Maeve was listening to you press that poor tree nymph for further information, before she thankfully interrupted. How could you be so stupid?’ He almost spat the final word at me, and my head snapped up in surprise. He rarely spoke to me with such emotion, never mind such aggression, and I wondered why this had gotten under his skin so much. 
I surveyed my brother from my cross-legged position on the bed, and thought I saw a flicker of sadness pass across his expression. It dulled the flame of anger in my chest just a little. 
‘I wasn’t being stupid’ I muttered, my pride still a little hurt. 
‘I beg to differ’ he snapped.  
I gritted my teeth and ignored hit petty jibe. ‘I just want to understand’ I said. ‘I need to understand Raph. Something inside my is screaming to find out more, find out why that boy was in the palace, what he was looking for, why he had to die for it? I can’t focus on anything else. I know you know more than you are letting on, and so does Maeve, Elyndor, Mother and Father. I am not a child anymore, what are you all trying to protect me from? What are you all hiding from me? 
Raph sighed heavily, leaning on my stone dressing table. ‘I can’t tell you that Lyriel’. His body looked deflated, like all the fight had just fizzled out of him. The sight of it almost made me hesitate, but curiosity got the better of me and I couldn’t help but keep pushing. His evasiveness only added further fuel to my curiosity.  
‘But you can’ I pushed, letting a hint of my desperation shine through in my voice. ‘You know more than you are letting on, I know you do, and you can tell me. I am family, just like Maeve and Elyndor am I not? Why does she, refuse to share with me what she shares with the rest of you?’ I was now pleading with my brother. ‘Please Raph’. 
He continued to avoid my gaze, his fingers grazing absentmindedly along the leather handle of his dagger. He was so close, I could see it in his face, he was so close to wanting to talk to me. I held my breath in anticipation waiting for his next words. 
‘I can’t’ he finally breathed, avoiding my eye, and abruptly striding from my room, leaving me standing there, tears of anger welling in my bright green eyes, staring at the wall. 

I couldn’t sleep after that. I tossed and turned watching the moon make its steady descent across the sky. At around midnight, I gave up trying to sleep and knowing that no one in the castle would be around to check on me for at least another 6 hours, I got up, and made my way to the crawl space that would take me up the familiar narrow stairs, and to the kitchens. The palace was empty, but for the guards who stood at equidistant points down the main array of hallways. I found the window I needed, and hoisting a leg up onto the sink, crawled out of the small space, onto one of the sandstone roofs, where I knew I could scale the wall at the end, drop into the shadowy gardens, and sneak out of one of the unguarded exits at the back of the grounds. 
Once through I paused and tried to lower my heartrate, before beginning to race across the rolling expanse of dunes, eerily quiet and grey in the moonlight. 
I found my familiar spot, marked by a collection of sandstone rocks that stood out along the horizon which acted as a good cover against prying eyes, and sat down in the sand, letting my back stretch along the curve of one of the rocks. The air was cool around me and a gentle breeze played with the strands of my hair that had come free from the braid I had worn that day. For the first time in two weeks, I felt a relative sense of calm spread across my tightly wound body, and I breathed deeply, letting the wide expanse of open space around me fill my lungs and body. 
I sat there for a long time, staring up at the moon and the stars, and enjoying the drop of freedom and quiet I was able to experience, even if only for a short time. 
It was because it was so quiet, the wind just a playful breeze, that I was able to sense a slight movement behind me. I had spent so many years visiting this place, that I was attuned to any small change of the atmosphere. Before I had even thought about it, I was on my feet, crouched behind the rocks, and staring into the blackness, squinting to find the source of the noise. 
A made out a man, striding through the liquid blackness of the night, heading, without a doubt, towards the rocks I was now hidden behind. My hand automatically reached down towards my ankle for the dagger I usually strapped there, only to come across nothing. 
‘Idiot’ I thought, as I remembered that in my haste to leave the castle, I had left it on the dresser in my chamber. Cursing at my own stupidity, I took a steadying breath, before residing myself to my circumstances, and shifting back into a defensive stance, trying to remember the training my father had put me through when I was younger. 
As the man drew closer, I was able to get a better look at him. He appeared young, maybe in his mid-twenties. He has curly dark brown hair, tanned olive skin, and was dressed in linen trousers and a relaxed shirt. I noticed he was wearing no shoes, and appeared, as far as I could tell, completely unarmed. His eyes were clear and kind, and along his jawbone was a short smattering of stubble. His skin had a faint iridescent quality, marking him as fae, and he moved sleekly, and with certainty, as if he was familiar with these parts of the dunes. I didn’t know whether to stay hidden, or reveal myself, but as he drew closer, the decision was made for me. He had paused, seeing the tracks I had made in the sand, and shifted back into his own defensive stance, scanning the rocks behind which I was hiding, his eyes now wary and guarded. 
‘Whose there’ he said, his voice, which was low and rumbling, cracked like thunder through the night. I remained silent. 
‘Show yourself’ he said again, challenge now lacing his words. I stayed crouched, weighing my options and trying to calm my pounding heart. Perhaps I was feeling a little reckless after my two-week confinement in the palace, because ultimately, I decided to act in a way that was bolder, and riskier, than my normal behaviour in that moment. 
Before I had time to change my mind, I stepped out from behind the rock, holding my chin high in a way that I hoped came across as both confident and assertive. The man was squinting in my direction, and I watched as his eyes took in the sight of me, recognition dawning on his face. He almost physically flinched away from me for a moment, but then he straightened, and the next words to leave his beautiful mouth were soft and unassertive, as if he wanted to reassure me that he was of no threat. 
‘Princess’ he said quietly, bowing his head as he spoke so it was almost as if he was talking to the ground. ‘My apologies, I did not mean to disturb you. I shall leave you in peace.’ 
He was already turning away when I spoke. 
‘Wait!’ I called out after him and he stilled. So slowly, like a mouse trying not to be seen by their pray, he turned back to face me. 
‘Come here’ I ordered, employing the same demanding tone my mother used so often. He obeyed. As he walked closer, I was able to see his features more clearly. His eyes were a warm brown and framed by thick lashes and heavy brows. He was unusually pale for an Illuderion fae, but his exposed forearms looked muscular and strong. As he came to a stop next to me, I was suddenly aware of just how much taller he was than me, his frame towering over me almost menacingly. I regarded him slowly, taking in his features, his still slightly lowered head as he avoided eye contact with me. How strange, I thought, that he would be at this particular spot, at this particular time. Had he followed me? Or was this just a mere coincidence… 
‘What brings you out here at this hour’ I asked, not even bothering to employ any social niceties. I didn’t trust him, and I needed to find out how he had found this place, and even more importantly, why. 
‘I was just out for a walk, Princess’ he responded calmly in that deep rumbling voice that seemed to vibrate my bones. 
‘Just out for a walk?’ I mimicked, smiling a little at the blatant lie. ‘Well, me too! What a happy coincidence we are both out for a walk at this hour to this same place.’ I made no effort to hide the scepticism in my tone. I wanted him to feel a little afraid of me.  The man bowed his head a little further in acknowledgement but said nothing in response. 
‘What is your name?’ I asked. 
‘Ashen’ he supplied quickly. 
Ashen, I repeated in my mind. The name felt smooth and powerful. Ashen.   
‘Anything further you wish to tell me about how you came across this place Ashen?’ 
‘No Princess’ he said, his head still bowed. The way he stood there, exposing his strong, tanned neck, it reminded me horribly of the poor fae boy I had seen in the atrium of the palace those weeks ago. My heart seemed to still at the sudden influx of the memory and I loosed a long breath as I assessed the fae in front of me. The man had not threatened me, he had not hurt me, he may very well be telling the truth and had simply stumbled across this spot by coincidence, not knowing I was here. 
He was just a man, I thought to myself. A man who so far, had posed no physical threat to me. He had seemed shocked when he had seen me, ready to leave even. Those were not the actions of someone who had set out to find me or hurt me, I decided. 
It took only a moment for me to make up my mind. There was no need for me to employ the same fear mongering tactics my mother would do in this situation. I held no desire to resemble her in any way. 
I tried hard to make my voice warmer when I spoke to him next. ‘Well then, don’t let me get in your way, I should think there is room enough for two in this desert.’
Ashen’s head snapped up in shock as he noticed the change in my tone, and I could have sworn I saw a slight twinkle in his eye at my teasing. 
I motioned for him to come closer, and he took two quick strides until he was next to me, coming to an abrupt halt in the sand. With all of my faux bravado gone, I was suddenly at a loss for words, and we stood there, facing each other for a few, silent, uncomfortable seconds. Ashen cleared his throat, before looking me in the eye, a definite twinkle there now, and opening his mouth to speak. 
‘Well Princess’ – 
‘Lyriel’ I cut across him bluntly. 
He raised a thick eyebrow at my interruption. ‘Why not Princess?’
‘Well for one, my sister has claimed ownership to that title through and through, and quite frankly, it suits her far better than it suits me. And secondly, it is not my name. I know hundreds of princesses across Aralith, but there is only one Lyriel. I like to be unique’ I said a little shyly. 
Ashen raised his eyebrows at my outburst, and I could’ve sworn I heard him mutter, ‘I can see that,’ under his breath before he asked, ‘why does Princess Maeve wear the title better than you do?’ His tone was casually probing.
‘Oh, she has always seemed to fall into the role so much easier than me. Even from a young age she managed to perfectly master the art of looking down on others. She almost gives my mother a run for her money in this department.’ I chuckled a little at my own joke, but Ashen looked outright shocked at the light digs I had made at my family. I cringed a little, realising my mistake immediately. It was treasonous to speak negatively about the royals, and I had just quite openly criticised two of them. 
I attempted a clumsy recovery. ‘I however, was always the one to be sneaking out of the castle or conversing with the servants or generally behaving in a manner which didn’t suit my royal status. So I suppose I am the real villain in this story – I brought it all on myself’ I said, attempting some light humour. It worked, a bit. 
‘You don’t look like the traditional villain Lyriel’ he joked. ‘No fangs or claws to speak of. I wouldn’t say you would make a very good one’. 
‘How do you know I have no fangs or claws? Perhaps they are hidden.’
‘I would like to see where you are able to hide them in that outfit’ he said, nodding to my tight black trousers and tank top, and I blushed a little as I felt his eyes surveying the gentle curves of my body. A flutter stirred in my stomach causing me to quickly look away, my cheeks warming. 
‘So, if your sister is set to be our peoples Princess, what is it you’d like to do with your future?’ Ashen asked. 
I was grateful for the change in conversation but felt a pang of unease at his question. I didn’t have an answer—I’d never fully known what I wanted. Nothing had come as naturally to me as it did to Maeve, and unlike my brothers, I hadn’t been pushed into the royal court since I lacked any magical talent. I’d spent years dreaming of freedom, of escape, though I had never once truly acted on this desire. 
Ashen seemed to notice my hesitation and inclined his head a little, acknowledging my uncertainty, and steering the conversation into more comfortable territory. 
‘My apologies. I assumed as you are royal, you would have been provided with a future path by now. But it seems you still have the freedom to decide your future, A wonderful gift for a young woman, to be able to decide her own destiny!’
I smiled at this positive outlook he painted. It was a wonderful thought, if it ever did in fact come to fruition. I had a suspicion that the path I truly desired, of adventure and freedom and change, would not be one I would be allowed to pursue. But I didn’t feel like bringing the mood down, so I simply nodded in acknowledgement of what Ashen had said. Another silence stretched out between us and yet again I found myself lost for words in front of this man. Ashen broke it first.
‘If this isn’t too personal of me to ask you Lyriel – why are you out of the Palace at this hour?’
I arched an eyebrow, and surveyed him, deciding whether he was trustworthy enough to be honest with. I couldn’t detect a hint of treachery in his demeanour, but I was not completely naïve, and was distinctly aware that I had only just met this man and so I kept my response as bland as possible. 
‘Much like yourself I suppose – I couldn’t sleep and so wanted to come out for a walk’. 
‘Do you come here often?" he asked, his voice soft. "I only wonder because, at times, I’ve noticed footprints and markings in the sand when I've visited before, and I couldn’t help but wonder who else sought solace here, under the quiet veil of the dunes and the cover of night.’
He had been here before then, I thought. I was surprised and wondered idly how often he had visited my spot. It seemed unlikely that we would have never crossed paths before in all my years of nighttime escapades. The thought lingered in my mind, and I mentally placed it into a draw to examine later. 
‘I suppose fairly often’ I supplied vaguely. I didn’t want to reveal how often, still suspicious of this tall, beautiful man and his sudden appearance. It all felt too coincidental. 
‘Strange,’ Ashen murmured, brows a little furrowed but under them, his eyes gleaming as he looked down at me, ‘that our paths never crossed until tonight.’
‘Strange indeed,’ I murmured in response, my own neck arched up as I looked full into his face, attempting to search his expression for any hint of treachery. 
I took in the man before me. His warm brown eyes held a depth that hinted at a life far beyond my own but looked kind and honest. He spoke with the world-weariness of someone who’d wondered through places I had yet to even imagine, though his smooth, flawless skin, no doubt preserved by his fae heritage, made it impossible to guess his age. I glanced down at his strong arms, hanging nonthreateningly by his sides, and I noticed that his golden brown skin was flecked with scars here and there. He was a warrior then, or at least someone who knew how to use a sword, I thought to myself. My eyes lingered on his hands, large and callused, before making their way back up to his face. His expression was intense, pupils dilated, and lips slightly parted. He was, without question, beautiful, and I felt a sudden urge to reach up and let my fingers drift through his silken brown hair. In fact, I barely registered what I was doing before I found myself stepping closer. The movement seemed to snap Ashen out of his reverie, his gaze sharpening as he registered my movement with a hint of alarm. He pulled back, breaking the spell. 
‘It is almost light’ he whispered, and he pointed to the pinkening of the sky far on the horizon. ‘While my absence is sure to go unnoticed, I have a feeling if you are missing from the palace the whole guard will be sent out to retrieve you. Something I personally would quite like to avoid, Princess’. 
‘I told you that I am not a Princess’ I said, rather breathless from our moment before. 
A wicked gleam came into Ashen’s eyes, and he turned his focus from the horizon back to me. I felt another swoop in my stomach.
He gave me a wink. ‘Well, sweetheart, I think that is still up for debate.’


Chapter 4 – Good 

I had needed to run flat out to the palace to ensure I could sneak back into my room before the cooks woke up and started their day in the kitchen. Despite my sleepless night, my mind was reeling after my encounter with Ashen, and I struggled to sit still through breakfast and the hours of teaching that day as my tutor droned on and on about the history of Aralith. 
I listened absentmindedly as he recited the story we had all been told since we were children. The low light of the room combined with the melodic drawl of my tutor made my eyelids heavy, and I placed my head on my hands as he shared the ancient story. The hush of his voice made the words sound older, like they belonged not to pages or rumour, but to stone, to riverbeds, to the marrow of the world itself.
‘They say Aralith was once whole, untouched by war, untouched by greed, born in the cupped hands of Mother Earth, who shaped the realms with her fingers and breathed life into them with a love so vast the very air shimmered with it.’ He began. 
‘She carved the far north into glaciers and white silence, calling it Karynvar, where magic clings to the ice and snow, and the fae who dwell there are hardened by its beauty and brutality. 
Below it she raised the peaks of Iviara, jagged and solemn, where the wind howls through crags and the nights stretch deep and star-stained; the Iviaran fae pull their power from shadow and stone, from endurance and echo and the weight of ancient rock.
Southward, her touch softened, and the land became Eiralia, full of green hills, rushing rivers and flowering meadows, the air heavy with life and the hum of things forever growing. There, the fae turn seasons in their palms, coaxing birth and bloom with magic that feels like song. 
Then the world split open to make room for the ocean, and beneath its depths, in the caverns of Neridion, the Merfolk were born, their magic fluid and fathomless, shaped by tides and salt and the deep, cold dark.
Across the waves rose Xalorith, dense with heat and rainforest, where beasts roam with golden eyes and the fae move with a magic that speaks to every creature, every wing and fang, every vine and scale. 
And finally, at the farthest southern tip, came Illudere, a land of fire and ash, where the sun is a crown above the dunes and the heat cracks the earth into glowing lines, where we, the desert fae, were given our magic of flame and warmth, our fire-born strength and sun-scoured pride.
While Mother Earth had made us and granted us our gifts, she had also warned us. That if we lived in harmony with the land, respected it, protected it, we would thrive, our magic blooming in balance with the world itself for eternity. But should we ever demand more than the land would give, should we rip the roots to drink faster, should we hoard or steal or consume without care…then we would be left with nothing.
For a time, we listened. For a time, the six realms lived not as rivals but as siblings, sharing stories, trading gifts, learning each other's magics with reverence rather than envy. But slowly, across centuries, the old promise faded from memory, and the inevitable greed crept back in like shadow after dusk. Some fae began to travel, not in friendship but in hunger. They believed they could take the magic of every realm and make themselves into gods. They broke the land open, cracked into it like bones, and called it ‘progress’.
Mother Earth, they say, watched from afar in sorrow. Her creation, her greatest joy, had become poisoned by greed and a desire for power. The realms came to the brink of collapse, when she could barely stand to watch her once beloved world fall.
But despite it all, peace somehow prevailed. The rulers, frightened by the rising chaos, drew borders in desperation and called it peace. The Great Divide, they named it, the moment each realm became sovereign, severed from the others. For a generation, it worked. Trade returned. Magic steadied. Peace, however thin, held for a while, and Mother Earth could breathe a sigh of relief. 
All until twenty years ago, when the dreams began, and chaos, ensued.  
Now, a key part of the story has been missed. If we look back to the start of the world’s creation, Mother Earth was not in fact alone. For a man stood with Mother Earth, who went by the name Lamentis. He was equal in might, but opposite in spirit. They say he was her first creation, her counterpart, her lover even, and he was not evil, not at first, only curious and hungry for knowledge. 
Lamentis, was certainly not one to stand by and watch, and when he saw the powers Mother Earth granted the land, he couldn’t resist taking some for himself. He began to siphon the land's magic for his own pleasure; he demanded worship and carved his name into the roots of the mountains she had created. 
History says that Mother Earth was heartbroken, and after witnessing this betrayal, she used her immense power to trap him, and cast him down, down, down. Far beneath the skin of the world, into a place where magic cannot grow. And this was where he has rotted for thousands of years. 
Mother Earth though, is gracious, and she provided a way out for Lamentis. She told him clearly, that he would never rise again unless he could love without wanting, give without taking, and be judged worthy by a child born of both their blood. He would never be free from her banishment, unless he proved he was worthy of freedom. 
Lamentis, bitter and angry as he was, did not believe in redemption, but he did believe in loopholes. He found a way to send his mind crawling through the cracks in the earth, slipping into the thoughts of kings and queens, turning them against each other with fear and suspicion and the promise of more. He went into their dreams, his voice, low and velvet and cruel, whispered of power long buried, of betrayal, of secrets hidden beneath the earth. It promised protection, promised strength, promised a way to wield all magic, not just one kind. 
One by one, the rulers fell into ruin, and with them, the tenuous peace that had held our world together.
The Great War lasted only three years, but it fractured everything, not just cities and alliances, but the land itself. Magic bled from the soil, rivers went dry, forests withered. By the time the fighting ended, nothing was whole anymore, and nothing had been won.
Silence and loss remained, and the fractured realms attempted to rebuild themselves. 
For the last 17 years, a tenuous peace has prevailed, and we assume that Lamentis sleeps again, having achieved the chaos he thrives on. But the old stories say he is still watching, still searching, still waiting for the one who might set him free from his underground prison. No child would ever be born of his blood, no mortal strong enough to withstand the horrors of Lamentis. And so, he would stay down there to rot, an eternal curse from the Mother.’ My tutor finished reading from the book, closing it with a dramatic thud. He heaved a great sigh and shuffled slowly over to the chalkboard on the other side of the room, where he started to write down key historical dates for me to copy into my notepad. 
My mind was elsewhere, contemplating the story I had heard hundreds of times, and wondering if I would ever live to see Aralith returned to its former beauty from before the wars. I had been born just before the end of the Great War, and so hadn’t been witness to our victory, nor had I seen the ways in which my mother had managed to bring the conflict to an end. The history books say that my mother had been a force more formidable than any had seen before, not just powerful, but feared, revered, as though the very air around her bent to her will. I had wanted to ask her, so many times, if she, too, had heard the velvet whispers of Lamentis, curling into her thoughts like smoke. I wanted to know what he had said to her, what his voice had sounded like, and if she had listened, not with horror, but with interest and greed. 
I wanted to know whether the darkness in his voice had met the darkness in her own, and whether her soul, that shadow-drenched thing not quite of this world, had purred at the recognition. Her magic had always seemed... displaced, drawn from something older and deeper than the desert sands of Illudere. It was likely because of the unsettling, unearthly weight of the power she carried, that the people had never risen against her.
I believed this was why my mother was so disappointed that none of her children had ever displayed the same gifts as herself. Elyndor, Raph and Maeve were mighty warriors, but none of them had inherited her shadow magic. While Elyndor and Raph did hold the traditional fire magic of Illuderion Fae, Maeve and I had never shown any magical ability to speak of. Many had long found it curious, unsettling, even, that none of the Queen’s children bore the same shadow-born gifts as their mother. But rather than let this unfortunate mishap cast doubt, she had spun a web of lies to confirm a story that made her look even more powerful. That she had been chosen, set apart by the old magic itself, not to rule, but to save us, from ourselves, from ruin, from the softness that peace had brought. Her singularity became her sanctity. 
I always rolled my eyes at this part of the story and the idea that my mother had somehow been ‘chosen’ as spiritual saviour. Knowing her, I thought that it was far more likely that my bloodthirsty parents, together so magically and physically strong, had decided to take what they believed to be theirs, and used their abilities to fling themselves into positions of authority. 
Although admittedly, my cynical view didn’t account for where my mother had got her gifts from, as far as we knew, there hadn’t been another fae in recent history able to possess such magic. 
A loud bang snapped me out of my musings, and I jumped just as my tutor slammed a textbook the size of a rock down on the table in front of me. It looked like he had been trying to get my attention for the last few minutes by the red, angry flush of his cheeks. 
‘If you don’t want to listen to me today, why don’t you listen to that’ he hissed, baring his stained brown teeth in anger. 
I shuddered slightly, before giving him a placid, innocent smile. ‘Gladly, I am sure the book is far better company than what I have endured from you this morning’. My tone was mocking, rude even, and before he could say anything in return I jumped up, grabbed my bag, and leaped out the room, narrowly avoiding the book he had thrown at my retreating figure, 
I huffed a laugh, flicking my long-curled hair over my shoulder, and contemplated the now empty afternoon that lay sprawling in front of me. There was a slight heaviness in my chest that had nothing to do with the twenty-pound book I was now lugging around, and I wondered the palace halls absentmindedly, obsessing about my encounter with Ashen last night. I had to find a way to see him again. I had left so suddenly that we hadn’t been able to discuss another meeting point. What if he didn’t want to see me again? The thought sent my stomach into somersaults. I had spent so much of our conversation talking about myself and what I liked, I had completely failed to ask him about himself. 
I let myself ruminate on all of the possibilities for a while, not caring that I was spiralling, and I continued to mindlessly tread down unfamiliar corridors, my thoughts completely occupied by Ashen. 
After what had to have been fifteen minutes of walking, not paying huge attention to my surroundings, I looked up to find myself in an unfamiliar corridor.
Confused, I looked around. I must be deep in the palace, as the stone of the walls, were a dark shade of red, that looked almost black in the dimness of the fae orbs suspended on the walls. Alarmed, I looked up to discover that the darkness around me was so opaque, I couldn’t see to the end of the corridor. An unsettling cold had also come over me, and I hugged my body in an attempt to warm myself. 
How strange, I thought. Usually, the deeper you went into the palace the more stifling the heat became because of the lack of windows and fresh, clean air. I peered down into the darkness, squinting my eyes as I tried to make out further detail. Not a single guard could be seen, and a chill went down my spine at the realisation. Every hallway or public space was heavily guarded in the palace, since my mother was so intensely obsessed with her own security. It was bizarre that this area seemed to be so completely and utterly deserted. 
My curiosity now peaked; I placed the heavy book I was carrying into a dim, sandy corner, and crept forward into the dense darkness, the eery silence setting my teeth on edge. Every step I took seemed to drag the cold deeper into my bones, and by the time I had reached the fork at the end of the corridor, my teeth were chattering and the hair on my arms was standing up. 
I looked left, then right, wondering what lay ahead of each route. Something deep inside me seemed to pull me left, down a set of stone stairs and into further eery darkness, the only sound I could hear was that of my sandals against the cold rock of the steps. Down and down the steps seemed to go, until I was sure I was hundreds of meters below the ground. Just when I was thinking that the passage couldn’t possibly go any further, I came to a large dark green door, covered in intricate metal engravings and heavy bolts pulled across the frame. Every sense in my body seemed to stand on end as I drew closer. It felt like the door was pulsating, with some powerful energy I had never come across before in my life. It was terrible, but also irresistible, and I felt my feet pull me closer and closer until my body was mere inches away from touching it. Through the silence, I thought I could hear singing from the other side. 
What were they saying? Familiar, oh so familiar, I thought. If I concentrated hard, to my alarm, I thought I could make out my name in the song, long wailing notes that seemed to say Lyriel over and over again. 
I should be scared, I thought to myself. I should be terrified, running in the opposite direction. But, the voice, saying my name, it sounded familiar, as if I had known it all my life. Instead of fear, I felt myself being drawn closer, and I yearned to reach out and touch the heavy frame with my bare hand. 
I quickly succumbed to the desire, and as I reached out my arm, I felt something like an electric crackle pass through my body, from the top of my head all the way to be sandaled toes, and a thrill of excitement swooped in my stomach as the current gently ran through me, making my bones hum with power. I felt unstoppable, otherworldly even. I suddenly knew what I was going to do next. I was going to open the door, no, I needed to open the door. Whoever was behind that door, was calling my name, and I had to speak to them right now, no time could be wasted. My fingers were mere inches from the metal bolts itching to pull them aside…
A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, and I jumped wildly, spinning around in shock. A guard of four fae men were standing behind me, their eyes wide with fear, their mouths open slightly in silent warning. The fae with his hand on my shoulder didn’t say a word, but just pulled me hard, away from the door, and back towards the stairs I had come down earlier. 
‘Hey, get off-’ I started to say but they ignored me and continued to frogmarch be back up the stairs, all of them deathly silent as we snaked our way back through the tunnels and passages. I struggled pointlessly against the soldier’s tight grip on my upper arm, but he didn’t release me until we had walked back up the stairs, down the corridor, and back towards the main passages of the palace. The soldier let go of my arm with a non-too gentle shove. I hissed at him in response. 
‘That area is out of bounds’ he grunted at me.
I straightened, arching an eyebrow in response. ‘Out of bounds? I didn’t realise anywhere in the palace was out of bounds to the royal family…’ I let the last two words hang in the air. The men said nothing in response. 
‘Did you hear me?’ I demanded. I was putting on my best impression of my sister, Maeve, entitled and arrogant as I surveyed the guards. 
‘That area is out of bounds for all,’ one of them grunted. 
‘What’s down there?’ I asked. The soldiers ignored me, making to turn away. 
‘I asked you a question’ I said as derisively as I could. ‘And when I ask you a question, you answer me. Now I won’t ask you a second time, what is down there?’
‘None of your business,’ one of the soldiers in the back said insolently and the rest of them chuckled a little in response. Anger boiled inside me so fast I didn’t even think about what I was doing. Springing forward with a force I didn’t know I possessed, I grabbed the man who had decided to speak up by the back of his uniform and slammed him hard into the sand wall. The force of the blow shook the passage, and I felt sand and stone particles float down from the ceiling to land on both of our heads. The remaining soldiers actually had the audacity to move forward, as if they were about to stop me and help their comrade. I raised an eyebrow slowly, before letting out a low, guttural snarl that made them each pause in their approach. 
‘Take one step closer and I will have you all beheaded with one word to my mother’. It was largely an empty threat, and my mother would never listen to me, but they didn’t know that. They all halted, surveying me through untrusting eyes as I lent in a little closer to the injured soldier whose collar I still held in my fist. 
Moving my lips close to his ear, I spoke in a quiet, menacing tone. ‘Speak to me like that again soldier,’ I spat the words, ‘and I will make sure that you will never leave this palace with both of your balls intact, ever, again. Do you hear me?’
I watched his throat bob as he swallowed nervously, struggling to find his words. I slammed him hard into the wall again. 
‘I said. Do. You. Hear. Me?’
‘Yes’ he gasped. 
‘Yes what?’ 
‘Yes Princess’ he choked. 
‘Thank you," I said sweetly, releasing my grip as his legs buckled beneath him. He dropped to his knees, gasping, his hands flying to his throat where the friction of his uniform collar had left a raw, red welt. I watched him for a moment and felt this strange sense of satisfaction at the now terrified expressions of the remainder of the guards. One by one, I met each of their gazes, holding them each, hoping they read the promise of violence in my bright, green eyes. 
Satisfied I’d made my point, I turned and stalked back to my chambers, the weight of too many truths, or rather, half-truths, weighing me down.  Another mystery, another secret veiled in shadow and silence. More questions for me to unravel alone, in the still, watchful hush of my room.
I collapsed onto my plush bed, letting myself melt into the feather duvet and heavy cushion assortment. The exhaustion of the night before, and the revelations of the day, were dragging at my limbs like lead. 
And yet despite this, I felt far from tired. My body thrummed with energy, a restless charge left behind by whatever enchantment had clung to that door. It crackled beneath my skin like a quiet storm refusing to settle.
I pulled in a long, slow breath, willing the tremor in my hands to still and the charge on my chest to subdue. I needed clarity, or something close to it. Some sort of sliver of reason in this ever-growing fog. If I was going to uncover the truth behind that hidden door, I needed a plan. And perhaps, I thought to myself, as I lay staring up at the patterned ceiling above my bed, if I let the chaos in my mind unspool just enough, perhaps some sort of order and understanding would arise from it. 
Something to explain what in Mother Earth’s name I had just stumbled upon, hidden within the bones of this palace.


Chapter 5 – Needs work 

Despite my physical exhaustion, sleep was not going to come to me that night, my mind so busy and alive with thoughts. Restless, I snuck out again, using the same passage as the night before, moving swiftly and easily through the night as I trod the familiar route to the rocks. I was nervous, my body overstimulated, and my foot tapped impatiently in the sand as I waited. I wasn’t entirely sure Ashen was going to be back here tonight and was perhaps foolish in my hope to see him again. I had been waiting almost an hour, growing more and more restless, when my heightened senses picked up movement from behind me, causing me to turn to scan the blackness of the horizon. 
I saw him instantly, walking towards me, with long confident strides. Tonight, he was dressed in navy robes which were cut straight against his broad shoulders and long body. He wore no shoes again, and the shirt he was wearing under his jacket was slightly open showing a hint of his broad, tanned chest. To my slight embarrassment, I felt my lower stomach clench at the sight of his bare skin, and I tried hard to push the thought away as he approached.
‘What a surprise, we meet again Princess’ he said, the corners of his eyes crinkling from the smile he wore on his face, and he made to incline his head in a mock bow as he reached me. 
‘I told you not to call me that’ I chided, ‘and there is no need to bow.’ Boldly, I reached out to place a finger on his chin, raising his head back up so he was looking into my eyes. I shivered involuntarily at the touch and could have sworn I saw a slight flush in Ashen’s cheeks. 
‘It is polite to bow to a lady, Princess or not. And how could I not bow at the sight I see in front of me!’ he responded his eyes scanning over me in a way which made me blush. I had chosen to wear a short midnight blue dress this evening; its thin gauzy material hugged my figure. My hair was down, the strawberry waves cascading down my back, almost long enough so that when I sat, the end of the tendrils touched the sand beneath me. My arms were adorned with golden bangles, and I had also chosen to forgo shoes this evening, letting me bare feet connect with the soft sand beneath me. 
‘No bowing’ I instructed, trying to hide how pleased I was that he had noticed my appearance, and Ashen gave me a mock salute in return. I rolled my eyes back at him. It appeared that this man did not take instructions particularly well. He sat down gently in the sand and patted the spot next to himself, insinuating that I do the same, and so I sat facing him, legs crossed beneath me, placing my hands into the cool, soft sand and closing my eyes as I felt the steady power coming from it. Grounding myself in the earth like this had a calming effect on my overworked body. 
‘You seem…wound up’ Ashen pointed out. 
‘How so?’ I asked trying to keep my voice casual.  
‘Well, I can hear your heart pounding, and you are flushed’ he gestured gently to my face making me scowl. ‘Why?’
‘I am not wound up’ I muttered. I didn’t want to talk about what I had seen in the depths of the palace this afternoon. 
‘Was it the anticipation of waiting for me to arrive?’ Ashen teased, catching the heaviness in the air and slicing through it with a grin.
I scowled in mock outrage. ‘You wish.’
‘Yes,’ he murmured, so softly I wasn’t sure I was meant to hear it. ‘I do.’
Heat crept into my cheeks. ‘Change the subject, please,’ I said, more sharply than I meant to.
Ashen gave an exaggerated eyeroll. ‘Fine. Tell me all about your delightful royal duties today.’
I frowned. ‘I spent all last night talking about myself. I wanted to hear about you this evening.’
‘Well, too slow, Princess. I asked first,’ he said with that wicked grin that somehow made it hard to stay annoyed.
I gave a long, theatrical sigh, rolling my eyes as I sank back onto the cool sand. ‘I don’t feel like talking about my royal duties, as you so elegantly put it. Ask me something else.’
He leaned back beside me, hands behind his head, gaze tipped toward the stars. ‘Alright,’ he said. I want you to tell me, something no one knows about you. Something you have never told a soul. Maybe that’s…your first love, your many suitors, even your favourite food for all I care. But I want to know something you’ve never shared with another.’
I blinked, caught off guard. “That’s… oddly intimate.”
Ashen shrugged, a smile tugging at his mouth. “You wanted a different question.”
I chuckled quietly. ‘I think you slightly overestimate how interesting my life is and how many people I have to talk about it with.’
‘I highly doubt that. Are you telling me no one knows what your favourite food is?’ Ashen pressed. 
‘No one I can think of…perhaps Nayda, the palace cook’ I clarified when he looked confused at the name. ‘And before you ask, it’s dessert, all and any desserts. I am not picky. Just give me something with chocolate and I will be yours forever. Nayda likes to say we have a very committed relationship based purely on chocolate.’  
Ashen laughed heartily. ‘Good to know’ he said with a smile. 
‘You mock, but that is very private information. You could even say my affinity for a sweet treat is my Achilles heel. I am sure many enemies would pay good money to know that sort of information about the Queen’s daughter’ I said nodding seriously at him.  
‘Death by chocolate?’ he asked with a wink.
‘Can’t think of a better way to go’.
He chuckled quietly, the sound a musical note in the otherwise silent night. 
‘So, is chocolate the great love of your life Lyriel? Or are there any other potential suitors in the past or present I need to know about.’
I paused for a moment, a little embarrassed to admit the truth. ‘Unfortunately, no lovers or suitors to speak of yet,’ I said quickly. 
He raised a singular eyebrow. ‘I don’t believe someone as beautiful, intelligent and interesting as yourself, would have gone eighteen years without acquiring the interest of at least a few male fae across the realm’. 
I blushed in embarrassment again at his words. ‘You can take my word for it Ashen, or frankly, anyone at the palace’s word for it. No one has ever shown even the remotest interest. And my mother is so embarrassed by me, she rarely allows me out of the grounds. I don’t even have friends who aren’t employed by her, never mind lovers.’ I looked away, willing my face to return to its normal colour. 
Ashen, however, looked at me, confused. ‘I don’t understand’ he said. ‘Why would the Queen be embarrassed of you?’
I laughed bitterly. ‘Oh, you know, my personality, my behaviour, my general demeanour and lack of magical ability’. 
I paused to let Ashen respond, but he just raised his eyebrows in silent question, and so I continued. ‘Generally speaking, I think she had hoped that at least one of her children would inherit her gifts, and so she kept having more of us. I was her last hope and alas, it seems that I was the most talentless and disappointing of them all’. 
Ashen frowned, not fooled by the mock bravado in my voice for a second. ‘Talentless and disappointing? I can’t imagine anyone could ever call you either of those things Lyriel.’ I blushed but he continued. ‘And besides, it’s well known that none of the Queen’s children bear her magic, so why are your brother’s and sister not subject to the same scrutiny?’
‘My brothers both hold a little traditional Illuderion magic and so didn’t entirely disappoint, and while my sister inherited no magical powers, she is trained in combat, and first in line to be Commander of the armies. My father has trained her since she was old enough to be able to pick up a sword. I, however, am yet to show any magical ability, have no interest in war and violence and behave in a manner that does not befit someone of royal stature as I am frequently reminded...’
Ashen regarded me through quizzical eyes, noting the slight flatness of my tone. ‘Does this upset you?’ 
The question took me a little by surprise. Not once had anyone ever asked me how this made me feel. And so I paused as I thought, trying to figure out what it was that I felt for my family after all these years. 
‘It did. I think. Once upon a time’ I said after a while. ‘When I was younger, I desperately wanted to impress my family. All I wanted was for them to think me a success, a worthy continuation of the royal bloodline, and to be welcomed by them. But after a while I realised that I was never going to be welcomed. To put it simply, I was just too different. I don’t agree with the practices of cruelty and pain that are so common in our realm. I don’t agree with the backhanded politics and shady dealings. And I fundamentally don’t agree with the disparity in our realm. Our people are struggling to provide food for their children while we are living so luxuriously in the palace. So, I think, after all these years, that I am okay with the fact that I am different, proud of it even, you could say.’
Ashen was looking at me with genuine emotion now, and his expression was so intense I had to look away and plant my hands back into the sand of the dunes to calm my racing heartbeat. I had never spoken to anyone so openly about myself and my feelings. With a jolt, I realised I had never even had anyone to share these thoughts with before. 
‘There is infinite power’ Ashen started to say ‘in being able to accept, and love, who we truly are as people, even if by being that person our lives become harder. You Lyriel. Have shown such strength in choosing not to accept your family’s practices. For someone so young…’ he paused and frowned a little, as if trying to gather his thoughts. ‘You are wise beyond your years. It’s surprising’. 
I gave him a tentative smile. ‘I wouldn’t say wise beyond my years now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.’ 
‘I feel qualified to say that.’ 
‘Well, you shouldn’t. You barely know me.’ 
‘I think I know you quite well at this point. Maybe even you might consider me a friend?’ 
I raised my eyebrows at him. ‘A friend?’ 
‘Yes Lyriel. The concept may be foreign to you but this, what’s going on between us right now’ he pointed at himself then me, his tone dripping in sarcasm. ‘This is called friendship.’ 
I laughed loud, the sound echoing across the desert planes. 
‘Oh no Ashen. We aren’t friends yet. You are going to have to put in a lot more work to earn that title.’
‘What sort of work?’ he demanded, eyes flashing with amusement but clearly up for the challenge.
‘Well, you know, six trials by fire and a multitude of gifts supplied over a two-month period’ I joked and Ashen snorted. 
‘I think we have gotten to the root of why you don’t have any friends Lyriel’ Ashen said with a mock serious look. 
I gasped, offended, and gave him a playful shove. ‘Take that back!’
But he caught my arm mid-push, and the momentum tipped us both backwards into the sand. He landed flat on his back, and I landed beside him, our arms brushing, my shoulder pressed lightly against his. My heart thudded from the fall, or maybe something else entirely, and I suddenly became very aware of the closeness between us.
I looked up, and he was already watching me, his warm brown eyes calm but unreadable. My bright green ones locked with his for just a moment too long.
He exhaled slowly, the breath brushing against my cheek. His scent, sun-warmed, earthy, something faintly spiced, wrapped around me, and I felt my skin buzz, heat pooling somewhere low and restless.
Without thinking, I leaned in just slightly, the space between us growing taut, charged with something uncertain.
Then I blinked, startled by myself, and laughed nervously.
Ashen’s gaze remained locked on mine, not willing to break the tension yet. The heat within my core grew stronger and I had to physically force myself to look away. 
I rolled onto my side to put a bit of space between us. Ashen was smirking a little, but he didn’t close the gap, allowed me my space. 
For a few quiet seconds, we both just lay there in the sand beneath the stars, not speaking, no longer touching, but not making to leave either. It felt like it had been a long while when Ashen finally spoke. 
‘It might be that time of the night again Lyriel’ he whispered into the dark. Groaning lightly, I rolled up into a seated position, knowing he was right but desperately not wanting to leave yet. 
‘I didn’t even get to ask anything about you,’ I said after a while, my voice quieter than I meant it to be.
Ashen didn’t answer right away. He was still looking out at the infinite night sky, arms flat against his knees, moonlight catching in his hair. ‘Next time,’ he said eventually.
I gave him a sideways glance, lips twitching. ‘Next time we mysteriously show up at the same rock, at the same time, under the same moon? Sounds awfully convenient.’
He turned to me then, expression unreadable for a second before it softened. ‘Stranger things have happened in Aralith.’
‘I suppose,’ I said, tucking a stray curl behind my ear. ‘Maybe the rock’s enchanted.’
Ashen let out a low chuckle. ‘Or cursed.’
‘Well, that would explain a lot,’ I muttered, earning a grin from him.
The silence that followed wasn’t awkward. Just... full of things unsaid. We sat there a moment longer, the kind of stillness that didn’t need filling. Finally, Ashen pushed to his feet and dusted sand from his palms. ‘You should get back before someone comes looking.’
I was unable to stop myself from asking the question this time. ‘Will I see you again?’
He didn’t answer right away. Just offered a faint smile and a nod, the kind that wasn’t quite a promise, but wasn’t not one either.
‘Goodnight, Lyriel.’
And then he was gone, just like the last time, disappearing into the dark, like he had never been here to begin. 
I sat a little longer after he’d left, the warmth of his presence still lingering in the air. Not quite sure what I was hoping for.
Not quite sure why I was still hoping at all.


CHAPTER 5 – GOOD 

The next few weeks passed in a blur. I had not forgotten about that door in the depths of the palace and had spent most of my days aimlessly wondering the halls in the hopes that I would stumble across it again. But try as I might, I couldn’t seem to find the same space again. It was as if the hallway could only be found if I wasn’t actively looking for it. This effort, combined with my sneaking out to visit Ashen whenever I could, left my days busier than they had been in years. Something about these small acts of rebellion made me feel more awake and alive than ever. I knew how dangerous it was to be meeting with a man I had just met and sharing intimate details of my life with them, but I was drawn to him in every way possible. He was so curious about me, about my upbringing and my personality, and asked me questions with such genuine interest. I had never in all my eighteen years felt seen in the way that Ashen made me feel seen. It sounded stupid, naïve perhaps, but something in my soul told me I could trust him and confide in him. 
There was only one thing that was playing on my mind. I had slipped out a dozen times to see him over the last two weeks, but I was still struggling to get him to talk to me about himself in the same way I had. Every time I turned the conversation to him, he made a joke or changed the subject so smoothly that often I didn’t even notice it happening and would only realise what he had done when I was walking home from our spot. I wasn’t sure if I was being paranoid, after all, he had never given me any reason not to trust him, and I perhaps he was nervous of sharing information about himself with someone who spent so much time in the palace surrounded by bloodthirsty royals. If the roles were reversed, I know I certainly would be. However, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was deliberately avoiding talking about himself and I wanted to know why. 
Last night, the conversation had drifted towards more intimate territory, and Ashen had reluctantly revealed that he lived alone, in a small village about three miles north of the palace. From what I could gather from the nuggets of information he had shared, he had lived in this village for a long time, to the point that he often spent his days volunteering in the local school to help teach young, gifted children how to discover their own magical gifts, having been blessed with his own magic from a young age. I had begged him on the last occasion to show me what form his magic took, but he had avoided the request and simply told me, ‘Next time’. 
I was sitting on my bed, waiting for nightfall to be able to slip out to see him, this time determined to ask the right questions and discover more about this secretive man, when I heard movement in the corridor outside my chamber. Muffled voices were making their way up the corridor, and as they drew nearer, I recognised the familiar voices of Raph and Maeve talking in low, urgent whispers. 
‘She was furious’ Maeve was saying. ‘Father said the door itself had been tampered with despite the heavy protective spells placed around it. He had no idea how someone had managed to get that deep into the palace undetected’. 
‘How would anyone even know how to get there? That area is a complete labyrinth’ Raph responded in a hurried whisper. 
‘Clearly someone who knew exactly how to navigate the seals, but those protections are meant to be foolproof. The only person who could get through them is Mother. Thank the Mother Earth the door itself is impossible to breach’. 
‘How did Father know it had been tampered with?’ 
‘There was a handprint, melded into the stone. The worry is whoever had been down there would usually have been trapped. The door is designed to hold anyone who isn’t welcome long enough for one of the guards to find them and bring them to Mother for questioning. But the person was gone. Only a handprint was left of them’. 
‘So, they escaped?’ Raph’s voice was strained. 
‘I don’t know how they could. No one should be able to break that seal by themselves. And if they did escape, they are surely now somewhere out there telling whoever will listen what they have seen.’
It was almost impossible to hear my sibling’s voices as they reached the end of the corridor, but I pressed my ear to the door and closed my eyes, willing my senses to pick up what I could of their conversation. 
I heard someone blow out a long, steady breath. ‘Well fuck. She is going to punish every guard who is stationed down there’ Raph said miserably. 
‘She already has,’ Maeve muttered equally miserably. ‘She tore into each of their minds first though and found nothing but black mist. No memories, no nothing. It was like they had been stuffed full of smoke, and she couldn’t see through it’. 
There was a long silence, and I was sure both were trying desperately to make sense of this information. We weren’t aware of any other fae who had the power to alter the minds of others, but I was under no illusion that anyone with this sort of powerful magic would have kept it well hidden from the prying, greedy eyes of my family. 
‘What do we do now then?’ Raph said after a while. 
‘Nothing’ Maeve muttered. ‘After Mother was done with the guards she stormed from the Palace. I haven’t a clue as to where she has gone, but I can make a good guess in saying she is on a rampage across every village in a 5-mile vicinity searching the minds of every fae in the hopes of learning who did this. I daren’t say it to her, but I doubt she will have any success. Any fae who managed to get into this palace undetected, past the seals and back out, will be hundreds of miles away by now if they have any sense’. 
‘I still don’t understand how they could have got down there’ Raph whispered. His voice was practically inaudible now, and I realised they must have reached the edge of the corridor and turned the corner as silence resumed. 
I pulled my head back from the oak chamber door and padded silently to my bed, collapsing into the familiar nest of pillows and blankets. Curling my long legs beneath me like a cat, I sank into the velvet and down, letting the muffled hush of the room settle around me.
But peace would not come.
Their voices still rang in my ears, Maeve’s and Raph’s, sharp-edged with fear, roughened by urgency. Someone had broken into the palace. Not just broken in, but slipped through the tightest web of security, past guards and enchantments and into a place so well concealed, even I hadn’t known it existed. And if I didn’t know about it, that meant it had been hidden on purpose.
Why?
I turned the thought over and over in my mind, but each time it yielded nothing, just more questions, more unease. What was behind that door? Why was it so heavily guarded? And why did it feel so deeply entwined with everything I wasn’t supposed to know?
Then something clicked.
The corridor. The one I’d wandered into the other week—the one with unfamiliar stone and a strange power to it that made the air feel heavy. I remembered the new guards stationed throughout the palace, their presence explained away with vague mentions of “security reinforcements,” but now...
Now I wasn’t so sure.
I scrambled from bed, dragging open my desk drawer with a sense of purpose. I snatched up a pen and began scrawling fragments across the page. A handprint burned into a door. Guards with memories so tampered even my mother couldn’t undo them. ‘Deep into the palace,’ Raph had just said.
I tried to conjure an image of the hidden hallways, the latticework of tunnels that stretched beneath the palace like roots beneath a tree, but the details blurred. My head throbbed with the effort. I cursed under my breath, why hadn’t I paid more attention?
I had tried to find that door again. I had tried more than once. But it was like the palace itself had swallowed it up.
Frustration pricked at the edges of my skin. I couldn’t afford to keep stumbling blind. So, I pulled a fresh sheet of parchment toward me and began sketching every hallway I could remember, every stairwell and shadowed turn. It wasn’t perfect, but it was a start.
From now on, I would pay attention. I would remember.
And next time, I wouldn’t miss my chance.

That night, I was still so consumed by the conversation I had overheard that I didn’t even notice Ashen’s arrival at the rocks. I jumped out of my skin when I felt his hand brush my shoulder.
‘Sorry’ I breathed, ‘I didn’t hear you arrive’. 
‘Any particular reason you're so jumpy tonight, Princess?’ he asked, eyeing me curiously.
I hesitated, deciding whether to share the information I had overheard earlier. I decided to air on the side of caution and responded vaguely. ‘No, just a normal day of royal family drama keeping my mind busy’ I said trying to laugh it off. 
Ashen still looked curious, but he didn’t press me. I changed the subject before he had the chance to jump in. 
‘No questions for me today,’ I declared brazenly. ‘Today, we're talking about you.’
‘Me?’ Ashen raised an eyebrow, a hint of amusement in his voice.
‘Yes, you,’ I confirmed with a stern nod.
He chuckled softly, settling down cross-legged on the cool sand across from me. ‘I’m an open book. What do you want to know?’
I hesitated for a moment, realizing that in the chaos of the afternoon, I hadn’t even thought about what I wanted to ask Ashen. I had planned to think of something smart, creative, impressive. But now…my head felt blank and stupid. ‘Um’ I said buying myself some thinking time, ‘I want to hear about your childhood, your family, what you like and dislike.’
‘Well, we could be here all night’ he responded wryly. ‘There are a lot of things I dislike’.  
‘I have time,’ I said equally sarcastically. 
Ashen smiled and stared up at the sky as if contemplating where to start. 
‘Well, let’s see now…my favourite colour is blue, my favourite food is fried pineapple, my’ – 
I cut him off. ‘Ha ha very funny – you know I meant the real stuff - you can do better than that Ashen’. 
‘Fine’ he grinned at me a little but resumed a more serious expression as he started again. ‘Okay, I spent the best part of my childhood here, in Illudere, in the village I have already told you about. I never knew my father; my mother is the one who brought me up. She wasn’t from Illudere herself, she was Iviaran, where I had been born. She had come to Illudere before the Great War, in search of work and safety and a new life. I won’t get into the detail now, but her life in Iviara had been cold and harsh, and she longed for a life surrounded by sun, where no one would know her name, and no one would know her story. See, she hadn’t been treated well in Iviara, because of the rare magic he held.’
‘What magic?’ I interrupted.
‘Patience Princess. We are never going to be able to get through my family history if you keep interrupting me’. 
‘Sorry’ I muttered sheepishly. ‘What magic, please?’ 
Ashen rolled his eyes but continued. ‘Her magic was unusual for the Iviaran kind. She was able to possess, and encompass, darkness.  She could draw power from the night, and hold that power, until daybreak, and then, release it when she felt fit. It was an incredibly rare gift and one she tried to keep well-hidden for most of her life’. 
‘Why did she keep it a secret?’ 
‘What did I just say about interrupting’ Ashen chastised, although his eyes were crinkled with amusement. I mimed zipping my mouth shut, motioning for him to continue talking.  
‘She was not a woman who loved the spotlight, and definitely not a woman who wanted power. My mother was kind, gentle and loving, but her magic had so much potential to cause destruction, and she didn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands. Or at least she tried not to let it fall into the wrong hands’ Ashen finished darkly. 
‘What happened?’ I asked.
‘Well, the first time she was discovered was when she was still a very young woman. She was summoned to the palace of the Iviaran king who wanted her magic to be embedded in his lineage, and so when she was barely just an adult, she was taken from her family and ordered to stay as royal consort to the king. She was held there against her will for four and a half years before she was able to escape.’
‘That’s horrific’ I mumbled.
‘Indeed’ Ashen continued his mouth set in a thin line. ‘And although she was able to escape, taking refuge in the unrelenting mountainous region of Iviara, where few fae inhabit the area due to the impossible living conditions, she knew that whilst she remained in that realm, she would be a marked woman. She had little doubt that she would be handed back over to the royal family as soon as she was recognised. Therefore, she has no other choice but to leave the realm in search of a new home, where no one would know her. She knew the extent of the King’s powers and wanted to make sure she was as far away as possible from him and any potential spies. Illudere was the obvious choice, being the most southern realm, and under the rule of your mother, who was known to be equal to, if not more powerful, than the Iviaran King.’
I contemplated the staggering bravery it would take for a person to travel such a distance alone. I felt a great deal of admiration suddenly for Ashen’s mother, imagining her as a young fae woman travelling thousands of miles across every harsh climate of Aralith, alone and hunted, in search of a new life for herself. The things she must have seen and endured on that journey…
‘Once she arrived in Illudere, she travelled from town to village to city looking for work, before finally finding opportunity in the village I live now and deciding to stay’.
‘Incredible’ I said aloud, more to myself than Ashen. ‘What complete and utter bravery that must have required.’ 
‘Yes, she was one of a kind my mother’ Ashen chucked warmly. 
I noted his use of the past tense and frowned a little. ‘You said the first time she was discovered? Was there another time?’ I asked nervously.  
‘Yes. Unfortunately, there was.’ Ashen’s tone had become sharp and angry now, and my stomach clenched a little in fear of what he was about to tell me. 
‘I was about eight years old when my mother was next discovered. It was at the time of the Great War, when fae were being rounded up in hundreds to help serve in the effort to regain peace’. He sneered at the last word slightly and my stomach clenched even tighter. 
‘I was slightly too young still to fight in the war, but I remember when the army came to my village and started rounding up anyone old or fit enough to fight. They were all asked to stand in a line and present themselves on their knees, heads bowed, in front of the Queen. I remember seeing the silhouette of my mother kneeling in that line, right in the middle, in the scorching midday sun, as the Queen picked through the minds of each fae before her, looking for weapons to use to her advantage’. 
My mouth had turned incredibly dry at the image he was painting, and while I tried to swallow, my throat and tongue felt like sandpaper. 
‘The Queen walked slowly down the line of fae, picking a few to take with her, sending a few relieved elders away. When she reached the place where my mother was, I saw her eyes widen slightly in disbelief, discovering the vast waves of magic that resided within the shabby village woman on her knees before her. I watched in horror as the Queen smiled, a vicious, greedy smile, and I knew she was going to take her away from me. I remember vividly the need to do something, anything, to help, and so I started to run out, to try and protect the only family I had, the person who had protected me all my life. But I was caught by a blow around the head, I had been hit by one of the guards from the Palace, knocking me clean out. When I awoke, my mother, along with half the fae of the town, were gone’ Ashen finished.
A long, empty silence stretched between us. I didn’t even know where to start, how to apologise for the actions of my family, how to justify it. There was no justifying it. I had to say something, but my mind was utterly blank of appropriate things to say. 
After a while, Ashen took a deep breath, and ignoring my internal turmoil, carried on with his story. 
‘Only three of about fifty fae taken returned after the war. My mother was not one of them. Those that did, were haunted by what they had seen, their eyes holding the weight of the destruction they had been forced to be a part of.’
I shook my head at the horror he had endured at such a young age. ‘Did you ever find out what happened to your mother?’ I asked tentatively. 
‘They told me that the Queen had used my mother’s magic to give the Illuderion army an advantage during the war, but word had travelled fast to the other realms, of a unique magic that was plunging armies into darkness during battle. The Iviaran King, who recognised the rarity of this skill, immediately put two and two together, recognising the power as my mothers, and finally locating the missing consort who had slipped from his clutches those 9 years earlier. He spoke openly of his ambition to kill her, telling any who stood in his way that they would become collateral damage. She was a damned woman, hunted by the King, who, like all powerful leaders who have sat on their thrones for too long, was cruel and greedy and wanted to punish the woman who had defied him. After many, many months of heavy attacks, he got his wish, punishing the woman who had escaped him, and striking a blow right in the heart of the Illuderion army. It didn’t matter to him that she was little more than a slave to Illudere at this point, being forced to use a magic she had never wanted, against innocents she didn’t know, and certainly didn’t want to fight. His vendetta was personal, and he wanted to prove his point’ Ashen finished bitterly. 
Again, words failed me. Words, I thought, any words, come on Lyriel you need to say something. 
I looked at him horror struck. ‘I-I’m so sorry Ashen’. 
He said nothing and my brain frantically searched for something else to say.
‘I don’t think anything I can say would atone for the awful things you and your mother must have endured those years ago. You must hate me’. 
Ashen snapped his head up. ‘Why?’ he asked. 
‘Because, well, this is my family’s fault, it was my mother who did this to yours’. 
‘You are not to blame for this, Lyriel. You are not a product of the Queen’s actions, and it would be cruel of me to hate you for something you had no part in’. 
‘I would hate me’ I said lamely. 
‘Well, I do not, and will not, ever hate you,’ Ashen said quietly, his gaze steady on mine. ‘What happened to my mother was cruel. Her life was twisted and taken by those who wanted to own her power, who saw her as something to control rather than cherish. It was greed and fear that killed her. Not fate. Not justice. Cruelty.’
He paused, the tension in his shoulders pulling taut. ‘There was a time, a long time ago, when I looked up at the leaders of the realms and burned with the need for revenge. But I was a boy then. A boy trying to make sense of grief. I’ve since learned that cruelty can’t be beaten by more cruelty. It just grows stronger that way.’
His voice softened, though his words were no less firm. ‘I no longer hold you or your family responsible for the actions that led to my mother’s death. Especially you’. 
I blinked, caught off guard by the gentleness in his tone.
‘I don’t know how you can be so reasoned about this,’ I admitted, after a long silence. ‘I don’t think I could be.’
Ashen gave a breath of a laugh, low, without humour. ‘It’s taken me years to reach this place, and even now... I wouldn’t call it peace. Some wounds don’t heal entirely. They just stop bleeding.’
I looked at him carefully, the moonlight casting shadows across his face. There was a quiet weight in his eyes, one that no years could lighten.
‘How much time?’ I asked.
‘What?’
‘How much time have you had, to talk about her like this? To feel like this?’
He tilted his head, a curious smile touching the edge of his mouth. ‘Are you asking how old I am, Lyriel?’
‘Thank the stars,’ I muttered with mock relief. ‘I thought I was going to have to spell it out.’
That earned a proper laugh from him this time, one that crinkled the corners of his eyes.
‘Well,’ he said, settling back against the sand, ‘I was a child when I came to Illudere. I was eleven when the Great War began. That makes me... nearly thirty-two fae years old.’
I studied him more closely then. Thirty-two. Younger than I would have guessed. And yet, there was something ageless in him too, like stone weathered by storms, shaped by loss and tempered by time.
He’d lived through too much. Been forced to grow too fast.
I tucked the information away, careful not to betray how much it meant to me that he had shared it.
And how much more I suddenly wanted to know.
‘It must have been so hard, to go all these years without her in your life. She sounds like an incredible woman Ashen, and the sort of mother you should be proud of having, and who would undoubtedly be proud of the man you have become’. 
Ashen’s eyes had become lined with tears, and I looked away to give him the privacy to wipe the moisture from them with the back of his sleeve. When I turned back to face him, he was looking at me with such intensity, that I couldn’t help but reach out and to grab his hand, rubbing his thumb slowly over the back of it. The motion was soothing, and I shut my eyes, allowing the gentle moment to relax my overwrought mind and body. 
‘Thank you Lyriel’ he said in a tight voice after a while. I said nothing but simply continued to sit there with my hand in his, waiting until he felt ready to talk again. The silence was comfortable, intimate almost, as if the story he had told me had brought us so much closer together. 
After a while Ashen spoke, clearing his throat. ‘Well, it feels as if my interrogation is now over? Am I permitted to know ask you something Lyriel?’
‘I suppose’ I sighed, ‘but it depends on what it is’. 
‘Why do you come here? Why leave the castle at all? I am sure you are plenty provided for there, and you still have all your family, even if that does come with some difficulties. What are you trying to escape from?’ 
The questions caught me off guard and I stilled, pulling my hand out of his. 
‘I don’t think I am trying to escape.’
‘I disagree’ he pressed.
‘Well, it’s not your place to agree or disagree. You asked and I answered’ I said, a touch defensively.
He looked a little sheepish but recovered quickly. ‘I am not trying to pry Lyriel. I am just curious. It is unusual behaviour, for a royal to leave the palace, alone and without any guard. Even more unusual to do so in the middle of the night to come to talk to a man they barely know. I want to understand’. 
I paused. I didn’t really know myself. I had been coming here for so many years now that it felt routine. Admittedly, Ashen’s company these recent weeks had increased my desire to leave the castle, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. I sat contemplating the question for a moment of two. 
‘I come here, so I breathe’ I emphasised the last word. 
He cocked his head. ‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean, I am suffocated, beyond belief, in the halls and corridors and tunnels of that palace. I have been for as long as I can remember. I have little to no friends, I have no interests that are suitable for a member of the royal family. I feel so often like I am on one side of the glass looking in at my family. I don’t necessarily want to be on their side of the glass, but it gets claustrophobic there. Being here, not being watched, in the open air allows me to feel like me again. Not a princess, not a disappointment, just me.’ 
Ashen regarded me quizzically for a while, as if trying to make sense of what I had just told him. After a long moment, he spoke. 
‘You are a very interesting and unique fae Lyriel’ and I raised my eyebrows in surprise at the compliment. He said nothing more, and neither did I. The horizon was slowly turning pink, and though we both knew our time was running out for the night, we stayed rooted in place, side by side in comfortable silence. There was something sacred in these quiet moments, in sharing each other's company without words. 
Together, we watched as the sun crept over the horizon, casting warm light over the rolling dunes, each grain of sand catching the glow like embers. The world felt vast and still, as we reflected in silence, on the stories we had both shared with each other. And for just a little while longer, we let ourselves stay in that calm, timeless space together, pretending there was nothing else in the world but us, in this moment, together. 


CHAPTER 6 – MAKE LONGER

I thought a lot about the story Ashen had told me about his mother over the next few days. Dreams of darkness, death and a screaming child haunted my dreams when I did finally fall asleep, and I spent most of my days so exhausted that I fell asleep before being able to sneak out of the castle. My mother was thankfully, absent, travelling across Illudere as Maeve had said she was, threatening every villager over the break in. This made it easier for me to hide my absentmindedness, as my siblings and father rarely paid me much attention. At times I thought I saw Raph looking at me rather curiously but perhaps I was simply imagining it. 
The other half of the time I spent obsessively thinking about the conversation I had overheard between Raph and Maeve and attempting to retrace my steps under the palace to the corridor where the guards were stationed. Despite how hard I tried though; I could not find the place I had absentmindedly stumbled across the other day. It was as if it had hidden itself from me, now it knew I was looking for it. I was adding to the hand drawn map of the palace daily with new tunnels and routes and corridors, but no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t make sense of it. The more I drew, the more confusing the map became. It was becoming harder and harder to keep my seemingly random strolls around the palace feeling, well, random. Every careful step I took seemed to draw more eyes, and evading unwanted attention felt like a game I was slowly losing. The memory of that group of fae guards catching me down there was fresh in my mind, their watchful stares and knowing smirks a reminder that they, too, hadn’t forgotten.
After a week of absolutely no progress, I realised if I was going to make any progress, I needed to ask for help. Considering my rather limited options within the castle, I decided on talking to Nayda, who I hadn’t visited for a while now, I started down the familiar path to the kitchens in the hopes of finding her. She was predictably in her usual place next to a vat of boiling stew, throwing dashes of this and that into the liquid. She smiled warmly as I strolled over to her and pulled me into a hug. 
‘Lyriel! Where on Aralith have you been these last few weeks! I was started to get worried that you had run off with a handsome young fae and forgotten all about me.’
My cheeks burned slightly, her joke not too far off the mark, and I pushed myself up to sit on the counter and muttered a brash apology. 
‘Sorry, sorry, you know how it can be, princess duties keeping me busy’.
‘Not busy enough I’ve heard’ Nayda chuckled. 
‘What do you mean?’ I said my head snapping up in alarm.
‘Well servants talk little one. I have heard you have been asking all sorts of questions to the tree nymphs in the garden’ -
- ‘That was one time’ –
‘And’ Nayda continued as if I hadn’t cut her off ‘the guard’s stations around the palace have mentioned how curious it is that the youngest princess keeps wandering around the same corridors staring so intently at the walls and floors and jotting things in a small notebook’. 
‘That’s for homework’ I lied quickly. 
‘Hmmm – if you say so my darling’ Nayda replied amused. My annoyance flared further, more at myself now I was finding out I hadn’t been as discreet as I thought I had been. I tried to swallow the frustration and concentrate on what I had come to talk to Nayda about. 
I swallowed my annoyance and changed tactics. If servants talked as much as Nayda was saying they did, then perhaps she knew about the hidden door in the palace, and the attempted break ins. 
‘Have the servants been talking about anything else?’ I tried to say nonchalantly.
‘Oh, plenty of things! Always something to keep us busy. Oh, it is so exciting, we have heard the Queen is planning on throwing a ball in a few months, the theme is masquerade, so we have all been discussing meals and decorations and guests. It’s been quite the source of entertainment!’ 
‘That’s fun’ I said slightly distractedly. I couldn’t figure out how to direct the conversation towards less trivial matters. 
‘Anything else?’ I probed a bit deeper. ‘What about that poor fae boy my mother found in the palace a couple of months ago? I haven’t heard much about him since the incident in the atrium.’ 
I thought I saw fear flash across Nayda’s face ever so slightly, but she resumed her normal expression almost immediately. 
‘It was awful really isn’t it. A tragedy for his family – but no I haven’t heard anything more about that’ she said brusquely, turning from me as she said it and throwing some more herbs into the vat before her. I decided I was going to have to be more direct. 
‘So, there haven’t been any other fae breaking in? I pushed.
‘Not that I know of’ Nayda responded. I couldn’t see her face, but I was sure I could hear a slight wobble in her voice now and I knew she was lying to me, so I jumped down off the counter and walked over to the other side of the large bubbling pot to look her dead in the eye. 
I dipped my head, letting myself fall into her eyeline. ‘Are you sure?’ I pushed, looking her dead in the face to assess her reaction. 
Nayda blanched, panic now clear as day across her face. Frantically she looked around, scuttled towards me so quickly I barely had time to realise what was happening, and grabbed my arm in a vice like grip before pulling me into a small food storage cupboard behind us and shutting the door with a firm snap. The room was hot and dry, with only trickle of watery light coming from a small window in the corner of the room. It was suffocating and I felt panic arise in me immediately. I hated small spaces. 
‘Child’ Nayda whispered frantically, shaking her head slightly as she spoke. ‘Why are you asking me these sorts of questions.’ 
‘I think you know why’ I said fiercely, my voice a hoarse whisper.
‘These are dangerous conversations girl, ones that I could be executed for if anyone found out we were discussing them. Unless you have a very, and I mean very, good reason to be asking me these sorts of questions, I would advise you strongly to keep your mouth shut. Forget it and move on’. I noted that Nayda was gripping one of the dusty wooden shelves lines with spices for support, her knuckles white from the strain of her hold. For a moment, guilt sat heavily in the pit of my stomach. I was scaring my only true friend, the fae who had been almost like a mother to me for years. But I held my resolve. It was vital I found out the truth, even if it meant doing things that didn’t sit well with me. 
‘I want to know what’s going on in this palace’ I hissed. ‘I want to know why we have had two unknown break ins within two months. I want to know why there are guards stationed around the corridors. I want to know what is being kept behind that damn door!’ My frustration at not knowing the truth had stripped away any pretence. I locked eyes with Nayda, letting her see the simmering impatience behind my stare, and refused to look away. For once, I wanted answers. No more sidestepping, no more games.
She shivered involuntarily, but I sensed her defeat and kept pushing. 
‘Please. Please! Why won’t anyone tell me anything? Why am I always the last to find out what’s going on? Don’t I have the same rights as my brothers and sisters? Don’t I deserve to know as much as they do? Don’t I deserve to be trusted with the same information?’ My voice wavered, but I refused to back down, my frustration spilling over with each word.
‘It’s not a matter of deserving, girl,’ Nayda countered, her tone steady.
‘I don’t care!’ I shot back, anger blazing in my chest. ‘I’m a grown woman. Why does everyone insist on treating me like a fucking child?’
‘Don’t curse at me, Lyriel,’ she warned, eyes narrowing. ‘I am not your enemy here.’
‘Then help me!’ I pleaded, the words tearing from me with desperation.
‘I cannot.’
‘Why?’ I pushed, and to my frustration, tears pricked at the corners of my eyes. I brushed them away, furious with myself for showing such weakness.
Nayda’s expression softened just slightly as she took in my obvious distress. ‘It is simply not my information to share,’ she said, her voice gentler. ‘Your parents decide what you should know and when. I cannot be the one to defy their orders.’
Her words fell like a stone in my gut, the weight of them settling into something bitter and sharp. ‘So, I’m just supposed to sit here, ignorant to everything, waiting for someone to deem me worthy of the truth?’
‘Sometimes, Lyriel, the truth is not withheld because you’re unworthy. It’s withheld because it carries a burden, one that can’t be easily set aside once taken up.’
But it didn’t feel that way. It felt like I was a pawn in a game I was barely allowed to see, let alone play. 
‘I am sure you know more than you’re letting on, Nayda. I truly believed that you, of all people, would understand this burning desire to know the truth.’ 
Nayda closed her eyes, as if to block out the raw plea in my voice. ‘Even if I do understand, Lyriel, I cannot and I will not disobey a direct order.’
‘Order?’ I repeated, surprise and suspicion creeping into my tone.
‘Yes. Order,’ she replied, her expression guarded. ‘Every servant in this castle is instructed to keep silent about the comings and goings within these walls. The punishment for disobedience is… not something I want to even imagine. I cannot give you the answers you want. But I can warn you to tread carefully, Lyriel. There are more eyes in this castle than you might think, and your actions in recent months haven’t gone unnoticed. If you’re truly set on finding answers, I know I can’t stop you, but for your own sake, be mindful of every step you take. Trust no one. I won’t be able to help you if you end up trapped in this dark and ugly business. And, for the love of our Mother, stay away from that door.’
‘So, you do know about the door!’ I said, a note of triumph in my voice. Nayda frowned at the volume of my voice; her face etched with worry lines.
‘Yes, Lyriel, I know about the door. And I also know that my life isn’t worth betraying secrets that aren’t mine to share.’
‘But you know about the door! You know what lies behind it.’
‘No,’ Nayda said, shaking her head slowly, her tone weary, exhausted even. ‘I don’t know what lies beyond it. But I know enough to stay away, and that’s more than enough for me. There’s dark, dangerous magic lurking behind that door, and I, for one, am not eager to find out what kind.’ She paused, surveying the little spice cupboard we both were standing in, as if surprised to find us both in here.
‘Now, this conversation is over. It never happened. I won’t speak about this with you again. For both our sakes, there are too many watching.’ Nayda took a deep breath, her hands absently smoothing the wrinkles in her apron. Her gaze flickered back to me, as if she wanted to say something else, as if some small piece of information lay on the very tip of her tongue, desperate to get out, but she kept her lips pursed in a thin line, before turning to the pantry door and striding briskly to the pot of stew, her movements purposeful, as though nothing had happened. 
I remained standing in the pantry for a long time afterward, mind spinning as I turned over our conversation. How many secrets had been kept from me over the years, all in this very palace? What was everyone so desperate to hide, and why was I always the last to know? 
That night, my sleep was restless. I dreamed of swimming in the Great Ocean, with Nayda’s figure just ahead of me in the glimmering blue depths. It was peaceful, following her through the glittering sea, the waves and currents caressing my body smoothly. Until I felt my foot snagging on a piece of thick, twisting seaweed. The more I struggled, the murkier the water around me became, until I couldn’t tell which way was up and which was down. I was choking on sea water and trying to call out to Nayda ahead for help. Nayda’s voice echoed eerily through the cold, inky water, a ghostly refrain of ‘I can’t save you now’ as I thrashed, helplessly tangled, my lungs burning.
I woke with a start, gasping, as though I’d truly been suffocating underwater, my skin clammy with the chill of that dark dream. The words lingered in my mind, searing themselves into my memory: I can’t save you now. 




Chapter 7 : GOOD

I was kept so busy the next few days, what with work and trying to find the guarded door in the palace, that it had been over a week since I had been able to sneak out to visit Ashen. Not knowing whether he was going to show up, I waited until the rest of the palace was quiet and sound asleep, before slipping through the secret passageway, up to the kitchens, and out the grounds onto the dunes. I was shivering slightly from cold, but also from the thrill of the fresh air, and for the first time in weeks my head felt clear as I marched out towards the familiar pile of rocks, almost invisible to the naked eye in the darkness. 
It was a warm night, and a gentle breeze played with the curled tendrils of my long strawberry blonde hair. I had chosen to wear a linen white skirt this evening, long and flowing, with a matching linen shirt that sat just above my navel showing a strip of bare skin along my midriff. By the time I had arrived at the rocks, my back was covered in a light sheen of sweat from the exertion and I wiped my brow with the back of my hand, fanning myself with the other. Ashen wasn’t there, and so I sat into the sand, my back against one of the rocks, and tilted my head up to the sky to look at the stars. They were so bright against the inky blackness of the night. They looked so free and distant and for a while, I let my mind wander up there in the sky with them, my imagination taking me far away from Illudere. 
A low throat clear snapped me from my reverie, and I whipped my head round to the source of the noise to find Ashen’s strong, tanned face above me. He was grinning, his head cocked slightly to the side and a slight smirk playing around his lips. 
‘What’ I asked, taking in his self-satisfied expression. 
‘Nothing’ he responded demurely, ‘I was just thinking your father should have taught you to stay more alert in all that defence training you were given when you were younger. It was worryingly easy to creep up on you’. 
My face grew a little pink. ‘I will be sure to pass on the message to him’ I said sarcastically. ‘I am sure the commander of the Illuderion armies would be very open to hearing your suggestions to improve his training protocol’. 
‘Ah yes, he is a notoriously patient and gentle mannered fae, isn’t he?’ Ashen responded, continuing the joke. 
We smiled warmly at each other, and I got up off the floor, gently brushing off the dust and sand that had clung to my thighs and arms. Ashen watched the movement, his eyes lingering on my legs, visible from the thigh high split in my linen skirt. I cleared my throat loudly and his gaze snapped back up to my face. 
A long, loaded, pause stretched out between us, and becoming slightly self-conscious, I launched into conversation to fill the suddenly heavy silence of the night. ‘I wanted to say thank you for sharing your story with me last time’ I said suddenly, ‘I know it wasn’t an easy topic to discuss, but I want you to know how much I have thought about it these last few days, and how much more I want to know about your’ –  
Ashen cut me off, raising his hand to signal me to stop. ‘So formal, Princess’, he said the word with a wink, ‘and while I am flattered by your thanks, I should think tonight is my turn to ask the questions, isn’t it?’
I started, a little surprised. ‘Um, I suppose.’ 
Ashen smiled, clearly amused at my reaction to being interrupted. ‘Tell me what you were surveying so intently before I arrived?’
‘What I was surveying?’ I asked, confused. 
‘Yes, what in the sky held you so enraptured that you didn’t hear me approaching’ Ashen said. 
‘I was just looking up at the sky, enjoying a moment up here out in the open’ I said shrugging. ‘We don’t get to see the stars much from within the Palace, and I haven’t been able to leave for about a week. Most of our rooms are underground within the caves, and I spend a lot of my time down there as per the Queen’s request. I like the stars. I used to beg for stories about them when I was younger from my nursemaid.’
Ashen shivered involuntarily. ‘I don’t think I could stand being stuck in the dark halls of the palace. I hate enclosed spaces. It must be quite suffocating’. 
‘It can be’ I said, ‘when I get the chance to come out onto the dunes, I always like to take a moment to look up at the sky and remember that the world is a lot bigger, and hopefully in some places a lot better, than just the small corner of it that I know. Sometimes I like to look up at the stars, and imagine another Aralith, with another version of me, sitting on the floor looking up at the stars, except, things in her life are better. She isn’t surrounded by oppressive heat and dry land, but greenery and mountains. The land breathes around her, life in every corner of it. She has a whole realm at her feet which is open and free for her to explore. This version of me has brothers and sisters who all look out for each other, rather than try and throw each other under into hellfire. Has loving parents who worry and care and fuss over their children…’ 
I tailed off, worried I had said too much. But when I glanced a look up at Ashen the look on his face was nothing other than complete understanding, as if he heard everything I said, and wanted me to know that he too, felt this need to believe in something better. 
‘I like to think’ Ashen said after a while, ‘that there is a place just like that in this world Lyriel’. His voice was low, intense, emotion coursing through it. 
‘Not in Illudere’ I muttered quietly, and he nodded his head in agreement. 
‘No, not in Illudere for the time being. But who is to say, that in the future, things might be different?’
An alarm flared immediately in my mind. Dangerous, I thought. Dangerous conversation. 
‘What do you mean, when you say that Ashen?’ I asked carefully. 
He looked at me, eyebrows slightly furrowed, as if assessing what to share with me. He settled on a vague, but safe statement. 
‘Illudere hasn’t always been like this, so who knows what the future holds for it’ Ashen said simply, shrugging slightly. He stood next to me, his broad back leaning against the rocks, his hands in his pockets. A little shiver ran through me as I took a sidelong glance at his arms, muscular and tan, his broad forearms, dotted with freckles. I turned back to look at the expanse of the desert in front of me, trying to get a hold on myself and focus on what he was saying. 
‘I don’t know a time when Illudere was anything but what it is. I can’t even imagine what that would look like’. 
‘You have never witnessed, or been told, of any different’ Ashen said. ‘In my village, the elder fae love to tell stories about how the world used to be. They paint such vivid pictures of a land of freedom and life! The hope they keep in their hearts, reminds me that one day we could return to a better world’. 
I thought about this and struggled to imagine what was inside his head at this moment. I wanted to see it; I wanted to hear the stories his villagers had shared with him and share the same stories and visions of a new world.  
‘Tell me about your village, or the stories of the elders’ I said suddenly. Ashen turned to peer at me, looking down through thick lashes, eyebrows raised slightly at the demand in my voice. ‘Please’ I added smiling. 
‘Well since you asked so nicely’ he agreed smiling back at me. ‘There is one story that my adoptive mother used to tell me when I was younger. This was during a time when Aralith was still in the height of the Great War. It’s a story that we still tell often to the younger fae in the village to this day, in the hopes it upholds the now ancient tradition.’
‘You’ve got my undivided attention,’ I said sitting down into the sand, pulling Ashen down to sit opposite me and signalling for him to continue. 
He smirked slightly at my excited expression but settled himself on the sand before beginning. ‘Well,’ he started, ‘Cinda, my adoptive mother, grew up here in Illudere, in a village far south, where the heat is even more unbearable, and the nights are even shorter. By any standard, it was a difficult environment to live in, and I believe this region of Illudere is now largely uninhabited due to the scarcity of food and drinking water.
Anyway, Cinda didn’t have any brothers or sisters, but her village was her family, all of them were very close, looking after one and other as if they were all blood kin. She told me that they had this tradition, whereby they used to gather every evening on one long table in the middle of the centre square and eat together. Everyone would bring something, big or small, whatever they could provide, and everyone was taken care of. Each evening, they would sit down, children and parents and elderly alike, and come together over dishes of soup and curries and fragrant salads when things were good, or bread and olives and cheeses if times were tough. Everyone would share, no one would take too much or too little, no one ever going hungry. No matter what your status, who you were, or where you came from, every fae was allowed to sit and eat at that table. Cinda told me that Illudere used to be a realm that encouraged this way of life, and even the Palace, invited local fae into the dining hall, to eat with the royal family, everyone sharing in the same manner. There was no status, and hierarchy wasn’t enforced in the way it is now. Everyone was provided for, and everyone was looked after, no matter where they came from or what they did. During this time Illudere was not a powerful realm, but it was a realm which provided for its people and allowed them to live in harmony with each other without fear. 
Our village likes to still practice this tradition, even though it has been long abandoned across the rest of the realm. For us it symbolises what it means to be a family and gives me hope for the future of the fae in this realm. There are still some of us who value kindness, generosity and community over selfishness and personal gain. We want to keep it going, make sure this way of life is never completely lost, even now when we have so little to share’ Ashen finished his story, a wistful look on his face. 
I sat thoughtfully in front of Ashen, trying to imagine this sort of world. I tried to image my mother allowing local villagers into the castle to dine with us and couldn’t. She would never, ever, allow it. Her rule was built on the enforcement of her own royal superiority. She had always told us that without it, challengers would threaten the realm and bring war down on us for the position. Despite my incredulity, my heart was warmed by the story. 
‘It’s an unbelievable concept’ I responded uncertainly. 
‘You will have to see it to believe it’ Ashen responded. 
I smiled. ‘Be careful. I may just take you up on that offer’.  
Ashen smiled in return but said nothing. 
‘I can understand why you hold onto that version of the world, though’ I said, more serious now. ‘It paints a beautiful picture, one that I would also want to believe in if it was true’. 
‘It is true in my village at least’. 
‘Maybe you will have to take me then’. 
Ashen didn’t respond. 
‘No? Are you reluctant to share me with your fellow friends then?
He sighed a little. ‘It’s not that Lyriel’.
‘Then what? Do you think they won’t like me?’ I asked, a little frustrated now. I had been joking initially when I said I wanted to see his village, but now I was curious to know why he was so against introducing me to the people in his life. 
He paused, clearly trying to find the right way to phrase what he wanted to say. ‘No of course it’s not that. I just, don’t know what the villagers would say if they saw you walking into the square. They all will know exactly who you are, and more importantly, who your family is. We have kept ourselves to ourselves for so long, and I don’t want to bring any disturbance to the elder fae.’
‘But could you tell them what I am like before? Tell them I’m different to my family’. 
‘I could…but it’s a little like what you were just saying to me. They would have to see it to believe it’. 
‘Well then let them see it’ I countered. 
‘Are you sure you’re up to the task?’
‘Of course. They don’t just teach me how to look pretty in that fancy palace over there’. Ashen rolled his eyes at the joke. 
‘Or if it makes you feel uncomfortable, could you glamour me?’ 
‘I could, but I would rather be honest with them, than hide you from them’ Ashen responded diplomatically. 
‘Well then that settles it. Let me do the talking. I convinced you that I wasn’t to be feared. Let me do the same to your friends. Please’ I added. 
Ashen seemed to think about it for a while, weighing up the potential dangers of me visiting his people. I hadn’t realised when I first asked, but I wanted to see his world so desperately. I wanted to sit down and eat with his friends, his family, and experience the feeling of community that Ashen had spoken so wistfully of. He seemed to see the longing in my face and, slowly, almost reluctantly, started to nod his head. 
‘Okay Lyriel, you can meet my village I suppose. As if I could say no after you pulled out the puppy dog eyes’ he said a little mockingly, although I still noted a touch of concern on his face.  
On the contrary, I was ecstatic. ‘Thank you!’ I squealed, throwing my arms around his shoulders and squeezing him tight. Ashen laughed at my over-exuberant response and wrapped his arms around me too. I noticed he smelt slightly of sandalwood and leather now I was pressed against his chest and without thinking, inhaled his warm dizzying scent deeply. Ashen stilled, noting my closeness, the stilling of my body against his, and pulled away from me slightly, looking down at me with a slightly quizzical grin, his eyes twinkling. He raised an eyebrow at my reddening face and opened his mouth to speak. 
‘I wonder if I am going to live to regret this promise’ he mused, his tone light and playful. 
I gave him a mock salute, ‘I promise I will be on my best behaviour’. 
He growled a little at my joke before becoming serious. 
‘You better be. Bringing a near stranger, never mind a royal near stranger to my village is not something that is going to go down particularly well with everyone. Particularly the elders. They don’t like attracting the attention of the realm after what happened to their families in the Great War.’
‘I understand’ I returned quickly. ‘Really, I will be perfect, I promise’. 
He raised his eyebrows, seemingly satisfied with my response. ‘Perfect hmm? I would like to understand what your definition of perfect is’. 
‘Simply this’ I said, signalling to myself and giving him a little twirl in demonstration. Ashen gave a low whistle and I could have sworn I saw his eyes darken a little as he surveyed me. The sight of it made my stomach clench in anticipation. Of what, I did not know.
More for myself than him, I moved the conversation on. ‘Did you say you lived with your adoptive mother now, Cinda was it? Will I get to meet her?’
Ashen’s expression guttered, and I immediately regretted asking the question, 
‘No, sadly she passed away a few years ago’ he said softly, and while I had known this was coming when I had seen Ashen’s face drop at the question, my heart still lurched in response. No wonder the story he had shared earlier meant so much to him now. I took his hand gently in my own and rubbed my finger across his callused palm, not knowing what to say in return. 
‘She was killed’ he continued, ‘in one of the raids after the war’. 
‘I am so sorry’ I whispered, my voice breaking slightly as once again the guilt of my family’s actions squirmed in my stomach. I made to pull my hand away, sure that Ashen wouldn’t want to be near a person associated with the family who had caused so much of his own suffering, but he held on tighter. I was grateful for this, selfishly wanting to keep my hand in his for as long as possible. 
We sat there for a while in silence, the night stretching out beyond us like a great, black, velvety blanket. I thought of Cinda’s story. Thought of the possibility of a life like that and tried to match it with the stories I had been told of Illudere’s history. It was impossible to put the two together. I wanted so desperately to believe Ashen’s story, and that his villages way of life could really be a viable way of living. But the history I had been taught since I was old enough to read told me a completely different version of events. My mother, the one and only saviour to a failing realm. If I was to believe Ashen’s story, what did that say about my family? Not just my mother, but my father, sisters, brothers, tutors, and every fae who had passed through the castle and chosen to lie to me about our history? Nayda would be included in this, having always kept up the façade? Could we really have ever been a realm of such peace and prosperity? The questions swarmed in my head, and I tried desperately to push them away, knowing that nothing was going to be solved in this moment. 
I would have to wait until I visited Ashen’s village, hear the tales from the elders with my own ears, see the tradition being carried out with my own eyes. 
Pulling myself out of the internal debate going on in my head I sneaked a sideways look at Ashen. He too looked like he was struggling with something within his head. His eyebrows were furrowed in the middle, and his jaw was clenched and tense. He seemed to notice me looking and turned to face me, his expression clearing slightly when we locked eyes. Around us the sky was lightening, the pink dawn lighting up the corners of the great expanse of desert we sat within. Our signal to return home. 
‘So, next time?’ I whispered.
‘Next time’ Ashen confirmed with a little nod of his head. ‘Come earlier, if you can, any night you can steal away. I will meet you by this rock and direct you from here back to the village’. 
Nodding to him excitedly, I gathered my skirts and made to stand up. He followed my lead, using one of his hands to brush the sand off his clothes and forearms as he stood. His other hand was still in mine, and I watched in shock as he raised it to his mouth and gently brushed his lips over the top of my hand. The hairs on my arms stood on end at the touch, and I felt like an electric current had passed directly from his mouth and into my body. 
As if sensing exactly what he had just done to my body, he gently let go of my hand and gave me a wolfish grin, cocking his head to one side as if he could see right through my clothes, and to my treacherous body beneath. My cheeks heated in response, only making him grin further. 
‘Until next time, Princess’ he said finally, bowing at me, before turning on his heel, striding across the empty expanse of dune, and away from me in the gathering light. 



Chapter 8 – GOOD BUT BITS NEED REWORDING

I was filled with so much excitement for the next few days, that I could barely focus on the monotonous, day to day tasks of the palace. My mother had returned from her search of the realm, having discovered nothing of use or interest, and was subsequently in a constant towering temper which shook the palace walls and left the servants quivering with fear. I tried my best to stay out of her way, and thus far had been successful in doing so. She had barely even acknowledged my existence at the family dinners and instead had spent the entire time demanding progress reports from either my father or Elyndor on whether they had yet located the wily fae who had slipped in and out of the palace walls undetected. 
I wasn’t complaining though, I preferred being ignored to being the subject of her wrath. The only issue was that mother being back meant leaving the castle undetected for a longer than normal period was going to be trickier than I had anticipated. I did, however, know that she held a weekly council meeting every Thursday which started just after dinner. A meeting of which I was never invited and was rumoured to go on for hours and hours and hours. Given the recent turn of unusual events within the palace, I had no doubt that this week’s council was going to be a long one. I was hoping to use this event to my own advantage and steal away to meet Ashen as soon as it started, and the palace was otherwise occupied. 
Thursday finally arrived, and I attended a rushed dinner with my family before, like clockwork, I was ordered to my room for the rest of the night. I feigned my usual disappointment to ensure they wouldn’t catch on, and trudged back to my room, being sure to pass all the guards stationed down my corridor so that should anyone ask, they could attest to my being in my chamber the whole time. 
The moment I shut the bedroom door, however, I kicked off my delicate heels, and replaced them for some sturdier sandals, before quickly squeezing through the secret passageway out of the palace. 
Sooner than I had anticipated, I was out, running across the dunes in the setting sun, feeling the warmth of it on my skin. My hair had come slightly loose from the braid I wore down my back and I pulled on the ribbon holding it in place, letting the warm golden tendrils float down my back and around my face freely, 
I hadn’t changed out of my dinner clothes, and I hoped that the white, linen, flowy dress I was wearing was an appropriate outfit in which to meet the villagers. Wanting to reach the rocks in good time, I lengthened my steps, feeling the cool evening air stream across my face, and enjoying being able to push and stretch my body after being cooped up in the palace for the last few days. 
As I approached our normal place, I could see Ashen’s tall silhouette leaning against one of the rocks, watching my arrival. He was wearing a shirt, baby blue, and had left the top buttons undone which showed a small expanse of chest hair. I slowed, fanning myself slightly with my hand as I skipped the final steps to him. His eyes lingered slightly below my chin, watching the steady rise and fall of my chest as I regained my breath. I cleared my throat pointedly and pushed some tendrils of slightly damp hair out of my face and over my shoulder. Ashen’s eyes snapped up and he grinned a little sheepishly, as if he knew he had been caught in staring but wasn’t sure how much he cared. 
‘You look perfect’ he said simply. 
I raised my eyebrows in surprise. ‘Thank you!’
‘Now let’s see if you are able to act perfectly’ he said leaning in to whisper the words in my ear and I felt a thrill go through me from head to toe. 
‘Hey, I have spent my entire life feigning perfection for simpering, haughty royal families. If I can get through that without gaining any enemies, I can win over your village’. 
‘I wouldn’t underestimate them’ he said winking and taking my hand to lead me in the opposite direction of the palace and away from the rocks. ‘If I had to choose between a group of angry royals, vs a group of angry village elders, I think I would be leaning more towards the royals.’ 
 ‘Well clearly you haven’t met some of my cousins,’ I muttered darkly and Ashen chuckled. 
I looked out at the great expanse of open desert around us and wondered how far it was to the village. I could see no shadow of civilisation for miles and miles and was slightly concerned about how long I had before someone in the palace would notice my absence. But I didn’t want Ashen to change his mind, and so I kept my concerns to myself, continuing to walk next to him without complaint. About thirty minutes had passed before he came to an abrupt stop before a huge dune that towered above both of us. I eyed the height of the sand above me and inwardly cursed at the dress I was wearing. It would be at least 40 minutes of trudging up through the deep, viscous sand and I was already exhausted from the run to meet Ashen.
He seemed to have noticed my hesitance, and was smirking at me, one foot placed on the foot of the hill. 
His smug expression seemed to set something alight inside me and refusing to be labelled as ‘spoilt and royal’, I grabbed a handful of the hem of my dress and made to start striding up the hill. Immediately, I felt a strong hand on my shoulder. 
‘What?’ I said whipping around to face him. He was still wearing that amused expression. 
‘That wasn’t very princess like of you’ he said his face full of suppressed mirth. 
‘Well, we don’t have all day, if we want to make it back to your village before sunrise.’
‘I agree’ Ashen said politely. 
‘Good’ I said and turned to start climbing again but his hand remained firm on my shoulder preventing me from moving’. 
‘What?’ I demanded now mildly irritated. 
‘I have an easier method of transport that will speed things up for us a little’ Ashen said smiling. 
I cocked my head to the side in confusion. ‘What kind of easier method?’ 
‘I didn’t want to use it until we were will out of sight of the palace, but I think we are safe now. Come here’ he said pulling me close to him. Confused, but curious, I moved back to stand next to him. 
‘Now what’ I demanded. 
‘Patience princess’ Ashen responded. I rolled my eyes but stepped up beside him, begrudgingly waiting for this so-called ‘faster’ form of transport to appear. The horizon was empty, and I half-expected someone from Ashen’s village to trot up with horses or some strange desert creature. Just as I began to suspect he was pulling an elaborate prank, the ground shifted beneath me.
I glanced down, startled, and noticed the sand gathering around our feet, moving unnaturally. Whipping winds carved flowing lines in the grains, as if the desert itself had come alive. Bewildered, I looked to Ashen, only to find him standing still, his eyes closed in concentration. His fingers were laced together, and his lips moved soundlessly, forming what seemed to be an incantation.
Suddenly, the ground lurched. I yelped, losing my balance, and instinctively grabbed Ashen’s arm for support. The world around us blurred as we shot forward, the wind tearing at my hair. Were we flying? Floating? My heart raced as I dared a look downward. Beneath us, the sand had transformed into a swirling, flowing river, its powerful current carrying us with effortless speed.
I gasped, utterly mesmerized. This wasn’t just magic, it was something extraordinary, unlike anything I’d ever witnessed. The world became a smear of colours and shapes as we hurtled across the dunes. Ashen’s grin was infectious, his eyes gleaming with a boyish thrill. One hand steadied me while the other wove intricate motions, sculpting the shifting sand into our path.
The wind howled around us, and I clung tighter to Ashen, feeling as though any moment I might be flung into the chaos of the desert night. The sand river beneath us curved sharply, and I felt the pull of the turn like a strong tide. Yet Ashen remained steady, his movements fluid and precise, as if this wild, unpredictable magic was as natural to him as breathing.
After what felt like both an eternity and no time at all, the pace began to slow. The blurred edges of the world sharpened again, and I could make out towering dunes on either side of us. A low ridge loomed ahead, lit faintly by the glow of the crescent moon. The river of sand softened, spreading outward until it settled into stillness beneath our feet.
Ashen opened his eyes, his face radiant with exhilaration. ‘Impressed?’ he asked, his voice carrying a smug edge that couldn’t quite mask his pride.
I took a shaky step back, testing the firmness of the ground beneath me. My heart was still racing, but I managed to muster a glare. ‘You could’ve warned me,’ I said, brushing sand off my dress. ‘I thought we were going to plummet to our deaths.’
He chuckled, reaching out to brush a lock of stray hair from out of my face. ‘Where’s the fun in that? Besides, I had it under control.’
I narrowed my eyes but didn’t argue. Truthfully, I had been impressed, awestruck even, but I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction of saying so. ‘What was that?’ I asked instead, gesturing to the now-settled sand beneath us. ‘I’ve never seen magic like that before. How did you do that?’
The corners of his eyes crinkled in amusement again. ‘How do you think?’ he asked. 
‘I didn’t know you had magic like that!’ I exclaimed, my voice loud with amazement.
Ashen tilted his head, a thoughtful expression crossing his face. ‘Well, I like to keep it quiet,’ he replied.
‘I thought we were waiting for horses or something—not for that!’
‘Horses would take far too long. And as you said earlier, we haven’t got all night.’ His tone was light, but the faintest hint of a grin tugged at the corner of his mouth.
I stood there, staring at him in wide-eyed astonishment, trying to process what had just happened. Never in my life had I experienced such a wondrous and pure form of magic. In my world, it had always been used to dominate, to hurt, or to scare others. But this? This was something else entirely, a magic that felt alive, radiant, and kind.
A giggle bubbled up in my chest before I could stop it, and soon, I was laughing uncontrollably, a sound so foreign I hardly recognized it as my own.
‘What’s so funny?’ Ashen asked, one eyebrow arching in curiosity.
I gasped, trying to catch my breath between fits of laughter. ‘It’s not funny, not really. I just feel... I don’t know. More alive. More full of joy and wonder than I have in years. Can we do it again?’
Ashen’s smile softened, an almost appreciative glint in his eyes. ‘Not now, Lyriel, unless you want to end up all the way at the Xalorithian border.’ 
He started to walk away, pulling me with him, and I followed reluctantly; my legs still unsteady from the ride. As we crested the ridge, a gasp escaped my lips. Below us lay a village unlike anything I’d seen before. Small stone buildings dotted the landscape, glowing faintly with soft, warm light from within. Between them, the sand shimmered with an otherworldly sheen, as if laced with starlight.
In the distance, I could make out the faint sound of music, carried to us on the night breeze. It was haunting and beautiful, mingling with the rustling of palm trees that lined the village perimeter. The whole scene seemed like something out of a dream.
‘This is your home?’ I asked softly, unable to tear my eyes away.
Ashen nodded, his expression uncharacteristically solemn. ‘This is where I have spent the majority of my life. My people call it Marrowind.’
‘It’s beautiful,’ I murmured, taking in the serene beauty of the place. But there was something about the way he stood, his shoulders tense and his gaze distant, that made me wonder why he wasn’t feeling completely at ease. This was his home, surely this was where he could truly let the constant guard he held down. 
‘Come on,’ Ashen said, his voice quieter now. ‘It’s time for you to meet everyone’. 
‘Ah. Yes,’ I replied, nerves hitting me like a stone dropping into my stomach. The boldness I’d felt earlier evaporated in an instant.
Noticing the shift in my expression, Ashen reached for my hand, his grip warm and steady. ‘Come on now, where’s all that bravado you had earlier?’
‘I think I left it at the bottom of that sand dune,’ I admitted, swallowing hard.
Ashen leaned in close, his voice soft but confident. ‘I have every belief they will love you, Lyriel,’ he whispered. The sound of my name on his lips, spoken with such surety, seemed to soothe the storm of doubt inside me. Taking a deep breath, I let myself relax and allowed him to lead the way.
Hand in hand, we walked into the darkening night, drawn toward a faint scattering of lights on the horizon. As we got closer, I realized the lights weren’t lanterns or torches, but glowing orbs of fire, hovering mid-air like tiny, suspended suns. They illuminated the path ahead and the growing outline of the village around us.
The sandstone homes, half-hidden by the desert’s natural camouflage, began to emerge in the firelight. Each building seemed lovingly crafted, unique in shape and style, as if the sands had embraced them into their fold. I glanced into a few windows as we passed, but there was no sign of movement within, or outside of any of the homes. 
‘Where is everyone?’ I asked, puzzled.
Ashen’s lips quirked into a knowing smile. ‘I’d wager we’ve arrived just in time for the village dinner. We’re close to the central square now.’
Sure enough, after another few minutes of walking, the path widened, revealing an open area. A soft hum of voices and laughter carried on the air, and the faint scent of spiced food wafted our way, beckoning us forward. The square was alive with light and energy, but the sight before me stopped me in my tracks.
The villagers—hundreds of them—were gathered beneath the glowing orbs, seated on woven rugs and cushions spread out in a vast circle. They were laughing, chatting, and passing around bowls of food. Their faces were serene, full of a warmth I hadn’t expected. This wasn’t a scene of strangers; it was a picture of family, of people who loved and cared for each other. 
Ashen tugged gently at my hand, pulling me closer into him. He dipped his head towards my ear and whispered gently, a faint smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as he spoke. 
‘Make yourself at home, Lyriel.’


CHAPTER 9 – GOOD REWORD AND CHECK THROUGH

The hum of friendly conversation coming from the people within the square grew quiet as Ashen and I stepped into view, and I became instantly self-conscious as every pair of eyes in the village turned toward us. My steps faltered, but Ashen’s hand in mine remained firm, anchoring me. 
‘You’ve got this princess,’ he murmured out of the corner of his mouth.
I took a deep, steadying breath to settle my nerves and walked forward. I tried to ignore the feeling that I was interrupting something private, intimate even, and remembered that Ashen had invited me here himself. 
A figure stood slowly from the midst of the crowd; an older man draped in loose desert robes that billowed in the warm night breeze. Though his face was weathered by time and sun, his eyes were sparkling with intelligence and curiosity. He walked slowly towards us, his movements steady and unhurried, moving through the villagers who were seated between us and him. 
‘Elder Kharis,’ Ashen greeted him with a small bow, releasing my hand to press a fist to his chest in some sort of respectful gesture. ‘I bring my guest, as we discussed.’
The elder’s gaze flicked to me, and I felt the weight of his scrutiny as he looked into my eyes. It was almost as if he could see straight through me, peeling back my layers to the very core of who I was. Though my heart was pounding, I didn’t break eye contact and allowed the elder to survey me without protest. After a while, his expression softened into something I couldn’t quite name, and he gave me a small, knowing nod, an acknowledgement of his acceptance. I beamed in response. 
‘Welcome,’ he said. His voice was not loud, but it was deep and resonant, and carried easily over the crowd of people who were now staring in awe at me from behind him. ‘You have the look of someone who has walked a long road to find themselves here.’
I blinked, unsure how to respond. Was he speaking of the literal journey across the dunes or the turmoil that had brought me here in the first place? Perhaps both.
‘She’s here to learn and observe a different way of life’ Ashen said, his voice steady beside me. ‘And perhaps, she will teach us something in return.’
The elder’s lips curved into a faint smile. ‘We shall see.’ He gestured to the circle of villagers. ‘Come, sit. Tonight, you are among friends.’
Friends. The word felt foreign to me. And yet, I felt this irresistible sense of hope and belonging as Ashen guided me forward and the crowd shifted to make space for us. I had passed the first test. I had been allowed to stay. I couldn’t help but feel the slightest bit proud of myself and I knew by the look on Ashen’s face he felt the same. 
I lowered myself onto one of the woven rugs, my movements stiff with nerves, and felt the familiar weight of Ashen’s presence as he settled beside me. All around us, bowls and platters of food were being passed along, and someone handed me a cup filled with a golden liquid that smelled faintly of citrus and spice.
The elder had returned to his own seating place, and was starting to pile food onto his plate, paying me little notice. I gave Ashen a sidelong glance and found him beaming at me, pride visible in his face as he passed me plate after plate of new and exotic foods to try. The villagers next to us didn’t pay me much attention, talking amongst themselves easily as if they regularly had a member of the royal family of Illudere sitting amongst them at dinner. I didn’t mind, using the time to gather my thoughts and regain a sense of control and calm. Ashen spoke mildly to the fae women he was seated next to, but his hand remained on my knee for most of dinner, a constant reassuring presence of which I was immensely grateful for. 
After a while, when all plates and bowls were scraped clean of food, the babble of conversation started to die down. Thinking perhaps that this was the end of the evening, I made to start gathering plates to clean up, when suddenly the calm voice of Elder Kharis rang clear. He stood in the centre of the crowd, his gaze sweeping over the villagers. ‘Tonight, we share our stories,’ he declared. ‘For stories are the threads that weave us together. Who has one they would like to share tonight?’
A hush fell over the gathering, the flickering light from the suspended fire orbs casting long shadows on the faces of the villagers. A few exchanged glances, some looking thoughtful, others shy. Elder Kharis waited patiently, his presence commanding but not overbearing.
Finally, an older woman with silver hair braided intricately down her back raised her hand. She sat with a small child leaning against her, who gazed up at her expectantly. ‘I have a story,’ she said, her voice soft but steady.
Elder Kharis gestured for her to continue, and the crowd shifted subtly to give her their full attention.
‘This is a story of the Windsong,’ she began, her gaze faraway as though seeing the tale unfold in her mind. ‘Of the time when the winds first learned to carry voices, and songs could travel across great distances.’
The villagers leaned in as she spoke, her voice weaving an almost melodic cadence. She spoke of a time long ago when the sands of the desert were silent, the wind moving aimlessly across the dunes. But one day, a lonely traveller sang a song into the stillness, her voice carrying the weight of her longing. The wind, captivated by the melody, listened and learned, mimicking her song and carrying it far beyond where her voice alone could reach.
‘The Windsong became a gift to those who understood it,’ the woman explained, ‘a way to send messages, to connect across the vast and unyielding distances of Aralith. But it is not a gift freely given. It requires a heart open to the whispers of the wind, and a soul willing to share its truest truths.’
As the story unfolded, I noticed Ashen watching the woman intently, his features soft in the firelight. There was a reverence in his expression, as though this was not the first time, he had heard this tale, but it still held some profound meaning for him.
When the story ended, the villagers murmured their appreciation, and the woman’s smile was serene as she bowed her head. The small child at her side tugged on her sleeve, whispering something excitedly, and she nodded before pulling him close to her, the movement so effortlessly loving it almost brought a tear to my eye.  
Elder Kharis nodded approvingly. ‘Thank you, Elyra. A beautiful reminder of the power of connection.’ He paused, letting the moment settle before turning his gaze to me. ‘And what of you, Lyriel? As our newest guest, do you have a story to share?’
I hesitated, my heart skipping a beat as the attention of the village fell on me. My chest tightened slightly as I felt hundreds of pairs of eyes stare at me, my mind automatically going blank with panic. 
Noticing this, Ashen squeezed my hand in his, a signal of reassurance, comfort. I took a deep, steadying breath and willed myself to concentrate. I remembered a story I had read from my childhood, that had always stayed with me, for reasons I didn’t entirely understand. 
‘I have a story,’ I began, my voice soft but gaining strength as I continued. ‘It’s not mine, but one I used to read a long time ago in the palace when I was a child.’
The crowd quieted, leaning closer. Ashen’s gaze remained fixed on me, a silent encouragement.
‘It’s the tale of the Star Weaver,’ I said, drawing from the depths of my memory. ‘Long ago, when the world was still young, there was a girl who lived among the stars. Her name was Lira, and she was the youngest of the Celestials, tasked with weaving the night sky each evening, so that us earth dwellers could look up and admire the beautiful tapestry every night.’
I glanced around, ensuring I still held their attention before continuing.
‘Lira’s hands were swift, and her designs were beautiful. Each star was placed with care, and the constellations told stories of the past, preserving them forever in the tapestry of the heavens. But despite the beauty of her work, Lira grew lonely, always living in the past, always weaving other’s stories. The other Celestials remained distant, bound to their own duties, and the stars she wove could not speak back to her.
One night, as she worked, a comet passed through her sky, streaking across her carefully woven tapestry. Furious, Lira chased after it, leaving her loom behind. But when she finally caught up to the comet, she found it was not just a ball of fire—it was a creature, alive and vibrant, with eyes like molten gold.’
The villagers murmured, intrigued, and I felt a flicker of confidence.
‘The comet introduced himself as Kael, a wanderer who travelled between worlds. He apologized for disrupting her work, but his words held no regret. Instead, he asked her why she spent her days alone, weaving something so beautiful but never venturing to see the worlds she illuminated.
Lira was stunned. No one had ever questioned her work before. Her weaving was sacred, a job assigned by the Celestial Elders and one which held great importance and status amongst her kind. But Kael’s words lingered, and for the first time, she began to wonder.
So, one night, she made a choice. She decided to leave her loom amongst the sky and descended, down, down into the world below, following the light of path Kael had left behind him. What she found astounded her. 
She saw oceans that mirrored her stars, mountains that reached up so high that they seemed to scrape the heavens, and people who danced and sang and prayed beneath her constellations, told stories inspired by her work. She realized that her stars weren’t just decorations to be admired from afar. They were in fact beacons, guiding travellers and inspiring dreamers and giving hope to those who needed it.’
I paused, looking up at the skies above to admire the stars, and watched as the other villagers did the same. 
‘When Lira left the world, and returned to her loom, she wove with a newfound passion and purpose. Her stars, as always, shone bright in the inky sky. But now they also carried with them the essence of the world she had seen. She wove new stories into her constellations—of hope, of courage, of love and loss. And though she never left her sky again, the memory of her journey stayed with her, shaping every tapestry she created.’
The villagers were silent for a moment, many of them looking up into the stars themselves with thoughtful, contemplative expressions. Elder Kharis smiled warmly, nodding his approval.
‘A reminder’ he said, ‘that even the brightest stars must look beyond themselves, and leave their own comfort zones, in order to find their true purpose.’
Ashen leaned toward me, his voice low and teasing. ‘A celestial weaver? I wouldn’t have pegged you for a dreamer.’
I smirked, my face turning a little pink as I grew self-conscious. ‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me yet.’
‘I look forward to learning,’ he replied, his tone soft but sincere.
Quiet conversation carried on around us, and I settled back into listening to the stories of others, grateful to be able to observe now. The villagers around me seemed to have warmed to me since I had shared a story, inviting me into their conversations and asking about what my life in the palace was like. I shared little, not wanting to give away too much out of fear of judgement, but not wanting to appear rude by withholding the truth from them.  
As the evening wore on, I found myself wondering why that particular story had come to mind. I knew in my heart of hearts, that I, like Lira, had spent too long weaving my own quiet tapestry, never daring to step beyond the safety of the familiar. Perhaps, I thought a little wryly to myself, it was time I changed that. I watched as the moon made its steady arc across the sky and felt a familiar feeling of dread arise in my stomach, knowing that this night too, would have to come to an end soon, and I would be forced to return to the palace.  
Ashen seemed to be thinking the same thing, and he stood as I stood, ready to escort me back to the familiar formation of rocks where, up until this night, had been our usual meeting spot. 
I brushed the sand off my dress absentmindedly whilst Ashen made the rounds of goodbyes. I smiled and thanked all the villagers who were nearby, sincerely grateful for their kindness this evening. They had shown me a world which was like nothing I had ever seen, and I knew that this night was going to be one which stayed with me for years to come. The natural community and warmth that seemed to shine from the people within the square astounded me, and the thought of returning to the cold, dark corridors of the palace weighed heavily on my mind. When we had finally said goodbye to everyone, and promised Elder Kharis that we would return, Ashen steered me gently by the elbow to the road we had walked down those hours earlier. It felt like a lifetime ago to me now. It was like my whole world had tilted on its axis and now what was before familiar and the norm, now felt strange and foreign. Home wasn’t home. But if I was being honest with myself, had I ever really, called that place a home? 
I was so caught up in my own thoughts, that I had barely noticed we had reached the edge of the town and was pulled out of my head by Ashen clearing his throat loudly to get my attention. 
‘You ready?’ he asked. 
‘As I will ever be’ I replied with a small shake of my head, and I let him wrap his arms around my waist to keep me stable as he used his magic to shape and weave the sand beneath our feet. The journey back was just as thrilling as the journey here, and I marvelled at the beauty in Ashen’s magic, watching his hand which wasn’t wrapped around my waist shape and turn in the air in front of us, carving out our path in the dark inky air. 
All too soon, we were back at the rocks. Ashen had used his magic to bring us closer to the castle this time, not taking the same precautions that he had earlier. We were both mindful of the lateness of the hour and the growing risk that my absence might be discovered within the palace. Despite this gnawing anxiety in my stomach, I still found myself dreading the moment we had to part.  
I stepped off the flowing river of sand, stumbling a few steps as I regained my balance after the speed in which we had been moving mere moments ago. Ashen stayed close, steadying me with a hand at my elbow. His touch lingered, and I didn’t pull away. The night air around us felt different now, the air thick with some sort of unspoken energy that I had no doubt we were both feeling. 
When I turned to face him, my back pressing against the cool surface of the rock, he didn’t step away. Instead, he closed the space between us, his movements slow and deliberate. My breath caught as he placed each hand slowly, on either side of my head, his palms flat against the rock, caging me in.  I didn’t feel threatened though. I could see the quick rise and fall of his chest and hear the slightly raised pounding of his heart. Ashen was just as nervous as I was, his body betraying his otherwise cool and calm demeanour. 
‘This is the most nervous you have looked all night Lyriel’ he said softly, before leaning in close to whisper into my ear. ‘That couldn’t have anything to do with me, could it?’. Ashen’s voice was a low rumble that sent a shiver down my spine.
I shook my head, my voice failing me, but not wanting to show any weakness in front of him. I wasn’t nervous of him, so to speak. What quickened my heartbeat was how easily he seemed to unnerve me, how his presence left me feeling breathless and exposed.
‘Good,’ he murmured, his eyes locked on mine. His gaze was so intense it felt like he was peeling back layers of me, seeing parts of myself I wasn’t ready to reveal.
I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry. ‘Are you intending to keep me imprisoned against this rock all night?’ I managed, trying for levity, though my voice came out softer than I’d intended.
He didn’t move, a small smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. ‘Maybe, although I am sure you could get out of this particular imprisonment easily’. 
‘Maybe’ I mirrored his answer, but I made no effort to escape.
His smile deepened, a lazy, roguish thing that only added to the heat blooming in my chest. ‘If you want me to move, you need only ask; he said, his tone laced with challenge, daring me to do just that.
But I didn’t want him to move. I wanted to stay, pressed against this rock, encased by his strong, muscular arms all night. At that thought, my eyes betrayed me, flicking down to his mouth for the briefest of moments. Ashen didn’t miss the glance, and his gaze darkened automatically as we both thought the same thing. 
‘Lyriel,’ he murmured, and my name on his lips seemed to act as a signal, my body automatically moving towards his, almost closing he distance between us completely. 
His face was mere inches from mine, the heat of his body searing against the coolness of the rock behind me. My pulse raced as I felt his breath against my cheek, and for a moment, it was as though the rest of the world had fallen away, leaving just the two of us in the dark, infinite night, and I waited in exquisite anticipation. 
But then, as quickly as it had begun, the moment ended. Ashen pulled back slightly, his gaze flicking to the flecks of golden light that were breaking across the horizon as if to ground himself. ‘You need to get back’ he said, his voice a little rough, and I noted a hint of restraint that hadn’t been there before.
I exhaled slowly, nodding, trying to shake some sense into my addled brain. ‘Right’ I said, my voice barely above a whisper.
Ashen stepped away suddenly, the cool night air rushing into the space where his warmth had been, and I felt the loss of it acutely. In his absence, the tension between us lingered, unspoken but undeniable. I gathered my skirts, making to turn away from him when he reached out to take hold of my arm. I faced him, eyebrows raised in question. 
‘Next week then?’ he asked, attempting to keep his tone light but failing to hide his own excitement at the prospect.  
‘Next week,’ I confirmed, my voice surprisingly steady. 
He smiled, and for a moment, I thought he might say something else. But then he turned, his tall silhouette vanishing into the shadows of the night with such speed and grace, that it left me wondering if I had imagined the whole beautiful evening from start to finish. 
When I finally slipped into my chambers, the cool sheets did little to quiet the warmth still coursing through me. My mind raced with thoughts of the evening. The magic, the warmth and love of the village, my story, Ashen’s touch, his closeness, the way his voice wrapped around my name like a promise…
For the first time in years, the palace walls didn’t feel so suffocating.



Chapter 10

MAKE UPFRONT IN CASTLE LONGER – MORE TENSION
I found it increasingly difficult to concentrate within the castle for the next week. I knew I ought to be finding out as much as possible about the mysterious door hidden below the depths of the palace, but my mind was increasingly preoccupied by thoughts of Ashen. I wanted to know so much more about his life, his family, his village. I made mental notes to ask him more about his magic, ask the villagers more about their lives, and delve deeper into a world I would never have even been able to imagine a few months ago. 
I spent most of my time daydreaming, a fact that didn’t go unnoticed by my tutor, brothers and sisters. Maeve, much to the amusement of everyone else in the room, threw an entire bread roll at my head during one dinner simply to get my attention. My mother, thankfully, cared little for my growing absentmindedness, and if anything seemed to be grateful that my usual soliloquy of incessant questions and demands had finally ceased. 
During another family dinner I sat, chin propped in hand, listening idly to the whispered conversations between my mother and father. Their voices rose and fell in volume as they discussed security details in the palace to avoid further break ins. I pretended to be focusing on my stuffed date salad, while I listened to my father attempt to reassure my mother. He planned to station more guards at any known entrances and exits, ready to apprehend any potential intruders, as well as increase the guards around the lower levels of the palace, particularly around ‘that area’ he said, with a knowing nod and a glance around him. I rolled my eyes at his complete and utter lack of subtlety, knowing that he was talking about the door that I had stumbled across and couldn’t rediscover all these weeks later. I took note of the fact that my very own secret way in and out the castle remained unguarded and seemingly unknown to them, and a small amount of guilt sat uncomfortably in my stomach. I shouldn’t feel guilty about this. Only I knew about that entrance, and the kitchen was usually headed by staff. It would take someone with an intimate understanding of the palace to know about that route in, I thought, desperately trying to ease the guilt a little. Nonetheless, that small seed of doubt remained, pushing and shouting at me as time went on. 
The week itself seemed to crawl by, until finally, Thursday evening came back around, and a familiar feeling of nerves and excitement settled over me. That evening, after dinner, when the rest of my family were headed to the council meeting, I feigned sleepiness and returned to my room yawning extravagantly to ensure no one would disturb me this evening. After retiring to my chamber, making sure to bid the guards stationed outside a loud and obvious goodnight, I bolted the door quickly. This wasn’t the norm, and I slid the bolts as soundlessly as possible so as to not attract suspicion should anyone hear. Knowing I only had about 20 minutes until I needed to leave, I undid the braids in my hair, and let it lie loose down my back, the golden red tendrils curling delicately around me. I grabbed my favourite, cornflower blue dress, made of a light gauzy fabric that fell like water across my body, and pulled it on. The dress was intricately twisted across the neckline and dipped low on my back exposing a long column of my spine. It flowed down the length of my body, stopping just shy of my feet. When I moved in this dress, it moved with me, the folds of woven fabric draping and stretching to accommodate me, another reason why I loved it so much. 
I had a minute to examine my reflection before I knew I had to go. My eyes were bright, the green in them clear and shining with excitement. My cheeks looked flushed, undoubtedly a result of the adrenaline I now felt pulsing through my veins. I rolled my eyes slightly at my mirror and muttered ‘you’re better than this Lyriel, he is just a man, get a hold of yourself’. But at the very thought of ‘just a man’ I felt my lower stomach swoop and my heart started to beat a little faster. Sighing at my insane reaction and praying the walk to the rocks would calm me, I moved to leave. I was meeting Ashen in ten minutes and needed to get out of the castle as quickly and as quietly as possible. 
The journey from the kitchens out onto the dunes was swift and silent, and within minutes I was racing across the open expanse of sand, my feet silent against the moonlit grains. The desert stretched endlessly before me, cool and silver under the night sky, the air sharp with quiet promise.
I had only been running a moment when a sound shattered the calm, a deafening, furious roar that cracked across the silence like a whip. My body instantly froze, feet planted in the cold sand, body still and tense. The echo of it rolled over the dunes, sinking into the bones of the night.
It had come from the palace. From the council chamber.
I clapped a hand over my mouth to stifle the sound of my own gasping breath, heart pounding like a war drum in my chest. What had happened? Who had made that sound? Who had lost control so violently that their rage could be heard miles from the palace walls?
Panic prickled at the edges of my skin, every instinct warning me to hide, to run, to return. I scanned the darkness around me, searching for any movement, any ripple in the dunes or flash of torchlight. But the night remained still. Vast. Empty.
Still, I stayed rooted in place, waiting. Listening.
Was it foolish to go? Should I turn back?
The old voice inside me, the careful one raised in gilded hallways and lessons in decorum, told me to return. Something had gone wrong, what if I was needed? What if I was summoned?
But I’d never once been called to a council meeting. Not in eighteen years.
And besides... the pull tugging me away from the palace wasn’t just defiance. It was longing. I needed to see Ashen. I wasn’t sure I could stand another week without him, not with all the questions spinning in my mind and the strange electricity that lingered in my blood whenever he was near.
I let out a shaky breath, half-laughing at myself, trying to shake some reason into my panic-soaked brain. I wasn’t needed there, I thought again, more to reassure myself than anything else. As if they’d ever call for me…
And besides, I had somewhere far more important to be. I picked up the hem of my skirt, and began running again, pressing myself harder and faster to get to the rocks in good time. My overwrought body, tight and wound up from being trapped in the castle all week, pushed itself forward and in no time at all I had reached the rocks. Ashen, as predicted, was already there, leaning against the rocks with his arms crossed against his body, wry amusement written across every plane of his beautiful face. 
‘Keen to see me, Princess?’ he asked.
I was catching my breath but managed to choke out ‘you wish’. 
He smiled, and pulled a white linen square out of his pocket. Without saying a word, he walked over to me, and ran it gently across my brow, down the back of my neck, and further down my spine. The cloth was soft against my damp skin, and despite the warmth of the night, I felt goosebumps arise in the materials wake.
Ashen had reached the base of my spine where the material of my dress cut across, and he leaned in to whisper in my ear. 
‘This is a rather scandalous dress Lyriel’, his voice was low and heavy in my ear. 
I tilted my head, feigning innocence. ‘Oh, this?’ I asked lightly. ‘Is it too much?’ With a playful smile, I twirled on the spot, the soft fabric of the dress spinning gently with me.
Ashen’s eyes followed the movement, his expression unreadable at first. Then a small, appreciative smile tugged at the corner of his lips, and I thought I heard a faint hum of approval.
When I stopped and faced him again, he shook his head, amused. ‘You know exactly what you’re doing, don’t you?’
I shrugged, fighting back a grin. ‘Doing what?’
He stepped closer, his gaze steady but warm. His hand rose, resting lightly on my shoulder to halt any further movement. ‘If we’re going to make it to the village on time, you’ll need to stand still for just a moment,’ he said, his tone laced with playful exasperation. ‘You’re making it very hard to focus on getting us there.’
I laughed softly, his honesty catching me off guard in the best way. ‘Fine,’ I said, holding up my hands in mock surrender. ‘I’ll behave. For now.’
His smile widened, the easy confidence I was growing to expect from him returning. ‘Good. Because if we’re late, I’ll never hear the end of it.’
With that, he stepped back, his hand dropping to my elbow to steady me, and he closed his eyes. I knew what to expect this time, letting him focus on gathering the sand beneath our feat to whisk us along to his village. As we moved quickly off into the darkening night, I felt the smile linger on my face as the moment we had just shared replayed in my mind.
Before long, we had arrived at the familiar outskirts of Marrowind. The shining centre of the village glinted, beckoning me in, and I felt a familiar swoop of anxiety and excitement at the prospect of spending another evening here. A gentle ring of music caught my attention, coming from the square in the middle, and I thought I could make out the faint sound of laughter and movement from within the crowd also. Turning to Ashen with eyebrows raised, I asked ‘is something happening? I don’t remember there being music last week. Is there an event of some sort?’
He smiled knowingly and tapped the side of his nose as if to say, ‘all shall be revealed’. 
I was impatient with curiosity and started to hurry forward, keen to get to the source of the noise. The tune that was being played now was upbeat, familiar almost, guitar strings interwoven with a smoother, deeper melody from a bass instrument. It was enchanting and reminded me of the music I often heard coming from the palace atrium whenever my mother was hosting a ball. It made me want to move, sway, dance, and I grabbed Ashen’s hand to move him along faster and was rewarded with a low chuckle as he observed my obvious impatience. 
I rounded the last corner, the route to the centre now familiar to me, and was greeted by a beautiful sight. Orbs of fire hung suspended over the entire square, so small and tightly clustered they looked almost like a glowing, suspended ceiling. They pulsed a little, their light sparkling, creating an intricate pattern of shadows over the tiled ground. All cushions and rugs had been moved to the external edges of the space, and those still eating remained sat in lounged positions, drinking from goblets or eating the remains of their dinner lazily, laughing and smiling with friends or otherwise watching the movement from the inside of the square. On the far corner sat a collection of fae, all of which holding instruments of various shapes and size, playing together to create the most beautiful, sumptuous melody I had ever heard. The urge to run into the centre of the square and move to the beat of the music almost overwhelmed me, and I had to remind myself where I was, and that I was still a guest here. Instead, I turned to Ashen and saw a grin reminiscent of a cheshire cat spread wide across his face. He had been watching my awestruck expression and clearly was overjoyed by what he had seen. 
‘A dance!’ I called; excitement laced in every chord of my voice. 
Ashen leaned in a little and let us lips brush against my hair before whispering ‘I had a feeling you were a woman that would love a dance’. 
A tingle ran down my spine as he pulled away and I felt the heat rise to my face as I grinned a little sheepishly. 
‘Well, it’s a good thing I have a fabulous wardrobe and dressed appropriately despite the complete lack of warning, otherwise I may have been accused of being underdressed’ I shot a little hotly, trying to regain some sense of self composure. Ashen automatically rolled his eyes. 
‘Lyriel, I had no doubt that anything you would wear would outshine anyone standing next to you. You don’t need warning’. 
The compliment through me off guard and again I felt the blood rise to my head. Ashen noticing my slight pause as I struggled to find words and gestured towards one of the tables pushed to the corner of the square. ‘Drink?’ he asked.
‘Please’ I managed to get out and followed him over to the table. As I walked, I felt multiple pairs of eyes turn to fall on me, observing my movement. The staring, though obvious, didn’t feel threatening, more curious, and I felt more confident being here this evening than I had felt in forever. 
Ashen handed me a goblet filled with a fizzy, sour drink that carried a faint floral aftertaste. I sipped it slowly, savouring the unfamiliar flavour, and let my gaze drift toward the dancefloor. Pairs of fae twirled and spun in the centre of the square, their movements at first seeming synchronized. But as I watched more closely, I realized that each couple was moving in their own unique way, dancing their own personal rhythm within the larger melody. It was mesmerising, each step a quiet testament to individuality and harmony all at once.
Lost in admiration, I barely noticed when the song ended, the music’s final note hanging in the air. Before I could process the shift, Ashen’s hand slipped into mine, and with a playful tug, he guided me toward the centre of the square.
‘Wait, I don’t know the dance—' I stammered, my protests caught in my throat as he turned to face me, his expression both teasing and determined.
Ashen chuckled. ‘You were watching just now, there is no dance! Each couple chooses their own. Let the music guide you’. 
I stood at the edge of the floor, Ashen facing me, his hand in mine, his face relaxed, open and earnest. He took a step towards me. 
‘You’ve got this Princess’ he murmured into my ear, making my toes curl and my face heat up. 
I raised my chin, and nodded at him slightly as if to say, ‘if I must’, and he pulled me towards him and into the centre of the square. More eyes than ever were focused on the two of us now and I tried desperately to avoid looking around, knowing that this would scare me even more. A slow, melodic tune began, and Ashen pulled me close to him, his hand on the base of my spine. My dress was so low at the back that I could feel his bare hand against my skin, causing me to shiver involuntarily. He smiled almost knowingly, and clasped my other hand in his, starting to gently move me in neat circles taking us around the square. 
After a while, I forgot about my own self-consciousness and began to enjoy myself. I fell into step quickly, moving fluidly and confidently around the square, and even throwing my head back and laughing when Ashen guided me into a particularly extravagant spin. By the end of the dance, we were moving together seamlessly, weaving our way in and out of the surrounding couples with ease. 
We stayed for the next song, and the next, our dances becoming more and more extravagant with each song. The curls in my hair spun out around me and my dress moved like water with every step I made. I was grinning from ear to ear, laughing as Ashen guided, twirled and moved me from corner to corner with such confidence it made me wonder where he had learnt to dance like this. I felt free and confident and beautiful, a feeling no doubt encouraged along by the drink I had been nervously sipping at before taking to the floor. For the first time in what felt like forever, I wasn’t worried about what came next. All that mattered was the sound of the music, the feel of his hand in mine, and the quiet magic of the night.
I had no sense of how much time had passed; the music and Ashen’s steady presence seemed to blur the edges of reality. The world beyond the square faded into nothingness as we moved together, my laughter mingling with the lively tune. Then, a soft but deliberate tap on my shoulder brought me back to the present.
Startled, I turned to find another fae male standing beside us. He appeared close to Ashen’s age, perhaps a little older, with sharp, angular features and a composed expression that contrasted with the carefree energy of the dancers around us. His hair was dark and cut short, his large, ice blue eyes stark against his otherwise dark features. I couldn’t help but admire the sheer beauty of him, even though something about him felt almost otherworldly.
‘Mind if I cut in?’ he asked, his voice was smooth and low, though with a subtle edge to it that I couldn’t quite place.
Ashen’s grip on my hand tightened almost imperceptibly, his easy smile faltering for the briefest moment. ‘Actually, I do,’ he replied, his tone light but firm.
The other fae raised a dark eyebrow, and a smile curled the corners of his lips, as if amused by the refusal. I watched, a little nervous of him now, as his gaze flickering between Ashen and me. ‘You’ve had her all evening,’ he said lightly, pulling a mock frown onto his face and pouting. ‘I am sure this lovely lady wouldn’t mind sharing the pleasure of her company?’
I glanced at Ashen, unsure of how to respond, but before I could say anything, he sighed and stepped back slightly, though he didn’t release my hand. ‘Lyriel, it’s your choice,’ he said, his warm brown eyes searching mine.
I hesitated, feeling the weight of Ashen’s hand still clasped around mine, warm and grounding, yet the stranger’s gaze was equally compelling. Something about him felt different, an air of mystery, a sharpness that slightly scared me, but also, intrigued me. The tension between them was palpable, though I didn’t understand its source.
‘I don’t mind,’ I said finally, offering the stranger a polite, uncertain smile. ‘A dance sounds fine.’
Ashen’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t protest. Instead, he released my hand and stepped back, his expression carefully neutral, though his eyes betrayed a flicker of something I couldn’t quite place.
The stranger held out his hand, his movements precise and deliberate. ‘Caius,’ he introduced himself smoothly as I placed my hand in his.
‘Lyriel,’ I replied, allowing him to lead me toward the centre of the square.
As the music shifted to a slower, more deliberate melody, the kind that required a partner to stay close, Caius moved with practiced ease. His hand rested lightly on my waist, his other holding mine in a firm but gentle grip. His presence was magnetic, both commanding whilst somehow not domineering. 
‘So, Lyriel,’ he said, his voice low enough that only I could hear, ‘you’re Ashen’s guest again tonight. It’s a rare event that Mellowind is granted with the presence of such an enigmatic outsider two weeks in a row. And on the arm of Ashen? Well, well, a rare event indeed.’
I raised an eyebrow, intrigued by his tone. ‘You seem to know him well.’
His lips curved into a faint smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Well, enough to know he doesn’t like to share.’
The insinuation made my heart skip a beat, but I brushed it aside, determined not to let my discomfort show on my face. I changed the subject. ‘And what about you?’ I asked. ‘Do you live here in the village?’
Caius paused to twirl me gracefully, pulling me back close in a seamless motion. His gaze held mine, steady and unreadable. ‘I have ties here,’ he replied vaguely, ‘though I’m not always around. My work keeps me moving.’
‘What kind of work?’
He hesitated, his eyes briefly flicking over my shoulder, as if checking the crowd around us. ‘Let’s just say I have a certain skill for being in the right place at the right time,’ he said finally, and I could tell that he was not going to divulge anything further on the matter. ‘But I didn’t steal you from Ashen’s arm to talk about myself. I am far more interested to hear about you.’ 
A lazy, not altogether unintimidating grin spread across his face sending a shiver down my spine, and I wasn’t sure if it was from intrigue or unease. I noticed his grip on my waist tighten slightly, not uncomfortably, but enough to make me aware of his strength. 
‘And what is it you’d like to know?’ I asked, managing to sound far more casual and unbothered than I felt. 
‘Everything,’ he said simply, his voice soft but charged with intent. ‘Why would someone like you, daughter of Queen Avery, royal blood of Illudere, step into our little world, for starters. And why Ashen looks at you like you’re the only thing holding his world together.’
I stumbled slightly, startled by his words, but Caius steadied me with a small chuckle. ‘Easy now. I didn’t mean to startle you.’
‘I’m not startled,’ I lied, forcing a smile. ‘Just trying to keep up.’ He twirled me once more before pulling me back towards his chest. I noticed, his hand drfit a little lower on my back, and despite the many eyes that I knew were on us, I didn’t ask him to remove it. 
‘You’re keeping up just fine,’ he said, his tone almost...admiring? ‘But you should know, Ashen doesn’t bring outsiders here. It’s unusual, very unusual, that he should choose to bring you of all people here.’
I opened my mouth to ask why, but his sudden twirl cut me off, spinning me away from him before pulling me back. The movement was exhilarating, and I found myself laughing despite the odd weight of the conversation.
‘You dance well,’ I said, trying to lighten the mood.
He tilted his head, his smile faint. ‘I’ve had good teachers.’
The music swelled, the melody reaching a crescendo, and Caius’s steps became faster, more intricate. I followed his lead as best I could, my breath quickening with the effort. He made it seem effortless, as if the rhythm of the music was etched into his very being.
As the song began to wind down, Caius slowed our movements, his hand lingering on mine for a moment longer than necessary. His gaze searched mine, as though trying to decipher something hidden beneath the surface.
‘Thank you for the dance, Lyriel,’ he said, his voice softer now.
‘Thank you,’ I replied, unsure of what else to say.
From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Ashen watching us from the edge of the square, his expression unreadable but his posture rigid. Caius followed my gaze and let out a quiet chuckle.
‘He’s protective of you,’ Caius murmured, releasing me but letting his fingers linger for a moment. ‘Be careful with that.’
He stepped back, bowing slightly, but before I could even consider asking him what his parting comment meant, he disappeared into the crowd.
I stood there for a moment, the air around me feeling heavier in his absence. When I finally turned, to find Ashen waiting for me at the edge of the square, his arms were crossed, and his expression remained unreadable.
‘Friend of yours?’ I asked as I reached him.
Ashen’s smile returned, but it was faint, forced. ‘I wouldn’t say friend. More of an…acquaintance.’
There was a story there, one I was certain he wouldn’t share tonight. Instead, he offered his hand again, and I took it, grateful for its comforting familiarity, letting him lead me back toward the festivities. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d just stepped into something far bigger than a simple dance.


Chapter 11 

The night wore on in a haze of dancing, drinking and laughing. At one point, when I was near enough exhausted and ready to take a break, I found myself being swept up by a group of villagers who twirled and marched and pulled me from corner to corner in a wave of glorious movement. I was completely and utterly lost in the movement, forgetting my earlier self-consciousness and having fun for the first time in as long as I could remember. 
My cheeks ached from smiling, but I didn’t care. I had thrown myself into dance after dance, losing all sense of time in the swirl of music and movement. The night was alive with joy, and I felt swept up in it, as though the energy of the village itself was coursing through me. It was a glorious, magical moment. I felt utterly joyous and free. 
As the final song built to its crescendo, I twirled in place, my arms stretched above my head, my dress moving around me like a silken storm. The music sped up and I laughed with joy as I spun faster and faster, feeling as though I might take flight. For a fleeting second, I swore I was glowing, radiant and alive, as though lit from within.

Then came the gasps.

It started with a single outcry from a villager, sharp with concern, before a ripple of noise swept through the crowd. The jubilant hum of the evening broke into a cacophony of whispers and alarmed murmurs. Confusion and panic tripped my feet, and I stumbled, the world tilting precariously as my laughter died on my lips. My eyes flew open, and I was immediately blinded by a light so bright it turned the familiar faces around me into vague, shadowy shapes.
The light wasn’t coming from the orbs that hung above the square. It was coming from me.
Complete shock overtook me. My heart pounded as I stared down at my hands, glowing with a soft, golden radiance. The light pulsed outward, shimmering like sunlight rippling over water, casting strange, dancing patterns across the tiled floor and the astonished faces of the villagers. Audible gasps bubbled up among the crowd, and the music stuttered to a resounding halt. 
Panic gripped me. ‘What’s happening?’ I whispered to myself, though the words were swallowed by the noise of the surrounding villagers. I glanced wildly toward Ashen, searching for his familiar face as I sought reassurance in his familiar presence.
But Ashen’s face was not the anchor I’d hoped for. His expression was frozen in a mixture of shock and something far worse: fear. He didn’t move, his wide eyes locked on me as though he didn’t quite recognize the person standing in front of him.
My gaze darted to Caius, who stood a few paces away. His expression was markedly different—still surprised, yes, but there was no fear in his eyes. Instead, he watched me with a strange, steady admiration, his head tilted slightly, as though seeing something he had long expected. He remained in the outskirts of the crowd though and didn’t make to move any closer to me. 
‘Ashen?’ I asked, pleadingly. The fear in my own voice seemed to snap him into movement and he made to step forward. 
‘Lyriel,’ Ashen said softly, stepping toward me, slowly, as if scared to get too close ‘Don’t be afraid. It’s okay.’
‘Okay?’ I echoed, my voice breaking. I could barely hear myself over the roar of my heartbeat. ‘What is this? What’s happening to me?’
Ashen opened his mouth to respond, but Caius moved suddenly, stepping between us. His face although carefully composed seemed to glow with something akin to excitement. 
‘Extraordinary’ he muttered while slowly circling me. For a fleeting moment, it felt like a predator circling its prey. Ashen growled a warning. ‘Stay away from her Caius’. 
Caius raised an eyebrow and held his hands up in mock fear, a playful smirk playing on his face. ‘My apologies, I forgot how protective you get over your possessions’. 
‘My possessions’ Ashen said through gritted teeth. 
‘Sorry, slip of the tongue I meant your—’
‘Hey!’ I yelled, breaking up the testosterone fuelled verbal fight. ‘Stop swinging your dicks around and look at me’ I snapped, cutting them both off. Fear caused all etiquette to leave my brain, and the words slipped out sharper and ruder than I intended. My panic surged, making the light flare brighter, and the crowd recoiled slightly. I took an unsteady step back, willing the glow to stop, to fade, to do anything but this.
Caius reached out his hand, palm up in a gesture of calm, aware of my panic and attempting to bring me down off the ledge. ‘You’re not in danger,’ he said, his voice steady. ‘This isn’t something to fear. It’s part of you.’
‘Part of me?’ My breath hitched as I stared at him, my chest heaving. ‘I’ve never… I don’t have magic!’
‘Well, the picture in front of me begs to differ,’ Caius said, his tone filled with quiet certainty and edged excitement. ‘Perhaps you are just a late bloomer’ he concluded with a wink. 
I rolled my eyes, but the truth of his words hung heavy in the air around me. The proof was quite literally, staring me in the face, as I looked at the now dimming glow coming from my hands and arms. My body seemed to almost hum with some imperceptible power, as if something had awoken in me after years and years of suppression. 
Awakening. The word hung in the air, heavy with implications I couldn’t begin to unravel. The glow was softer now, dimming as my panic ebbed, but I still felt it—a quiet hum beneath my skin, foreign yet unsettlingly familiar. I forced my pulse to slow, and as the panic, and excitement of the evening drifted away, so did the light, fading into the edges of the night. 
Ashen finally stepped close to me, placing his body in between Caius and myself, and putting a gentle, warm hand on my shoulder in comfort. ‘You’re okay’ he said smiling reassuringly. I smiled back, unsure of how to act. 
‘She was okay before, there was nothing wrong with her when she was emitting that dazzling light’ I heard Caius drawl, his voice cutting through the otherwise silent square. 
Ashen gritted his teeth but said nothing, ignoring his friend and instead placing all of his attention on me. ‘Lyriel, has that ever happened before?’
I shook my head vehemently. ‘No. Never.’
Ashen sighed, looking at me a little quizzically as if expecting me to say more, but didn’t press. I wanted to know what he was thinking, but I was too scared to question him now, in front of all the village, and Caius. Peeking over his shoulder, I saw now that the villagers were muttering amongst themselves, the previously joyous atmosphere replaced by one of shock and fear and I closed my eyes in sadness at this. I had been truly, truly happy for the first time in as long as I could remember and look what had happened. 
I saw Elder Kharis standing to the side of the rest of the village, looking at me with a curious expression on his face. He didn’t look alarmed, but he did look concerned. I tried to give him a small smile in reassurance, and he seemed to hesitate, before making up his mind and slowly shuffling over to where Ashen and I stood. He came up to my elbow, and looked up into my face, The aged face seemed to be searching for something, and momentarily it felt like he was looking deep into my soul as he stared into my eyes. Almost imperceptibly, he nodded his head slowly, as if he had finally figured out a riddle he had been trying to decipher for a long time. 
‘You carry a light that should not exist here child’ he muttered slowly. I blanched, confused by the cryptic statement. 
‘What do you mean shouldn’t exist here?’ I asked him quietly. He just shook his head sadly and reached out to grasp one of my hands in his wrinkled palms. 
‘You have such wonderous light within your soul; ensure it stays that way child’. 
Ashen noticed my fear and protectively stepped closer to me. He gently placed his hand on my shoulder and steered me away from Elder Kharis and the muttering crowd to the other side of the square. ‘I think we should leave. Now.’
Caius from across the square had clearly heard everything that has been said, his fae hearing allowing him to pick up the conversation.  ‘She deserves to know what this means Ashen,’ Caius countered, his gaze fixed on the two of us. 
‘Now,’ Ashen repeated, his tone sharper now, ignoring the comment entirely. 
I swallowed hard, unable to decide. I didn’t want to return to the palace, to sit quietly in my room and contemplate the events of the evening. The thought of the isolation the palace granted me made my chest tighten with panic. But when I looked around, the villagers were still watching me with wide eyes, their whispers too quiet to decipher but their unease clear. I didn’t want to remain here and cause discomfort. I didn’t want to remain here if I was no longer welcome. 
The truth, whatever it was, wouldn’t come tonight. But I could feel it, waiting just beyond reach, as real and undeniable as the light still pulsing beneath my skin, and as I let Ashen steer me away without saying goodbye to any of the villagers, I caught sight of Caius, leaning against a building, his arms crossed, and his bright blue eyes watching me with such intensity, I didn’t quite know what to make of it. 
Ashen and I walked in silence, both of us too wrapped up in our own heads to talk to one another. We reached the edge of the village before Ashen was the one to break the silence. He turned to me, gently placing a hand on the side of my face, his eyes searching my own frantically. 
‘I’m okay, just…shocked.’ I said quietly, mirroring his own words to me earlier. He nodded slightly, dipping his head so his forehead came to a rest against mine. I was startled at the sudden closeness, the intimacy of the moment, but didn’t pull away. I let him stand there, drinking in his delicious sandalwood and leather scent, desperately wanting this moment to last forever. Right now, I didn’t need answers, I didn’t even want answers. I just wanted to stay like this, with Ashen, feeling warm and safe and cared for. I shifted my head to look up and found myself mere inches away from his face. I could count each eyelash I was so close to him. My body knew what it wanted to do, and before I could let my brain talk me out of it, I reached up and looped a hand around the back of his neck to pull his face down even closer. A moment’s hesitation, and then Ashen responded with such a sudden ferocity, that he almost caused us to topple to the ground. Our lips crashed together; the passion of the moment heightened by the excitement of the evening. His lips were soft and warm, and better than anything I could have imagined. I wanted more. I gripped his hair in my hand and pulled slightly as I leaned in even closer, slipping my tongue ever so slightly into his mouth and he moaned at the contact, his own tongue greeting mine so I could taste his delicious sweetness. He broke away and I was about to protest when his lips found my neck and started a trail of kisses down from the hollow of my throat to my chest, I arched my back to push in closer to him. Eyes half closed, head tilted up towards the sky, drinking in the great expanse of stars and inky black night above, I let myself feel the moment so fully, so wholly that it spread rapidly through every inch of my being. I wanted more and arched my back even further in an effort to bring him closer. My very being demanded to be wholly and unequivocally, consumed by the moment. 
When suddenly it stopped. Ashen had drawn back, his head dipped slightly away from me, his eyes lowered. His breath was coming out in short, sharp pants and I could see that his face was flushed. I frowned, confused by the sudden change in behaviour. 
Ashen cleared his throat, ‘I think it’s probably time for you to go home now Lyriel’. 
I opened my mouth to protest. To tell him that it was still night, and I had taken every precaution to ensure my absence would go unnoticed. But Ashen was avoiding looking at me, his head bowed, his face set in an expression I couldn’t quite read. Suddenly I was feeling so self-conscious I could barely muster up a response. Rather, I nodded my head sharply in some non-committal agreement, feeling embarrassment, and something horribly like shame settle itself in the pit of my stomach as I chose to look anywhere but in his direction. The kiss, that kiss, it had felt perfect, like everything right had finally fallen into place. Or at least it had for me…
What if he hadn’t wanted it? And was merely placating me as I had thrown myself at him? I could barely stand the thought, could barely stand to be in his presence at this moment. Without a word, without saying goodnight, I turned on my heel and strode off, towards the distant glowing lights of the palace, leaving Ashen alone to watch my slowly shrinking silhouette, as I melted away into the blackness of the night. 



Chapter 12

The night before played on my mind on repeat over and over again over the coming few days. I wanted, no, needed answers to my ever-growing list of questions, but didn’t know where to go to seek them. Elder Kharis’ words echoed in me wherever I went. 
‘You carry a light that should not exist here’.  I spent hours and hours pondering the exact meaning of this. What did he mean ‘should’ not exist? Why shouldn’t it exist here? I knew it was unusual, the way my magic had shown itself, that bright, almost otherworldly glow that had seemed to erupt from me, but it was not bad, surely? I had managed to get it under control before hurting anyone…hadn’t I? That last thought weighed more heavily on my mind than anything. I had been so wrapped up in the shock of what had happened, that I hadn’t checked to see if any of the villagers around me had been hurt by the bright, blinding light I had emitted. Since that night, I hadn’t been able to emit the light again, and yet I could still feel the buzz of electricity and power beneath my skin constantly. While the feeling was not altogether unpleasant, it was still there, sleeping, as if waiting for a moment to find its release again. The thought terrified me. 
The heaviness of Ashen and my last moments in the dunes also weighed on my mind. We had not discussed when we would next meet when I had left him, and he had certainly not offered to take me to the village again the following week. The loss of this new joy I had discovered in my life felt like physical pain. The prospect of escape, of company and excitement had been ripped from my clutches and I mourned it. 
Typically, my family didn’t notice a change in my behaviour, my sudden sullenness not altogether too different from how I usually presented myself at family gatherings and events. Once or twice at dinner I thought I saw Raphael looking at me a little oddly, but when I had looked back, he was always immersed in conversation with another family member, acting as if I didn’t exist. 
I had also not forgotten about that kiss I had shared with Ashen…the intensity of it, the raw unadulterated passion that had taken over both of us, only for him to draw away so suddenly left a pang of rejection to sit in my stomach, heavy and uncomfortable.
I was surprised to find myself also daydreaming of Caius often. His intrigue and mystery, the way in which he had looked at me in subtle, confident, admiration when I had emitted that shocking, blinding light, rather than with fear like the rest of the villagers. Despite my longing for Ashen, I found my mind drifting towards Caius’ confident smirk, his precocious eyebrow raises, his strong jawline and inky black hair. More often than I wanted to admit to myself, it was his striking face I was picturing as I drifted off to sleep…
After three long, slow days of this, I was sitting at dinner, pushing figs wrapped in Parma ham around my plate, when something my father was saying caught my attention. 
‘Maeve has heard stirrings in the far north of the realm’ he was saying to my mother in hushed tones, ‘I believe we should send out some of the Illuderion warriors, perhaps even some of our favoured few, up to the border, to discover the source of the unrest’. 
My mother was studying her nails, a picture of calm indifference, and motioned for my father to continue with a swift signalling of her hand. 
‘A few are concerned that this could be a reawakening of the rebels who escaped during the aftermath of the Great War’. My father had lowered his voice and was barely audible even in the silence of the dining hall. Maeve, who was seated next to my father, had barely said a word, her proud chin remained dipped to her chest and her gaze lowered in an image of subservience, as if trying to hide herself from my mother’s attention. 
‘Who did you hear this from?’ Queen Avery said. 
‘The’- my father started to respond, but she cut him off with a raised hand, ‘I was talking to Maeve’. 
Maeve seemed to flinch slightly at the directness of the question but raised her head nonetheless and looked directly at the Queen. She, along with everyone else at the table, knew that mother hated any displays of weakness. Her voice was steady when she finally spoke. ‘I was carrying out scheduled checks of the villages, and overheard some of the locals discussing a man, who had travelled on foot through the entire realm, from the northern tip, to one of the nearby villages. I believe, he has been travelling through our realm, spreading vicious lies about how our family, and how we came to power, which in some villages, has sparked...’ she paused seemingly unable to find the words for a moment, ‘…undesirable talk’. 
‘Tell me what lies’ my mother demanded immediately.  
My sister’s face blanched at the tone, and there was a definite stutter in her voice now as she tried to find the correct words. ‘He was, he was saying’ – . 
‘Spit it out damn girl before I simply pluck the information right out of your silly little head’ she barked. 
Maeve flinched, shifting uncomfortably under Mother’s gaze, her fingers worrying the edge of her sleeve, before taking a great steadying breath. 
‘I was in the southern villages yesterday, carrying out the usual inspections. The fee there are… on edge. At first, I thought it was the heat, or the shortages. But then I overheard a group talking about a traveller, a man who’s been moving from settlement to settlement over the last few days, all the way from the northern edge of the realm. They say he comes alone, on foot, and has a way of making people stop and listen. His words are… dangerous.’
Mother’s expression sharpened. ‘What words?’
Maeve hesitated, as if terrified by what she was going to say next. ‘He’s telling them stories about the end of the Great War. That the old magic of Illudere, the magic of the winds, the sand, the heat, have started to become stripped from the land. That the declining birthrate of magic wielding fae, is not a punishment of their wrongdoings, but of ours. He says Mother Earth turned against us in the years after the Great War, punishing the royal line for its greed, stripping away the bounty of gifts she originally bestowed on the land we rule.’
The air between us felt heavier. Maeve kept her gaze down, as though reading the rest of what she had to say from the stone of the table. 
‘He is saying, that you caused this judgement. That you sought… other powers. Dark ones. That you crossed into the Underside and bargained with Lamentis himself, trading something of great value for magic strong enough to end the war. Magic that could reach into minds, twist thoughts, bend reality to your will.’
I watched in silent horror as my mother’s jaw tightened, but she said nothing, and that silence pressed Maeve onward.
‘He says that the bargain came at a cost. That you paid it willingly. No one knows what was given in return, only that it was something so precious that it has bound you to Lamentis forever. And that his mark still lies on this realm, and its people remain punished, because of your actions.’ Maeve drew a breath. ‘He calls us a family of thieves and liars. Says we stole our power, that we’re tainted by the Underside, and that the land itself will never heal while we rule it.’
Maeve’s voice dropped, almost a whisper now, the scent of her fear heavy in the room. ‘The people listen to him. He speaks as though he knows the truth of it. Like he was there.’ 
I listened to all of this with absolute, unrelenting, horror. I had glanced a look at my brother while Maeve was talking and found his face to be a similar mask of shock and fear as we all held our breath, anticipating our mother’s reaction. 
She was staring at the opposite wall, her eyes shut, breathing slowly through her long, thin, nose, as if trying to get a hold on her temper. It didn’t seem to be working though, she was sucking all the air out of the room, her fury palpable, and I clenched my fists into my hands, letting my nails dig into the palms of my hands, the little crescents of pain distracting me from my fear. 
My mother opened her mouth and let out a sudden, furious, roar of anger. The sound of it seemed to reverberate off the walls of the palace, and through the very realm itself. She slammed her fists into the stone of the table, leaving two identical cracks down the very middle of it, flung her chair back, letting it clatter to the floor, the sound of the metal hitting stone reverberating along my bones, and strode out of the room, summoning my father to accompany her with a flick of her hand. I watched as he hurried after her, head bowed, closing the distance between them with long, purposeful strides.  
The dining room remained silent in the aftermath. Maeve, who had been seated to our mother’s right, was visibly shaking from head to toe. Next to me, I could see the hairs on Raph’s arms standing on end. Only my older brother, Elyndor, sat back in his chair, looking perfectly at ease. He even had a small smile playing on his lips. After a couple of minutes of silence, I turned to him, annoyed that he was obviously enjoying all of this. ‘What are you looking so pleased about’ I demanded from him. He raised an eyebrow at me. 
‘Well, little Lyriel. Since you asked so nicely’ he drawled. 
‘Just spit it our Elyndor’ I shot back. 
He raised an eyebrow slowly and took a long, unhurried gulp from his goblet of wine. ‘It seems, the cat is out of the cauldron, so to speak’. 
I blanched. He couldn’t mean what he was implying. I crossed my arms.
‘You mean, that story, that the man is spreading across the realm, that’s all true? It can’t be.’ I scoffed. 
‘More or less’ Elyndor drawled, his hand reaching up to sweep across his perfectly slicked back hair. ‘I think it’s about time the people of this realm heard all the gory details about our mother’s magic and how she came by it. Maybe then they would finally respect us as royals’ Elyndor’s voice has turned nasty. 
Raph interjected. ‘So what he said is true? All of that happened?’ 
Elyndor smiled cruelly, taking in each of our nervous faces. He reminded me of a cat, playing with its dinner, before the final killing blow. 
‘More or less. Mother does get her powers from the underworld. Lamentis, was our saviour during the Great War. When our greatest ally turned on us, and we were losing our hold on the realms, Mother, her bravery knowing no limits, called upon Lamentis herself. Hell, no fae alive has called on Lamentis, and lived to tell the tale. You all know the stories; he has such an appetite for us near mortals, and he cannot resist just taking a little bite if we present ourselves to him, begging on our knees for help.’ I felt bile rise in the back of my throat as Elyndor laughed viciously at the thought. 
Elyndor continued. ‘But, Mother, our brilliant, brave Mother, was able to stride down there, make a bargain with him, and come back alive. A bargain, which is what led to her, and our family becoming the most powerful fae in all of Aralith.’ 
‘What bargain did she make’ I blurted out. 
At this, Elyndor gave me a cat like smile. ‘That is for me to know, and you to find out little Lyriel’ he crooned. I growled at him which only made him smile even more. 
I turned to Maeve instead. ‘What was this man’s name? Why has he just come now after all these years?’ 
Her head snapped up and annoyance flashed in those brown-black eyes at my demanding tone. ‘What do you care Lyriel? Are you finally ready to leave that pathetic tutor of yours and do some actual work for your family? Or do you want to just know what’s happening while you hide behind your books and studies, never having to lift a dainty little finger.’ 
Fury roared in my head and pulsed through my veins now at the unfairness of her comment. ‘I have a right to know what’s happening’ I retorted angrily. ‘I am constantly asking to be involved in the comings and goings of this palace and mother never involves me. I am left waiting on the sidelines waiting around for a fucking opening’. Raph shot me a look, disapproving of the curse that had slipped out. 
‘Oh, little Lyriel is a big girl now, is she? Throwing around curses as if that makes you look hard? If you want to know what’s happening so badly, why don’t you ask Father to train you in the ranks? Why aren’t you learning how to defend yourself with your body since clearly you don’t have a drop of Mother’s magical gifts’.
I flinched at the insult but recovered quickly. ‘Like you would know anything about magic. We all know you have about as much magic as this stone table. What was it mother always uses or call you? Brawny not brainy’ I said, the phrase slipping out of my mouth before I could stop it. 
Maeve hissed at me, and leapt onto her feet, the muscles in her arms and legs tensed. I had also got to my feet, my chair clattering to the floor behind me, my lithe body alert and jumpy with adrenaline. I felt a familiar current of energy start to hum from within me and felt as if someone had dropped a bucket of ice-cold water over my bravery. I must keep my magic hidden, and so I shoved down hard on the feeling, pushing all the energy into a box inside my head and clamping it shut. 
‘Ladies’ Elyndor drawled from his still seated position. ‘While both of you seem to be as talentless as the common folk outside this palace, I am not. I could burn you both into ashes on the floor in a heartbeat without even leaving my chair, so please, sit the fuck back down’. 
I snarled at him, unable to control myself, but eventually sat. Maeve also sat, her fury palpable, her eyes hard as steel as they surveyed me from across the table. Raph was the one to finally break the silence. ‘What do you think mother is going to do?’
Elyndor sat back in his chair, running his fingers through his slicked hair in a precocious movement that set my teeth on edge. 
‘Oh, rage and moan and fuck about while she strokes her wounded ego, but, inevitably, this means war’ Elyndor said simply. ‘Maeve will probably be sent out, along with father, and a few of the old veil hunters who we have kept imprisoned since the war, to sniff this little rebel out. No doubt him, his friends and family will all be punished, and cruelly too. Mother will need to make a statement with his death’. Elyndor’s face was a picture of serene amusement, and it sickened me. He had only become meaner as he had got older and spent more time around our mother. 
‘Do you think you would be able to find him Maeve? What do you know of him?’ 
‘We were able to torture some information out of some of the locals, but they didn’t know much about his family our where he came from. He is fae, fairly tall, brown hair and tanned skin’. 
‘As is about half of Illudere’ sneered Elyndor. 
‘And’ Maeve pressed on ignoring our brother ‘we got his first name, or whatever name he is using for himself. He would be an idiot if he is actually using his real name’. 
‘What is it’ Raph asked. 
‘Ashen’ Maeve said simply. 
I felt as if the bottom of my stomach had dropped out completely as I heard the name, his name. Ashen, Ashen, Ashen. How could it be my Ash? My one real, honest, true friend. More than a friend. Shock spread across every part of my body, quickly to be replaced with dread, and confusion. I didn’t know what to think or how to think about any of this. Should I be angry? Scared? For me or for him? Who was in the greater danger here. I knew the answer to that question immediately. Him. 
But what was he doing? Why was he doing this? And if he knew this bitter, twisted truth of my family’s power, then why had he chosen to befriend me? Talk to me? Why had he taken me to his village to meet his people for fucks sake? He knew where I came from, who my mother was. This was a man who sounded like he wanted to do everything in his power to destroy my family. And yet, he had treated me with nothing but respect and kindness, no hint of a personal vendetta to be seen. 
And yet, another more sickening thought started to form in my mind, one which had been sleeping quietly at the back of my head for days now, since I had heard nothing from my so-called friend. What if Ashen was using me to find out information. Filling me up with flattery and interest and faux friendship so he could weasel information out of me without raising suspicion. 
The sleeping suspicion in my head seemed to grow larger as the thought formed. Of course, Ashen wasn’t interested in me, I was the least exciting, least powerful member of the family. He had probably smelt my desperation for friendship from a mile off, and decided I was the easiest to break, the most forlorn, lonely and pathetic. I felt nauseous with self-hatred. 
I was vaguely aware that around me my sibling were still discussing what had just happened, but I remained lost in my head, the shock and fear dousing me like a bucket of ice water. My name, spoken loudly snapped me out of my reverie and back to the table in which I was sitting. ‘Lyriel’ Raph was barking. ‘What on earth is wrong with you? You look grey.’
‘She probably is just shitting herself that she might actually have to leave the comfortable safety of her tutors office now that war is coming’ Maeve sneered. 
‘I-I don’t feel well’ I stammered, pushing myself up from the table. 
‘Lost your nerve little baby’ Maeve called after me with a jeer, but I ignored her, turning on my heel and using all my effort to place one foot in front of the other and leave the room. When I finally reached an empty hallway, I collapsed against a wall, my shock and fear engulfing me whole, and I put my head between my knees to steady myself. It was all too much. Ashen, it couldn’t be my Ashen, could it? And if it was, how could I stop them from finding him? How could I ensure that mother didn’t take him away and hurt him like I knew she would. How could I hide him from them. The gravity of the situation only grew with each passing moment, and my list of confusing, unanswered questions lay heavy on my chest. Who really was Ashen? Why had he entered my life and introduced me to his village if he wanted to destroy my family? It made no sense for him to get so close. Unless he was just using me…
And what of the rest of it all? The break ins, the door in the unmappable corridor in the depths of the palace, the increased guards and unrest, the murdered fae boy, and my magic…
What if it was all linked? The reality of the strange events from the last few months dawned on me with horrifying clarity suddenly. Ashen was no coincidence, it was planned. And I was just a stupid, naïve, gullible girl who fell for his advances. An easy target. He must have gone back to his village after every meet up and told them how easy it was to find out information from the idiotic, lonely daughter who was just dying to share her stories with someone. What an idiot I had been. Allowing him into my life like I had. Trusting him like I had. Red hot, burning anger flared up in me so suddenly I felt as if I was about to split open from head to toe, and without warning, the flames of light burning on the walls seemed to roar in response to my fury, brighter and stronger, as if my anger was fuelling them. 
I channelled the feeling through my fingertips and let it embrace every inch of my being, enjoying the all-consuming feeling and screwing my eyes up tight to focus on the roaring in my ears as I fell into the chaotic void of fury. I was so distracted by my own feeling that I didn’t hear the footsteps behind me and was jolted sharply back to reality when I felt a gentle tap on my shoulder, followed by a yelp of pain and stumbling. I looked up to see Raph crouching near me, an expression of mild shock on his face, cradling his right hand. 
‘Jesus Christ Lyriel what is going on?’ he exclaimed. 
‘What are you talking about? I don’t–’
‘Your skin, it’s boiling hot to touch – almost burnt my hand off’. 
‘Oh, I, yeh. Well I said I wasn’t feeling very well’ I lied lamely. 
‘More than that. What the hell is wrong with you?’
‘Nothing – I don’t – don’t worry about it’. I made to move off away from Raph and down the corridor, but he blocked my path, his tall, lanky figure peering at me, a look of concern on his face. 
‘Hey’ he said a little softer this time. ‘If you’re really unwell I can get the doctor, I am sure he – ‘ 
‘NO’ I practically bellowed in his face, panic rising in me at the thought of the palace doctor discovering my secret. ‘I mean, uh, sorry I didn’t mean to yell, I just don’t need a doctor. I just have a fever. I am sure I just need some rest.’ 
Raph was continuing to look at me with concern. I needed to leave, right now. If I stayed here a moment longer I was going to burst into flames, right here, in the middle of the hallway. Panic rose steadily in my chest and I shoved on it, down, down, down. 
‘Lyriel, what – what’s going on? You can talk to me,’ Raph said, his eyebrows furrowing at my obvious discomfort. 
‘Nothing, please, nothing is going on, just let me go to my room’. Raph was smarter than most, and I was certain, if I spent much longer in his presence, he would somehow work it all out. 
His eyebrows creased again. ‘You look boiling, red hot.’ He reached out, blocking my path completely and held his unburnt hand an inch from my forehead. I cringed away from him. ‘Lyriel’ he said, shaking his head in shock. ‘You are radiating heat. Palace doctor. Now.’
The room was starting to spin. I knew I needed to get away immediately. Now. But I could barely lift my head, never mind move each of my legs. I wobbled, the hallway spinning, and gritted my teeth as I attempted to push past my brother. Just a few steps Lyriel, just a few more steps, and you will be in the clear, just a few steps. 
I made to move my leg, but the world spun on a tilt, my heartrate rocketed. I vaguely heard Raph’s cry of shock before I erupted into flames and heat and blissful oblivion.  

Part of me yearned for this; to share all my thoughts and questions with another being so we could work out the answers together. But another part of me, a part of me which was a lot larger and a lot smarter, understood that sharing this sort of information with Raph was akin to sharing this information with the Queen. And I didn’t want to even think about what she would do if she got her hands on this, how she would use me, train me, turn me into some sort of weapon of destruction. I couldn’t stand the thought. 
And so, I pushed past Raph, ensuring that none of my scorching skin would touch him this time, and walked, head down, back to my chamber, where I would be able to lie with all of my demons in peace. 


Chapter 11

I woke in the grey, watery morning light of my palace bedroom, surprised to find myself in my own bed, propped up by pillows and blankets. My body was sore, and I hissed through my teeth as I tried to sit up, feeling every burning part of my skin. My mouth was bone dry, and reaching out to the jug at the side of my bed to pour myself a glass of water was agony. Every part of my skin was red and sore, as if I had been burnt from the inside out. 
I small noise from the corner of my room made me hiss and jump out of my skin, earning myself another wave of pain from my overwrought body. 
Raph was sitting on the armchair in the corner of the room, his face pale and tired looking, his eyes weary, as he surveyed me. 
‘I didn’t know you were there,’ I said quietly, my voice like gravel.
He said nothing, just continued to look at me, his expression unreadable. 
‘What happened.’ I asked, almost not wanting to hear his turn of events. 
His mouth formed a grim line. ‘You don’t remember anything?’
‘Not really…I remember being on the floor outside the dining room. I remember…feeling hot, as if I had a fever but much, much worse. I think I remember passing out?’
‘You remember passing out?’ he said, his tone casual but I could hear the uptick in his heartrate from across the room. Panic seized me. Something had happened. 
‘I think so?’ I whispered, reaching for more water to sooth my raw throat. 
‘I wouldn’t say you passed out Lyriel. One moment you were there, stumbling down the corridor, clearly delusional from the fever or whatever was going on in your body. The next, you were, you…’
‘What’ I whispered. 
Raph shook his head. 
‘Please. Raph. What happened. You’re scaring me.’
Raph took a great steadying breath, as if preparing himself for what he next had to say. ‘You were flame. Just a ball of flame. It was like you exploded. I had to jump behind a statue to stop from getting burnt to cinders. You burnt and burnt, and I could hear you screaming from within that ball of white hot flame, as if you were in pain or…I don’t know. I couldn’t do anything, not with you encased in that heat. I would have died. And right when I decided to leave, to get help from someone, anyone. You stopped burning, and just fell to the ground, asleep, as if the whole thing never happened.’ 
I opened my mouth to speak but no words came out and so shut it hastily. I had no words, nothing to say to help fix this. Raph had seen me, he had seen me. He would tell, and my life would be over. 
‘Please’ I whispered, panic seizing me. ‘Please, don’t tell anyone. Mother-she- you know what she will do. She will use me, try and force me…I don’t even know what that was. It’s never happened before.’
Raph watched me, only sorrow in his liquid black eyes. ‘Lyriel-‘ he starts, but I cut him off. 
‘Please’ I push, my voice hoarse with the effort of raising it. ‘Raphael, I am asking you as your sister, to keep this secret from her. My life will be over the moment she finds this out and I can’t bear it. Don’t make me beg you.’ 
He says nothing, anguish and fear shining in his face. The room is silent bar for the steady drumbeat of my pounding heart. I watch as he contemplates, almost like I can see the internal battle waging inside. Head or heart. 
‘Fine’ he says after a long, long silence, and my breath comes out of me in sharp whoosh. I hadn’t realised I had been holding it for so long. 
I start to say thank you, but he cuts me off, holding up his hand with a swift, sharp motion. 
‘You have to get this under control though Lyriel.’ He says in a sharp clipped tone. ‘You have to learn to hold your magic closer, not let it slip like that ever again. You are either going to kill yourself or kill someone else if don’t.’
I nod frantically in assurance. Yes, yes of course I would get it under control. If I knew whatever ‘it’ was, I thought to myself quietly as an afterthought. 
‘And mother. Mother can never know I know. You must make sure of that. I am not getting killed for your secret.’ 
I nod again, slowly this time. I know, as well as he does, the danger hiding this information puts him in. 
He reads the understanding in his eyes and jumps to his feet, signalling that the conversation is over. 
‘Did anyone see.’ I call, before he reaches to open the door out of my room.
He turns slowly, and I thought for a moment I saw pity, maybe even disgust, flash in his vision. But it was gone in a heartbeat. 
‘No,’ Raph says quietly. ‘No, when you had stopped burning, I bundled you into a blanket and carried you into your room. I sent word through the palace that you had come down with a fever, and so no one was surprised when they saw me carrying you into your room. You’ve been asleep for five hours. I didn’t want to leave you in case you got any worse so I stayed, trying to cool you down as best I could.’ He pointed to the bucket next to my bed, full of water and damp rags. 
Emotion gripped me so hard at that sight, I could barely speak. I hadn’t been taken care of like that in as long as I could remember, not by my family at least. Nayda had done, a long time ago, when I was still a child. But since then, I had been fending for myself. I couldn’t fathom the thought of one of my siblings worrying about my wellbeing. 
‘Thank you’ I choked out. Raph gave me a small, curt nod and then was gone through the door. 

I lay back in my bed, body still aching and exhausted, skin prickling slightly from the heat that still seemed to cling to me. I had lost control, I had exploded in the palace of all people, in front of my brother. What luck it was Raph who saw me and not Maeve or Elyndor, I thought. I would put money on both of them marching me immediately to my mother’s throne if they had been the ones to see. Heaviness weighed on me, not just physically, but mentally too. The discovery about Ashen at dinner, the magic, the hidden doors and unsolved break ins. Too many factors to simply be a coincidence. Too many unknowns. I didn’t have the energy to face them right now. Couldn’t face any of those demons. And so I let the heaviness weigh me down, down, down and into the soft feathers of my mattress, closed my eyes, and prayed for the sweet caress of unconsciousness to take me away yet again. 


Chapter 12

Two days later, and after more than a few stealthy raids to the kitchens for bread, cheese, and whatever else I could smuggle back, I was healed. Or at least… as healed as I was going to be. The fact my body hadn’t snapped back immediately after losing control that night was proof enough of how badly I’d hurt myself. Every movement was still a reminder of my own fragility. 
But as the ache dulled, my thoughts sharpened. The haze of pain cleared, leaving only the gnawing hunger to understand what was happening, my mother’s fury, the whispers in the villages, the words and rumours that had shaken me so much…
I wasn’t going to find answers here. Of that, I was certain. The palace was a maze of locked doors and polite lies, and every corridor seemed designed to keep me looking in the wrong direction. If I wanted the truth, I would have to go where the lies hadn’t been polished smooth.
I needed to escape and find Ashen to warn him, and force the truth from him, and I didn’t have much time to do this. 
Mother had already instructed my father and Maeve to gather all the strongest and most powerful hunters together to find Ashen. An army of almost two hundred and fifty trained fae warriors were currently being briefed on their mission, to find Ashen, and bring him back alive. I had listened in to the instructions they had been given. Watched my mother, her voice cold and clear, as she stood in front of them and ordered them without hesitation to kill as many of Ashen’s friends and family as possible in their quest to find him. Her face, throughout the entire speech, remained impassive, her eyes narrowed, her irises such a deep and colourless black that they looked like bottomless pits of despair. I thought of the villagers who all knew Ashen, who now all knew me, and felt my stomach swoop with fear. Would any of them give me up, I wondered. Looking at the mass of terrifying fae that stood in front of me, I wouldn’t blame them if they did. I can’t say I would be brave enough to keep my mouth shut if it was me. 
The rest of the palace was alive with panic and suspicion, security had been doubled, with guards stationed down every hallway. Enchantments had been placed around the perimeter of the palace, and even our own private chambers had been checked for signs of any danger. I had held my breath when my own was searched, terrified that the hidden exit underneath the frame of my bed would be discovered. The guard had swept over the area, his large, clublike hands feeling their way around the room, but he had moved past the concealed exit without hesitation, spending more time ensuring the large glass window that looked over the courtyard was locked and secure. 
Guards were also now stationed outside every member of my family’s rooms each night. When I had questioned this with Maeve she had responded ‘it’s for your own safety, although who knows why mother would want to protect a powerless little creature such as yourself. If I was her, I would let you be fed to the wolves.’ She had stridden off before I had a chance to respond to the insult, laughing harshly at her own joke as she disappeared off. 
All these measures made escape almost impossible. Almost. Much to my relief, the kitchen, was the only area that remained unguarded. The hot, busy room was almost always bustling with movement and action and was deemed unlikely to act as an entrance point for an intruder who wanted to avoid detection. Despite this small mercy, it was still going to be almost impossible for me to sneak out of the palace without being seen. 

There was also a small voice in the back of my head, whispering caution about the man I was so desperate to spend my time with. I thought I knew Ashen, but the most recent revelations proved I barely knew him at all. Was it safe? For him… or for me? My mind argued with itself, pointing out that in all the time we’d spent together, he’d never so much as laid a threatening finger on me. Not once had I felt unsafe in his presence. And yet… he hated my family with enough passion and malice to risk his life spreading the bitter, unbearable truth about us. And I just couldn’t ignore this, however much I wanted to push it out of my head. Another part of me, the part that still felt that unshakable pull toward him, was just as concerned about the danger I might pose to him. If I was being watched, if Raph had gone back on his promise and told my mother about my powers, and that I would inadvertently lead my mother straight to him. 
I was paralysed with indecision. I couldn’t go, could I? Not if I truly valued Ashen and my safety. And yet…I couldn’t not go. I needed answers about myself, about him, about the series of strange and unexpected events that had taken place over the last few months. The power within me, Ashen, my family’s dark history, the break ins, the vanishing corridor with the door that called to me…I kept writing all of it down in my diary over and over again as if seeing the events on paper would help me join the dots and figure out the truth, but to no avail. I remained as confused and in the dark as ever.
It was no surprise when the burning curiosity won against my pathetic attempt at self-restraint. After 7 nights of internal torture, I threw caution to the wind, and decided to leave the castle, praying that Ashen would be at our meeting place, since I had no way to contact him and tell him of my plan. As a precautionary measure, I made a show of appearing unwell again at dinner, speaking and eating little, and complaining of a fever, to ensure no one would enter my room that evening. My family were unlikely to check on me, and far more likely to avoid coming near me altogether if it meant they would catch something. I was mindful of avoiding eye contact with Raph as I said it but couldn’t help but steal a glance at him once. He was frowning at his plate, unhappy about something that was clear. Whether that was my fault or not, I didn’t know. I didn’t care to ask.  I had more important matters to deal with than my nosy older brother. 
Once back in my room, I waited until past midnight, when the palace around me was silent, the only sound the footsteps of the guards patrolling the corridors. After locking my door, I pushed my bed to the side and squeezed through the tunnel leading to the kitchens. All went smoothly, and I was able to sneak out through the window in the quiet kitchen, into the grounds, and through the covered space in the wall without detection. 
Once I was safely outside the perimeter of the palace, I ran, silently, quickly, my heart pounding with fear through the night. I had dressed in all black this evening and tied my red gold hair back in the hopes that this would make me blend in further to the night. After 10 minutes of solid running, I paused to look behind me, pulling in great gulps of cool night air as I tried to catch my breath. My body felt jumpy, alive with adrenaline, and on edge. My heightened fae senses were stretched taut, ready to pick up the slightest movement or noise should it appear. Listening hard, I sensed no immediate danger, and took three, great, steadying breaths before continuing towards the rock at a steady run. My mind had been so focused on escaping the castle without detection, that I hadn’t thought of the fact that in a few minutes, I could be face to face with a man who just a few days ago, I had thought I knew better than anyone else in my life. Now though, a curling tendril of black fear snaked its way around my chest. What if he didn’t come to the rock? And even worse, what if he did and upon finding out I knew he hated my family so fiercely, turned on me as well? I paused ten metres from the rocks and squinted into the black night to see if I could make out any signs of him but all appeared still. I continued to creep closer and closer, until I had a full view of the space in which we usually met, could even make out the subtle indents in the sand from where our bodies had lain weeks and weeks ago. But no Ashen. My disappointment took me by surprise, it was crushing. While I had feared what I would find out if Ashen had been here, somehow, his absence was worse. An acknowledgement of the end of whatever it was we had. A resolute confirmation that everything has been a lie, and he was simply using me to find out more about my family in order to destroy them. I stood there for a while, head bowed, trying to push away the desolate empty feeling within my chest, wiping away the stinging tears that threatened to spill down my face. I wouldn’t cry. Not over this man. Not over any man. 
‘I won’t cry over you’ I growled to the empty air, willing myself to gain some control over my emotions. 
‘Not even a single tear for poor old me?’ a quiet, mocking voice responded from behind me. 
I gasped, whirling around and crouching low into a protective stance, adrenaline and fear pulsing through my veins. 
It wasn’t Ashen though. It was Caius. His sharp, calculated face looked back at me, amusement twinkling from behind those bright, blue eyes. He was leaning against the rock, his arms folded, one leg over the other, looking completely at ease with the current situation. 
‘You?’ I asked shocked. 
‘Me’ Caius responded, his mouth forming a lazy grin, and he winked playfully at me. 
I frowned. ‘Why are you here? Where is Ashen? How did you’- 
Caius cut me off, holding up a hand while he straightened up and walked a few steps towards me. ‘Hold on, it’s not fair you get to ask all the questions straight away’ he pouted. ‘How about we play a little game’. 
I didn’t appreciate being interrupted. ‘What kind of game.’ I demanded, suspicious of his every move. 
He paused, pretending to think, a long finger resting on his temple as he frowned slightly. His eyes danced though, full of mischief as he opened his mouth to speak. ‘I was thinking, for every question of yours I answer truthfully, you have to take off an item of clothing’. 
I blanched. The audacity of the request left me almost speechless. Caius seemed to notice my expression and carried on talking. ‘Of course, it would be unfair of me to suggest this without offering you the same. For every question of mine you answer truthfully, I will take off an item of clothing also’. 
I paused and assessed Caius. He was a pig, without a doubt. The request was outrageous, disgusting, audacious. And yet…I looked over his tall, muscular frame, hidden behind black linen trousers and a loose, black shirt, and remembered the strong, hard feel of him against me at the village when we were dancing. And yet…I was intrigued. While I tried to tell myself that my desire to play Caius’ game was purely out of my sheer desperation for answers, I couldn’t deny that a small part of me wanted to see what lay beneath the clothing…
I straightened up, looking Caius square in the face. He must of noticed the slight flushing of my cheeks because his own gaze was heated. 
I cleared my throat. ‘And if I refuse to play?’ 
Caius tilted his head, his expression full of wicked amusement. ‘Then you can turn back now, slip into bed, and pretend you never had a single doubt in that pretty little head of yours.’
I clenched my fists, hating that I felt trapped, that the answer I needed were dangling just out of reach. 
‘Fine,’ I said, lifting my chin. ‘Then let’s begin.’
Caius made a low, approving noise in the back of his throat. ‘Good girl.’
I pretended not to feel the thrill that went through my body at his words. 
Caius clapped his hands together suddenly energetic with delight. ‘Right. Ladies first,’ he said with a mock, eccentric bow, and I straightened up nervous suddenly, trying to decide which question I longed to know the answer to first. Where was Ashen? Why wasn’t he here? How did Caius know to come here? Did Caius also know about the truth of my family? Did he understand the truth about me, and what had been happening to me recently? The questions swirled in my brain, becoming foggy and dizzying. I decided to start simple. 
‘Why are you here tonight, and not Ashen’ I demanded. 
Caius yawned dramatically. ‘Oh, that’s no fun, I thought you were going to ask a good question, not pine over your lost lover’. I said nothing in response to this, and merely stood, staring him down, waiting for him to answer. 
‘Oh fine,’ he drawled. ‘I am afraid Ashen was indisposed this evening. He has found himself the centre of some unpleasant attention over the last few days I am afraid to say and so he is having to keep a low profile. He did, however, know that your curiosity would eventually win over your self-restraint, and was concerned you might decide to venture out towards the village to find him. So, he asked me to come to meet you, to ensure you went back to the palace like a good little girl’.
‘What sort of bother? Have the guards found him? Is he safe? I asked in quick succession, ignoring the annoying digs Caius had said. 
Caius tutted. ‘Hold on, that’s three questions Lyriel, and you haven’t removed an item of clothing for the first question yet’. Frustration rolled off every inch of me, and I violently tugged the loose black jumper over my head and threw it onto the floor next to me. I was suddenly grateful of the unusually brisk evening which had led me to wearing more layers than usual. 
‘Much better’ Caius said smirking. ‘Now you can ask your questions’.  
I swallowed. ‘Is he safe?’
He paused long enough to allow panic to build before responding. ‘Yes’. 
I let out a slow, steadying breath as relief flooded my overwrought body. Closing my eyes momentarily to think, I kicked off both of my shoes in repayment for the truth. Now I knew that Ashen was safe I could focus on what I truly wanted to know. 
I swallowed. ‘Is Ashen the one spreading the rumours about my family?’
He didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes.’
The single word cut deep, even though I had already known. Still, my heart lurched in my chest.
‘Why?’ My voice was sharper than I intended, but I needed to know.
Caius clicked his tongue. ‘Two questions? Tsk, tsk. You do know the rules, don’t you?’
I glared, yanking off the thin gloves covering my fingers. They made a soft sound as they hit the sand at our feet. ‘Satisfied?’
His gaze flickered down for only a second before returning to mine. ‘Immensely.’ Then, without missing a beat, he said, ‘You confirmed something for Ashen recently, and so he is now on the hint for something. Or, more specifically, he’s looking for what’s behind that door your mother keeps so desperately locked away.’
The words sent a chill down my spine.
That door.
The one no one spoke of. The one even my mother refused to acknowledge.
I steadied myself. ‘What’s behind it?’
Caius smirked. ‘Another question.’
I exhaled sharply, then reached for the delicate chain around my throat. It was a small thing, a simple charm I had worn since I was a child. I hesitated, this felt more personal than the cloak or the gloves, but I forced my fingers to unclasp it. The chain slid into my palm, cool and weightless. I let it fall soundlessly onto the pile at my feet.
Caius watched me with something unreadable in his eyes, something almost soft, but it was gone before I could grasp it.
‘No one, except perhaps your mother, knows truly knows what lies behind that door,’ he said at last. ‘But whatever it is, it’s powerful. And it has something to do with you.’
I blinked, shocked by the end of his sentence. To do with me? How could this be possible, I had never even been through the door.
‘Impossible’ I replied, stubborn in my certainty. 
‘No…not impossible’ Caius said, his eyes twinkling as he watched me try to understand. 
‘Don’t play dumb Lyriel’ he breathed, his voice low and urgent now. ‘You are a smart woman. Smart enough to connect the dots. Think of the energy you felt in that door, the magic that seemed to thrum from it. What did it feel like? Did it feel like…the light you emitted at the village, maybe? Or the fire that almost consumed you when you raged the other night? Can you maybe feel it now, as your heart beats faster, that same steady power radiating from you…?’  
Caius was watching me now, his eyes soft, but also hungry. Behind his careful mask of sarcastic indifference, I could sense excitement coming from him as he spoke to me. Sense his heartbeat rising slightly also. 
Without breaking eye contact with Caius, I reached to pull my black, fitted t-shirt over my head, and let the fabric drop to the floor at my feet. The night air kissed my now exposed body, but I was not cold. The direction of Caius’ gaze dropped down to look at the swell of my breasts, the gentle slope of my hips, and I felt a thrum of satisfaction run through me as I saw the unguarded hunger in his expression.
‘What are you doing here Cauis?’ I asked into the silent night air. 
Caius’ gaze remained intense, and he loosed a long sigh before prowling closer to me, stopping mere inches away to peer down at my face. My heartbeat all but skyrocketed at his sudden closeness. I was once again struck by how tall he was, how broad his back and shoulders looked. His face was softer up close somehow, but he held my eyes with the same intense gaze, the green of his eyes locked to the green of mine, his pupils large. I realised I was nervous. Nervous of how close he stood to me, nervous of the answer he was going to give. Nervous of what I might do…
I sucked in a breath of fresh air to calm my heart but instead inhaled his dizzying scent. He smelt of cinnamon, and fire and warmth, the scent so delicious it made my mouth water. I could hear my heart pounding in my chest, and I couldn’t tell whether it was with fear or with excitement at this point. Caius could surely hear it too. He grinned lazily, showing his perfect white teeth, and bent down slightly to bring his mouth to the shell of my ear. 
‘I have many reasons to be here. Do you want the answer that makes you blush, or the one that keeps you up at night?’
I shuddered, but shoved him back with annoyance at his joke, angry I had shown the effect he had on my body. He held firm, despite the power I had put behind the push. I tried to regain my composure while he bent down to pick up the pile of my clothes up off the floor. 
I realised this meant that our little game was over, and he wasn’t going to answer any more of my questions, and so I pulled back on each item impatiently, not attempting to hide my annoyance. 
I reached for the final item in Caius’ hand, my necklace, but he pulled away slightly. 
‘Allow me’ he said, and I rolled my eyes but turned away to allow him to place the delicate chain over my head and loop the clasp. 
‘Where did you get this from’ he asked nonchalantly, his breath warm on my ear from the closeness.  
‘I don’t know’ I responded without much thought. ‘I have had it all my life. Probably just another trinket my mother didn’t want and so it found its way down to me’. 
‘Hmm’ Caius responded, his tone suggesting he wanted to ask more, but thought better of it. He rested his hands gently on my shoulders once the necklace was back on. 
‘Now you’re done’ he said quietly. 
My skin tingled a little from the touch, and I turned to face him, taking a deliberate step back to regain a little of my composure. The game, combined with the influx of new information, left me reeling a little. I felt both wired, and completely exhausted. 
Caius cleared his throat slightly. ‘I have been instructed by Ashen to ensure you return to the palace safe and sound, and, to ask if you would be able to return to this spot a week today. He is hoping, by then, some of the noise and attention he has attracted will have died down, and he will be the one to meet you’. 
‘I will try my best’. 
‘Good girl’ Caius grinned wickedly, and I scowled. He turned to look in the direction of the palace and scanned the horizon. ‘Looks clear to me, I think you have about thirty minutes before the guards start their next round of patrols’. 
I frowned slightly, wondering how he knew that, but nonetheless started to walk towards the direction of the palace. As I walked away, a thought crossed my mind, and I stopped, turning back to face Caius. He was watching me walk away, a curious look playing across his face.  
‘If Ashen can’t be here next week, you know, because it isn’t safe, will you be here instead?’ 
Caius’ eyebrows raised slightly in surprise. ‘Careful princess, or you will start to give me the wrong impression. Can’t have me thinking that you actually like me’. 
I rolled my eyes at his infuriating manner, ignoring the little zap of electricity that ran through my body alighting all my senses. I said nothing and turned on my heel back towards the palace. As I walked away, I had the slightly unnerving feeling of being watched and would have bet money that he was still standing there, on that hill, watching my figure retreat slowly into the distance, to make sure I made it back safely. The overprotective male behaviour would usually have angered me, but I was surprised to find myself smiling slightly at the thought of him caring about my wellbeing.
Caius had been right. Despite the palace crawling with guards and my mother’s paranoid new security measures, I slipped inside unnoticed, as if I were still invisible to the world she ruled. The same question clawed at the edges of my thoughts, how has he of known? 
I barely made it to my bed, my body sore, my limbs heavy, every inch of me echoing with exhaustion. My mind was a mess of tangled questions and sharp-edged truths that hadn’t quite settled into shape. I braced for another night of sleepless spiralling. But this time, sleep found me hard and fast, like a tide that swallowed me whole.
Darkness folded over me. Then fire. Not flames that burned, but ones that called to me. Dancing across a blackened sky in twisting shapes, forming symbols I didn’t understand. Chains coiled through the fire, red-hot and slithering like serpents. A crown appeared, but it was cracked down the centre, and from the break, smoke bled out like poison.
A voice rose from the shadows. A low whisper, like gravel scraping against stone.
‘Come home.’ 
The words trembled in my bones. I tried to run, but the world bent around me. The fire became a door, the chains became hands, and the crown floated just beyond reach, glowing, waiting. Then I saw eyes. Endless. Watching. Not all of them kind. I woke up choking on breath, the sheets clinging to my skin like damp vines. My heart thundered, and somewhere deep within me, something shifted, not gone, not forgotten, just… waiting to wake again.

 
Chapter 12: The queen’s hunt and a desperate warning 
The dream clung to me like smoke. Even as I woke, heart pounding and mouth dry, I could still feel the echo of that voice, low, ancient, coiled in shadow. My name, spoken like a promise and a threat. The scent of scorched earth lingered in my nose, though there was no fire. No chains. Just the still hush of my chambers, and the distant sound of footsteps in the corridor. My hands trembled under the covers.
Something was changing. Not just in me, but around me. Beneath me. Like the palace itself was holding its breath.
By the time the sun began to rise, pale and shy through the windows, I’d already dressed quickly into some light, loose linen trousers and a cream laced tank top. The day was already smothering in its heat, and a damp layer of sweat clung to my skin. I moved quietly, slipping out of my door, the guards who stood on either side nodded their heads at me as I passed. 
I had barely gone thirty metres before I felt the unmistakable weight of eyes on my back. The two guards who flanked my door were following me now, not even trying to hide it. They didn’t speak. Just trailed behind like shadows with swords.
Trying my best to ignore them, as well as the rising thrum of annoyance that was building in my chest, I strode straight to the breakfast room, looking forward to a large mug of black coffee. Usually, at this time in the morning, the room would be empty, my brothers and sisters preferring to lie in, and my mother and father would be already going about their duties. However, I was surprised to come face to face with Raphael, who was sitting at the table, one hand holding a cup of tea, the other supporting his tired looking head. 
‘Raph’ I said quietly. 
He jumped, despite the gentleness of my voice. He had clearly been very lost in thought to not notice me enter the room. Seeing I was now in the company of my brother, the two guards following me took their leave. 
‘Raph’ I said again, moving forward to take a seat next to him. ‘Everything okay?’ 
He surveyed me, saying nothing, before taking a long, slow sip of tea and massaging his temples. 
‘Everything’s fine’ he muttered after the long pause. ‘I am just exhausted. They have every guard in the realm trawling through towns and villages, looking for this Ashen. And yet, not one bit of luck. Whoever he is, he seems to know how to hide from us. We haven’t heard even a whiff of his whereabouts in days’. 
I tried to keep my face neutral, but my insides sung with the knowledge that Ashen was evading capture so successfully. I couldn’t help but feel sorry though for my brother as I looked at him. His face was tinged grey, with dark purple circles under his eyes. Even his lips seemed to have been leached of colour. I frowned. 
‘Raph when was the last time she let you sleep?’ I demanded. 
Raph blinked at me slowly. ‘I think it was a couple of nights ago?’ 
Seeing the anger on my face he continued. ‘It’s better for me than for the others, most guards and trainees are being worked days straight without a rest, I have men falling asleep on the job everyone is so sleep deprived’. Raph shook his head and took another long sip of tea. 
‘It doesn’t seem fair that I am being used for nothing, and you are working 48 hours in a row’ I muttered, more to myself than anyone else. ‘Why won’t she use me?’ I demanded.
‘You know why’ he murmured, his brow now furrowed at the turn in conversation. 
I chose not to respond, instead reaching for a large mug, and filling it to the brim with coffee. The smell was rich and inviting and I leaned in to take a long gulp while I decided what to say next. Raph was wrong, I didn’t know why. I knew she didn’t’ like me, I knew she didn’t trust me, thought me soft and unpowerful, but I surely could be useful in some capacity. And if I was on the inside, I would be able to give Ashen some warning should they get too close. Perhaps I could make sure he was safe, maybe…
Raph’s sudden hand on my shoulder jolted me out of my reverie and I started, almost spilling my coffee over myself. 
‘What?’ I cried, annoyed he had made me jump. 
Raph raised an inquisitive eyebrow. ‘Seems I am not the only one who’s tired. What have you been up to late at night to warrant such a waspish morning conversation? You look almost as pale as I do’. 
He was right, when I had seen my reflection in the mirror this morning my skin had been tinged with the same grey hue. 
‘Nothing, just reading. Hard to sleep at the moment you know, with everything going on. And I don’t like those mongrels of guards stationed outside my door either, they make me nervous’. 
‘It’s for your safety’ Raphael reasoned. 
‘Sure. I think they are more worried about keeping me in my room than my safety’ I responded childishly. 
Raph only chuckled, dismissing my complaint with a wave of his hand and standing to pour himself some more tea. I waited until he had taken a few gulps before I launched into my next questions. 
‘So where are you being sent to look next?’ I asked. 
Raph surveyed me over the rim of his cup, and I got the distinct impression he was picking up on more than he was going to let on. I often got the impression that my brother was more observant than most, but in this moment, in my desperation to find out more information, I didn’t care. 
‘We have heard whisperings of an underground network running below the city. You know, through the pipes and drainage systems.’
‘People are living down there?’ I exclaimed, my nose wrinkling in disgust. 
Raph sighed. ‘From the looks of it, unfortunately yes. We don’t know how big the network is though. All information regarding the remains on which this city was built was destroyed in the great war, and so we are going in blind. Literally’ Raph signed again and rubbed his tired eyes. 
I thought about what he has just shared. An underground network, in the sewers, running beneath the palace. I had never known of such a thing. I suppose it was naïve of me to assume that I was privy to all the cities secrets, as preened and pampered as I was, having always been locked up in the Palace. I was once again hit with the resounding fact that I knew so little, while being simultaneously alarmed that it had taken me this many years to open my eyes to all that was around me. 
‘So, you plan to go down there’ I prompted Raph. 
He nodded grimly. 
‘Can’t she send Maeve down there? Or Elyndor? Why you?’ 
‘You know why’ Raph said a little darkly and I nodded. Elyndor was too pompous and spoilt to go foraging around in sewers, and Maeve would likely kill him before bringing him back. My mother had chosen Raphael for this because he was the only one level-headed enough to do the job and do the job well.
‘How are you feeling by the way,’ Raph asked suddenly. 
‘What’ I said confused at the question. 
‘You know…the last time I saw you? What happened? Have you got it under control?’ Raph continued, the question in his voice apparent. 
My brain clicked into place slowly. Too slowly. I saw a flicker of suspicion appear on his tired face for a moment. 
‘Oh!’ I said in alarm, trying to rectify my mistake. ‘Yes, yes, I have. All under control now, thank you.’ 
Raph pressed his lips together, the suspicion still clear on his face, but he seemed to choose to say nothing in response, just nodding his head once and turning his attention back to his cup of tea. 
Feeling as if I had pushed my luck enough for one day, I quickly refilled my mug of coffee, and gulped the hot liquid down, before grabbing an almond pastry from the pile in the middle of the table and waving a swift goodbye to Raphael. I was barely thirty metres down from the breakfast room when the same two guards who had followed me earlier started walking with me again, flanking me on either side. Sighing audibly, I resigned myself to another day of being watched while walking the familiar halls of the palace I had grown up in.
The rest of the day passed like I was underwater, thick and slow and humming with a noise I couldn’t quite decipher. I couldn’t shake the dream. Or the way Raphael had looked at me, tired eyes sharpening with suspicion. I couldn’t unhear his words about the underground network.
By late afternoon, the heat was unbearable, the air pressed close to my skin, and I found myself wandering the outer hallways of the palace in a desperate bid for a cooling breeze in the stifling heat. A half-formed idea was coming together in my mind, and I found myself heading towards the library. 
No one stopped me, and to my great relief, I noticed the guards, who had grown tired of my nonsensical walking, halt outside the tall double oak doors, assumedly happy that I wouldn’t be able to cause any trouble in a room full of books with only one way in and out. I let the heavy doors slam shut in their faces and breathed a deep, cleansing sigh of relief as the thick silence of the room fell over me. The air was cold and stale, and laden with the written knowledge of hundreds of thousands of generations before me. I enjoyed the moment of quiet before heading straight for the archives in the back of the tall room, towards a forgotten wing choked with dust and scrolls no one had touched in decades. I had been toying with a thought all day, something sparked by Raph’s comments this morning, and some information my tutor had shared with me years ago during my lessons. I wasn’t even sure I was going to find what I was looking for, or what it looked like. I only knew if it was going to be anywhere, it would be here. I ran my hands across pages and pages of old, dirty books and scriptures, my fingers growing dry and caked in filth. Page after page of endless ancient text. I was about to give up on my search when a small, raised bump in a page caught my attention. 
My heart pounded in my chest as excitement grasped me. Had I found it? On the page was a floor plan, raised, a real-world depiction, carved accurately into thick card, cracked and yellow and bound tightly between two large volumes of text. It was mottled at the edges, but I saw the seal of the palace still glimmering faintly in the corner. It was real. And if I was right, it was one of many. 
This one showed a small section of a network of tunnels, starting directly below the palace. I lingered on the page weighing up my options. I wanted to stay and study more of the sections of map. Perhaps I would be able to find the map that showed the hidden door I had been able to find only once before it mysteriously disappeared? Or perhaps it would show other secrets that I had never been privy to? 
But that could all wait…for now. My mind sharpened to the task at hand, and I focused in on that small service corridor outlined on the map I was looking at. A door hidden behind one of the old wine cellars that led straight down into the bones of the city and in less than a heartbeat, I knew what I needed to do. 
I decided to wait until dusk. The guards had greeted me outside the library when I had left after hours of sitting in the peaceful, quiet room. They grumbled about being hungry and tired and demanding I return to my room so they could change shifts with the next guards. I simply smiled sweetly at them both and skipped off without a single protestation. Once the door of my chambers had closed hard behind me, and the grumbling of the guards had faded away, I changed into something darker to help disguise myself. Black breeches, a fitted shirt, soft boots with thick soles. I braided my hair and tucked two knives into the waistband of my trousers, praying that the minimal training I had done with my father years ago would come back to me should I need it. 
Surveying my reflection in the mirror, I noted the wildness in my eyes, the purple shadows under them which gave Raphael’s a run for his money. My clothes hung loosely on my frame, and I wondered how much weight I had lost over the last few weeks due to stress and worry. I turned from the mirror and towards the door, listening hard. The guards had shifted. I could hear them laughing quietly to each other. Distracted.
Perfect. It was now or never. 
I slipped under my bed and through the hidden exit, then down, up, down, through kitchens, past unused stairwells, until I found the dusty old cellar door with rusted iron hinges and a thick oak frame. The keyhole had long since been broken, so it gave way easily with a push. The air beyond it was cooler. Damp. Faintly metallic. And it stank.
Like rot, and mildew, and something old that was both familiar and otherworldly in one go. 
I wrinkled my nose and from my pocket pulled a small orb of fae light I’d stolen from the palace stores earlier that week, just in case. The pale blue glow illuminated the stone walls and the narrow tunnel ahead.
The reality of what I was doing struck me suddenly. I was really doing this. I was going to find Ashen, or, I thought bitterly, I was going to get myself killed trying.




Chapter 12
The tunnel swallowed me whole. As I progressed, the walls narrowed to a point where my shoulders brushed both sides, the stone cold and slick with condensation. The orb of fae light floated beside me, its glow casting long, twisting shadows that danced just beyond reach. Each of my steps echoed in a way that made it sound like I wasn’t alone, like I was being followed, and I had to fight the instinct to run from the non-existent threat. 
As I continued down and around, deeper and deeper into the tunnel, I noticed the air changing into something heavier, more ancient. The rot of mildew gave way to something else, something akin to earth and ash, like the ghost of fire that had long since gone out. My boots scuffed along the uneven floor as I made an effort to pick up my feet, trying not to fall onto the jagged rocks that stuck out at weird angles.  
I should have bought the map, I thought to myself, but there had been no way to remove the large sheet from the library without the guards getting suspicious of what I was carrying. Pushing the thought aside, I kept walking on for at least ten minutes before the tunnel started to curve left. I had to halt so suddenly to stop myself from topping straight into a dark, vertical abyss that appeared as if from nowhere, emerging out of the blackness. I paused, gasping as I took in great gulps of stagnant air, trying to steady my heartbeat that had spiked from the surge of adrenaline in that moment. Once I had resumed my composure, I continued onwards taking timid steps down a narrow spiralling staircase. The walls curved inward, stone slick with something that glittered in the orb light like old blood. The steps were so steep that I had to brace myself against the wall to keep from slipping. Halfway down, the light flickered.
‘Don’t,’ I whispered to it, ridiculous but desperate. ‘Not now.’
To my immense relief, the orb steadied, and when I finally stepped off the last stair, I found myself in a long, vaulted tunnel, the space opening out into a wide room, the ceiling so high that it was lost in shadows. Thick pillars lined the room like ancient sentinels, and as I drew closer, I noted that their surfaces were carved with symbols I didn’t recognize, worn by time, or maybe by hands, I thought to myself. 
And then I heard it. A whisper. Faint. Fainter than a breath. But I felt it along my spine, the way I’d felt the voice behind the door that one time. Something spoken not to my ears, but to the marrow inside me. My name. Again. And again. And again. 
I spun around, the fae light moving higher with my movement, but there was nothing behind me. Just empty air and damp stone. Except…the light trembled again. And in the dimness that followed, I noticed something else. A second glow, dim, reddish, like the last coal of a dying fire, flickered from the other side of the room. Then vanished the moment I noticed it. As if it felt my eyes on it. 
I didn’t think. I moved.
Quiet as I could, I followed the direction I’d seen it, across the dark room, through a narrowing corridor that I hadn’t been able to see until I had drawn closer, where the stone seemed to turn from pale grey to black. The air was hotter through here, like I was nearing the heart of something living. My heartbeat fast as I hurried onwards, eyes scanning anything and everything I could see, trying to mark my location, memorise everything so I would be able to find my way back if I needed. Until they snagged on something I recognised, a mark, etched into the wall at eye level. A symbol drawn in chalk or charcoal, almost smeared beyond recognition. I knew this symbol, I could have sworn I had seen it somewhere before, the irresistible pull I felt towards it was familiar also. I reached out, fingers brushing it, and immediately pulled back. It burned. I watched incredulously as a small welt appeared on the side of my finger where my skin has come into contact with the symbol. Momentarily distracted from the real purpose of my mission down into these tunnels, I stood there, staring at the mark on the wall, trying to place it, trying to remember.  
But before I could think more of it, a sound froze me in place. Footsteps, unmistakeably behind me. They seemed measured, bare. Whoever it was wasn’t running, they were walking, slowly and carefully in my direction. Bracing myself, I let my hand drift silently down to one of the knives tucked into the belt of my trousers, gripping it hard in one hand, readying myself for whatever was coming. 
But I didn’t need to use it. A voice, gentle, familiar and kind greeted me instead. 
‘Lyriel?’ Ashen said. 
I gasped, spinning on the spot and turning to face him, relief and fear flooding through me in equal measures. I watched his eyes widen in shock at the sight of me, before travelling down to my hips, seeing the knife clutched in my hand at my thigh. I quickly stowed it away before closing the few steps between us and pulling him into a great, steadying hug. My breath was coming out in gasps, and I tried desperately to calm my pounding heart, sure that he would be able to hear it in the near silence of the tunnel. After a second, I felt Ashen’s arms gently close around me and pull me into him, and for a moment, we just stood there, holding each other in the cold and silence of the tunnel. Ashen pulled away to look at me, his hands remaining gripped on the tops of my arms. He was close enough now for me to truly look at him, and I took in the wide, wary eyes, the dark stubble lining his jaw. He looked thinner than I had remembered him, and I wondered when the last time he had eaten was. I should have brought food, I thought, cursing inwardly at myself. 
‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Ashen murmured, his voice hoarse, barely louder than a breath. 
‘I had to come,’ I replied, swallowing hard. ‘I didn’t know if you were—’ I couldn’t finish the sentence. The weight of it pressed too heavily on my tongue.
His fingers tightened slightly on my arms. ‘I’m not dead,’ he said quietly. ‘They haven’t managed to find me. Not yet.’
‘Don’t joke,’ I snapped, sharper than I meant to. My voice cracked at the weight of what he was implying. ‘I didn’t know where you’d gone. You just disappeared, and my family were talking about you. They, I, know about you Ashen. Everyone does, they know what you have been saying about my family, they know what you have been saying about the crown. You committed treason Ashen. Treason! And you used me to help you commit it, after that night at your village, when I glowed, you changed, and I don’t know why. And I heard Maeve talking about you, she knows your name Ashen, and then the guards started hunting you, and—’
A faint note of hysteria had started to enter my voice and Ashen cut me off. ‘I had to disappear,’ he said, letting go of me and taking a small step back, though his eyes didn’t leave mine. ‘I couldn’t have warned you or explained why I did what I did. If they had found out somehow, they would’ve used you to get to me if I stayed.’
‘I can look after myself.’
‘I know you can Lyriel. But I wasn’t about to take that risk. I left so you didn’t have to.’
His words hung there between us, raw and uneven. I opened my mouth to respond, but nothing came. I didn’t know what I’d expected him to say, but it wasn’t that.
‘Explain then’ I said, changing tack, trying to gather myself. ‘Explain the rumours I have heard about my family and my mother and her powers. Is it true? And how have you come to know this?’
Ashen’s eyes flicked to mine, and this time, there was no hesitation.
‘It’s all true, Lyriel,’ he said again, voice low and certain. ‘Everything they’ve accused me of spreading, every tale, every whisper, it’s not just rumour. It’s history. Forgotten, rewritten, buried under stone and silence. And you, inadvertently at least, confirmed it for me that night at the village.’
I shook my head once, trying to keep up, but the words were too heavy. They didn’t fit into the version of my life I’d been taught at a child.
‘The spirits of the land…’ I started, faltering. ‘You said they were real. That they gave magic to the fae. That they took it back.’
Ashen nodded. ‘Because of the War. Because we spilled blood into the sand and the spirits watched it sink, never asked Mother Earth for forgiveness. The land withdrew its magic. But your mother… she didn’t ask for forgiveness or mourn what was lost. She went looking for power elsewhere. And she found it. Deep below.’
My breath caught.
‘The Underside.’
He didn’t speak, but I saw the confirmation in his eyes. My stomach twisted.
‘I didn’t want to believe it. I tried to convince myself that it was all just a tale. Some villain’s story that had been made up. But Elyndor, he as much as confirmed it during that breakfast weeks ago. He said she bargained with Lamentis during the War. That she came back… changed.’
Ashen’s jaw clenched. ‘Then you already know more than most. The people of Illudere deserve to know who their rulers truly are. That they’re not divine, not chosen. Just desperate enough to trade away their souls for power.’
I shook my head again, not in disbelief, but because I didn’t know what else to do. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?’
‘Because I didn’t know if it was true,’ he said. ‘Because I didn’t know if you were like them.’
I looked away. ‘I’m not. I never have been.’
‘I know that now.’
Silence settled between us again, thick with history. The only sound was the distant dripping of water, the whisper of wind through the old stone tunnels.
‘I used to think the palace was the beating heart of our realm,’ I murmured, more to myself than anyone else. ‘But maybe it’s just a mask. And the real Illudere is out here, cracked, and angry, and full of old ghosts.’
Ashen stepped forward. ‘The realm can be more than that again. But not under them. Not with your mother’s bargain still binding her to Lamentis. Not with people worshipping lies.’
‘And what about me?’ I asked. ‘I’m her daughter. You said that I confirmed this belief for you after I visited the village? Why would you say that?’
‘I heard a rumour, years and years ago’ Ashen said carefully. ‘About you, about your mother. It spoke of one of her children being born with unusual magic, as a gift from Lamentis himself. The rumour said that this child, would be more wicked, and more powerful, than any other Fae who walks this earth, and should their power go unchecked, they would have the ability to bend any realm to their will, for their magic was rumoured to be something we had never seen in this land. 
When we first met, you had no magic and showed no hidden ability.  You were sweet, and kind and a little shy. I debated with myself as to whether you were lying to me, but the more I got to know you, the more I felt as if you had to be telling me the truth. You confirmed to me that your siblings also were non-magical, much to your mother’s displeasure. And despite myself, I believed you to be telling the truth, and thus, thought the rumour to be lies. But…that night, at the village. Not only did you confirm the rumour when you showed that power within you, but Elder Kharis all but said your power was not from this world. And in that moment, I realised what, who, you were. You were the child the rumour spoke of. You. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. You weren’t wicked, or cruel, or power hungry. In fact you were as far from any of those things as I could imagine a royal to be. You craved love and friendship and freedom, but you didn’t desire to conquer others. I couldn’t wrap my head around any of it, and being completely honest, after that night, I spent hours thinking about whether you were playing me, lying to me.’ Ashen trailed off slightly as he looked at me, hurt lining every part of his handsome face. He looked so guilty, so godforsaken, I almost felt sorry for him. 
‘I acted without thinking that night Lyriel. After you left, I spiralled. I thought you had played me, lied to me. I thought you to be the wicked creature the rumour spoke of. And in my anger, I acted on impulse, travelling far and wide, spreading word to all the villages who had long suspected, but never been able to be 100% sure, in their belief of what your mother did. Of what, you may have been.’
I let that settle, the truth of it. It wasn’t comforting. It was horrifying. I was proof of my mother’s own dishonesty, of her power-hungry tendencies. I was living, walking, proof of everything that I hated. None of it made sense. I felt anger surge through me, but I pushed it down, down, down into a box and slammed the lid shut on it. It would not use that power, would not let it show. Not now. Not after hearing that. 
‘Why me? Why would Lamentis gift me with this power? Why not Maeve, or Raphael or Elyndor, who would know what to do with it all. They would be so proud to show even a drop of magic. How is it that I have been gifted with the magic that runs through my mother’s veins, and none of them?’
Ashen sighed, bringing a hand up to his temple and rubbing his eyes. He looked truly exhausted. 
‘That I cannot answer Lyriel. I do not know why Lamentis chose you and not your siblings. The reasoning of ancient beings rarely make sense to us mortal fae.’
I turned, confused and angry and scared all at once. I paced the narrow tunnel, allowing my emotions to wash over me one by one like waves, crashing into me over and over again. I still didn’t understand the whole story. Why had Ashen befriended me in the first place? Was he simply trying to ensure that the wicked rumour was untrue? To check that whichever of the Queen’s children who had inherited the magic wasn’t cruel like their mother? What if it had been my sister who held the power, would Ashen have gone after her instead? Would he have taken her to his village? Kissed her? My thoughts were spiralling – I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand why he had bothered to find me in the first place, why he had known to single out me, rather than my siblings. Why he opened up to me when he suspected I be the walking, talking, liability everyone feared 
Ashen seemed to read the questions already forming on my lips.
‘I know what you're thinking,’ he said quietly, voice barely carrying in the hush of the tunnel. ‘Why you. Why I started all of this with you.’
I folded my arms, heart thudding. ‘The thought had crossed my mind.’
Ashen didn’t look away. ‘I can’t lie to you anymore. At first, it was a matter of ease.’
The honesty of it stung. I didn’t move, didn’t speak.
‘I thought you were like the rest of them. Born into that palace, wrapped in silks and secrets, with a magic that didn't belong to you. And I watched you, on so many nights leaving the palace, and siting alone in the night staring up at the sky and I thought you looked vulnerable. You would make an easy target if I ever wanted to blackmail your family. You were never guarded, rarely armed. You never saw me on all the nights I went out to watch you.’
I let the words sink in. They ached, sharp and cold.
‘So, you used me?’
‘No,’ he said, quickly. Then again, quieter. ‘Not really. Not in the end. Once I got to know you, I realised I could never use you in the way I had originally intended. You were so innocent, so serious, so jaded from your life in the palace. You were nothing like the spoilt, entitled, Princess I had imagined you to be, had almost hoped you to be so I would feel no guilt for what I thought I had to do. After a while, we became friends, and I grew excited to spend time with you, listen to you and hear your thoughts and wishes and answer your questions. You were unlike anyone I had ever met before’. 
I couldn’t look at him. A lump was rising in my throat, and it was taking all of my effort not to break down in front of him. He had used me, it didn’t matter what he said now, he had intended to use me. To hurt me. I should have been more careful. 
As if reading my thoughts Ashen continued, a note of desperation now tinging his voice. 
‘It was stupid and reckless and thoughtless Lyriel. It was. And I can only admit that at first I didn’t have your best interests at heart. But as we got to know each other, as I got to know you, I thought that perhaps you would be the great saviour of this world. Power or no power, you were innocent, uncorrupted in a world where corruption was everywhere. You had morals, and beliefs, and hope for a bette future. You were nothing like what I had imagined you to be like. And when you showed your true power, when I realised you were in fact the child who had been gifted, I couldn’t make sense of it. The rumour said you would be wicked, but I saw nothing wicked within you. And I battled with myself over this, unsure whether my feelings for you were clouding my judgement. The moment I had started to travel, confirming the rumour, I knew I had acted incorrectly. I knew you of all people, deserved to know the truth. I should have told you the truth that night in the village like Caius wanted me to. He was right.’
He exhaled, slow and bitter.
‘Even now, look at you, listening to me rather than fighting with me. You aren’t flinching away from the ugliness of the truth I hold, but rather you seem to want to know it. Even though I can see it hurts.’ 
I didn’t know whether to hit him or cry. My voice was hoarse when I finally managed to speak. 
‘You still used me.’
‘Yes,’ Ashen admitted. ‘I did. And I will spend the rest of my life regretting the way I went about all of this. You deserved the truth from the start Lyriel. You deserved to know my intentions, to know what I knew. And I didn’t give you that.’
I stared at him, torn.
‘I never wanted to hurt you, Lyriel. But I also didn’t come to you clean. I came angry. Desperate. I thought discovering which child the rumour spoke about would help in the efforts to save our rotting land. I thought it would help prevent a future led by cruelty and tyranny at the hands of a power like nothing we had ever seen.’
‘And now what do you think?’
He stepped closer, his voice suddenly ragged.
‘Now I’d burn every lie I’ve ever told just to make sure they never touch you.’
The silence between us thrummed like a wire pulled tight. I was still furious. Still afraid. But the worst part, the part I hated, was that I believed him. I was scared, and exhausted, and angry. I still didn’t understand his bitter, relentless need for truth and knowledge. I still didn’t trust him, but I felt the flame in me flicker as I looked up into his deep brown eyes and saw only pain and regret reflected in them. 
‘I don’t forgive you,’ I said.
‘I don’t expect you to.’
‘And I expect nothing but honesty now Ashen. Anything else and I won’t be able to trust you.’
‘Of course,’ he breathed. 
‘And I have a lot of questions’ 
‘I would expect nothing less’ he said with a small smile. 
I nodded back, and in that moment, something heavy and long buried shifted between us, and I felt the atmosphere change.  Ashen’s eyes were still on me, searching, guarded. But there was something else now too, something softer. A flicker of something unspoken that we had both spent too long pretending not to be aware of.
‘Why didn’t you find a way to let me know you were safe? Why didn’t you let me know where you were?’ I asked, my voice husky.
He swallowed, throat working, and the movement made me ache. ‘Because I knew you would try to come and find me,’ he said simply. ‘Because I knew if I saw you again, I wouldn’t be able to walk away.’
I took a step toward him. ‘Then don’t.’
The air between us shifted, taut with things neither of us had been brave enough to say before now. My heart thundered in my chest, but I kept moving, slowly, until we were close enough that I could feel the warmth of him again. Close enough to see the pulse fluttering at his throat.
‘I’ve thought about this moment every night since you left,’ I whispered, barely able to breathe.
His voice was hoarse when he replied. ‘You shouldn’t want this, Lyriel.’
‘I know.’ I said, but still I reached for him, my hand resting lightly against his chest. His heartbeat as fast as mine beneath my fingers.
‘It’s dangerous.’
‘Where’s the fun without a little danger’ I said, and I gave him a small smile. 
It seemed to be his undoing, and I watched as all self-restraint left Ashen’s eyes, and he leaned in to kiss me.
There was nothing gentle in the way we came together. It was fire and fury, and too many nights spent dreaming of what we couldn’t have and what might be. His hands slid to my waist, pulling me against him like he couldn’t stand even a breath of space between us. I gasped against his mouth, and he swallowed the sound with his own guttural growl. 
My back hit the tunnel wall, stone cold against my spine, but I didn’t care. I welcomed the bite of it. I welcomed him. His hands were on my hips, my back, my jaw, everywhere at once and never enough.
‘You should hate me,’ I whispered against his skin, my lips brushing the edge of his jaw. ‘You’ve hated everything I stand for your whole life. Enough to commit treason against the crown.’
He pulled back just enough to look at me, his eyes molten and unreadable. ‘I don’t think anyone could hate you Lyriel,’ he said, voice low and rough. ‘I tried to hate you. I did. But you made it impossible.’
I kissed him again, ferociously. My body arched toward his instinctively, helpless against the heat rising between us.
His fingers threaded into my hair, and he tilted my head just enough to deepen the kiss, slow it, a shift from hunger to reverence, from chaos to something that felt dangerously close to worship. His thumb brushed across my cheek, and it nearly undid me more than the kiss itself.
I let myself feel it, all of it. The want. The fear. The aching, unbearable relief of being seen, and still chosen.
And when he murmured my name like a vow between our mouths, I knew, this wasn’t a moment we could come back from. I succumbed to him, all of him, allowed him to devour me mind, body and soul. I felt the familiar prickle of heat blossoming from my heart at first, and then spreading out slowly to my chest, my body, my arms and legs and fingers and toes. But the heat wasn’t scorching this time, it didn’t burn Ashen in the way I had burned Raphael in the corridor this day. It was molten and fiery, but it was almost purring with satisfaction now. When Ashen felt the heat rising in my body, he only pulled me closer, my magic far from scaring him at this point, like it had that night in front of his fellow friends in his village. Now, it seemed to only excite him more.
In that moment, I felt as if I could have stayed in those tunnels forever, exploring this new and unexplored fire that was burning steadily within me. Maybe being so utterly consumed in one and other was the reason neither of our fae ears picked up the steady, quiet sounds of footsteps behind us. And so, we really, only had ourselves to blame, when suddenly a cold, sly voice sounded from behind us, breaking the spell between us. 
‘Well, isn’t mother just going to love this’ Maeve said, a cruel, wicked gleam in her eye as she drank in the scene before her. 


Chapter 13

My heartbeat rocketed and I jumped in front of Ashen, slamming him hard into the wall behind me with sudden, predatory instinct. Maeve just grinned at me, like a cat who had spotted their dinner. Her eyes narrow, gleaming, and a small smile danced around her small, twisted mouth. 
She took slow, deliberate steps in our direction, and I felt Ashen tense behind me. A growl of warning erupted from my throat, and she paused, looking me dead in the eye and cocking her head to the side curiously. 
‘Quiet now little Lyriel’ she crooned mockingly. ‘Don’t play with things you have no business getting involved in’. 
‘How did you even find us’ I said cuttingly, ignoring her jibe. 
Maeve continued to take slow deliberate steps towards us, her eyes dancing in the light of the fae orb that now hovers, suspended a little above both of us in the shadowed tunnel.
‘It was easy Lyriel.’ Her voice is cold and emotionless and sends a shiver down my spine. ‘You aren’t half as subtle as you think you are. See, I have been watching you these last few weeks. Watching your strange movements through the castle, your unusual behaviour. I was outside of the breakfast hall the other day when you spoke to our spineless brother, begged him for information, and I wondered why you were asking him these sorts of questions. Why, all of a sudden, after years of complete and utter disdain and irreverence for the rest of your family and the comings and goings of the palace, had you suddenly decided to care about us? Why suddenly are you involving yourself with our internal politics? I listened to you from outside that room, practically begging Raph to let you be involved, to use you, to tell you please, please what was going on! It was pathetic. But nonetheless, for the first time in your miserable existence, I found you interesting. Raphael may not have noticed the panic in your voice, but I certainly did.’
Maeve paused, her eyes narrowing as she surveyed me. I was dimly aware of Ashen fumbling slightly with something in his hands behind me. I didn’t know what he was doing, but I prayed he was thinking of some way to get himself out of this mess. We needed more time, and I needed to keep Maeve distracted. 
‘So, you followed me’ I said, stating the question, not asking.  
‘I did’ she replied. ‘I watched you disappear into the library, and after giving you a two-minute head start, I snuck past your guards stationed outside the doors and watched from afar as you dug through ancient sheet of paper after ancient sheet of paper, until finally, you found that map’. Maeve’s teeth flashed as she gave me a cruel grin. Her mouth looked blood red in the dark light of the tunnel, and I felt a shot of revulsion and fear flash through me. 
‘You were so, consumed with your own comings and goings, you didn’t notice me watching you from the upper alcove, didn’t even sense another person’s presence. And when you hurried out of the library, I dug out the book you had been memorising for so long to see what on Aralith could have captured your attention for so long. And low and behold, there it lay. A perfect map, showing hidden tunnels under Illudere. Just as Raphael had been talking about, just as the rebels had mentioned when I had been torturing them for information. And even better! The perfect entrance. Right. Under. The. Palace. I couldn’t have planned it better if I had tried!’
I shook my head at her, my fear being replaced by a flaming hot hatred, rising so suddenly I was surprised I didn’t burst into flame right there and then. I willed it into submission, gently stroking the angry licks of fire into a burning smoulder in the centre of my stomach.
Maeve gave me another horrifying grin, as if sensing my rising rage, and enjoying every second of it. It was almost as if she could feel my grip on my control loosen with each second. I gritted my teeth, desperate to regain control of myself, pushing the rage down lower and lower. 
Painting a mask of indifferent cold onto my petrified face, I turned to face my sister fully. I willed my voice to come out cold and strong like hers, willed the fear and emotion out of it as I started to speak.  
‘So, what now Maeve. Are you going to run to Mother and Father? Are you going to tell on me like a good little solider? Take the two of us on yourself and throw us in the dungeons? From what I can tell, you don’t have any back up with you. And…’ I looked around the dungeon, mock surprise painted across my face. ‘And it looks like, there is only one of you, and two of us! Those odds don’t sound too bad to me’. I cocked my head to the side in a mock appearance of arrogant confidence and watched in satisfaction as the words hit their mark. Maeve growled, low and guttural, her eyes flashing, her hands curled into fists of rage. 
Good. This was good. I needed her hot headed and not thinking straightly. Perhaps then Ashen would stand a chance at getting away. 
Maeve’s laugh cracked through the tunnel, low and cutting.
‘Outnumbered, am I?’ she said, her voice dripping contempt. ‘You’re forgetting, Lyriel. You’ve never had the stomach for a real fight.’
I didn’t respond. My whole body was locked, coiled tight like a spring ready to snap. Ashen shifted slightly behind me, not moving to run, not moving to hide. I wish I could read his mind, hear what he was thinking. 
Maeve took another step closer, her boots scraping against the stone floor, echoing in the narrow space. She tilted her head, eyes glinting like shards of broken glass.
‘You could still salvage this,’ she said, voice low and dangerous. ‘Hand him over. Walk away. Maybe Mother will even forgive your foolishness. Pretend you were led astray.’
I smiled then, a small, cold smile. It felt foreign on my lips.
‘Mother has never forgiven anything,’ I said. ‘And I don’t beg.’
Maeve’s face twisted, the false patience peeling away like rotted bark.‘You’re willing to throw your life away for him?’ she spat. ‘A traitor. A nobody. He’ll leave you bleeding the moment it suits him.’
Ashen’s voice came behind me, low and steady.
‘I would never’. 
Maeve’s gaze darted to him, lip curling.
‘Touching,’ she sneered. ‘Romantic, even. Let’s see how far that gets you.’
Without warning, she lunged, fast, vicious. Her blade, flashing in the dim light.
I barely had time to shove Ashen back before Maeve was on me, teeth bared, a slash of silver aimed at my throat. I twisted aside, feeling the blade catch a thread of my jacket, hearing it tear. My own dagger was out before I even thought about it, the weight of it strange and cold and foreign in my trembling hand. 
Steel rang against steel as our blades met, the sound sharp enough to make my ears ring. Maeve fought like a cornered animal, brutal, efficient, no wasted movement. She was stronger than me, had trained longer, harder, but I was faster. I ducked under a wild swing, slashing out at her exposed ribs, but she twisted at the last second and my blade only scored a shallow cut across her side.
Blood welled dark on her tunic. She hissed, eyes blazing.
Behind me, Ashen moved, I could feel him circling, trying to find an opening. But Maeve was smart. She pressed her attack hard, keeping me between them, forcing Ashen back without ever touching him.
My muscles burned. Sweat stung my eyes. I couldn’t keep this up forever.
Maeve knew it too.
‘You’re tiring,’ she panted, grinning like a wolf. ‘Should’ve chosen survival, sister.’
Something hard and bitter twisted in my gut.
‘I did,’ I breathed.
And then I dropped low, feinting right, spinning left, and kicked out hard at her knee.
Maeve stumbled with a grunt of pain. In that half-second of faltering, Ashen moved. He slammed into her, tackling her sideways into the stone wall with a bone-jarring crack. Her knife clattered to the ground, skittering away into the shadows.
‘Run,’ he breathed into my ear, already moving, already pulling me toward the dark mouth of another tunnel that twisted off from the main one.
‘No!’ I gasped, digging my heels in. ‘We can fight—’
‘We can die,’ Ashen snapped, his eyes fierce and blazing. ‘Or we can live to fight again tomorrow.’
Ashen wrenched me bodily down the side tunnel, and we ran, damp stone rushing past, the sound of our own ragged breathing pounding louder than our footsteps. Somewhere behind us, I heard Maeve’s furious roar, but we didn’t look back.
We ran and we ran, further and further into the labyrinth below the palace. My breathing was ragged, and I clutched a stitch in my side. I couldn’t hear anything but the loud echo of our footsteps around us, and so had no idea if Maeve was close behind, following. We didn’t stop to check. Only when we burst out of the tunnel and into the open night did we both briefly pause to catch our breath, the cool air hitting my damp skin like ice. The desert stretched out before us, the sand a sea of palest grey under the distant glimmer of stars. I didn’t know where we were, somewhere near the edge of the palace grounds, maybe further. Either way we didn’t have much time to stop and regain our bearings. We were running again in an instant. 
Ashen tugged me forward, faster, towards a small stand of rocks half-sunk into the sand, the only cover aside from the palace that I could see for miles.
We collapsed behind them, chests heaving. I clamped my hand over my mouth to try and suppress the ragged noise that was piercing the otherwise silent night. For a long moment, we simply sat there, the world spinning, the silence between us crackling with the aftershock of survival.
I turned to him, to Ashen, whose face was spattered with Maeve’s blood, whose hands were still trembling slightly from adrenaline, and something inside me broke open.
Tears, huge, and rolling and uncontrollable, trickled down my dirty face. I quickly made to brush them away, embarrassed by the sudden display of weakness and fear, but Ashen grabbed my hand to stop me. He took one callused palm and gently made to cup my face in his hand. The act was so tender, so loving, so unfamiliar to me, and I stifled a rising sob that attempted to escape my lips. I stared into the deep, mahogany brown of his eyes, and saw his own pain and desperation and fear reflected there. My eyes traced down his face, coming to a halt at his lips, his perfect, full lips, slightly parted and in the moment of emotion, where everything had become heightened in the wake of almost certain capture, I didn’t give Ashen a moment before surging forward towards him, towards those lips, and letting him catch me and pull me in close. 
His mouth crashed against mine, rough and desperate. There was no restraint, no caution, only the fierce, aching need to feel something other than fear. 
His kiss was furious, bruising, and I met it with every shred of fire inside me.
I twisted my fingers into the fabric of his shirt, dragging him closer, and he growled in response, his body tightening as my fingers roamed across his chest, his back. He gently pushed me back into the rock, his arms bracing himself on either side of my head against the rock, pushing his body into mine with wild, reckless abandonment, The fire in me drifted lower, lower, and I felt a moan escape my lips. 
Ashen kissed like he was drowning, and I was the only thing keeping him above the surface. He removed one of his hands from the side of my head to gently skim down my neck, across my waist and down my hips, searing heat wherever he touched, grounding me to the moment, to him.
The moment was too good to last. 
A sharp whistling cut through the night, the unmistakable sound of a warning flare shooting into the sky. A bright crimson light exploded overhead, bathing the sands in sickly red.
Ashen pulled away suddenly and I felt the fire in me go out, replaced by a sickly cold. He swore harshly under his breath.
‘They’re here,’ he said, voice hoarse, defeated. 
I twisted, looking to see dozens of dark shadows making their way across the sand. We couldn’t escape, there was nowhere to go, but if Ashen was captured…
I staggered to my feet, dragging Ashen with me, heart slamming against my ribs.
I turned to run, ready to pull Ashen with me, but the moment I moved out of the safety of the rocks protection, there was a loud band sounding from where the soldiers were progressing, and I felt the skim of something red hot and moving fast mere inches from my cheek. I swore and ducked back down. They had fire guns, and I knew that the moment we stepped out into the open desert, they would shoot us both down, no question about it. 
We were well and truly, trapped. 
Figures in dark armour started to swarm around the rocks, some holding guns and some drawing swords or knives, their faces hidden behind gleaming helms. So many royal guards. More than we could fight. More than we could ever outrun.
Ashen turned to look at me, stepping half in front of me, that same instinct to protect me burning in every line of his body. I grabbed his arm, refusing to let him move without me, but he shook his head once, fast, urgent.
‘Lyriel, no matter what happens to me now, I need you to remember the good in you.’
Panic seized every inch of me. ‘What are you talking about?’ 
‘Remember the good Lyriel. Despite everything, your heart is good and kind and pure. Don’t let the evil in this world betray that. Don’t let them take that away from you’. 
‘I don’t understand, why would they take that from me’. 
‘I can’t explain now, I don’t have time, but please, please promise me you will try’. 
I made to grab him, more confused than ever, I needed an explanation. 
‘You said you didn’t have any more secrets. You said you had told me everything’. 
‘I have, almost. Almost Lyriel. I can’t explain now, I can’t, not with them here, not when we have so little time. Just remember what I said, about that goodness in you. No one and nothing can take that away from you.’
I stared up into his agonised eyes, confused and angry and scared. I wanted to know why he was telling me this, why he couldn’t tell me more. Ashen reached up and brushed a finger softly down my cheek. 
‘And please don’t hate me for what I now have to do’ he whispered. 
Before I even had a chance to react, Ashen pulled out his knife, and pulled me up against him roughly, the blade gently pressed against my throat so I couldn’t move an inch. I heard my own gasp of shock in the silent night, before I heard Ashen’s own booming voice echo out across the sands at the advancing guard. 
‘Lower your weapons or the princess loses her pretty little head’. His voice was cold, devoid of emotion. I had never heard him speak with such cruelty and it sent a shiver of fear down my spine. I watched as guard after guard started to slowly lower each of their weapons. Blades and guns glinting in the cold grey starlight. 
‘Now turn, all of you, turn to face the palace and place your hands on the sand in front of you’. 
Each guard, reluctantly, followed the instructions and I watched outwards in amazement. 
Ashen’s lips were suddenly at my ear, and he was whispering low and frantic. 
‘When I say so, throw yourself to the ground. When you are collected by the guards, tell them I forced you to help me, tell them I put you under some sort of spell. Convince them Lyriel. You must convince them that you are just some lovesick little girl who was tricked by me into helping. And when your mother questions you, as I have no doubt she will, keep up the lie. I need you to believe the lie so much that when she looks inside your head, all she is able to see is your hurt and betrayal and innocence. She needs to think that you are nothing but innocent Lyriel. Promise me you will do this.’
I didn’t have words but gave an almost imperceptible nod to show him that I understood. 
‘Don’t ask where I am. Don’t try and find me again. You will understand soon enough’. I couldn’t see his face, but I thought I heard his voice shake with emotion. I felt Ashen take a deep, steadying inhale. 
‘Now Lyriel’ he said. 
Ashen released the blade from my throat and as instructed I threw myself to the floor just as he erupted with power behind me. Wind and sand whipped around my face, blinding me, but I thought I could make out Ashen moving, with such unnerving pace, across the silver sand, out into the abyss of desert and away from the castle. 
Yells of shock and confusion from the guards sounded as they turned to see the source of the commotion but were immediately blinded by the howling wind and sand. The horizon was a mess of movement, and in the dark night I couldn’t make out which direction Ashen had moved into. And neither could the guards I realised. 
Half a dozen of them leapt towards the direction in which Ashen had already half disappeared, and the other half turned to look at me, lying in a crumpled heap in the ground, a small, thin cut along my neck, from where Ashen had held his blade. 
Before I could even think to react, strong arms wrapped around me, yanking me back, pinning my arms. I struggled, kicked, bit, but there were too many hands, too much brute strength. Someone cuffed me hard across the temple and the world tilted wildly, stars spinning above me.
Through the haze, I saw them the remaining guards running into the distance fruitlessly searching in the now wild sandstorm that Ashen seemed to have conjured out of thin air. I prayed he was far, far away from them by now. Prayed he at least had managed to escape. 
The reality of what has just happened sunk in. Ashen was gone. He had left me alone, and crumpled in the sand, broken and burning with a rage so deep it felt as if it could crack the world open.




Chapter 14 

The walk back to the palace was long and painful. Two palace guards who now flanked my sides, had cuffed my hands behind my back with metal locks, making walking awkward and slow. My head was pounding from the events of the night, and images kept running through my mind over and over again. The underground network, the fight with Maeve, the kiss with Ashen. I shook my head aggressively as if that would remove the images in my mind, stop them from appearing with such heartbreaking clarity. Ashen has told me that I needed to pretend he had tricked me in order to save our lives, and as I thought long and hard about how he had held me to his body, the cold blade of his knife pressed hard enough against my throat that it drew blood, I realised that it wasn’t difficult to feign heartbreak. I felt like I was drowning in it anyway. 
The guards dragged me into the atrium roughly, and I kept my head down, avoiding eye contact with anyone in the room and attempting to suppress the rising panic I was feeling. I hated this room. I hated the cold stone walls and the echoing space which seemed to amplify my mother’s voice tenfold. I hated how the room made me feel nauseous from the countless murders I had witnessed take place here over the years. I was walked to the middle of the room, before being forced to kneel, my knees crying out in pain as they collided hard with the stone floor. I noted that the cool grey stone here was tinged with red, and felt bile rise in the back of my throat. 
Only when the guards had uncuffed my hands, and returned to the sides of the room, did I raise my head. Around me were half of the guard who had been out in the dunes hunting Ashen. And on the dais in front of me, sitting delicately in her oversized, stone throne, was my mother, flanked by my father, Elys, Raph and Maeve, who to my satisfaction bore a black eye and was looking more than a little worse for wear. I glanced from one face to the next, trying to decipher just how much trouble I was in, but all of their faces remained stony, even Raph’s. 
Finally, I turned to look my mother directly and saw a wicked gleam in her eyes as she stared down at me hungrily. My fear pushed my fight or flight into overdrive and to my horror, I felt the familiar thrum of power building under my skin. With everything I had, I pushed it back down. Not here. Anywhere but here and in front of these people. 
‘Well, well, well’ she crooned, her high voice cold and piercing in its entirety, ‘you wouldn’t believe the story darling Maeve has been telling us Lyriel. It’s so far-fetched I have half a mind to think that she is making the whole thing up!’ 
She flashed me a smile which contained no warmth or comfort, in fact the effect of it was if anything even more terrifying than normal. I felt a gentle breeze of darkness wash against my mind, and I knew I had moments to explain my side of the story before she chose to simply take it from my brain. 
The Queen's fingers drummed lazily against the armrest of her throne, and I felt all pretence of patience leave the room. 
‘I am only going to ask you once, you disobedient excuse for a daughter. Did you help him? Did you aid the traitor?’
Her voice was honey-coated, but her eyes were knives.
I kept my gaze lowered, just enough to appear afraid, not insolent. I had to get this right. Had to make the lie convincing enough that it bled.
‘I didn’t know what he was,’ I whispered, my voice hoarse. ‘He said he was trying to protect me. That people here couldn’t be trusted. I thought,’ I paused for effect, ‘I thought he cared for me.’ I didn’t have to fake the slight break in my voice as I uttered those last few words. The pain I was feeling was all too real. 
A faint snort from Maeve.
‘Liar,’ she muttered.
My mother raised a hand to silence her without breaking her gaze from me.
‘You thought he cared about you?’ Her voice was quieter now, icy and probing in its intensity. I felt my stomach swoop with fear.
I nodded, still looking down. 
‘Look at me girl’ she said, practically whispering yet her voice still cut across the silent room. 
I raised my head, willing my eyes full of tears, letting my lower lip tremble and praying that she would find the display of weakness so unbearable she would look away quickly. 
There was an awful silence as she surveyed me. The sort of silence that wraps itself around your neck and suffocates a room. 
‘You’re a foolish, naïve, pathetic little girl’ the Queen said. I said nothing. Let her say it. Let her believe it.
A cold wind brushed against my mind again. I flinched. Her power, subtle, invasive, was moving, coiling, searching for weakness. Searching for the truth.
I forced myself to think only of the knife. The fear. The sting of betrayal. I conjured the blood on Ashen’s blade, the way his eyes had hardened, the way he had thrown me to the sand. I turned my pain and fear into a wall of glass, fragile, clear, and full of cracks.
The pressure faded. My mother leaned back in her throne and surveyed me over the top of the tips of her fingers for a long while. The silence crashed like waves over my bent head. 
‘Take her to the dungeons.’ 
My head snapped up in shock, just in time to see that my father didn’t react. Neither did Raph. But Maeve smiled, a small, vindictive curl of her mouth as if to say I knew it. I didn’t bother looking back at them as the guards grabbed me by the top of my arms and dragged me, still half kneeling, from the hall. 

The dungeon was cold. The kind of cold that got inside your bones and numbed you from the inside out.
My body still felt electric though, as if a live wire had been run through me from top to toe, the current running just under my skin. I took deep, gasping breaths as I tried to calm myself. I was alive. She hadn’t killed me on the spot, which in itself was a miracle when so many others had been killed for less. I kept repeating that in my mind over and over again. I was alive. 
Stone walls stretched like the inside of a tomb, and the only sound was the dripping of water somewhere beyond the darkness. They had kept my hands chained, not tight, but just enough to remind me that I was at their mercy. That I was still their prisoner. 
I sat on the floor, cross-legged, letting the cold from the stones seep into my skin and into my bones, like a punishment. The damp bit into me slowly and cruelly, first a shiver, then a tremble, and then something deeper, more permanent. My muscles ached from it, cramped and sore, but I didn’t move. There didn’t seem to be a point.
Time crawled by slowly and stopped meaning anything at all to me after the first day. Maybe longer. The light that barely touched the far edge of my cell came and went, too dim to mark anything clearly, and I lost count of how much time had passed. No one spoke to me. No one answered when I shouted. The only sounds were the dripping water and my own heartbeat, erratic and disjointed.
The guards came to feed me once a day. They would come to the doors and push a tin plate through the slot in the bars, holding something grey, wet, and barely edible. I ate it, anyway, choking it down with hands that had started to shake from hunger and cold. My stomach gnawed at itself constantly now. A hollow ache that matched the one in my chest. My skin was mottled from the constant damp of the dungeon, and I was worried of catching ill. Sometimes, I pressed myself inwards into my body, focusing on the kernel of current I could still feel running under my skin. It was growing weaker, but for some reason it comforted me to know that it was there, and that even in these conditions, that small hint of something within me couldn’t be broken. I sat on the dirty floor for hours, eyes closed, focusing on that piece of me, and letting it warm me from the inside out. I often thought of the day in the hallway when I had all but burst into flames, the heat now nothing but a faded memory. In the silence of the night, when no guards were to come and check on me, I attempted to ignite that flame again, desperate for the warmth it would bring me, and delirious enough not to care of the repercussions should I set the entire dungeon alight. But try as I might I was too weak and too defeated to summon the power again.
I also tried not to think about Ashen.
I failed.
I thought too often of his voice, low and rough and urgent in my ear. I thought about the warmth of his callused hand around mine and the crinkle of his eyes when he smiles. The way he’d looked at me in those last moments and then shattered that with the knife to my throat.
I couldn’t decide if I hated or loved him for that. 
The confusion was its own kind of poison. Some days I clenched my fists and promised myself that if I ever saw him again, I’d spit in his face for dragging me into this mess and for lying to me over and over. How still, even now, he hadn’t told me the whole truth about himself and about why he had chosen to involve me. I would rage and storm and hear my mother’s voice inside my head telling me I was a ‘foolish, pathetic, naïve little girl’. 
But other days, I curled in the corner and remembered how his fingers had brushed against my cheek, so gentle. How his eyes had looked so full of warmth and love and smile, and the fierce passion in his face after we had kissed. In those moments, I wanted nothing more than to hear his voice once more, even if it was to just lie to me.
More often than I liked to admit, I was dwelled on memories of Ashen and I that has long passed, memories that were unwelcome and dangerous and needed squashing into oblivion. I could still feel my mother, her subtle tug against my mind, like the brushing of cobwebs against skin. She’d looked briefly but hadn’t seen the whole truth. Only those moments that I had focused on, and the moments I had wanted her to see. 
But my mind kept drifting back to the many moments I had kept hidden and must continue to keep hidden from anyone and everyone around me, no matter how hard it was. But in those moments of loneliness, I couldn’t help but cast my mind back to better times. 
That night I had visited Ashen’s village, and felt such pure, unabashed joy for the first time, I had felt something shift inside me. Like a door, cracking open ever so slightly. I had never experienced anything like it at all, and yet, it had felt almost familiar in the way it had gripped hold of my body and filled me so viscerally with light. 
When I had found out my family were hunting Ashen, and fear and anger had ripped through me, the door had opened even further, the crack in the frame growing and spreading as I battled with my own powerful emotions.
And when Ashen had left the other night, fleeing into the storm he had created, again I had felt that familiar burn inside me. And it hadn’t been a fluke, brought on by panic or joy or anger. I knew that now. It was deliberate, powerful, running through my blood, ready to defend me should the need arise. It was magic. Real, raw, unfiltered power and magic that lay under my skin. 
Where had it come from though? Not my father, who despite his fae heritage didn’t hold a drop of magical blood. My mother’s lineage was murky, but her power was starkly different to mine, all cold shadows and darkness, while mine so far had shown itself as only heat and light. None of it made sense and I had no one to help me answer these questions.
Days and days passed in the same repetitive manner, and I knew that my mental state was deteriorating from the constant freezing temperatures and near starvation. 
I was so sleep deprived and hungry, that for one inexplicable moment, I thought I saw Ashen in the corner, crouched and watching me, eyes full of guilt. The vision was so real that I cried out with fear, warning him to leave, and earning myself a vicious punishment from the guard stationed outside my door who had rushed in at the sudden noise. 
I then started to see my mother’s face, monstrous and warped by power, reaching through the bars with her claws.
In my darkest hours, usually at night when the already freezing temperatures dropped even lower, and my body cried out at me for warmth and food and sleep, I heard my own voice whisper words and riddles I didn't understand. The words came out of me like a chant, over again, the syllables foreign but comforting, a lullaby of sorts from some part of me that I couldn’t remember, but that felt oddly comforting and familiar. In the depths of my despair, I had pulled something out from the very centre of my being, something that had been locked up inside me for a very long time, and finally, had started to wake up. 

Chapter 15 

She was going to let me die down here, I thought to myself, after what felt like weeks had passed. I was lying on my back, gently stroking that kernel of power that I felt in the centre of my body and wondering what it would feel like to die in this dungeon. The idea of rescue had long since gone. Who was going to come and rescue me? The only person who cared enough had fled to avoid capture. Noone had come to my door to visit. Maeve hadn’t even come to taunt me, a fact I was both surprised and grateful for. 
While terror gripped my heart at the thought of Ashen being caught, I felt nothing for myself. No hope, no desire to live, no wishes to be saved anymore. The sleep deprivation and starvation had even removed any fear I felt towards death. I was wasting away and allowing myself to do so all the same. 
I was cold, so cold. I willed death to come and take me just to stop the intense shivering of my body, my muscles sore and numb from it. It was consuming me steadily; all I could think about. I had stopped feeling hungry days ago, but the cold just seemed to sink deeper and deeper into my bones. 
Let me die I thought uselessly. Just let me die so I can feel nothing please. Let it be quick, quicker than this slow freezing torture, and let me drift off into a comfortable nothingness. I repeated the words like a mantra. 
Let me die.
Let me die.
Let me die.

‘You are no use to me dead Lyriel’ came a smooth voice from the shadows.
I flinched in shock and whipped my head around. A figure stood by the bars of the cell, tall, cloaked in black. For a heartbeat, I thought I was hallucinating, before I noticed the handsome line of his jaw, the strong curve of a cheekbone, and recognised the striking profile. 
‘Caius?’ My voice cracked, and I cringed away as he let a small fae light float into the cell. It shone on a light on me, on the conditions of my prison, and I tried to cover myself up a little, embarrassed to be seen in this state. ‘How did you get in here?’ I croaked. 
He ignored my question, stepping into the light and surveying me curled up on the floor. His expression was unreadable. I watched him wearily, saying nothing, confused by his presence, and more than a little distrustful. 
Caius broke the long silence. ‘I suppose congratulations are in order. The lie you told your mother was just about convincing enough for her not to kill you on the spot. You have managed to survive, at least for the time being.’
I stared at him, saying nothing, shocked that he knew such detail of what had gone down within the palace. 
‘This doesn’t feel like surviving’ I said gesturing to the bleak stone prison. 
He eyed me cooly. ‘Survival is as much about your mental strength as your physical. And on both accounts, you are stronger than this punishment Lyriel. You can and you will survive this’. 
I blinked at the conviction in his voice, a little annoyed by his condescension. I was strong. But I had been left to starve and rot alone in this cell. What the hell did he know about strength. I felt my anger rile up. ‘Why are you here? Why do you even care if I survive this? Did Ashen send you?’ I demanded in quick succession. I didn’t care if I sounded rude. I was over pleasantries. 
‘He did not send me. I am here because I heard you wishing to be dead. Pleading with the gods to let you die. And I wanted to tell you that now is not your time. You cannot give up when things are only just getting started’ he said simply. ‘And because I need you to get out of this prison, and face your mother, and I need you to live Lyriel. We all need you to live’. 
I swallowed hard. ‘I don’t understand. Why would you care whether I live or die’. 
For a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of something softer in Caius face. But when I looked back, he was still assessing me with the same cool, emotionless gaze as normal. 
‘Everyone deserves a life Lyriel, and you are more important than you know. Although, I think you have started to guess why you are important’ he said, inclining his head to the place where my hand still lay on my chest. 
I glanced down to where he was looking, at my hand, laid flat against my chest, just over that kernel of power I now always felt, thrumming deep within me. It seemed to grow a little at the acknowledgement and so I took a deep steadying breath to calm myself. 
‘I have magic’ I whispered, and Caius gently inclined his head in confirmation. 
‘I have magic’ I repeated, ‘A magic I don’t understand, and don’t know where it originated. But I don’t see why that makes me special still. A lot of the fae still have magic, they just choose to keep it hidden after the war’. 
‘True’ Caius said, ‘but don’t you think it’s strange that you have this magic, and none of your siblings do? Don’t you think it’s unusual, the form your magic takes? You wouldn’t expect it to be of the same sort of your mothers, all darkness and destruction. But yours Lyriel, your magic is the opposite of hers. You are light and fire and electricity. Don’t you think that’s interesting?’ Caius crouched down, close now, his eyes piercing. ‘There are truths buried in your blood, Lyriel. Magic that your mother never unlocked. Because she never could. Because she feared you and everything that you could represent’
I stared at him in complete shock. ‘Why? She is the most powerful fae in all of Illudere, in all of Aralith as far as I can tell. Why would she fear me when I can’t even summon so much as a flame while I freeze to death in this dungeon?’
He tilted his head. ‘Can’t you? I think you could Lyriel. I think you don’t want to. I felt you give up days and days ago. You stopped fighting and so your magic wouldn’t fight for you.’
I frowned. How had he known I had given up, had welcomed the prospect of death. How did he know all of this. 
‘Your mother may be the most powerful fae in Illudere, but it says everything in that the person she fears the most is you. Not other realms, not other royal fae from around Aralith, but you, her own daughter. Your magic could be strong enough to stand against her Lyriel. You might be the only person strong enough to stand against her.’
I shook my head. There was no way I would ever, ever be able to stand against her. She would crush me, hurt me. I couldn’t, wouldn’t, it would be a suicide mission. 
Caius stood, brushing imaginary dust from his cloak. ‘You can keep lying to yourself, and pretend you can go on living in this cruel realm, under a cruel ruler’ he said softly, his voice a little more than a whisper in the silent night.  ‘But the truth is already inside you. You can pretend it’s not; you can deny it; you can wish for death and pretend that you can’t escape this little cell. But one day, it will burn its way out of you, whether you want it to or not’. He turned to leave as I thought about what he had said. And suddenly the thought of being left alone in this freezing cell again, left to die, terrified me. I didn’t want to die, not yet. And I felt my power spark in response to this realisation, felt heat pour suddenly into my chest as my will to live thrummed through me. I would live, I must live, I refused join the list of fae who had met their demise in this miserable, damp cell. I refused to allow myself to be another victim. 
‘Wait’ I called out suddenly. ‘Wait, if what you’re saying is true, that my power has been suppressed all of these years, and maybe, maybe, there is the smallest chance that my magic could stand a chance against her… and if I choose to believe that you’re not telling me all of this for your own benefit and are actually trying to help me’. 
I paused while Caius watched me, one of his eyebrows raise slightly. 
‘Then I think I need to swallow my pride and ask for you to help me learn how to control it, Caius.’
His name on my tongue caused his usually collected expression to change slowly, a small smile quirking at his lips as he studied me. 
‘Now that is the first smart thing you’ve said in months.’


Caius visited me daily in those dungeons from that point forward. I asked him regularly how he managed to sneak past the guards, and how he was moving about the castle undetected, but he never, ever revealed his ways. He would just respond by raising his eyebrows slightly and tapping the side of his nose, before carrying on with whatever lesson he was trying to get me to master. 
We didn’t know how much time we had, and given the situation I was currently in, Caius wanted to ensure that I had enough mental ammunition to fully convince my mother of my innocence. The first point of call was getting me out of this dungeon, after which we could look at learning to control the other elements of my magic. 
And so we sat together for hours, Caius one side of the bars and I the other, working on creating such a convincing painting of my own lovestruck naivety, that it would fool the likes of my mother. 
On the sixth night of this, I was started to believe the lie myself. 
‘How did you meet Ashen?’ Caius asked me for the millionth time, using the same cold cutting voice of my mother. I took a deep breath and made my face look as bland and pathetic as possible. 
‘He was posing as a palace guard. Although I didn’t recognise him when I met him, I thought he was part of the cohort of new recruits, there have been so many additional security measures recently. I met him on one of my daily walks around the garden where he stopped me to ask for directions to the main atrium.’ The lie fell smoothly off my tongue now. 
‘Did he ever talk to you of his rebel activities?’ 
‘I don’t think so. If he did, I didn’t realise. We used to meet up for walks around the garden where he would ask me about my life and my hobbies. I thought he was interested in me, not my family’. 
‘When did you discover what he was’. 
‘Never! Even after Maeve told us of the rebel who had been spreading the lies about my family, I didn’t put two and two together. I didn’t believe it was Ashen’. 
‘So, when you went down to the tunnels to find him you weren’t trying to rescue him?’ 
‘No not at all. I was upset as I hadn’t seen him within the palace for a while, and I was desperate to see him again. I had been looking for him for a while, wondering where he had gone. When I discovered the tunnels, it was pure chance that he was down there’. 
‘Your sister Maeve said you attacked her’.
I paused, looking at Caius now, breaking out of character.
‘How the hell did you know I attacked Maeve.’ I demanded.
Caius gave a lazy wave of his hand, ‘how I know these things doesn’t matter, answer the question’. 
I rolled my eyes at the insolent answer and muttered ‘know it all’ quietly enough that I thought he wouldn’t hear me. 
‘I am not the one on trial here’ Caius reminded me. 
‘Fine’ I said rolling my eyes and took another deep breath, resuming an expression of doe eyed innocence as I went back into character. ‘I didn’t mean to attack Maeve; she attacked me first. It was self-defence! I didn’t understand what was going on or why she was trying to hurt us. I assumed she was jealous and so I momentarily disabled her and then ran. She is my sister; I would never willingly hurt her if I thought she was in her right mind’. 
Caius nodded, smiling. ‘Good’ he said, ‘that was good, just pathetic enough that she might buy it and casts a shadow over Maeve’s mental state. I like it’. 
I smiled at his a little grimly and stifled a yawn. I didn’t know what time it was, but we had been at this for hours, and I was exhausted. Caius had been sneaking me food over the last week, little lumps of bread and dates that he had brought into the cell for me. It had helped restore my strength a little, but the cold of the dungeon still bit into my bones and made me feel weak and pathetic. He didn’t dare risk bringing me a blanket, in case the guards noticed. 
Caius seemed to notice my exhaustion and got up to leave. 
‘I don’t know when they are going to be coming to question you next Lyriel, so we will keep working on this up until that moment. I will be back tomorrow night’ he said looking down at me on the floor. For a second, I thought I saw something akin to concern cross his face, but when I looked back, he had replaced his hood and was turning away from me. 
I said nothing as he vanished from my cell, content to be left with my thoughts and to ponder what we had worked on today. I felt confident in my story. I had lived this story now for so many weeks it felt almost as if it was true. Which I supposed was the point of all the work that we had been doing together. A small part of me remained distrustful of Caius. He knew things he shouldn’t know and managed to move around this castle without detection even though I was almost certain that guards were placed on every corner nowadays. When I asked him to explain himself to me, he always refused or merely ignored me. He was even more secretive than Ashen. And yet – my gut told me that he wasn’t the enemy. And for that reason, I had chosen to trust him. I just prayed that trusting people wasn’t going to be my downfall. 
As I lay down to sleep that night, I dreamt wholly of Ashen, but not in the way I had been dreaming of him for the last few weeks. I dreamt of him holding the knife to my throat, and lying to my face, and the pain and betrayal I had felt when I had found out that he was the one behind the stories about my family. I dreamt of hurt, pain and heartbreak. My brain conjured up images of my story, some real, some not, with such burning, powerful clarity that when I was awoken by a powerful, angry banging on the front of the cell, I couldn’t tell what was real and what wasn’t. 
Blearily, panicked, half asleep and sobbing at the horribly vivid dream, I blinked as light streamed into the dark and untidy cell, and two heavily armed guards strode into the room and hauled me up roughly by my arms. 
‘What’s going on’ I asked, panic lacing my words. ‘Where are we going’. 
Neither guard bothered to respond and merely gripped my arms tighter as they dragged me down corridors and through rooms I had never seen before. 
I was disorientated when we finally entered a large, window filled room. My eyes adjusting slowly to the sudden influx of bright, natural light after spending weeks in semi darkness, and so I didn’t immediately take in the high, domed ceiling, adorned with plush, red velvet fabric that draped and hung in great dramatic waves. I saw that the rest of the room was similarly luxurious in its adornments, with great, rich, maroon chairs encircling a huge marble table in the middle. The sun beamed through the many windows, and the room felt stuffy and airless as a result. 
I was shoved, rather vigorously, to the floor, and I heard the crack of my bones as they collided with stone. The guards behind me laughed at their own viciousness and I snarled at them in response. Revolting, stupid, pigs, I thought to myself. 
They turned away from me and shut the doors, turning a key in the lock behind them, and trapping me in the red, airless room. They had simply moved me from one prison, to the next. 
I stood, after a moment, noting the blood on the floor from where my knees had been cut as they had made contact with the stone, and looked around the space. 
The room was large, spacious even. And yet the heat and luscious décor made it feel cramped. I wandered around the perimeter, running my hand along the wall as I walked, looking for any hidden exits or ways to escape aside from the locked door I had entered through. As I reached the other side of the room, I walked past a large, opulent mirror adorned with golden patterns carved into the sides and couldn’t help but gasp as I saw my own reflection for the first time in weeks. 
My hair was filthy, the red gold matted and dull and hanging limply at my sides. My skin was similarly filthy, dust and grime coating me in a thin layer. But it was my body, the weight I had lost, that shocked me the most. I looked gaunt, unwell, childlike almost. My cheekbones had hollowed, my collarbones jutted out at uncomfortable angles, and my usually strong and lean legs looked weak and pathetic. The black trousers and top I had left the palace to find Ashen in all of those weeks ago were hanging off me awkwardly, the fabric cut and torn in places, and I couldn’t help the tears of anger that filled my eyes as I took in every inch of my ravaged body. 
She had done this. She had sentenced her own daughter to near starvation without even a second thought. What kind of inhuman, cruel, pathetic, evil – 
‘Hello Lyriel’ came a smooth cold voice from the other side of the room, cutting off my string of internal curses as I whirled around to face the source of the noise. 
She stood, dressed in luxurious robes of black velvet and lace, in front of the locked door in which I had entered. My mother’s face was a mask of calm, and she showed no sign of surprise at my appearance, as if she had known fully what she had sentenced me to when she locked me away. After all, it was her who had given the order to keep me starved and near freezing to death for weeks. 
She smiled at me. A cold, evil thing, full of hatred and poison. It was as if her very soul had rotted, and I could see straight through her to her black, oily insides. I forced myself to smile back, to quell the anger that was boiling hot and fast inside of me and pretend to be grateful to have been let out of the dungeon and to be in her presence in this magnificent chamber. 
‘Hello mother’ I said, my voice ringing high through the large room. I sketched a bow at her, although every part of me protested at the act of submission. I had to play the part though. I had to show her that I was subservient, that I was sorry. I prayed Caius had known what he was doing preparing me for all these weeks. I prayed I knew what I was doing. 
She was watching me intensely as I raised my head to look back into her face, as if she could see straight through my skull and into my treacherous brain. She pouted. 
‘My darling, look at you. You’ve lost so much weight!’ The mock concern in her voice sickened me. 
‘I suppose that’s what happens when you are sentenced to a freezing cell without food for weeks on end’ the insolent retort slipped out of my mouth before I could stop it, and I regretted the words instantly. 
My mother’s eyes flashed, a gentle warning, but also an acknowledgement of the challenge.
She loved this game, enjoyed laying the traps for her prey and watching to see how they would get themselves caught. I will not get myself caught, I thought, over and over again, as if by saying the words they would somehow become true. 
She kept the same mock concern in her voice when she spoke again. ‘Lyriel, Lyriel, Lyriel. You know I would never, ever want to hurt you my darling child. We were all just so shocked to learn of your involvement with the rebel Ashen.’ His name sounded like a sneer on her lips, and I flinched a little involuntarily. Mother noticed the movement with relish. 
‘See? Even saying his name seems to have such an effect on you. I had to keep you safe and out of harm’s way before he could do any further damage to you! I had to make sure he wasn’t able to harm you anymore. I wish there had been a better way, but when dealing with someone as unpredictable as a rebel, I couldn’t take any chances!’
I didn’t miss the double meaning in her words. She wasn’t just locking me away so that Ashen couldn’t get to me.  She was also locking me away so I couldn’t get to Ashen. She wanted me weakened, and isolated, and without my power. I knew from Caius that she already feared and suspected what sort of magic ran through my blood, and so I knew that her sentencing me to weeks in a cell had as much to do with Ashen, as it did to do with me. 
I said nothing and my mother continued. 
‘After Maeve had said she had found the two of you in a compromising position, in the tunnels beneath the castle of all places, I knew that this sorry excuse of a man must have hoodwinked you somehow. Used some sort of charm on your young, impressionable, little mind to get you to fall for him. We are just so lucky that we found out before he was able to use you to get information! Or worse, harm you himself.’
My mother had been leant by the door for most of this outrageous speech, but now she had begun to stalk closer to me, prowling over to where I stood before the mirror, trying to calm my rising heartbeat and concentrate on the story I had spent so many weeks crafting with Caius. 
I felt my resolve falter somewhat as she came closer, her power leaking from her in great ebony waves that seemed to flow like oil from her body. She was close enough now that when she leant in towards my ear to whisper her next words, I could feel her breath like ice on my skin. 
‘Wouldn’t you agree Lyriel?’ she purred. 
I didn’t trust my voice not to waver and so I merely nodded my head in response. She took a step back, surveying me, a perfectly crafted eyebrow raised. 
‘Then thank your Queen’ she demanded flatly, any trace of amusement or fun wiped from her voice. There would be no more playing, I realised. The game wasn’t fun for her anymore. I opened my mouth to croak out a thank you, but found my throat close itself around the word. Thank her for what, I thought savagely. Thank her for punishing and starving me? She didn’t deserve my thanks. 
I looked at her. She was waiting, her patience wearing thin, waiting for me to thank her. I opened my mouth again, and closed it again, unable to form the words. It was as if someone had clapped a cloth over my nose and mouth, preventing the words she so longed to hear from escaping.
Her eyes flashed, and without warning, she lashed out. Her long, thin arm, moved like a whip, and I felt her nails draw actual blood as she slashed them across my face, leaving long, shallow, cuts down the side of my cheek. 
Pain flared and I flinched away from her, too late to avoid her onslaught but desperate to place some distance between us. My magic roiled inside me at the attack, and I willed it down again. Not here, not in front of her. I couldn’t confirm her suspicions, or she would likely kill me on the spot. My breath was coming out in shallow pants as I tried to battle wave after wave of power within my body. Be calm. I thought to myself. Be calm and stick to the plan. I must do everything in my power to convince her of my own innocence and uselessness. 
And so, I kept my head turned away, one hand pressed to my cheek where she had cut me. My own mental and physical exhaustion made it all too easy to will tears into my eyes and I started to increase the volume of my shallow, panicked breaths. I let the tears cascade down my cheeks. I let my nose run, until my face was a perfect display of pathetic innocence and finally turned back to face her. 
She was smiling, her eyes lit up in cruelty, and I felt nausea rise in my stomach at the evil that stood in front of me. 
‘Pathetic, useless excuse for a daughter’ she snarled softly. ‘You have always been my biggest disappointment. A soft heart and an even softer and more breakable body’ she paused, looking my starved frame up and down with disgust, ‘I should have drowned you the moment you were born.’ 
I willed further tears into my eyes, as if hurt, rather than enraged, by the cruel things she was saying. When I finally spoke, my voice came out hoarse and choked. Exactly as I wanted. And knowing just how much she would hate it, I started to beg, in a panicked, low pitch wail. 
‘I am so sorry Mother, so sorry. I thought he loved me, he told me I was special, I was lonely and wanted company. I swear, I had no idea, no idea, please-’. I let a note of hysteria enter my voice before breaking down in loud, noisy, pathetic sobs again, wailing even more as I brought my hands back up to cover my face as I sobbed into them.
Between my fingers, I peeked a glance at my mother, whose face looked utterly disgusted at the loud and vivacious display of emotion. Not an ounce of pity showed on her beautiful frozen face, just pure, unadulterated, disappointment. 
‘That’s enough,’ she said, clipped and cold. ‘Be quiet and look at me.’
I made a show of regaining my composure before I removed my hands from my face.
She advanced in silence, and I braced, thinking she might slap me again. Instead, she paused in front of me, one hand reaching to grab my chin with the kind of strength that reminded me of how little she cared for tenderness. I couldn’t look away while in her hold. 
Her eyes searched mine, sharp and assessing.
‘Crocodile tears are wasted on me, Lyriel. If you expect mercy, show me truth.’
Her fingers rose, brushing my temple. No sharp tap on my mind yet. Just a threat.
I swallowed thickly, letting my breathing stay ragged, letting my mouth tremble, but meeting her gaze. That was the trick. Never too much defiance. Never too much collapse. A cracked mask, not a shattered one.
She leaned in. Her voice dropped.
‘If what you claim is true, then you won’t mind if I take a look.’
I stiffened, just slightly, the movement not entirely an act. I was nervous I realised. The preparation down in the dungeons felt insignificant when I was now facing the real thing. Her mouth curled into something resembling a smile, clearly thinking my sudden panic was because she had finally caught me in my lie. I wondered a little if she had.
‘Good,’ she whispered, reading my reactions perfectly. ‘That’s more like it. Now let’s see what you two were really doing together.’
Before I could react, an oily black tendril, ice cold and pure pressure, shoved itself into my mind. 
My scream caught in my throat.
It was like my thoughts were being scraped out with shards of glass. She didn't just observe, she ransacked. My memories unfolded against my will, my consciousness unravelled and re-stitched under her probing. Panic flooded me, and I focused on the need to choose what to show her while holding back everything else, a thousand spinning plates, all on fire.
So, I gave her what she wanted.
I gave her Ashen’s voice whispering praise. I gave her my flushed cheeks, my breath catching as he looked at me like I was someone worth seeing. I gave her the tears when he vanished for days, the hollow ache of being discarded, the letters I waited for that never came. The lie he spun, that he loved me, that we were building something in secret.
I held back any memory of the village, Elder Kharis, Caius. I held back all our conversations about his mother and his childhood, and replaced them instead with warped feelings and emotions, of joy and loss and confusion and love.
I pushed the dreams to the front, blurred lines between memory and invention. Me, confused. Me, falling. Me, desperate and with a knife to my throat. 
I twisted every real thing into something weak. Every choice into a mistake.
She drank it in like poison through a golden straw.
Her presence withdrew with a snap, and I collapsed onto the stone floor, panting, my ears ringing. I could taste blood, but I wasn’t sure where it was coming from. My nose perhaps. 
My mother straightened, her face unreadable as she regarded me in silence for a long moment. Then, finally:
‘So, a fool, then.’ Her voice was perfectly calm, as if that was somehow better than being a traitor.
I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t. I just watched the blood from my nose drip onto the floor, slowly, steadily. 
‘You disappoint me,’ she continued. ‘But you are mine. And I take care of what is mine.’
A chill bloomed in my chest.
She stepped closer, and gently, almost lovingly, brushed my hair back from my face.
‘He won’t have the opportunity to lie to you again. That much, I promise you.’
It should have sounded like protection. It didn’t.
It sounded like a threat.


Chapter 16

After my mother had finished rifling through my memories, with a force so violent it left my bones humming for hours, she gave me a single, tightly drawn nod and ordered me returned to my rooms. Not a public declaration of innocence. Not a warm word. Just an order. Like I was a servant who had mildly displeased her and could now be tolerated again, so long as I didn’t speak too loudly.
I was not shackled anymore, but I was not free.
There were guards posted at my door. Not discreet ones, either, fully armoured fae I had never seen around the palace before. They didn’t meet my eyes. They didn’t have to. Their presence said enough: You may sleep in a bed now, but don’t imagine you are trusted.
I wasn’t allowed at court. I wasn’t invited to dine with my family. Meals were left outside my door like offerings to an invalid. I ate in silence, bitterly aware of my own ostracization from the people I had once considered my family. I didn’t dare use the secret passage to sneak out of the castle. Not when the guards were checking my room so consistently. On the hour, every hour, one would knock and enter to check I remained within the walls of my chamber. 
They did not speak to me. Not once. Merely grunted and nodded their heads when they found me unmoved. 
And yet, I was not broken. I was not ashamed. Anything but. 
I was furious. And I was planning. 
So many pieces of the puzzle. So many lies and people and ideas to slot together. 
And there was one piece of the puzzle I was desperate to begin with. One thing, that despite my best efforts, I hadn’t been able to find an answer to. That door. Hidden with some sort of magic, deep in the depths of the palace. Unplottable. Unfindable. 
But I had this feeling in my soul that it would help me answer all the questions I had not been able to figure out by myself. The bigger question was how I was going to be able to find it. 
I knew I couldn’t leave my room through the main exit, since guards were now permanently stations at the doors, but I still had my escape route from under my bed which led to the kitchens. 
I debated sneaking there now and talking to Nayda, who I hadn’t seen since before I had been imprisoned, and I was sure would be sick with worry about me. But I was also concerned that by talking to her she would somehow become guilty by association and be punished. My mother was likely to use her as a means of hurting me if she knew how close we were. 
The palace was too busy in the daytime; I couldn’t be so reckless to risk Nayda’s safety like that. And so, I decided to wait until nighttime, when the guards stopped checking my room as often. I spent the next few hours pacing the edge of my chambers like a wolf in a snare.
When the final guard checked in, a grunt, a nod, and a sharp snap of the door behind him, I moved.
I slipped beneath the bed, into the crawlspace that led through the under passages and old stone runs of the palace. The scent of the kitchens reached me before I even emerged, warm bread, garlic, and something sweet and spiced. A scent that ached like memory.
The pantry door creaked as I pushed it open, cautious. The bustle of servants had long since faded. The kitchens, that but three hours ago would have been a cacophony of clanging pots and shouted orders, now glowed softly in the firelight. Embers crackled in the hearth. The great vats were scrubbed clean, knives stacked, the counters wiped down.
Only one figure remained, a small, stooped silhouette near the ovens, her sleeves rolled up to show her papery arms and her back to me.
‘You’re still creeping in corners like a ghost,’ Nayda said, without turning. Her voice was sharp but fond, warm as the ovens she ruled over. ‘One day I’ll die of fright, and you’ll have no one to feed you your bloody brownies.’
A rush of feeling akin to safety welled up in my throat.
‘I missed you too,’ I managed to say.
She turned then, drying her hands on a stained apron, and I watched as she moved towards me, her once-iridescent scales thin and dull, crinkled like old paper where they clung to her jaw and collarbones. Her long hair was threaded with grey and pinned back loosely. Nayda looked older than I remembered, and I felt guilty for not having tried to see her more these last few months. But when we finally were close enough to stare at each other, I saw that her eyes were still as sharp as broken glass, the cool glint of a forgotten sea.
She stepped towards me, her eyes probing and flooded with concern as she stopped short. ‘Gods above, Lyriel what did they do to you… you look half-starved.’
‘I’m fine,’ I said, though the hollowness in my stomach gave me away. ‘Better than I should be.’
‘Shouldn’t be here at all, is what you mean,’ she muttered, looking around the empty kitchen. ‘If those guards find you—’
‘They won’t,’ I said. ‘I came through the old tunnel. I was careful.’
She pressed her lips together, then reached for a tin off the shelf. ‘Sit. You’re white as paper. I’ll make you something. Something with salt, you need grounding.’
‘Nayda—’
‘Sit.’
I sat.
She moved about the kitchen with that same fluid grace I’d always envied, like her limbs remembered what it was to belong to water, even if the magic was long gone. I watched her work, the way she tossed herbs into the pot without measuring, how she muttered to herself about ‘young people starving themselves half to death for revenge plots and martyrdom’.
When she slid the mug in front of me, something warm and briny, not entirely pleasant, I took a cautious sip. It did help. A little. She pressed her lips together as I drank, surveying me with that hard, calculating stare. When I had finished the mug, she slid a plate of soft, fat dates in front of me. Each one had been stuffed with a rich pistachio cream. Indulgent and delicious. I moaned softly at the sight of them before reaching out to pick one up and take a delicate bite. The dates were sticky and sweet, perfectly balanced with the nut butter that lay within. I closed my eyes to savour the taste for a while, delighting in the rare treat after my many weeks of near starvation. I managed to stuff down four before I paused long enough to speak. 
‘I need your help,’ I said, softly.
‘I know,’ she said. ‘You wouldn’t have risked coming here otherwise.’ 
I looked down at my hands. ‘I’ve been thinking about everything that’s happened over the last few months. About the young fae who was murdered those months ago. The break ins and the security. The dreams. Ashen. My mother and the questions about where her magic originated. And about me. Something isn’t adding up. I feel like I have so many pieces of the puzzle, but nothing to link them together. It feels, like parts are missing.’
Nayda didn’t speak, but I sensed her holding her breath, as if terrified of what I was next going to say. 
I met her fearful gaze. ‘There is a door. Hidden, beneath the palace, that screams of something ancient and powerful. A few months ago, I found myself in front of it, whether it was real or a dream I don’t know, but it appeared to me in some way or other.’ I shook my head, furrowing my brow as I focused in on the memory of the door and the compelling electricity of it.
‘But after that one time, I haven’t been able to find it since. I am sure it’s real, but somehow, it’s vanished completely off the map. It’s almost as if the harder I try to look for it, the more it runs from me.’
Her gaze sharpened. Not with surprise, but with recognition. She knew, I thought, my heart rate picking up slightly in anticipation. 
Nayda turned away, shuffling across the kitchen towards a large tureen of boiling stew, stirring it a few times before she spoke. ‘They always forget the old places,’ she murmured, still facing towards the steaming pot. ‘They think stone and mortar make a palace. But this place was bones and magic long before she took it.’
‘So, it’s real? The door?’
‘Yes. Real enough. But you won’t find it with your feet. Not unless it wants you to.’ 
She reached beneath the counter where she stood, before rummaging a little and pulling out a small ceramic jar. Nayda turned back to face me, her face stern, before from the jar she drew a brittle leaf, red as dried blood, laced with silver veins.
She held it out to me.
‘Dreamroot,’ she said. ‘An old thing. Older than your mother, older than her lies. A small bite of it, just a small piece, mind, and it’ll take you where your waking mind can’t go. If there’s a bond between you and that door, it’ll show you.’
I took it with shaking fingers.
‘Is it dangerous?’
One sharp look from Nayda confirmed the obvious. ‘Of course it’s dangerous,’ she said flatly. ‘You want safe, stay in bed and pretend you never met Ashen or questioned your mother. Be the perfect, quiet little Princess your mother desperately wants you to be. But you and I both know that’s not the path you’re on girl. You’ve never been on that path for one moment. So, if you’re going to do this, really do this, it is better you go in knowing that the truth doesn’t come free. It takes. Sometimes more than you’re willing to give.’
I stared at the leaf, small and shrivelled in my palm.
‘I have to try.’
Nayda nodded her head in confirmation. Her voice dropped lower.
‘Then listen carefully. When the dream takes you, you’ll see more than you’re ready for. Don’t fight it. Don’t try to wake yourself. And if you find the door, don’t open it. Not until you’re sure you want what’s behind it. Nothing good comes from opening doors that don’t want to be found, and judging by the ancient magic that lies beneath this palace, whatever that door leads to is immensely powerful.’
‘I don’t want anything,’ I whispered. ‘I just want to know the truth.’
She looked at me sadly. ‘I know love. The truth isn’t always what we want to hear though.’
And before I could ask her what that meant, she pulled me into her arms, brief and surprisingly fierce, before ushering me back toward the pantry.
‘Go Lyriel. Now. Before someone notices you aren’t in your room. And for gods’ sake, try not to die.’

---

The palace was quiet when I slipped back through the under passage, the Dreamroot leaf clenched tightly in my hand. I was so aware of its weight, its warmth, as if it were a tiny heart pulsing against my palm.
My chambers looked eery in the pale moonlight when I returned. The night outside silent, as if holding its breath for me. I uncurled my fist to look at the Dreamroot. It didn’t look like much, small and withered as it was, but I could feel the steady thrum of power beating from within.  Nayda’s words rang through me as I held it up to study it in the moonlight.
‘The truth doesn’t come free. It takes. Sometimes more than you’re willing to give.’
Pushing down on my fear, and before I could think myself out of action, I unceremoniously bit down on the leaf. The taste was bitter, earthen. It turned to ash on my tongue.
It took less than a minute for the world to change.
At first, it was like sinking. The edges of my vision darkened, the floor fell away, and I was drowning not in water, but in shadow, thick and velvet and heavy with memory.
But then came the light, and I was no longer in my chambers. I was in the underbelly of the palace. But not the one I knew, not exactly. The air shimmered, distorted like a heat mirage. Colours bled at the edges. Nothing quite held still. The corridors stretched and twisted, unfamiliar even as they mimicked the places I’d known my whole life. This was not the waking world. This was the palace beneath the palace, the bones beneath the skin.
I began to walk, my bare feet making no sound against the floor. The architecture was familiar, but only just, like remembering a song from childhood, but all the notes slightly wrong.
Corridors twisted impossibly, narrowing and opening again, tapering into stairwells I had never seen. I passed a window and saw nothing but darkness beyond, not night, not shadow, but the absence of anything. Like we floated between worlds.
Something in me began to ache.
And then I felt it: a pull. A gentle, magnetic drag behind my breastbone. Some sort of ancient song that thrummed through the air and through my blood, and I knew, knew, that if I followed it, I would find the truth.
I passed a wall covered in ivy that moved like it was breathing.
A corridor shaped like a ribcage.
A statue of something I had never seen before, horned and winged, its face wrapped in gold.
Then at last: the door.
Just like I remembered it, it stood in an alcove of ancient stone, half swallowed by the walls around it. Tall as two men, arched at the top, its surface black as pitch and veined with violet light like cracks in glass. The runes etched across it pulsed, and in that moment, I understood they were not written in a language to be read, but in a magic to be felt. A frequency, an intent. A seal.
A shudder went through me.
This was it.
Months and months of looking within the palace walls had led to this moment. And while I was relieved, to have finally found the supposed answer to my questions, a huge part of me felt fearful of what this door would reveal. The same part of me was screaming to turn around, to run to wake up. 
But if this was my one chance, I had to act, and I had to find out. I would not run. 
My hand rose on its own, as if summoned. My fingers trembled but did not stop. I was a mere millimetre away from touching the door when I paused, assessing the risk, debating. Should I or shouldn’t I? Another moment, another second, and I hedged my bets, throwing caution to the wind and letting my hand make contact with the door. 
The moment I touched it, the world ripped open.
Not literally, not the door, me.
It felt like something reached inside my chest and turned me inside out. Power howled through me, not cruel or seductive like my mother’s enchantments but raw, brutal, cosmic. It was ancient. Older than the desert. Older than the Fae. Older, even, than the palace. It wasn’t merely touching me, it was recognising me.
It saw me.
And I saw something back.
I saw a throne of bone encircled by fire. I saw a hand dipped in gold and dripping blood. I saw my mother kneeling, not in pride, but in supplication. In fear.
And a voice.
‘You are mine.’
The words weren’t spoken aloud. They landed in my bones.
I screamed.
But no sound came out. I felt my body collapse, the cold stone against my skin a sudden shock, like I had been flung back into my body from a place too far away to name. I couldn’t find where the dream ended and I began, what was real and what wasn’t, and panic, familiar, horrifying panic started to bubble up inside of me. 
And then: a hand.
Warm. Steady. Familiar.
‘Lyriel.’
The voice and touch snapped me back like a rope pulling me from deep water.
Caius.
He was crouched beside me; his eyes shadowed with something unreadable.
‘Stay with me. You’re alright. Breathe.’
I coughed, my lungs squeezing painfully as I barely managing to drag in a breath. I opened my eyes to find myself back in the familiar surroundings of my chamber, lying face down on the cold stone floor. 
Realisation settled in and I tried to sit up but Caius’ hand kept me firmly on the floor. ‘You shouldn’t be here, the guards, they will hear you’ I rasped.
‘Don’t worry about the guards.’
I stared at him, disoriented. ‘How?’
‘I have my ways. Trust me. You don’t need to worry about them.’
His hand stayed on my shoulder, grounding me. I drew in another painful breath.
‘What—’ I began, but the word caught in my throat, torn and brittle. My voice felt scorched.
Caius stepped closer and crouched beside me, careful not to touch me as he studied my face. His eyes, usually so guarded, were full of alarm and something far softer.
‘Easy,’ he murmured. ‘Don’t strain yourself by trying to speak yet. You’re shaking.’
I hadn’t noticed until he said it, but I was. Trembling like a leaf in the wind, my muscles spasming under the surface of my skin as if I’d been struck by lightning. My fingertips tingled with leftover magic, too much of it. Too wrong.
Caius kept one hand on my shoulder, but used his other hand to reach into his long dark overcoat and pull out a flask, uncorking it with a flick of his thumb before holding it out to me. I took it with unsteady hands, not bothering to ask what it contained before bringing it to my lips and gulped once, twice. The liquid burned down my throat, and I welcomed it.
‘I shouldn’t have left you alone,’ he said quietly to me. ‘I knew you’d go looking eventually. I just… I didn’t think you’d find it. I thought after the ordeal in the prison you would wait a little before attempting anything reckless again. I should have known better,’ he rolled his eyes while studying me, and I could tell he was trying to keep his tone light while I recovered from the shock of what I had just seen. 
‘It—’ My voice broke again. I swallowed hard, forced the words out. ‘It called to me. I didn’t know what it was. I took the Dreamroot and suddenly I was there. I didn’t even know where I was going, I just… ended up there.’
Caius looked away, avoiding my eyes, as if steeling himself against something. He exhaled slowly, jaw clenched.
‘You felt it, didn’t you? The door?’
I gave a faint nod.
‘The magic,’ he said, voice low and reverent, but tinged with dread. ‘It’s not your mother’s. It never was.’
‘No,’ I whispered. ‘It’s older. Deeper. It’s—’ I shook my head. ‘It’s like it recognised me.’
Caius stilled at that. His expression darkened, shadows gathering around his eyes. I watched his handsome face pinch with concern, his eyes dark and dangerous yet full of concern, and I felt a sudden longing to caress his face, to smooth out the frown lines that seemed to sit permanently upon his forehead now.
‘It would,’ he said finally. ‘Because it knows you. Because I think that magic belongs to someone who knows you so very well Lyriel.’ His eyes bore into mine, his gaze sharp and searching.  ‘That door… that’s the seal. The original one. It acts as a barrier between this world and his. And your mother built her palace on that door knowing of the ancient magic that thrums beneath, because that was the price she paid for her power, Lyriel. She chose to bind herself, and this world, to him.’
I thought I knew who he was talking about, what creature of magic was whispered to reside beneath Aralith but remained supposedly separated from our world by the powers of the Mother who had made us. But I didn’t want to accept it, not without Caius confirming what I had begun to suspect since I had seen what lay behind the door in the Dreamroot visions. 
‘Who’ I said, my voice flat and emotionless. 
‘You know who.’ He responded.  
‘No. Tell me Caius. Tell me right now who it is. Who is bound to my mother and somehow bound to me. Tell me what you know. What you have probably known for months and months and refused to tell me to ‘protect’ me or whatever you want to call it. I am sick and I am tired of the lies and riddles and challenges. I have had enough. I have earnt the truth. Tell. Me. Now’. My voice was harsh, powerful, formidable even. It took me and Caius by surprise. 
‘Lamentis. 
The name pressed against the back of my mind like something trying to get in, or trying to get out. I pushed back against it, refusing to acknowledge the truth yet. 
‘She’s been keeping it hidden since you found managed to find a way through the protective spells that first time,’ Caius continued. ‘Shielded. Warded so thoroughly no one could sense it. But Dreamroot doesn’t follow walls. It goes where the soul wants to be. And your soul—’ He stopped himself, then said softly, ‘Your soul brought you there.’
‘I saw things,’ I murmured. ‘Not just the door. I saw… people. Faces I didn’t know. My mother. Blood. Screaming. She, she was younger. Terrified. And she stood before this door and said yes.’
‘That would’ve been the beginning,’ Caius said grimly. ‘When she sealed her pact and traded whatever humanity she had left.’
‘And why do I feel it?’ I asked. ‘Why did the magic respond to me? Why did it burn me?’
Caius hesitated.
I watched him, waiting, heartbeat thudding in my ears.
‘Because you’re her daughter,’ he said at last. ‘And maybe… maybe something else.’
I blinked. ‘What do you mean?’
‘Well, none of your siblings have the powers you have begun to show, correct?'
I nodded saying nothing. 
‘Well, I cannot be sure, but if I was to guess, I would say that your mother made this pact right before she won the war, just under 19 years ago?’
I nodded again, sensing where this was going, but praying I was wrong.
‘And so, it is likely, that you were conceived around the same time as the pact was made? Since you are 18 years old am I correct?’
‘Get to the point Caius’ I snarled. 
‘I think already suspect what I am implying Lyriel’,
‘I can’t be’ I said flatly, ‘it’s impossible’.
‘It’s unprecedented, but not impossible. Lamentis is greedy, and of those of us who know that your mother made this bargain with him to access a higher level of power, none of us know what that bargain entailed. Your magic, Lyriel. It’s great. Potentially greater than anything we have seen before on Aralith. I can sense the ocean of power that lays within you. And the only explanation that I can think of, would be if you didn’t just inherit your mother’s power. But also, someone else’s. Someone not from this world. You didn’t just inherit her power. You inherited his.’
The silence between us stretched like a chasm.
‘I’m not—I can’t—’ I started, but the words faltered on my tongue. I didn’t even know what I’d been about to say. 
‘It is the only explanation. Your mother, 19 years ago, appears one day with exceptional magical gifts. No one knows how, or where she got them from. Some say she was blessed by gods; some say she swallowed a potion. But most say she got it through darker means. Three months later, she announces her pregnancy with you to the world. The timing, it’s no coincidence. I don’t know what that makes you,’ Caius said ignoring my protests and the slackness of my facial expression. ‘Half fae, half, I don’t even know what. But I can guarantee it’s why she fears you. Why she’s tried to keep you contained and suppressed and supplicant, in the hopes that the magic she knows runs through your blood will never come to see the light of day. She knows there’s something in you, she doesn’t control, and she senses, she cannot control.’
I couldn’t say anything. I just stared at Caius mutely. Nausea and shock and fear clear as day across every inch of my face. I couldn’t be his blood, his kin. What and who would that even make me. I wasn’t fae, I wasn’t creature. I was both light and dark, warmth and ice. 
My very soul cringed from the realisation. looked back at the door. That terrible, humming, beautiful thing.
‘The door’ I said after a long endless silence. ‘It felt like it wanted me to open it,’ I whispered.
‘Mother above, don’t,’ Caius said quickly, reaching out and grabbing my wrist, not hard, but enough to anchor me. ‘Promise me you won’t. Don’t try and find it again, not yet. Not until we can work out why you are being called to the door, and why he wants it opened.’
I didn’t promise. 
Not because I didn’t want to. Mother, I wanted to. I wanted that door to remain shut for all of eternity, to never find out the truth about the darkness that lay beyond, that lay within me. 
No, I didn’t promise because a part of me wasn’t sure I could.



Chapter 17 

The silence swelled between us as we sat, knee to knee, on the cold stone floor. The air in my chamber was too still, too tight, pressing against my skin like the weight of another world trying to bleed through.
I couldn’t seem to meet Caius’s eyes. I just stared at the floor, where the flask of amber liquid now lay empty on its side, forgotten. My limbs were leaden, my breath shallow. Everything inside me felt like it had cracked down the middle, something jagged and dark and ancient pushing up through the fault line.
‘What does that make me?’ I asked after an eternity of silence. My voice was hoarse, almost inaudible. ‘If what you said is true… if I’m his—' I couldn’t finish the sentence. I couldn’t bring myself to say the word.
Caius didn’t answer right away. I heard the faint creak of leather from his jacket as he shifted beside me, moving closer so that we were eye level. I still didn’t look at him.
‘Am I even of this world?’ I whispered. ‘Is any of this mine? My magic, my soul, my—' I stopped again. My hands had begun to tremble, and I dug my fingers into the stone to ground myself. ‘All this time I thought she hated me because I wasn’t enough. But what if it’s worse than that? What if she hates me because she knows exactly what I am, and even she secretly fears it?’
Finally, I turned to look at him.
‘What if I’m more of a monster than she is?’
Caius didn’t flinch. He didn’t deny it. That almost broke me.
Instead, he reached for me, slowly, deliberately, and placed a warm hand at the side of my neck, his thumb brushing lightly along the edge of my jaw. His eyes searched mine, unflinching.
‘You’re not a monster,’ he said quietly. ‘You’re not your blood. You’re not the magic that calls to you. You are Lyriel. You are stubborn and sharp and too clever by half, and you are still you. Knowing this changes nothing of the person you are.’
I blinked hard. ‘You don’t know that.’
‘I do.’ His hand didn’t move. ‘I know I haven’t known you for long, but in the short time I have, I’ve seen you fight for people who wouldn’t lift a finger for you. I’ve seen you risk everything for the truth. Whatever darkness is in you… it’s not what defines you. Not unless you let it.’
I swallowed hard, tears threatening. I didn’t let them fall.
‘But if his blood runs through my veins,’ I said, ‘if I’m tied to that door, to him, then how do I know what’s mine and what isn’t? How do I know if the voice calling to me is me… or him?’
Caius looked away then, jaw tight. His fingers slipped from my skin, curling into a fist at his side.
‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I wish I did. But whatever it is — you’re not facing it alone.’
That broke something in me.
My body moved before I could stop it, collapsing against his chest, burying myself in the heat of him. His arms came around me instantly, strong and steady. I felt his strong pounding heartbeat under my cheek. My anchor in the storm.
We stayed like that for a long moment. No words. Just breath and silence and the kind of grief that doesn’t know what shape to take.
Then I said, softly, ‘Why now? Why would Lamentis call to me now? Why not years ago when I was born?’
Caius’s hand paused its long gentle stroke across my back. He didn’t answer.
I pulled back enough to see his face. ‘You know something,’ I said. ‘Tell me.’
‘I don’t know for sure.” His voice was rough. ‘But there are stories. Whispers. Old things that shouldn’t be remembered. About what Lamentis wants most.”
‘What?’
His gaze caught mine. ‘A vessel.’
The word echoed in my chamber like a curse.
‘A body,’ he clarified. ‘A link to this world. One strong enough to hold his magic, to carry it, wield it. Not just a servant, a piece of him. A daughter of both realms.’
A chill swept over my skin, deep and wrong.
‘My spies tell me, that while he made your mother powerful, but she was only ever meant to be a conduit. Temporary. And it is thought that she knew the price of her power, and why Lamentis asked only for her to lay with him, as payment for her gifts. She knew he wanted his power to be passed on. 
I think that’s why she’s afraid of you, Lyriel, and has tried so hard to destroy you for the last 18 years. She hoped she could crush the power she has long suspected you had, out of you. Because… if what he desired came true, and you’re the vessel he’s been longing for…’
He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to.
I stumbled to my feet, breath catching, nausea twisting in my gut.
‘I can’t be,’ I said again, louder this time. ‘I won’t be. What does he want me to do? Become sort of tyrant of Aralith? Rule this world while he rules Under? I won’t bow to him; I won’t bow to a creature who wields pain and suffering like it’s a crown he is proud to wear.’
Caius stood with me. ‘Then we stop it. We find a way.’
‘How’ I demanded. ‘How do you expect to stop it. He is an all-powerful creature from another realm and I am some sort of conduit half breed for him to channel his darkness through.’ My voice started to rise, fury and exhaustion getting the better of me as I spoke the truth out loud for the first time. 
‘And how do you know all this Caius? How is it you suddenly seem to have all the answers after months of nothing. Of just standing on the sidelines with your cryptic messages and half answers. Why do you even care Caius – I don’t even know who you are or where you come from. What the hell has any of this got to do with you’ I yelled, waving my hands in a violent gesture. 
He had opened his mouth to answer, his face still calm and smooth, but his bunched fists betraying his rising anger, when the fae light in the chamber flickered violently. The temperature dropped in an instant, frost blooming across the stones beneath my feet like fingers.
We both froze.
A sound rolled through the room, low and faint and horrifying.
A heartbeat that belonged to neither me nor Caius. No, it was coming from beneath the floor, beneath the stones and walls and channels of the palace. Distant, but drawing nearer.
Thud-thud. Thud-thud.
I knew in my gut what it was. The door. It was pulsing. Calling.
‘Caius,’ I whispered.
‘I hear it.’
We exchanged a single glance, laced with fear. 
Then we ran.
We tore open my chamber door, and I was surprised to find the corridor beyond empty. No guards, nothing. But I had no time to wonder where they had gone, Caius gripped my hand and dragged me down the palace corridor, our feet slamming against the stone, the cold chasing us like a tide.
Behind us, the fae light that lit the walls kept flickering.
And under our feet—
Thud-thud.
Thud-thud.
I didn’t know where Caius was leading me. I just knew he had a direction, and I didn’t. My thoughts were fractured, not even thoughts anymore, just sensations, the shock and panic of the evening’s revelations preventing me from acting and merely allowing me to be led by him.  
We reached the end of a hall and stopped at a blank wall. Panic rose in my throat, there was no way out. A dead end. I turned to run back the way we came, but Caius halted me, placing a hand against the small of my back, while he pressed his other palm to a section of the stone, murmured something I couldn’t hear.
The wall shimmered, then dissolved, not into air, but into shadow. I had a second to register my own shock before he pulled me through. 
On the other side was a heavy, almost suffocating darkness. I let my eyes adjust to my surroundings and I took in the tunnel. It had been cut into the bedrock of Aralith, the stones marked by time and blood and things that weren’t meant to last.
‘What is this place?’ I gasped.
‘A place the Queen, and hopefully, the Underside, doesn’t know about,’ he said, voice tight. 
Thud-thud.
I pressed my hand to my chest. The pulsing wasn’t under the floor anymore.
It was under my skin. It was inside me, like it had awoken the moment I touched that door.
Caius noticed.
‘Lyriel…’
Before he could reach for me, a voice came from deeper in the dark.
‘You shouldn’t have brought her here.’
We both spun around in shock, but I already knew the voice. Low. Sharp. Tired in the way a blade is tired from killing too often.
Ashen. He was here, alive, in the castle. Ashen.
He stepped out of the shadows as if they’d opened for him. His clothes, the same as the night he had left me in the dessert, were ripped and bloody. His hair was mussed, and he looked pale and unwell in the low light of the tunnel. In one hand, he held a dagger, and I noted how he didn’t raise it, but merely kept it loosely by his side. 
Caius bristled beside me. ‘How did you—'
Ashen didn’t answer him. His eyes were locked on me, sharp and searching. ‘Lyriel’ he murmured, his voice soft as velvet as he took me in. 
I didn’t know what to say, so I remained silent and simply stared at the man in front of me. 
‘Lyriel, I don’t know where to start’ he said, letting out a long, shaking breath. 
I felt something unruly bloom in my chest in that moment, in the utter, inadequacy of the words after everything I had been through. And perhaps it was the lack of sleep, or the horror of the last few weeks, or the fact that even now, I could still feel the foreign heartbeat pounding inside me over and over and over. I couldn’t take it anymore. Enough was enough. 
With an anger I didn’t even attempt to restrain, I bared my teeth at Ashen, and lunged for his throat. 

Chapter 18

Ashen stumbled backward, eyes wide, but I was already on him. My fingers found the collar of his shirt, yanking him down so violently that the breath left his lungs in a startled grunt. We hit the ground hard, sandstone spraying beneath us, and for a moment, there was nothing but the sound of my ragged breathing and the pulse of that foreign heartbeat echoing in my ears.
‘How dare you,’ I hissed, my voice trembling with fury. ‘You don’t get to not know where to start. You don’t get to act like some helpless bystander when you were the one who set it all in motion!’
Ashen didn’t fight back. He didn’t even lift his hands. He just stared up at me, the muscles in his jaw tightening, a flicker of guilt, or was it fear, crossing his face.
‘Lyriel—'
‘Don’t.’ The word cracked through the air like a whip. ‘You lied to me. You destroyed everything I knew. You used me.’ My magic flared with my rage, a heat that rippled through my veins, coiling beneath my skin. I could feel Caius moving behind me, could sense the pull of whatever his power was, trying to steady the room, but I didn’t stop. ‘You told the world my mother’s evil secret, and you condemned me with her!’
‘Enough!’ Caius’s voice cut through the chaos like steel. A surge of invisible pressure lifted me back, pinning me several feet away from Ashen. My chest heaved, my fists clenched, the air between us trembling with residual magic.
‘Let me go,’ I snarled, struggling against the unseen hold.
‘No,’ Caius said, stepping between us, his calm a thin mask over something harder. ‘Not until you decide whether you’re here to fight or to listen.’
I glared past him, breath coming in ragged gasps, meeting Ashen’s gaze over Caius’s shoulder. He looked wrecked. Eyes rimmed red, mouth tight, guilt carved into every line of his face.
And suddenly I didn’t know whether I wanted to kill him, or to comfort him. He looked so pathetically small in that moment, I almost felt sorry for him. I cast the thought aside quickly, trying to gather my thoughts, and cool the still red hot anger within me. 
‘How about you start at where you left me’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘How about you start by telling me where on this Earth you were when I was being tortured and starved in the dungeons of this palace’. 
He blanched, his usually golden skin going even paler. 
‘I, I needed to make sure I was able to buy you more time. I needed to –‘
‘No,’ I said, my voice tight, brittle. ‘You don’t get to walk in here with some pathetic excuse about buying me time like you didn’t abandon me in that gods-forsaken cell. Like you didn’t leave me.’
Ashen’s face shifted, not with guilt, not exactly. Something more like weariness. ‘Lyriel—'
‘Don’t,’ I snapped. ‘You could’ve warned me. You could’ve stayed. It was your fault I was there in the first place. But you vanished. And I nearly lost my mind in there.’
‘I had to disappear,’ he said. ‘If I’d stayed, they would’ve killed me without hesitation. And you’d be walking straight into this alone.’
Caius stepped slightly between us, not as a barrier, just a steadying presence. ‘She still did walk into it alone.’ I realised with a pang that he was angry too. That he had also been betrayed by Ashen’s absence. 
Ashen’s mouth pulled into a line. ‘I was trying to keep our options open. How did I know she was going to use Dreamroot?’
‘Our options?’ I barked a bitter laugh. ‘I don’t know what game you are playing Ashen. You lie, you vanish, you spread rumours about my family. You are a member of Illudere and yet you act in every way as if you are not. What is your end goal here Ashen? Who do you truly serve?’
‘I serve you,’ he said quietly. ‘I have from the start. Everything I have done, has been to serve you, Lyriel.’
I stared at him, stunned silent for a heartbeat. Then I shook my head. ‘No. Don’t twist this into loyalty now.’
‘I’m not,’ Ashen said. ‘But everything we’ve done,’ he turned to face Caius, ‘both of us, has been to keep this from happening. To stop you from becoming what they want you to be.’
My eyes flicked to Caius. He didn’t meet them. Just said, voice low, ‘It’s true.’
I stepped back, breath hitching. ‘You two were working together?’
The two men glanced at each other, and I could have sworn a flicker of something wordless passed between them. Ashen answered me first. ‘Yes. We have been.’
‘Why?’ I asked, momentarily distracted. 
‘This started a while ago, Lyriel. It would take an age –‘ 
‘I have time’ I snapped sharply. 
But it was Caius who interrupted, an impatient snarl on his mouth. ‘We can all sit and exchange life stories once we are out of immediate danger, but right now, let’s work on getting out of the situation we find ourselves in’. 
I scowled at the condescending tone but allowed the interruption. I made a mental note to ask how these two men, so different and yet so similar in mannerisms, had met in an earlier life.
‘How much time do you think we have?’ Ashen asked Cauis. 
‘Not enough. We don’t have the luxury of delaying the tether’s awakening while we searched for a spell that could break it. Not anymore. The door must have acted as a trigger, luring her down there, willing her to touch it and make the connection’. 
‘Is he…able to see us now? Do you think? Through Lyriel’. 
I felt my jaw open at the suggestion. At the thought of him using me as a window to peer through. The faint pulse that continued to echo beneath my ribs sent a violent surge of nausea through me. It was like a second heartbeat not of my own.
‘What exactly is it?’ I whispered. ‘This tether?’
Ashen’s jaw worked for a moment before he said, ‘A living bond. Between realms. Between you and him.’
‘Your magic is his foothold,’ Caius added. ‘The stronger you grow, the more real he becomes.’
I felt sick. “So, what, I just stop using it? Shut it down?”
‘You can’t,’ Ashen said. ‘It’s not something you use. It’s you. We had both always wondered whether your mother’s suppression would work, Lyriel. It’s one of the reasons we came to seek you out. We wanted to know what we would be dealing with. When I first met you at those rocks, and you seemed so young and gentle, as well as undeniably spirited. And yet, you showed no signs of magic, and I saw no signs of him in you. I was so relieved, we all were, you know. We thought that perhaps the rumours weren’t true. And as time went on, and I met you over and over again, I became more convinced that there was no link between you and Lamentis. You were 18 years old I told myself; you would have shown magical ability by then if you had magic. I convinced myself that your mother’s methods must have worked. She must have crushed it out of you’. Ashen’s mouth was a thin, grim line. He continued. ‘But then, I took you to the village, and you experienced joy, real joy for the first time. And you shone like starlight, real, bright, lovely starlight, right there, in the square, in the centre of our village. And the horror I felt in that moment, knowing that through your blood, your breath, he was inside you, waiting. I couldn’t get you out there fast enough, after you confirmed everything that Caius and I had feared for years, without even meaning to.’
I gawped at him, anger at the betrayal building from within me. He had lied at me. Over and over again. So many lies. 
Caius cut in before I managed to muster the words to contain my fury. 
‘I didn’t agree with Ashen’s methods’ he said coldly, his flashing eyes on the male who now knelt sadly in front of me. ‘I wanted to approach you with the truth from the start. You may be young and naïve, but better that you are overprepared for what might be approaching than caught unawares. That night at the village, you might remember, I did try to tell you…’
‘You would have terrified her’ Ashen said, teeth gritted, staring at his friend with cold eyes. ‘She needed time for Mothers sake. I wanted to allow her time to figure this out by herself’. 
Caius merely shrugged and placed his hands inside his trouser pockets. 
‘And yet, look where we are now. She didn’t need time, she needed information’. 
‘Don’t you dare-‘
‘Enough!’ I yelled, cutting across both of their rising growls. 
The word echoed in the sudden silence of the dark tunnel. I let it. I let them sit, in the quiet, and let them both think about what they had done. How they had played me from the very start. I didn’t trust either of them, how could I? They had schemed and lied and now, I sat, in a hidden corridor somewhere within the palace walls, a prisoner within my own home. 
It was a full five minutes before I spoke. And when I did I was surprised to hear my voice low and cold and clear. 
‘You have both lied to me. From the very start, you have both lied. I don’t care about your intentions. I don’t care about what you were trying to achieve. I don’t care that you were trying to protect me or whatever the Mother it is you were trying to do. I don’t care, I don’t care!’ I yelled the last word, hearing it echo repeatedly down the dark walls. 
Care, care, care. 
I waited for silence to return and watched as both men turned to look at me, their heads slightly bowed as they waited for what I next wanted to say.
‘All I care about is what we do next. How I stop this link between myself and the Underside. How do we break the tether. How can I stop him breaking through. How do I beat my mother. How do I escape this place now she knows the truth.’ 
Both men looked at each other before Ashen turned to me, his eyes pained. 
‘We don’t know yet Lyriel. It’s like we said. We needed more time to find that out. We wanted to find a way protect you from him, before he found a way to ignite the tether between you two. Protect you from what you might become if he breaks through.’
I swallowed hard. ‘And what happens if he does break through before we find an answer?’
Neither of them answered right away.
Ashen finally said, ‘Then this world, as we know it, falls’. 

Chapter 19

We sat in that underground tunnel for a long time. At one point, my legs had given way, and I now lay, sprawled on the floor, with my back against the cold sandstone wall. I let me head tilt back as I contemplated the events that had led up to this moment. I could sense both men watching me, but I truly had nothing more to say to either of them in this moment, and so I ignored them both completely. 
It seemed like years ago I had crept out of my room to visit Nayda, and I wondered idly whether she has sensed what I had awoken within the palace. With a surge of horror, I wondered if my mother had sensed it also. The consequences of that could be…deadly. 
A plan. We needed a plan. I rubbed my eyes with my thumb and forefinger, willing myself to concentrate on the facts. The most important thing was to find a way to stop the Underside from breaking through into this world. Who could help us with this? Both men in front of me had clearly exhausted all of their own options, and I was sick and tired of relying on others for my own safety. I needed to take back control. Would my family know? Would my mother? Surely if she did know she would have done so years ago, destroyed the one thing she feared at the first chance she could get. No, I didn’t think my mother would know. I doubted Raph, Maeve or Elyndor would know anything of this. Raph was always burying his head in a book, and was a scholar at heart, but this was unprecedented. I had never heard of anything in all of my historical studies that even mentioned anything of the sort. 
Some words I had heard a long time ago, suddenly sprung to the forefront of my mind. 
‘You have such wonderous light within your soul. Ensure it stays that way child’. 
Elder Kharis had muttered this to me on that first day I had shown my magic. The words, at the time, meant little to me. But now I understood. He was warning me, to keep hold of my own power, and of myself. It was like he had known, even then, of the tether that lay dormant inside of me. It was a long shot, but perhaps he knew how I could stop the link. 
‘Elder Kharis’ I muttered loud enough to draw the attention of the two men who sat in front of me. 
‘What about him’ Ashen said quickly. 
‘He knew, at the dance, he knew what lay inside of me. He told me my light didn’t belong to this world, he told me to keep hold of myself. He might know how to stop this, how to break the tether.’
Caius sat up a little, his expression unreadable as he thought about what I had said. 
‘Elder Kharis is a very old, very forgetful man. I am not denying he has his moments, but he is not the pillar of strength he used to be Lyriel. I wouldn’t put too much emphasis on the words he speaks’. 
I shook my head. ‘You might be right. But there is something in this, I can feel it.  He recognised me, in that moment, at that dance, for exactly who I was. He saw what lay within and told me to choose light. I have to speak to him. I don’t know who else could help’. 
I turned away from the doubt in their faces. I couldn’t stand it in that moment. To my surprise, it was Caius who came over to me and lay a large hand gently on my shoulder. 
‘If you think it’s worth a try, I trust your judgement Lyriel. We will work together to find a way to get you out of this caste, so you are able to meet with him’. 
I turned to him, and looked up at that sharp, angled face. The high cheekbones and strong jawline. His eyes were soft though and understanding flowed through them. The emotion that I could see in his usually nonchalant expression almost cracked me in half, but I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek to stop from breaking. I would not show weakness, not to Caius, not to Ashen, not to anyone. 
I nodded once in acknowledgement of what Caius had said and cleared my throat loudly. When I finally spoke, I was relieved to hear my voice come out smooth and clear, with no hint of a wobble to betray my own fear. 
‘We should go at night, naturally, but not too late. I will need to be back before sunrise, and I would like to allow enough time to speak freely with Elder Kharis. I will need your assistance in finding a new way out of the castle as I am sure that my mother will have placed guards around the perimeter of the walls. One of you will need to convince the Elder to talk to me, as I am sure my presence in your village will not be entirely welcomed after my last visit and knowing what I now know about my heritage.’ I paused, thinking on my next orders while both men stared at me. I was surprised to see Ashen looking a little taken aback at the sudden stream of demands, whereas Caius leaned against the wall, one eyebrow raised and a rueful smile playing around his lips. 
‘I think also – I think I would like to learn a little more about my magic. I would like to know how to control it further, keep it down when I need to, utilise it should I have to. I think that could be part of the key in helping me, hold onto myself’. 
‘I don’t know. For a while we were concerned that using your magic would strengthen the tether between you and the Underside. We don’t know for sure that’s not the case,’ Ashen protested. 
‘We don’t know for sure it is though’ Caius countered. 
‘We don’t know anything for sure’ I snapped, silencing them both. ‘What we do know is that every person from every corner is coming for us, either to control, torture or kill. Now, I don’t think it could do us any further harm to make sure that I am able to defend myself, should the worst-case scenario arise.’ My tone was harsh, impatient, royal, I realised with horror. I sounded like Maeve. No. I sounded like my mother! I cringed a little and tried to let my next words come out in a warmer, more pleasant tone. 
‘Do either of you, have any suggestions?’ I asked sweetly. 
‘Yes’ Ashen said first. ‘We should do this in two nights time, on the eve of the full moon. Most of the village will out celebrating the ritual that night, and so we won’t need to be concerned about them seeing you. I can ask Elder Kharis to stay behind, he won’t mind, he hates the walk to the ritual across the dunes.’ 
I nodded and gave him a tight smile. He smiled back a little shyly. I still hadn’t forgiven him for the months of lies and betrayal, I had barely had time to process all of these new truths revealed to me tonight. But I appreciated his willingness to help, and I supposed I could take all the help I could get at this point. 
Caius spoke next. ‘I can smuggle you out of the castle, I have my own ways of getting around this place without detection’ he said secretively.
I raised an eyebrow. ‘What sort of ways?’ 
‘Oh, you know, this and that. Don’t ask it will ruin the surprise’. 
‘Does it look anything like you melting away stone walls with a touch of your palm?’ I hissed. 
He just gave me a lazy grin and tapped the side of his nose with a long index finger. ‘That’s not even the half of it Lyriel’. 
I huffed, blowing air out of my nose, amused despite myself. Ashen had watched the exchange with a small frown on his face, unhappiness showing clearly on his face. But he smoothed his expression quickly when he saw me looking at him. 
‘What about the training?’ I asked finally. 
A small, quick glance, between both fae in front of me. I couldn’t discern what it meant. 
‘We can take it in turns training you’ Ashen said, ‘let’s start after the meeting with Elder Kharis’. 
‘Fine’ I said, sensing some mutual hesitation there but choosing to let it go. ‘Well, if that’s all, I think we better get me back to my chamber before one of the guards returns, sees my bed empty, and mother locks me back in the dungeons.’ I turned on my heel, hand out to Caius, he raised his eyebrows in puzzled question. 
‘Well, I can’t very well magic my way through walls can I’ I huffed. 
‘You know you probably could…’ he countered. 
‘I don’t think now is the time to learn that particular skillset Caius.’
He rolled his eyes and took my hand before leading me back towards the wall in which we had entered through. I hadn’t so much as looked at Ashen, but his voice rang out, loud and clear and emotional before Caius had even touched the wall. 
‘I’m, I’m sorry Lyriel. I hated lying to you. I really did’. I turned my head to look at him, and saw his pleading eyes, his broken expression. For a moment, I felt myself yearning to comfort him, to tell him that I forgave him, to be held in his strong, muscled arms for long enough to feel like nothing in the world could harm me. 
But then I remembered that he had harmed me. And so instead I said nothing. I let the pain of what he had done to me show on my face, before turning to Caius, squeezing his hand and quietly saying ‘let’s go’. 
Without hesitation, he placed his palm face down on the wall, let it become a shining liquid, before we stepped through it, and I became no more.  

CHAPTER 19 – The Illusion of Normalcy


The castle felt quieter than it should have.
Caius left me inside my chamber just before the first light bled into the horizon, saying nothing more than a soft ‘Sleep, Lyriel,’ before vanishing back into the shadows. I hadn’t responded. I’d only turned towards my large, comfortable bed, my limbs moving as if underwater.
The room was quiet and still, the same as I had left it. As if my very world hadn’t been completely turned on its axis in discovering the life altering news that had been shared with me tonight. I undressed slowly, letting the clothes drop to the floor, and then climbed in between the smooth, silk sheets of my bed. The fire was still burning quietly in the hearth, and even the silver comb I’d left on the vanity yesterday glinted in its usual place. 
I lay back into the pillows, and to my great surprise, fell hard and fast into a deep, exhausted, dreamless sleep, that carried me away into the night. 

I woke late in the morning, eyes gritty, head heavy. For a long moment I lay staring at the canopy above my bed, heart pounding as memories of the night before appeared to me in quick succession. As if in response to an unseen threat, I felt my magic pulsed faintly beneath my skin, insistent, like the slow rhythm of a distant drum. A reminder. I would never be alone again.
Before I could let the vicious thoughts envelope me, I pulled my exhausted body from the soft and warm bed, dressing in a loose beige linen dress that flowed simply down my body, the fabric soft and light in the late morning heat. I pulled my hair into a singular braid down the back of my head before securing it with a strap of soft brown leather. No attendants came in to help me, and I wasn’t sure if that was by the Queen’s order, or if they were simply frightened of me. Either way, I preferred it.
The walk to the dining hall felt surreal. Every step echoed too loudly in the high corridors, only made even louder by the two guards who flanked me on either side. Further guards nodded at the men without expression as we passed. A few servants turned away too quickly, avoiding my eye. I kept my chin high and said nothing.
When stilled as I entered the hall, surprised to see my family still seated. Usually they dined earlier than this, and I was hoping to enjoy a moment alone at breakfast today to gather myself. Willing steel into my eyes, I walked towards my usual seat, aware of the heavy, noticeable silence in the room at my entrance. I tried to catch Raph’s attention, to see if he would be able to give me a small indication as to why they were all still at breakfast, but he remained duly focused on his plate, and the open book he had next to it, avoiding looking at me. 
The Queen sat at the head of the long table, regal and still, a goblet of dark wine in her hand. Maeve lounged beside her, tossing grapes into her mouth one by one. 
‘You're late,’ Maeve drawled, popping another grape into her mouth. ‘Sleep well?’
I ignored her and took my place in silence, spooning papaya and yoghurt into my bowl, and pouring myself my usual large, dark coffee. 
I waited for the inevitable grilling, from Maeve, my mother, or any of them. But the meal passed without mention of the days I’d been missing. No one asked where I’d been. No one questioned the dark purple circles under my eyes. In fact, no one said anything at all. The Queen sipped her wine and read correspondence that had been brought to her on a large, silver tray, and placed down on the table in front of her. Raph turned pages without once glancing up, the tension evident in his hunched stance and tense shoulders. Maeve whistled tunelessly while staring at a large map she had laid out on the table in front of her, and running her fingers across different points in the land. 
It was as though the past weeks had been swallowed whole, erased. As if nothing had even happened. 
I wasn’t fooled. Their silence was deliberate. An act. Another one of the many mind games I knew my mother loved to play. 
When the meal was over, I stood and left without a word, allowing the guards to flank my sides again, as I exited the room. 

I headed straight to the library and was pleased to find it cool and shadowed when I arrived. Dust motes swam in the shafts of light streaming through the high arched windows. The air smelled of leather and ink, familiar, comforting.
I worked my way up and down the aisles, pulling tome after tome from the shelves. Anything I could find on ancient magic. On possession. On the Underside. Most of it was useless, poetic musings on darkness and light, old myths written in metaphor.
But I didn’t stop looking. I was desperate to find anything on the matter, anything that could give me an edge. But as I continued searching, it looked like someone else had had the same idea before me. So many of the books I tore from the shelves had been altered. One book had pages torn from the centre. Another had been scorched around the edges, blackened as if someone had tried to burn the truth from it. I placed both back in the shelves, cursing whoever had mutilated such an ancient piece of work. My fingers skimmed over the titles on the shelves, before pausing, suddenly, at a book with a cobalt blue cover, and glowing silver lettering. I had felt something, when I had let my finger hover over that book, a small pulse from inside me, as if my magic was sparking faintly in response to it. I pulled it down from the shelf and opened it, finding the margins scribbled over in a language I didn’t recognize. But the pull grew stronger, my magic flaring even further as I flipped through page after page of scribbles. 
I took that book with me to a reading alcove and poured over it for hours. Time slipped by unnoticed. My mind spun with half-formed questions and glimpses of understanding. There were symbols that repeated, a three-pronged spiral, a closed eye, and a figure drawn with no mouth.
That last one stirred something in me. I’d seen it before. Somewhere. I didn’t know where.
I was left alone in that room for most of the day, and the sun had begun to set when I finally leaned back in my chair, rubbing my temples. My thoughts were beginning to loop, and my head was pounding from so many hours of uninterrupted studying and so I called it an evening.  I couldn’t make sense of any of these symbols, and hoped that Caius or Ashen would have better luck. The books were large and heavy and I knew I wouldn’t be able to take them back to my room without the guards looking at what I had been reading about, so I grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil, and quickly traced the three symbols that kept reappearing within the text. The ones my magic responded the strongest to, before gathering the books and tucking them into the hidden compartment beneath the cushion of the window seat. It was the same one I had used as a child to hide sweets and prohibited stories, and I found myself smiling slightly at the memory of what I used to hide in here. 
Outside the glass, the sky was beginning to bleed purple, and I watched it for a long while, letting night fall, and wondering what the two fae men, who had become such huge parts of my life, were doing at this moment on the other side of the palace walls. I imagined them both in their town, discussing my return with Elder Kharis, Ashen warm and persuasive, Caius his cooler shadow. I prayed that the Elder was open to me returning to his village. I so desperately needed answers, and he was the only person I could think of who might be able to provide me with them. 
I knew Ashen wouldn’t fail me. He would convince the Elder to see me tomorrow, and then, I would leave the palace again, this time, in search for answers.
But tonight, I needed to prepare, and so I let the two guards return me to my room, where I spent most of the evening lying on my bed, studying the three symbols, and testing the pulse of magic, now so easily accessible, that seemed now to be a constant hum under my skin. 



CHAPTER 20 – The Terrible Truth

The following day passed in a similar blur. I rose early for breakfast, my head pounding from the late night I had spent practicing feeling my magic. I found myself easily drained by it, and yet my skin seemed to hum with the energy of it. 
As they had been before, my family were stationed in their usual places for breakfast, as if expecting me at the early hours of the morning. I dutifully ignored them, as they did me, and breakfast passed in a similar way to the day before. If my mother thought I found the heavy silence uncomfortable, she was wrong. I much preferred it to the usual snide comments and painful questioning in which I was usually subject to. 
I spent the afternoon in the library again, finding further books containing symbols and lines that I could not decipher and yet I was drawn to. I still, had found no information on the Underside, and the powers of the king who resided there. Further books contained ruined pages, confirming my suspicion that someone who had looked before me, had destroyed any information that would be useful to me. 

I stayed in the library reading until it was late, returning to my room only when the light started to turn a deep, blood, red outside. I gave the guards a little wave as they deposited me back in my room, feigning tiredness and telling them I wouldn’t be having dinner this evening and to allow me some time to rest. I prayed that this would be enough to stop them checking in on me late in the night. 
Once the door was firmly locked behind me, and I had ascertained that the guards were not about to check in on me, I strode quickly and quietly to the large oak wardrobe at the other end of my room. I opted for tight black trousers, a black vest top, and knee-high leather boots. Around my waist, I wore a low-slung belt, within which I tucked several knives of varying lengths. I surveyed myself in the mirror. My long, strawberry blonde hair fell in one long braid down my back, contrasting with the dark black of my outfit. I was thinner than I had been in a while due to the time spent in the dungeons, and my clothes hung a little more loosely than I would have liked. I sighed a little with displeasure as I surveyed my reflection in front of me.  My eyes, usually so bright and green, seemed duller than normal, with dark smudges underneath them. In the wake of all I had learnt the last couple of days, I thought I wouldn’t care about how I looked, what I saw reflected to me in the mirror, but I felt my heart squeeze as I surveyed the person in the mirror in front of me, as if unable to recognise her. In the end, I chose to turn away, towards the large double window to survey the night cloaking the palace in it’s shroud of velvet and secrets.
I stood surveying the night for a long while, the cold pressing into my skin, eyes locked on the dark moonlit sky beyond my window. The moment the clock read 10pm, Caius emerged the wall behind my bed like a ghost, his expression unreadable, his black tunic blending with the darkness behind him.
‘Oh, I do love when you’re ready for me’ he said, his voice full of a heavy tension that made me toes curl against my will. 
‘I am nothing if not punctual’ I smirked, responding to his sarcasm with my own. 
He nodded, his smile tight, as if acknowledging my attempt to keep the atmosphere as light and easy as possible. Before he said another word, he reached out towards the wall he had come from. His palm hovered before the sandstone, and the wall melted open like wax beneath flame. For a moment, I watched as it shimmered before us, a liquid portal, it’s light enchanting and entrancing, beckoning me towards it like a sirens song. But I was fragged back down to reality by the harsh grip of Caius’ hand on mine, and together, we stepped through it into silence.
The passage on the other side was narrow and ancient, lit only by the faint glow of Caius’s hand. We walked without speaking. My heart pounded too hard in my chest, the knowledge of what I was about to do thick and heavy in my lungs.
We emerged beyond the city walls half an hour later, just where the dunes I had spied on my first visit to the village began. Ashen waited, wrapped in a dark cloak, a hood drawn over his silver-blond hair, and his expression unreadable. As we drew closer, his eyes met mine briefly, cautious, perhaps even a little ashamed, but neither of us said a word. I simple stepped from Caius’ hold, into Ashen’s, ignoring the gnawing feeling in my gut as one man handed me over to the next, and allowed myself to be escorted onwards, to where hopefully, answers lay. 
We moved together, quickly and quietly, avoiding any larger settlements as we did last time, and skirting through the outer edge of villages under the cover of night. The full moon cast a pale glow across the desert sand, illuminating every movement in silver and shadow. I stayed silent as Ashen used his magic to get us there quickly. After half an hour of travelling, I started to hear music drifting faintly — the festival had begun.
But I knew Elder Kharis would not be there. As expected, the town was quiet when we entered, with most people out celebrating the solstice. It felt fitting that we finally reached his hut just as the last drumbeats faded into the dunes.
The old man’s dwelling was not what I expected. It was small, round, and crumbling in places, with thick woven blankets hung over the door in place of wood. Caius knocked once on the stone wall exterior before ducking inside and motioning for me to follow.
The smell of dried herbs and smoke hit me instantly, sharp and ancient. Candles burned low in every corner, casting flickering shadows over the curved walls. Elder Kharis sat in the centre of the room, cross-legged on the floor. He looked even older than I remembered, more bone than flesh, his papery skin fragile looking and wrapped in a robe of ochre and grey.
But his eyes… his eyes were bright and expecting. His age had not clouded his brain then. 
He stared at me the moment I entered. Unblinking. Unnervingly still, before giving me a small, toothless smile and beckoning me in closer. 
‘So,’ he rasped. ‘The light returns.’
I froze just inside the doorway. ‘You knew I’d come?’
‘I hoped you would,’ he said. ‘Especially after last time you came here and dazzled all with that wonderous light of yours. But I wasn’t certain you would. You’ve been running from yourself for so long, child. It’s a wonder you didn’t burst.’
Ashen shifted beside me, uncomfortable. ‘She’s not—'
‘I wasn’t speaking to you, Ashen,’ Kharis interrupted gently. ‘You have protected this woman admirably and played your part with strength and compassion. But it is not your part to play. It is up to Lyriel to do what she wishes with the knowledge she now has.’ 
I stepped forward. ‘You told me, during my last visit, to hold onto my light. That it didn’t belong to this world. What did you mean?’
He smiled. Slowly. Sadly.
‘You already know the answer to that,’ he said.
I lowered myself to sit opposite him on the floor and pondered on what he was saying. 
‘Well…yes and no. Yes, in that I know now, that I am the link between this world and his. I know that is who I am, and I know what resides within me. Or at least what could reside within me. But to hold onto my light, how can I do that, and not awaken the inevitable? How can I keep being me, with this growing power underneath my skin, and not become…him’ I finished, somewhat lamely. 
I was half hoping the Elder would deny everything I had said, tell me I wasn’t the tether, and that we had got it all wrong. But he did not. 
A breath left my lungs like a blow.
 ‘The night you were born’ he said, his eyes distant now as he cast his mind back, remembering, ‘the sky felt as if it had split in two the night your soul entered this world. Magic that hadn’t been felt in an age stirred in the roots of the earth, all the way from your palace, and across every realm in Aralith. I remember hearing of a baby being born in the palace, a princess, with eyes a vibrant shade of green. A witch child, it was rumoured. Oh yes, it sounds hard to believe, but that very night I suspected that something new had entered our world, something that made the land quake and the earth tremble with a different sort of magic to anything I had ever seen before. I didn’t know it was you, and I didn’t know whether what I feared would ever come to light, I just knew that something, or someone, with the power to alter history, had happened that night. I thought about that moment over the years, thought about what it could mean and whether I would ever find out more about what or who had manifested that response from the very ground beneath our feet. But an answer never came to me. 
Not until these two boys arrived on my doorstep a few years ago, speaking of tales of danger and war and total world annihilation. I thought what they were saying was a load of rubbish! Everyone in the town did. We humoured these two for years, paying idle attention to them and what they were doing. How foolish we all were to dismiss them so…
That night you came here Lyriel, and you showed your power for the first time, I felt it again. The same ripple, the same signal, but this time so much stronger. And I felt my magic fight with itself, warning me to stay away and yet desperate for me to be closer. To touch the power that you were emitting so brightly from the joy you felt while with us. The shock I felt! Please forgive me if I came across as rude after that moment. I could barely summon words as I grappled with the sudden realisation that these two men had in fact been telling us all the truth for years. And then for me to come face to face with you – this glowing, joyous young girl, whose heart seemed pure and true in all respects, but what I knew lay within you, what had given you these powers…I couldn’t put the two together.’ 
I sat there, my hands clenched in my lap, letting the silence drag on after the Elder had finished talking. It felt abnormal to hear him talk to frankly, and for so long. I peered up at both Ashen and Caius to see if they too were surprised by the monologue of thoughts the Elder had just spoken aloud – but their faces were blank. 
I gritted my teeth, before turning my head to look at Elder Kharis. ‘If I am part of her, but also part of him, what light, what goodness even exists in me. Surely I am a product of two beings of pure evil’ I said miserably. 
The old man looked at me intensely. ‘Now listen, you must understand this Lyriel. Despite your mother’s actions, you are born of both realms,’ he said. ‘The veil between light and shadow runs through your very soul. The Underside seeks what it knows, and in your body, it has found the gateway it has been waiting to use for centuries.’
‘Can it be severed?’ I asked, barely able to breathe the words. ‘Can I break the tether?’
He stared at me for a long time. Then finally, and with great care, he said:
‘If you break the tether, you may break yourself with it.’
Silence.
I felt Ashen shift behind me. Caius didn’t move at all.
‘There has to be a way,’ I whispered.
‘There may be,’ Kharis said. ‘But it is not written in any spellbook or prophecy. It lies in choice. In strength of will. You carry light, Lyriel. Great, radiant light. You must let it be stronger than the darkness inside you. Listen to what I said, the Underside seeks what it knows, it travels in shadows and darkness and evil. If you don’t let your body become a conduit for these things, then you cannot be controlled by it’. 
‘But how? He lies within me, within my blood’ I said, desperately. ‘He speaks to me. He pulls me. Every time I use magic I can feel him.’
Kharis furrowed his eyebrows in concern. ‘Then you must learn not just to resist him, but to contain him. To master your power completely. That is, without waking the darkness at the same time.’
‘But how?’ Caius finally asked, the question tinged with impatience. 
Kharis gave him a wry smile. ‘She will need more than training. She will need clarity. Control. And she will need allies who do not flinch when her shadows grow, and who are able to bring her back into the light’. 
He looked at the two men behind me meaningfully.
Ashen lowered his gaze.
‘There may come a time,’ Kharis continued, ‘when you will need to choose, Lyriel. To break the tether, you may have to break the part of you that connects to him. That part is ancient. It runs deep. How you do this without harming yourself I don’t know though…but the winds from the north whisper to me, and I am sure answers as to how it can be done lie there’. 
I swallowed. ‘So you’re saying the only way to stop myself from becoming this deathly link between his world and ours…is to destroy myself?’
‘No,’ he said softly. ‘That is one way girl. But there are other ways, and other Fae who can tell you of how to do this. If you can learn to control your powers, then you can buy yourself some time, and find the answers you have been looking for’. 
We sat there for some time in silence. The candlelight flickered and the sounds of crickets in the desert outside echoed throughout the stone hut. I had little more to say, little to ask. I felt exhausted from the information the Elder had shared with me, and even more exhausted by the fact we were no sooner to breaking the link between myself and the Underside than we were before. 
‘Do not waste time searching for easy answers,’ Kharis said to us after what had seemed like an eternity of quiet. ‘Search instead for understanding. Learn the shape of your own soul, child. Learn to wield your magic without feeding the shadow. That is your task.’

We returned to the palace well past midnight.
No one spoke on the journey back. Caius left first to scout the grounds of the palace and check all was safe before returning me. Ashen reached out a callused hand to me and used his magic to guide us both back in his usual way. Together, we moved silent and smooth as night, through the black dunes. Under the moonlight, the sand looked liquid as we surfed across each crest and dip, his magic carrying us together effortlessly. But once we arrived at a spot around a thirty-minute walk from the castle, he dropped my hands quickly, turning to walk a pace ahead of me, shoulders tight, as though burdened by something he could no longer carry, and didn’t care to share. Caius appeared out of nowhere, and stayed by my side, silent but steady, his presence a small comfort in the vastness of the dark.
When we reached the wall once more, Caius held out his hand to open the portal.
But before I stepped through, I replayed the words of the old man in the stone hut. 
‘You carry light. Let it be stronger.’
I clenched my fists at my sides, magic humming under my skin. This discovery was not a prophecy. Not my destiny. It was a war inside me.
And I had not yet begun to fight.
  




CHAPTER 21 – The Choice
Original: Lyriel chooses life. Researches daily. Trains with the boys at night. Raph discovers her reading dark magic.
Enhancements:
· Power montage: Show Lyriel learning control, but also temptation. Let her fail once — hurt something or someone. Raise questions: Is she really in control?
· Tension with Ashen and Caius: Their different training styles reveal deeper truths. Ashen urges her to restrain, Caius tells her to use all of it. Who’s right?
· Raph’s POV hint: After he finds her books, show a brief scene from his perspective. Maybe he goes to the Queen. Maybe he considers warning her instead — you build mystery around his loyalty.

My training did not begin well. I spent the next few weeks in a trance, spending my days researching magic and control and the northern realms in the corner seat of the library, and my nights out in the open desert, learning how to use the magic within me. Soon, I was mentally and physically exhausted, and had the feeling that if I could, I would be able to sleep for weeks and weeks. 
Caius and Ashen took it in turns to train me. Often only one of them would meet me, getting me out of the palace under the guise of night and darkness, and training me far away from the palace, so any spying eyes wouldn’t be able to see or sense any flickers of my magic. Sometimes they both would train me together, but on those occasions the lessons felt stilted and uncomfortable, and more often than not both men spent more time debating on the best way for me to grasp some control over my magic than they did teach me. 
After the 7th night of training, I wondered a little why they even bothered to debate how to train me. I had made such little progress over the last week, and I didn’t think it was down to my training.
I was with Ashen this evening, his eyes glimmering in the faint fae light he had brought with us so we could see each other in the dark desert. 
‘Again’ he ordered, but his voice was gentle, as if sensing my frustration. 
I closed my eyes, willing myself into my own body, willing myself to feel the heat and power of the magic that ran beneath my skin like a current. I tried to grasp it, to control it, to take it in my palm and move the band from my skin, and push it out, beyond me, let the electrical current spread. I felt it move a little, but it was taught and resilient, pushing back against me. I scrunched my eyes up tighter in concentration, and felt a trickle of sweat slide down my back as I panted against the force of it, willing it to extend further, just a little bit further. 
The force of magic had reached Ashen’s toes when I felt it snap back around me like a rubber band. I exhaled loudly through my teeth, frustrated and exhausted by my slow progress. 
‘Better – much better Lyriel’ Ashen said, ‘you managed to hold it much longer this time’. He walked over to me, and handed me a small linen cloth and a bottle of water. I took both gratefully, taking long gulps of water and wiping the sweat from my face. 
I drained the water, and flopped onto the sand. ‘Not good enough though is it, being able to hold a flimsy shield for no more than about ten seconds. What good is that going to do against the likes of my mother, of him’. 
Ashen sat down next to me. ‘You would be surprised at how much damage can be done in just ten seconds. Your shield could be what stands between you and death in those moments. Between others and death’. 
‘I thought this would be easier but it resists me so much’ I said, more to myself than anyone else. 
‘Magic’ Ashen said, ‘is like a muscle, you have to train it, work with it, strengthen it, to make it work for you. One day, you will be able to use it as easily as you are able to walk, it will be that natural. But right now? This is a new muscle to you Lyriel. It’s going to take a bit of time’. 
‘But we don’t have time.’
‘No…but panicking about that isn’t going to help either. You need to concentrate on how the magic feels, let it become an extension of you, as natural and flowing as an arm or a leg’. 
I cringed a little at the thought. ‘But it’s not a part of me’ I muttered after a while. ‘It’s a part of him. It’s so hard to think of it as my arm or my leg, when every time I use it I see and feel him’. 
Ashen reached out and took my hand, his large hand eclipsing mine entirely. He rubbed his thumb soothingly across my knuckle, and I let my head tip forwards at the sensation. 
The last week, we had both avoided talking about what had happened between us before I had been captured, but I could feel the heavy tension in the air between us now. The longing on both sides was clear, but I made no move to be closer to him, the memories of his lies and deception still too fresh in my mind. His eyes though, those beautiful, warm chestnut eyes, that seemed to stare into the depths of my soul, I almost caved right there and then in the sand, so desperate with longing for the tall, broad, handsome male in front of me. Would it be so bad for me to just lean in and kiss him right now? The moment the thought entered my head, a louder voice sounded from the back of my mind. 
‘He betrayed you, he used you, he lied to you’ 
Ashen seemed to read the change in expression on my face, and hurt flickered briefly in his eyes, before he replaced it with a too cheery expression. He clapped his hands together bracingly, while saying ‘ready for the next lesson?’. 
I moaned and closed my eyes, leaning back into the sand at the thought of it. 
‘You won’t get anywhere with that attitude’ he said, smirking at me. I responded to the comment with a very unladylike vulgar gesture.
‘Well, that wasn’t very princess-like’ Ashen said, huffing a laugh. 
‘Well, I am not your average princess’ I muttered but pulled myself back onto my feet, nonetheless. 
Ashen was smiling at me, openly, freely, his eyes crinkled at the sides, and I was reminded of the freedom and openness of the conversations we had when we had first met. The utter joy I had in those months, shielded by my own naivety and youth. It felt like years and years ago. 
Ashen cleared his throat, pulling me out of my reverie. ‘I really want to try and get you to summon the light you created that night at the dance again Lyriel’. 
I rolled my eyes. We had been practicing using this particular part of my magic all week. Ashen was convinced that somehow this ‘light’ was my ‘good’ magic, the light that Elder Kharis was adamant I shouldn’t let go out. He had a theory, that I personally disagreed with, that if I mastered this light, I would be able to use it to rid myself of the dark shadows of the Underside. Cauis had firmly disagreed with this theory during our lessons, and actually had been encouraging me to try and grasp hold of the dark magic, something that much to my horror, came a lot easier. He was of the belief that I needed to embrace the darkness to control it. In all our lessons he would repeat the same mantra. 
‘Fear is what is controlling you. Rid yourself of the fear, and it can no longer hold you hostage’. 
I had spent most of my nights with Caius delving into the inky blackness beneath my skin and seeing if I could wield the magic into something more tangible. More often than not, the dark magic manifested as fire, hot and scolding and leaving us both drenched in sweat by the end of the night. Once, I had managed to wield cool shadows, like dark hands of smoke, both horrific and mesmerising in their power. On that particular occasion, Caius had been delighted at the progress, but my heart had pounded, and nausea had risen in my gut at the sight of those tendrils of darkness, their similarity to my mother’s evil magic making me sick. I hadn’t summoned them since, and Caius hadn’t pushed me on this after seeing the clear terror on my face that night. 
I sighed, bringing myself back to the present, and back to Ashen’s request. I supposed I should be trying harder to summon that light. Elder Kharis had been insistent on the importance of understanding all elements of my magic in order to remain in control. 
But I was utterly exhausted. I closed my eyes, placed my hands flat on the sand beside me, and took a deep, shuddering breath, willing myself to concentrate, willing a sense of calm into my body. I let focus meander through the little pathways and avenues of my body, sensing and probing at any tensions, until I was completely and utterly still, calm, floating almost. I took another deep breath, and felt my skin go tight over my body as I focused all of my thought on the undercurrent of magic beneath my skin. I imagined it as a tangible object, light flame or light, encasing me. I scooped it into my mental palm, this magic, held it there. Mine, mine, mine, I chanted silently in my head. I didn’t need to fear it, this small nugget of power, I could wield it as I pleased. And today, I would focus it as light. 
‘You are lightness and day, you are sun and joy, you are the moon and the stars, you are light, light, light.’
I chanted the same mantra in my head over and over again but was quickly exhausted. I was vaguely aware of Ashen speaking to me, telling me to keep going, that this was good progress, just one more push. 
I let out an exasperated sigh and peeked an eye open to see if I was emitting even a hint of light like I had that one time. As predicted, we remained in the semi-darkness, the only light coming from the fae light Ashen had brought.
I growled, breaking out of the state of concentration and throwing my hands in the air as I slumped back into the sand. 
‘I don’t think it’s going to come’ I mumbled, frustrated. 
Ashen chuckled at my dramatics, and came over to sit next to me, his eyes dancing a little. He lay down, so we were side by side in the sand, and let out a long, gentle sigh. 
‘We can try again in a bit’ he said quietly into the night. 
‘I think I might be spent’. 
He frowned. ‘We only just started Lyriel’.
‘It’s been hours’ I chided, ‘and we have been at this every night this week. I am drained’. I turned my head sideways to look at him, and was surprised to find his face mere inches away from mine, also looking directly at me. 
I whipped my head back to face the towering sky above us, trying to ignore the sudden ache in my body at the closeness of him. 
Ashen didn’t say anything. He simply lay beside me, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off his body, the rise and fall of his breath syncing with mine. The fae light floated gently above us, casting an amber halo around his features — softening the sharp edge of his jaw, gilding his lashes in gold.
I could feel his eyes on me again. Watching. Waiting.
‘Stop looking at me,’ I said, the words quiet but not sharp. My voice came out softer than I’d intended.
‘Since you asked so politely’ he said with a smile, but he didn’t look away. 
I turned my head again, met his gaze. The desert had fallen into an eerie hush, the kind that made your own breath sound too loud in your ears. His face was so close. His eyes depths of the warmest brown. They searched my face as if looking for something buried beneath the surface.
Something cracked in me. Something small but loud, like a twig snapping underfoot.
‘You’re different when you’re like this,’ I whispered.
He tilted his head slightly. ‘Like what?’
‘Kind. Thoughtful. Gentle.’
He blinked, the corner of his mouth twitching, but he said nothing.
‘It doesn’t make sense for you to act like this with me,’ I added. ‘Not after you let them lock me up and half starve me to death.’
His jaw clenched, just faintly. ‘I’m not trying to earn forgiveness, Lyriel.’
‘Then what are you doing?’
‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Trying to stay close. Trying not to lose you completely.’
There was a truth in his voice that made something twist inside me.
Silence stretched again, taut and fragile. My heart was pounding far too loudly now, a frantic drumbeat behind my ribs. I knew I should look away, but I didn’t. Couldn’t.
His gaze dropped to my lips, and still, I didn’t look away. 
And then he kissed me.
It was slow. Careful. Almost questioning. His lips brushed against mine with a tenderness that undid me even more than the passionate kiss we had shared that night under the palace. It was full of ache and memory, full of things unsaid. His hand lifted to cup the side of my face, thumb grazing my cheek, and I let myself melt into it, just for a heartbeat. Just long enough to remember what it felt like to be wanted and loved and seen.
But then the memories came, as sharp and unforgiving as they had been to experience all those weeks ago. When I had found out of Ashen’s deeper agenda, his manipulations, his lies and betrayal. 
I shoved him away so hard he flinched.
‘What are you doing?’ I snapped, scrambling upright, my chest heaving.
Ashen blinked, stunned. ‘I— I thought—'
‘Don’t,’ I hissed. ‘Don’t use my vulnerability to reignite that bond between us. I can’t forget what you did to me.’
He sat up, hands raised slightly in surrender, but his expression was raw. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean– I kissed you because I still—”
‘No,’ I said, voice sharp. ‘You don’t get to say that.’
The desert wind picked up suddenly, swirling sand between us like a warning.
Ashen’s eyes never left mine. ‘I made mistakes. I know that. But not everything between us was a lie.’
I turned away, folding my arms over my chest, trying to hold myself together. My lips still tingled where he had touched them, and I hated that. Hated that part of me still longed for more.
‘I can’t,’ I said quietly, more to the dark than to him. ‘Not when I still don’t know who you really are.’
Ashen was silent for a long moment. Then he stood, brushing the sand from his hands.
“I’ll give you space,” he said. “But I’m not walking away.”

FINISH THIS CHAPTER




CHAPTER 22 – Everything Breaks
Original: Raph finds Lyriel and Ashen training. They almost kill each other. Queen and Maeve arrive. Capture them.
Enhancements:
· Revelation twist: Raph isn’t just concerned — maybe he believes Lyriel is already lost to the Underside. His betrayal is an act of twisted protection.
· Big magical clash: Lyriel vs Queen = lightning vs shadows. But the Queen isn’t surprised by her daughter’s power — maybe even smirks, like she always knew this was coming.
· Maeve’s jealousy: Maeve sees Lyriel’s power and is horrified, maybe envious. Let her throw the first magical blow.

The desert was alive with storm tonight. Both Ashen and Caius had shielded the little area where we were practicing, to stop us all from being buffeted from the howling winds and swirling sands. 
Both men were sat on either side of me as we took a short break, Ashen with his arms crossed and jaw tight as he surveyed the dunes. Caius on the contrary was lounging back, his hands behind his head, his eyes gleaming with starlight as he looked up into the night sky. I was sat between both, practicing a breathing exercise as per Ashen’s instructions, a new meditation method he believed would allow me greater control over my magic. 
I had only just managed to calm my heart, and summon a flicker of heat beneath my skin, that gentle crackle of restrained magic, when I felt something shift.
A presence.
Both men must have felt it too, because they were suddenly in front of me, stances ready, the blades they always kept at their hip’s half drawn. Ashen quickly sent a pulse of his own magic towards the fae light that hung faintly above us, and smothered it, plunging us into blackness. 
I crept to my feet slowly, letting my eyes adjust, surveying the surroundings with a pounding heart. 
A gust of wind kicked up sand, swirling it in dancing coils, and from the blur of golden dust, a figure emerged, tall, lean, and cloaked in shadows that weren’t just cast by the moonlight.
‘Raph,’ I breathed.
He looked like he hadn’t slept. His clothes were rumpled, and his usually kind eyes were hard now, stormy and unreadable. He didn’t say anything for a moment, just looked from me, to Ashen, to Caius, shock and apprehension written across his face. 
Then his gaze landed on me and stayed there. ‘What are you doing Lyriel, out here, with these traitors.’ 
I stiffened. ‘What are you doing out here following me’ I said, avoiding the question. 
He shook his head. ‘No. You don’t get to question me. I have been so worried about you these last few months. I have done everything in my power to stop her from hurting you, to keep you safe. To eliminate men like these’ he signalled at Ashen and Caius, ‘who will take advantage of you and use your naivety to hurt you Lyriel’. 
I loosed a breath. ‘They aren’t going to hurt me Raph they have been helpi–‘
‘Please don’t say helping you’ 
‘They have’ I said, my voice a little raised with anger now. ‘They have helped me these last few months, in ways you can’t even begin to imagine’. 
Raph’s eyes were a little wild I noted, as he took a step closer to us. 
‘Oh I know exactly how they have been helping you Lyriel. I started to guess a few things about you a long time ago. I knew a little of our history, of what mother did to ensure we won the war. Although we were only children when she made that deal with the Underside, I still remember, and I remember her swearing all of us to secrecy. We didn’t know what had happened down there, didn’t know what she had given in return for the magic, but we didn’t think too much of it. And then 9 months later you arrived. I was only a child, and didn’t realise what this could have meant until I was much older, and by then you were almost grown, and showed no signs of magical ability or darkness, so I disregarded the thought as just that, a thought. 
But then you showed your hand in the palace, that night when you burnt me in the corridor. Your skin was scorching, hot, alive with something I realised. Magic. And those books you left out in the library only confirmed what I already thought’. 
I gaped at him, saying nothing. I didn’t think there was anything left that could shock me, but my family had all known? Had all kept it from me?
‘You think you can control this? That you’re stronger than it?’ Raph asked me quietly, sadness lining every tenor of his voice. 
‘I am,’ I said, though my voice trembled.
‘No,’ he said, ‘you’re already changing. The more you use it the more the darkness is going to wind its way around your soul. How do you know that either of these men aren’t making you into some sort of weapon for their own personal gain’. 
‘We would never use her like that’ Caius spat, ‘that sounds like something the Queen would be far more likely to do anyway. Are you sure you aren’t here on her command big brother?’ Caius’ face was cold and furious and terrifying as he surveyed my brother.
Raph growled, low and feral, and I let my mouth fall open at the sound. I had never seen him so aggressive. He turned his eyes back to me. 
‘Come back to the palace Lyriel. Talk to me. I can help you. We can suppress the magic; we can find a way to stop you becoming like either of them’. 
I knew who he was referring to, my mother and father. And the way he looked at me right now, that was fear in his eyes. Fear of me and what I could become. I couldn’t stop the tears from spilling down my face from that look. 
‘I don’t want to suppress it Raph, I don’t want to live my life pretending to be anyone other than who I am. I want to be free of it, fully, entirely, free of the darkness’ I said a little more softly, trying to make him see I was still the person he had always know. 
For a moment, a very brief moment, I thought I saw understanding flicker in his face, but it was gone as quickly as it had appeared, and as Raph shook his head, anger flared back into his eyes. He pointed at Ashen and Caius. ‘They have both convinced you to do this – they have allowed this to happen and taken you from your family’. 
Ashen moved to shield me, sensing the rising anger, but Raph exploded forward.
Steel met steel.
They collided with a noise that echoed across the dunes, blades flashing in the low light. Ashen was faster, but Raph fought like a man possessed. They clashed and spun, kicking up sand, Ashen’s magic pulsing dangerously close to the surface. A surge of energy rolled off his shoulder – a jet of wind. Raph only just had time to block it, using the steel of his sword to rebound the magic back towards Ashen with a burst of raw force that knocked him back several feet.
I acted instinctively. 
‘Stop!’ I screamed, throwing out my hands. Next to me I felt Caius shout a low, urgent warning in my ear, but it was too late. 
A shockwave of power surged between them, not dark, not light, just raw, and sent them flying in opposite directions. The silence that followed rang louder than the clash as both men slowly got to their feet. 
And then —
Clapping.
Slow. Deliberate.
A voice like silk soaked in poison carried across the now silent night. 
‘Touching,’ the Queen said, stepping out from the dunes as if the desert had delivered her straight from my nightmares.
Beside her, Maeve stood rigid, a smirk curling on her lips like a cracked mirror. Her gaze slid over the scene; Ashen bruised, Raph panting, me in the middle of it all. Her eyes narrowed.
‘Really, Lyriel,’ the Queen purred. ‘This is how you’ve chosen to use your…considerable powers?’
I didn’t answer. My heart was thundering, my magic surging in a way it hadn’t been able to during all of our nights of practice. It was too easy now to feel the flickers of fire licking at my fingertips.
The Queen took a step closer, shadows gathering around her like obedient hounds. ‘I am grateful to these two men, they have done me a favour in training you up themselves’, she said, inclining her head first at Ashen, and then Caius. ‘I owe you both’. Her eyes landed back on me, and she cocked her head, surveying me while we all said nothing. 
Maeve stepped forward. ‘She’s dangerous, Mother. Look at her. Look at what she’s becoming.’
‘She always was dangerous,’ the Queen said, with a touch of pride I was shocked to hear. ‘She was born kicking and screaming bloody murder. Even then I could feel her potential. Just below the surface. The most dangerous weapon on the planet, mine to utilise in whatever way I felt fit.’ She smiled and it was a truly wicked, evil thing. 
I took a trembling breath. ‘I’m not yours to wield.’
The Queen raised a brow. ‘Oh, but you are. Mine in blood. Mine in magic. You are the tether to him, Lyriel. The link. But you are also a tether to me. My blood also runs through your veins, and I refuse to allow you to be his to wield. You know by now I am sure, that there is no way to break the bond. And yet—' she looked me over, amused, ‘—you still struggle.’
‘I belong to no one,’ I said again, louder, and with it came a blast of power that cracked the ground between us.
Maeve recoiled. Her lip curled. ‘Arrogant little witch.’
Without warning, she hurled herself at me. 
I barely had time to react. A shield bloomed around me, wild, instinctual, golden. Maeve’s blade struck it and fizzled. She staggered back, shocked, and blazing anger shone in her eyes.
I stepped forward towards my sister, something new coursing through me. Not light. Not darkness. Both. ‘Don’t you dare touch me,’ I growled, my voice low and thick with fury.
Maeve’s lip curled, and she launched again, she managed to duck around my shield, piercing it with a direct blow from the blade she gripped in her strong arms. I threw myself back just in time as the sword sliced through the air, just where my body had just been. Shock made me act without thinking, and I launched my magic out, feeling it reach out like an invisible arm, and I grasped the sword from Maeve’s hand, pulled it from her grip, and threw it back at her. She screamed as the it struck her, leaving a long gash down the side of her arm. I stumbled back, a little horrified by what I had done, bracing myself for the inevitable next attack, either from Maeve or the Queen. 
But nothing happened. My Mother wasn’t saying anything, but she was smiling, wickedly. 
‘Oh, Lyriel,’ she said softly. ‘There you are.’
And then it hit me. She had wanted this from me. She hadn’t been afraid of me. She’d been waiting. For this. For me to grow into the weapon she wanted.
‘You were never trying to break me,’ I whispered.
‘No,’ she said. ‘Not in the way you thought I was’. 
‘Why? Why not just tell me when I was young? Why let me figure all of this out myself?’
‘I didn’t want him to see me training you, pushing you, and using you for my own gain. If he knew how powerful you could be, he would have taken you years ago, and I couldn’t let him have your powers when they belong to me’. 
‘So, you’ve been raising me for your own use. Like a pawn to be played between his world and yours’. 
‘Don’t be so dramatic daughter of mine. With you fighting on my side, you could be what makes the difference between a win or a loss. With you on my side, I finally stand a chance against him’. 
I was vaguely aware of Ashen moving like silent night across the sand, towards the Queen. I had the feeling him and Caius were communicating silently somehow, getting ready to act, to try and get us all safely out of here. I needed to keep her distracted and talking while they planned. 
‘What more could you possibly want?’ I said, my voice cracking slightly. ‘You already rule all of Aralith’. 
‘Not quite’ my mother responded. ‘I rule all of the topside of Aralith. I want the Underside’. 
My mouth dried up at the shock of what she had said. She wanted to overrule him, she wanted to rule the darkness of below. 
‘Why?’ I managed to say, my voice weak with fear at the thought of her residing over all of the creatures and beings that were said to live below. 
She just gave me a sick smile, her painted red lips like blood in the moonlight, and she said ‘XXXX’
I didn’t even have a second to react as she struck. 

Her shadows rose, high and vast and monstrous, and I felt my magic coil like a snake ready to strike, but it was too slow. 
Ashen and Caius yelled out as they struck me – their power colliding with me with such force that it sounded like a boom of thunder. 
Everything broke. I had the sense of not knowing where I was, as the world pitched and tilted. 
And then—
Darkness. Cold, solid magic clamped down around me. Something had me, a net, a ward, a spell. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t scream.
I heard Ashen roar behind me, his power flaring uselessly as he was dragged to the ground by invisible hands.
I couldn’t see where Caius was, and I prayed he had managed to save himself. 
The Queen stepped forward, brushing invisible dust from her gown.
‘That will be quite enough,’ she said.
And the last thing I saw was Maeve limping toward me, fury twisted across her face, and Raph standing back, silent, watching, eyes hollow.
As if he truly believed he had saved me.


CHAPTER 23 – The Night Before the Fall
Original: Lyriel and Ashen locked up. Masked Ball is planned. Ashen to be executed. Caius visits, urges her to be ready.
Enhancements:
· Lyriel’s despair: Let her almost give up. Show her lowest moment. Let her feel the pull of the Underking again here — maybe he appears in a dream or reflection, offering comfort.
· Ashen’s quiet strength: This is a chance for him to show deep love, not through romance but through quiet resilience. Let him say something devastatingly loyal.
· Caius’s escape plan is desperate: Maybe he has to betray someone or put someone else in danger to make it work. Adds tension.

They didn’t even bother to give me a new cell.
The guards dragged me through corridors I knew too well, the same sharp corners and mildew-stained stone that had haunted my first days here all those weeks ago. The same doors. The same scent of rust and rot. And when they threw me down onto the cold floor, I landed in the same place I had once clawed at with broken fingernails. 
It was almost funny. A full circle. Except there was nothing left to laugh about.
They had told me what they planned to do with me as they had dragged me here. The Queen had made her decision, that I was to be paraded at her masquerade, a defeated thing draped in gold, and perform for them so everyone could see the new shiny weapon the Queen had in her arsenal. 
And, Ashen, as a traitor to the crown, and a symbol of defiance, would be executed.
He was close, not in the cell with me, but near enough that I could hear the shift of his weight against stone, the soft clink of his own shackles when he moved. A thick wall divided us. I pressed my forehead to the cold rock and closed my eyes.
I was so tired. Tired in a way that sleep wouldn’t touch and wondered quietly if it was time to admit defeat. I couldn’t bear to accept that this might be it, but thinking back to all of those months ago, when I had first opened up this ever-growing pit of despair, I couldn’t see a way out any longer.
In my head, I could still hear Maeve screaming in fury, still smell the burning and feel the dark shadows wrapping themselves around me as my magic gave out. The moment we were caught had blurred into something jagged and blood-slick, but the aftermath lingered in brutal clarity. The Queen hadn’t flinched at my magic. Not even when I’d thrown lightning like a living weapon. She’d just watched, lips curved in a knowing smile, as if she had always expected I would come to this, not resisting her, but resembling her.
As if this had all been inevitable.
A crack in the stone let in a sliver of moonlight. I stared at it. Watched it shift and thin with the hours.
From the other wide of the wall, Ashen made no sound, and only the shift and clink of his chains on the ground signified to me that he was still alive. 
I didn’t know what to say and wasn’t sure if I could even form words at this point. But Ashen saved me the pain of trying when he finally, chose to speak. 
‘You’re still awake,’ he said quietly.
His voice was muffled through the wall, but the low, calm clarity of it reassured me, nonetheless. It was like a distant but familiar fire that hadn’t quite gone out.
‘I was hoping you’d sleep,’ he continued. ‘Just for a bit.’
I turned my head, resting my cheek against the cold stone. ‘I am scared of what I might find in my dreams’. 
Silence.
‘That he might be there. Waiting for me. Like he owns me in some way or another’. 
Ashen exhaled, long and slow. I continued. 
‘Sometimes when I close my eyes, it’s like I can feel his presence within me. Sitting, waiting, biding his time. I feel as if he is lulling me into this false sense of security. Playing with me in his own sick way’. 
‘He only has as much control over you as you let him’ Ashen said, his voice stronger now. 
I wasn’t sure if I believed him, and so I let the silence hang between us for a while. 
My voice was flat when I spoke again. ‘He and my mother are the same. They don’t want me dead. They want me hollowed out, shaped into something useful. Something theirs.’
‘I won’t let that happen.’
A bitter smile touched my lips. ‘How? Neither of us are in any place to resist them now. They will kill you if you try and stop them from doing what they want from me’. 
‘They will likely kill me anyway’ Ashen said bitterly, cold, hard, fury in his voice. ‘And so, the least I can do is l die trying’.
I closed my eyes against the panic and despair that washed over me at what he promised. At the strength in his own words despite the inevitability of both of our impending defeats. I could barely stand the sound of the hope in his voice. 
We were quiet for a while, Ashen didn’t speak again and I assumed he had slipped into a peaceful slumber as I heard the gentle rhythm of his breathing. Steady. Grounding. He had always been so calm in a storm. Even now, after everything.
And yet, I remained on the other side of that wall, panic and dread sitting in my stomach like a rock. I could feel the steady untangling of my hold on myself,  a slow unravel, like threads pulling loose beneath my skin.

When I finally slipped into a fitful sleep that night, I was greeted by a vision of the very being that may just terrify me even more than the Queen. He didn’t reveal himself, appearing in the reflection of the water left in a shallow dish beside the wall of my cell, the surface rippling though no hand had touched it.
He was but shimmering smoke and shadow. Metal and darkness rippling in the moonlight, with two shining eyes of vibrant, acidic green. So similar to mine, and yet also so different. While my bright green eyes often drew whispers from others, their vibrancy and uniqueness a source of gossip amongst many, his looks empty and endless, the green cold and poisonous. 
A chill voice travelling into my ears, and yet I saw no mouth speaking. ‘You look like her,’ it said softly. ‘But I can sense inside how much more you can offer than I think even she knows’.
I didn’t speak.
‘I watched you fight,’ he continued. ‘I felt the storm in your veins and the electricity pulse beneath your skin. That was just the tip of what you could wield. They’ll never understand what it means to hold that kind of power. But I do.’
‘And you want it to wield it to fight your evil battle for you’ I shot back.
‘Hmm. So black and white. So good and evil. When you have been on this world for as long as I have child, you will start to see that the two are not so easily divided. One is neither just good nor just bad. But I do want you, Lyriel, not for my own evil battle as you so crassly put it. But rather…’ He moved closer closer, or rather, the illusion of him did, the reflection stretching and warping until I felt his hot breath on my cheek. ‘to set the balance of the world right. To regain peace, after an eternity of war. I want you to end all of this pain, and allow the rightful power of this world, to regain it’s control over the land, as it was always intended’.
‘That was never intended. You were never the rightful ruler of my home. You will not use me to do your awful bidding’. 
‘So strong…so stubborn. Just like your mother. But she bent to my will eventually, and I will break you too’, daughter of mine he crooned, and I shivered as a chill went down my spine. 
I turned away, unable to stomach the sound of him any longer. The light in the water went still.
When I woke much later that night, I felt the stone beneath my face, the slick ground wet from where my tears had fallen while I had slept.

Days merged, and I felt my resilience slip as the cold and hunger set it. I had barely spoken in the last day, and Ashen was attempting to coax me into conversation, his voice gentle through the wall. 
‘What is the first thing you’re going to eat when we get out’. 
A ghost of a smile pulled at my mouth at the mundanity of the question. 
‘Dates. With chocolate. And almond butter. Or maybe the triple cocoa brownies Nayda likes to make. Or the amazing prawn stew my mother hates because it makes the palace smell like fish’. 
I could hear the amusement in Ashen’s words when he next spoke. 
‘It’s so odd to think of the Queen getting upset by something as menial as the smell of fish in her beloved palace’. 
‘Oh yeh, in between all the conquering and pillaging she is a real gentle housewife at heart’. 
His low chuckle brushed against the wall and I sighed at the sound of it. 
‘Have you dreamt of him again?’ Ashen asked me gently. 
He didn’t need to say who, I knew who he was talking about. 
‘No. Not since that first night when he told me he wanted me not for his own gain but for mine. To right the wrongs of the world’. 
‘Do you want to talk about it?’ 
‘Not really. So what. Neither of my parents love me and instead want to use me as some sort of super weapon to conquer all Aralith. Who cares that I will never truly know what love is’. My tone was dripping with sarcasm. 
‘You will know what love is’ Ashen intoned gently. 
‘How do you know’ I snapped. 
‘Because I just know Lyriel. You are kind and good and worthy of such great love. Because –’
He broke off and I waited for the words that I thought he was about to say, that seemed right at the tip of his tongue, before he had paused. When he resumed his sentence, his voice was quieter than before.
‘You’re the reason I’ve survived for this long. You’re the thing that gives me hope. Finding you, learning about you, understanding the beauty of your soul and becoming your friend, despite everything. I regret none of it.’
My breath caught.
‘Even after I pushed you away? After I screamed at you and told you I’d never trust you again?’
‘Even then,’ he said. ‘Especially then. You had every right. I would have done worse in your place.’
I pressed my palms to my eyes, hard.
‘What’s the point of escaping if the monster inside me still comes with me?’
‘Because you are not the monster. You’re the master. And you decide what you choose to let free from yourself. The good, the bad, and anything and everything in between’. 
A gentle humming started suddenly at the foot of my cell and I sat up straight, staring around for the source of the noise in the dim light. I didn’t even have a moment to react when a bright light glowed in the cell wall opposite me, revealing a dark watery window, and then…
‘Caius’ I breathed as the familiar face stepped through the portal and inside my cell. I heard Ashen’s yelp of surprise through the wall behind me. 
He looked terrible. Hair wild, eyes dark-ringed, his usually impeccable clothing scuffed and dusty. He sealed the wall behind him, turning so his body shielded mine from being able to see too much of whatever or wherever he had come from. 
‘How’ I breathed.
I loosed a heavy, pain filled breath. ‘It took me a long time to manage to break through the barriers around the palace. The Queen must know of my magic and did everything in her power to shield this place against me. I have barely slept since they took you, desperately trying to find a way in.’
‘Can you get us out?’ I asked. 
Caius shook his head, and I felt the tiny ember of hope go out in my chest. ‘It’s a one-way portal, bound to my blood. It will only allow me through’ he said grimly.
‘Then why did you come’. 
‘To warn you’ 
‘It’s a little late for that I think’.
‘You think that, but, the plans she has for you both’, he broke off, gritting his teeth as if he could barely get the words out. 
‘What plans’ I said flatly. 
‘It’s not going to be pretty Lyriel. She is going to bind you to her. Magically. Dress you up like a doll and display you to the realm. Her very own attack dog, bound and gagged to do her bidding. She is going to make you watch as she kills him’. Caius’ voice was barely a whisper, and I felt the horror of what lay ahead of us settle deep within my stomach. 
‘What can we do’ I asked quickly. 
‘It’s happening tomorrow, and you have to be ready to run,’ he said in a hushed voice. ‘I am going to create a distraction big enough so that when I say run, you run Lyriel. You hear me? Don’t wait for me, don’t wait for Ashen. There won’t be a second chance.’
I blinked. ‘You’re breaking us out?’
‘I’m breaking you out,’ he clarified, his voice grim. ‘Ashen if I can manage it. But you—Lyriel, you’re the priority.’
‘No,’ I said at once. ‘No, you don’t get to decide that—’
‘I do,’ Caius snapped, the sharpness of his voice silencing her. ‘Because I’ve seen what’s coming. I’ve read the prophecies your mother tried to destroy. I’ve watched you wield light and shadow in equal measure. You are the balance, Lyriel. If you die—’ His voice cracked, just slightly. ‘If you die, it tips. And everything burns.’
‘Then we escape together,’ I said. ‘Or not at all.’
Caius’s jaw clenched. ‘If it comes to it—’
‘It won’t.’
His eyes searched hers, wild and desperate, and he dragged a hand through his ruffled hair, grown long in the weeks and months I had known him. For a moment, he looked ready to argue. But then he gave a single sharp nod.
‘Tomorrow night,’ he said again. ‘Be ready. You will know when you need to run.’
He reached into his pocket before he turned to go, and pulled out four plump dates, stuffed with almond butter and dipped in chocolate. My mouth watered at the sight of them. 
‘You are going to need your strength to resist the power the Queen is going to try and put on you tomorrow. And I seem to recall you enjoying these last time you were here’ he said, his tone playful despite the depressing setting. 
He crouched, reached out for my hand, and placed all four dates into my outstretched palm, gently closing my fist around them. His hand was soft and gentle on mine, and I felt tears, not of sadness but of gratitude, spring into my eyes and pour gently down my face at the gesture. 
‘Thank you’ I whispered quietly, staring into those tired, beautiful eyes. 
‘It’s the least I could do’ he murmured gently. 
He stood slowly, as if he didn’t want to leave, and gently brushed the dust from his coat and trousers before placing one of his palms against the cold stone of the cell wall where he had entered. 
‘Hold on tight soldier’ he called out softly, and I heard Ashen’s gentle chuckle from the next cell. 
‘Yes sir’ he said back, but Caius had already stepped through the portal, And then, he was gone. 
I sat in the silence that followed, trembling from head to toe, before turning my face toward the wall, toward the faintest sound of Ashen breathing just beyond it.
‘We’re going to run,’ I said softly. ‘We’re going to run and we’re going to live.’
Ashen didn’t answer with words, just a low hum of agreement, the kind that said he’d follow me into hell if I asked.
And I just might.
Tomorrow.
Tomorrow, everything would break.



CHAPTER 24 – The Execution Ball
Original: Lyriel is paraded. Ashen chained. She is restrained by her mother’s magic.
Enhancements:
· Surreal horror: The ball should feel grotesque — celebration mixed with violence. Noble guests smiling while Ashen bleeds. Show how twisted the Queen’s rule is.
· Lyriel is trapped in golden magic: Like vines of gold around her limbs — beautiful but deadly. The Queen's power is a cage disguised as a crown.

I was stripped and remade like a doll.
Three fae handmaidens, silent, expressionless, dragged me from my cell before dawn. My protests were ignored; my body was weak from the days of starvation and sleep deprivation and so was unable to resist three sets of strong, fae hands. The women didn’t tell me their names, didn’t address me either. They remained cold and precise and unshaking in their deliberate slow movements. I wondered idly if Nayda knew of these servants, or if they were of my mother’s private chambers and answered only to her.  
They took me not to the palace’s dressing chambers, to a room I had never seen, with high-ceilings, and tall stone columns, the walls veiled in silk and light. Everything shimmered, from the marbled floors to the crystalline basins. It smelled like orchids and cold iron.
They scrubbed me raw in rosewater, washing me from head to toe, not an inch of discomfort from my nakedness on their blank faces. They then painted runes across my chest in swirls of crushed pearl, so I glowed and sparkled under the lights. The dress was already waiting, wine-red velvet that clung to every curve like ivy on stone, slashed open at the back and bound at the shoulders with golden clasps in the shape of serpents. It was a weapon disguised as finery. It was my mother’s style, not mine.
I put up with it for the most part. Only at the very end, did the servants reveal the final touch, The thing that truly shattered me. 
One of the handmaidens brought it forth from a casket lined with black velvet: a delicate circlet of gold and shadowed glass, filigree thin as a spider’s web, dark gems glinting like captured stars. A crown made to encase and entrap. One I had seen my mother use so rarely on her enemies, but to the most horrifying effect. 
‘No,’ I whispered, my voice breaking on the edge of panic. ‘Don’t—’
But I was helpless against them. Two of them held me still while the third placed the crown atop my head.
It’s magic hit like a blade. I choked, stumbling to my knees as it sunk into my scalp, threaded down through my skull and spine and ribcage like roots latching to bone. I couldn’t rip it off, my fingers refused to move. The crown bound me to her. A leash woven of gold.
Her claws, within me. Her mind, controlling me. I was little better than a puppet, with her holding the strings. Panic and dread sluiced through me as I was marched towards the main event, unable to resist, unable to push back, and I continued onwards, with unending obedience towards what I now knew without a doubt, would be my impending death. 

The atrium was cavernous, hollow and grand, a cathedral of power dressed up for slaughter.
It had been transformed for the occasion. Where once there were quiet pools and large austere columns, now everything gleamed with gold and shadow. Columns were wrapped in silk banners the colour of dried blood. Tables draped in ivory cloth held towering confections sculpted into wolves and serpents and lilies. Fae lights hung from the ceiling, casting a sickly amber glow over the assembled crowd.
And the crowd, I could barely stand to look at them all.
Courtiers in feathered masks. Nobles in silks embroidered with suns and spears. Foreign envoys and sycophants, faces painted like theatre masks, drinking sparkling wine and murmuring about power and legacy and bloodlines. The room was alive with the hum of chatter, and I cringed at the opulence of the event. 
I was seated just behind my mother on the throne’s dais, arranged like an ornament beside my siblings. We were trophies tonight. Nothing more.
Maeve sat on the left of her, draped in emerald and pearls, her expression unreadable, though I saw the way her eyes kept darting toward me, calculating, uncertain. Elyndor sat on her right, dressed in a velvet rust coloured suit, his face a picture of smug indifference as he surveyed the crowd below. Beside me, Raph looked pale, his jaw clenched tight. He kept trying to catch my eye, but I refused to look at him.
The Queen sat tall in her throne, back straight, spine unyielding, draped in silk blacker than midnight and veined with silver. Her hair was braided in coils around her head like a crown of thorns, and her magic, while we couldn’t see it, we could feel those cold tendrils of darkness coiling around the room, licking at the floor like smoke. She hadn’t even spoken yet, but already the room buzzed with awe.
She turned slightly, her gaze brushing me with the softness of a dagger tip.
‘You see, my darling,’ she murmured into my mind, ‘they adore you now. All of these people have come to survey you, and how you will serve your mighty realm.’
I didn’t reply. I couldn’t. The crown was a gag on me, stopping me moving, or even thinking without her consent. The control was unbearable to endure, and I thrashed inwardly against it with my magic, only to feel the damn thing grip me harder. Pain sliced through my head, and I would have cried out in agony had I been able to control my voice. 
The Queen raised a bejewelled hand, signalling to the crowds to hush and I held my breath, as Ashen was brought in through the far entrance door. 
Two guards dragged him forward through the crowd, bound in thick black chains that pulsed faintly blue. His shirt was torn, streaked with old blood, but he held his head high. His face was drawn but proud, and as he passed beneath the fae light, I saw his eyes search for me.
He found me.
He didn’t flinch.
His gaze locked with mine, and for one aching moment, I felt my heart break at our own helplessness. His eyes drifted up and saw what was placed atop my head and panic filled his expression, as if he knew exactly what that crown did, and that I would be physically unable to run. 
Neither of us were getting out of this, and we both knew it. 
He was placed at the foot of the dais, knees forced to the stone floor, arms pulled behind him. A few of the crowd members started to mutter, a couple even yelled outright insults at him from across the room. 
‘And now,’ the Queen rose, arms outstretched, the hush immediate, ‘we celebrate not death, but transformation. Tonight, we mark the moment when ancient power returns to its rightful hands.’
Applause. Masked laughter.
She turned to me then, smiling like frost.
‘My daughter, Lyriel, who we thought a lost cause, now returned to me in full blossom. Her magic belongs to the blood that bore her. To the crown she wears. And with me and her together, Illudere is an unstoppable realm’. 
The applause turned deafening.
I could taste the lie in every breath.
The Queen lifted her hand, and the shadows rose. They coiled like ribbons, beautiful and menacing, and brushed against Ashen’s back.
He didn’t move. But I saw the tremor in his shoulders.
I wanted to scream.
I wanted to burn.
The Queen looked to the priest, a tall, gaunt male in violet robes.
‘Prepare the sentence,’ she said lightly, ‘let this celebration be sealed with justice. And let the justice be delivered,’ she turned to face me, an evil smile playing on her lips, ‘by the newly crowned princess’. 
Horror courses through me. ‘No,’ I tried to yell, but the sound died in my throat. 
She just nodded, once, her smile widening even more at the sight of my distress. 
The priest began to chant, and I began to feel her will pulling on me. She was going to make me kill him, not her. She was going to use the forces she had implanted within me so deeply, to kill the man who had listened and laughed and cared about me for so long. 
I thrashed and shook against the invisible hands that gripped me and forced me to turn to Ashen now.  
Ashen was already looking at me, as if sensing my inner turmoil, on his face a sad, understanding smile. He looked neither angry or sad, just accepting, of what was to come. ‘No regrets’ he mouthed at me, his eyes now lined with water as he looked up at me. 
I felt the power rise in me against my will, felt her control grip me by the throat and force me to do it’s bidding. I struggled and gasped as the crown, and not me, raised my hand in front of the room of fae and summoned a large, blue ball of hottest flame. 
I couldn’t let this happen, I wouldn’t let this happen. But the more I dug my heels in the harder the crown forced me onwards. I screamed and screamed inside my head but nothing came out my mouth. It was as if I wasn’t even really there. Seconds, he had seconds, I could only hold out moments longer —
A roar split the air.
The sound came from the balcony above. Every head turned as a shape dropped through the crystal skylight in a shower of shattering glass and light.
Caius.
He landed hard, blades drawn, and flung two daggers through the air in one fluid motion. They struck the guards nearest Ashen. One fell. The other staggered back, blood blooming bright on his chest.
And the room exploded into chaos.
In a second, Caius had sprinted forward, grabbing Ashen by the shoulder and severing the chain with a single strike of a glowing blade. The hold I had on the magic broke, and a great ball of molten fire shot from my upraised hand into the spot where Ashen had been but mere moments ago. Screams erupted from the fae who were standing closest as they tried to move out of the rapidly spreading line of magical fire. 
I turned on the spot, panting, to see if I could find my friends, within the chaos below me. I spied Caius angular face in the crowd, Ashen, limping, broken and exhausted, being half carried by his friend as they stumbled through the confused crowd. Both men were holding swords, fighting their way through those who stood in their way. 
At the same time, the crown atop my head seemed to glow with anger, the metal control it had on me grasping in deeper, harder, as if sensing it lost me for a moment then.
The Queen’s voice sliced through the air like lightning: ‘STOP THEM!’
I watched in silent horror as her magic surged, shadow tendrils lashing toward them both. They ducked, the Queen’s magic missing them by mere inches. 
And I — I moved.
I don’t know how, it was instinct, and the crown hadn’t anticipated the surge of power that would arise from me in my efforts to protect the two friends. My hand lifted, just for a moment, and I felt as light, blinding and white-hot, burst from my palm, shattering the metal tendrils to ash. 
I exhaled, long and shaky, and turned on my mother, who hadn’t noticed that I was free from her control. Light danced in my eyes, and I felt my power surge as it readied itself to destroy her shadows —
Smack. 
I had been so distracted by my mother, that I didn’t notice Maeve as she flung herself at me, her strong muscular body sending me crashing violently to the ground. I had barely had time to register what had happened before she flung herself on top of me, her forearm hard against my throat, her dagger, inches from my heart. 
‘You bitch’ she snarled into my face, her expression wild with anger. ‘You treacherous little bitch. I should have killed you when I had the chance’. 
I snarled and thrashed, using every ounce of strength I had left to push her off me and we both tumbled to the side, rolling and thrashing, a blur of fae strength and power. 
I pushed heat into my hands, scolding Maeve where I still gripped her tightly. She yelped, jumping back, only to duck forward and drive her dagger back towards my abdomen with lethal precision. I ducked low, although not quite fast enough. Pain pulsed hot from the shallow wound in my side, but I didn’t have time to feel it.
She came at me again, snarling. 
‘You ruin everything,’ she spat, eyes alight with a jealous fury that had long since curdled into hate. ‘You always did. Do you even know what you've cost me?’
‘What you lost was never mine to give,’ I hissed back, throwing out a burst of heatless light to blind her. She flinched, just enough, and I drove my knee into her ribs, knocking her sideways.
But she was stronger. She recovered fast, tackled me again, and we slammed into the stone floor, her dagger kissing my throat for the second time. I screamed, not in fear, but fury. My magic surged again, wild and volcanic, and she reeled back as I shoved blue green fire into her chest.
Across the ballroom, the Queen’s attention flickered between us, and the two men in the centre of the atrium, currently attempting to battle their way to freedom.
Ashen fought weakly, the restraints still trailing from his arms. His shirt hung in tatters, blood slick on his brow, and I could see the exhaustion clear across his face. Caius stood just ahead of him, sword drawn, shoulders squared. His breathing was laboured, but there was no fear in his stance. Just cold, hard fury and a grim sort of determination.
The Queen tilted her head at them. Amused. Displeased.
‘Look how they struggle,’ she murmured. She raised her hand slightly, not in exertion, but command. ‘Elyndor. Finish this now. It is painful to watch’. 
I choked on my breath.
And my eldest brother, the heir to the Illuderion throne, stood slowly, and moved like a snake, swift, sure, elegant. His golden hair was slicked back and his suit of vibrant auburn was uncreased as he stood and moved with mocking calm towards the two battling men in the middle of the atrium. 
I watched through the corner of my eye in horror, still half battling Maeve, as my brother’s blade left its sheath. 
Ashen stumbled, catching Caius’ arm to steady himself.
‘Stay behind me,’ Caius said roughly.
Elyndor smirked. ‘Touching.’
He struck. Fast. Brutal. Their blades clashed in a flurry of sparks, but Elyndor danced like a duellist, a court-trained killer, honed for precision. Caius gritted his teeth, absorbing the blows as best he could, but he was tiring, and my brother could tell by the vicious grin on his face. I needed to get there; I needed to help them. 
Elyndor feinted suddenly — and turned, slicing low toward Ashen.
The blade caught him.
Ashen cried out, dropped, blood poured from a gash across his chest.
‘NO!’ I screamed.
In my moment of complete distraction, I had let my magic faulter, and Maeve took her opportunity, tackling me again.
We fell hard, crashing into a pillar. She was bleeding now too, from her temple, her lip. Her eyes gleamed with wild desperation.
‘You’re a dirty stain on the family line’ she shrieked and slammed my head back against the marble.
I bit her. Hard. Her blood hit my tongue like copper lightning. She howled, recoiling, and I shoved her off with a roar, golden light bursting from my palms. It sent her flying, landing hard in a crumple of limbs against the far wall.
Not dead. But broken. I hoped.
I turned — stumbling down the steps into the centre of the atrium – towards my friends — and saw it.
Elyndor standing over Ashen, sword raised, ready to end him.
Caius was too far; he had been thrown to the ground in the seconds I had been battling Maeve and now was too far away to stop my brother. I tried to summon my magic but I was weak from my fight with Maeve. I looked on in horror, sure that nothing could be done, urging Ashen to do something, to fight back. 
But Caius moved faster than I thought possible, suddenly appearing right behind Elyndor in an instant, and I watched as his blade punched straight through my brother’s back, and out through his chest.
Elyndor froze.
A breath. A tremor. The world seemed to pause in the moments that followed and I felt time ebb and flow with unnatural horror. 
And then, time resumed, and my brother turned his head. Blood at his lips. And that smile still on his face, even in death, before he slumped forward, body crumpling around the blade that still impaled him, dead. 
The silence was deafening.
And then the Queen rose.
No scream. No sob. Just stillness, and pure, unending power as she smiled like a beast, and a darkness unlike anything I had ever felt before swallowed the room.
She descended the stairs in silence, her eyes fixed on Ashen’s broken form, on Caius panting beside him, on me. I mirrored her movements, walking swiftly towards the two men who now both knelt, exhausted, on the floor. 
The Queen’s shadows unfurled, great tendrils of living night. They cracked stone. Shattered chandeliers. The guests had long since fled. The walls were bleeding with magic, the sky outside gone black.
‘You think this is over?’ she said, voice soft and deadly. ‘You think you’ve won?’
She lifted one hand.
Caius collapsed, convulsing under the weight of her magic.
She lifted the other hand. 
Ashen groaned, reached for me, then slumped, barely conscious.
I stood alone now. Facing the woman who had raised me, who had borne me. Facing the one person who had raised me like a pig for slaughter. 
My light flickered and trembled, but I was not afraid as I lifted my chin to face her. 
And for the first time, in my life, I felt that beautiful, dark power stir in me, deep and ancient and waiting.
Not golden. Not bright. Not warm or glowing or electric. 
But cold. Hungry.
Mine.



CHAPTER 25/26 – The Breaking Point
Original: Caius tries to free Ashen. Queen intervenes. Lyriel unleashes the Underking. Nearly loses herself. Love pulls her back. They escape.
Enhancements:
· Underking possession moment: As she unleashes her full power, let the Underking speak through her briefly. Everyone hears. Let it chill the room.
· Symbolic showdown: Lyriel’s power and her mother’s should clash in a thematic way — dark fire vs purifying light, or shadow vines vs song. Make the magic mean something emotionally.
· “Love saves her” isn’t cheesy if earned: Let her see their pain — Ashen bloodied, Caius crumpled. That love pulls her back. Maybe even Elder Kharis’s words echo then.


Her shadows swelled toward me, thick and writhing. They coiled with her will, lashing across the marble, black vines tipped with clawed edges. Every step the Queen took crushed the ground beneath her, her expression still,  deathlike, only her eyes burning with something I couldn’t name.
Caius was still. Blood trailing from his mouth, down his chin. 
Ashen groaned, but he couldn’t move from his curled position on the floor. His fingers twitched toward me, as if reaching even now.
And something in me cracked at seeing him there, like that. A man so strong and powerful, being reduced to that. 
The shattering started in my chest and split outward, like a mirror webbed with obsidian lightning. My breath came short and fast, my fingers trembling with a cold, pure magic.
It poured into my veins like icy fire, black and silver and ancient. I gave myself to it, my hatred and anger and bloodlust singing a crooning symphony as I allowed this magic to gorge itself on my body. 
And then, I spoke, the strange sound leaving my mouth in a voice I did not recognise.  
‘Child of ruin. We rise now.’
My spine arched as the world turned inside out.
The air twisted. The shadows stilled.
The voice, it was terrible and ancient and infinite. 
‘All thrones break, in the end. Even yours, shadow-queen.’
And I watched, shock coursing through my enchanted body, as my mother faltered. Just for a breath.
And that was all that was needed.
I felt my hands lift, as if controlled by an ancient phantom, and the magic that was no crawling at my skin to get out, roared itself free. 
It was like nothing I had ever seen in this world. The usual golds and blue to the fire I could create were gone and replaced with ashen smoke and blood-glow. It was fire that didn’t burn, but rather, consumed, a tide that swept in everything in its wake and only became stronger as it devoured and destroyed. It fed of grief and pain and death. My body screamed in protest, but the power continued to surge from me in waves, singing its death song as it went. I could hear screaming, and I couldn’t tell if it was coming from me or at someone else. I didn’t care. 
I watched in horror, as it met her the snarling beasts of her darkness in the centre of the atrium.
And the world screamed.
Dark fire collided with living shadow, the grief of a daughter against the control of a mother. Magic cracked stone, blew glass into starlight. The very walls of the palace trembled with it.
‘You were meant to be mine,’ she spat, her shadows twisting around my light with violent grace, tendrils wrapping like chains. ‘You are meant to be mine. Your power is mine. I bled to create it.’
She surged forward. The darkness flared and struck.
It speared through my side, a scream tearing loose from me as pain lanced through bone. The agony was staggering, blinding. I felt her trying to rip me open from the inside, to take everything. 
‘No,’ I said, voice shaking, and suddenly layered with the cold, deep husk of him. He was still there, within me, fighting back. The feeling of it, the violation. I let out a harrowing scream at the sheer overwhelming power that was coursing through me, out of me. 
It was too much. Horrifying and overwhelming. I yearned for it and yet I hated it, the power called to me and yet it made me sick to my stomach. If I had to endure this any longer, I thought I would simply die from the pain. I screamed and screamed and screamed, tears of anguish pouring down from my face as I battled my mothers shadows and my fathers inner demons. 
‘I am not yours. And I will not be his, either.’ The words burst from me in a bellow and I continued to battle them both. 
My mother’s eyes narrowed, shadows curling tighter as she attempted to squeeze the very life out of me. I felt a gentle pressure build in my head as she squeezed tighter and tighter, heard the male voice in my head croon sweet words to me. 
‘The pain will go daughter, child of mine, just let go, give into me, and you shall feel no more’. 
A shrill scream burst through my lips in response, echoing around the large room. Panic gripped me, panic and despair. I didn’t know which to choose. If I embraced the power within me, he would take hold. If I didn’t, she was going to crush me, and then kill my friends. 
I looked to Ashen, unconscious and powerless on the floor next to me. I then turned to Caius, who was slumped against one of the shattered columns, face bloodied, one eye swelling shut, looking at me with fear, but also, tenderness. He spoke so softly, I could barely hear the words leave his mouth. 
‘You don’t have to become them to beat them’ he whispered to me; his eyes lined with tears as he watched me struggle against her shadows and the inner turmoil. ‘You never did.’
I faltered.
The understanding in his face, their faces, bruised, and broken and yet, after everything, still here trying to reach me, trying to save me. 
You do not need to become her. 
The words set of a light inside my mind. No, I didn’t have to become them, but I was half of each of them, their blood flowed through mine. As did their magic. They didn’t own my power, they had gifted it to me, and it was mine to control and wield as I saw fit…
I thought frantically. Would it work? I hadn’t read of the theory in any of the books I had spent days pouring over in the library, neither had Caius or Ashen ever mentioned anything of the likes to me. But I wanted it to work, so desperately, with all of my body and mind and spirit, and so I threw everything I had into one last push against the two demons who were fighting and feeding off me, praying to the gods, the mother, to everyone who I cared about, that my theory would ring true. 
I took a deep breath and started to shape and craft my tendrils of magic, holding them in my mind, testing them, allowing them to recognise me, as their true and rightful owner. They seemed to purr in response, bending to me, listening like an attentive pet as I decided how to act next. I sensed no response from the voice in my head and prayed my father hadn’t noticed the subtle shift. I willed my magic to take the hands of the shadows, to soothe, to recognise, to own. 
You are mine, I whispered. You are part of me, you are my magic, I own you, I control you, I am your rightful master after all. You listen to me and only me. 
I barely dared to pause my internal chanting when I felt the tendrils of shadow loosen a fraction. 
Yes, you are mine. We are one, you are me and I am you. Do not hurt your owner, you obey me, obey me. 
They loosened another inch, and I became firmer now as I spoke to them. 
Yes, yes, do my bidding, listen to me, I will reward you greatly, with more power and more freedom than you have ever seen. Come to me, listen to me. OBEY ME.
I think I must have shouted the last sentence out loud because the words ‘obey me’ seemed to be echoing around the room.
And as if in perfect, synchronised answer, I watched as the shadows bent, not towards me, but away, towards the Queen, their speed and power so shocking that she didn’t stand a chance when they collided with her, hurling her violently backwards and into the wall behind her. 
I surveyed the scene in mild horror, her body striking the stone dais with a shuddering crack.
The shadows recoiled from the scene, writhing, as if confused by what they had done, why they had turned away from their master, and then collapsed into smoke.
The Queen lay motionless, her head tilted to the side, dark blood pooling beneath her.
She wasn’t dead, for I could see the steady rise and fall of her chest, but she was unconscious.
And finally, the air was silent.
I stood motionless in the stillness, chest heaving. Blood slid down my side from where I had been cut. My magic flickered faintly in the air, like breath turning to frost. Mercifully, there was no faint voice in my head anymore, no sound from him echoing in my brain. It had been concerning, no terrifying, how quickly he seemed to have been within me, as if he was always just a short step away…
A voice pulled me out of my reverie. 
‘Lyriel.’ Ashen said. He was awake, crawling toward me, his hands slick with blood. He opened one eye and smiled. 
‘I’d ask if you were all right, but...’ His voice cracked. ‘You look like a god and a curse rolled into one.’
‘You should see yourself,’ I joked, rolling my eyes at him and shifting to Caius. ‘Don’t you dare die.’
Caius was worse. His leg was broken, I could see the unnatural twist of the bone. Blood soaked his sleeve and his mouth, but he gritted his teeth when I touched him, glaring up at me.
‘So demanding Princess. You took your sweet time getting here so it would be on your pretty head if I had died.’
I gave him a withering glare. 
‘I repeat, don’t you dare die, not before we have managed to get you out of this building.’
He gave me half a smile. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’
A half sob half laugh left my throat and I almost collapsed on him, as relief and exhaustion washed through me. 
But we didn’t have time.
Ashen was glancing over his shoulder at the crumpled form of the Queen on the floor ‘She’ll wake soon. You know that.’
‘I know.’
‘And then she’ll kill you.’
‘I know that, too.’
‘Well great. As long as we are all on the same page then’. 
I sighed, rolling my eyes, and helped Caius to his feet. Ashen grabbed a broken spear shaft from the floor and held it out like a cane.
‘The doors are sealed, and my magic is too weak to find a hole in the barriers of the palace’ Caius muttered as he used the cane to ease his weight off his bad leg. ‘But I have a way. There’s a servant’s passage in the eastern alcove, behind the statue of the veiled saint. I used it once. It leads into the kitchens, then the outer halls. If we can make it there—’
‘I know that passage. We run,’ I said.
As we turned, movement caught my eye.
The Queen, an eye cracked open, a hand out, fury and death written across her evil face. 
‘No – ’ I started to yell, too drained to shield against her might. 
But a heavy, metal object flew across the atrium, perfectly timed so that the shadows she had flung in our direction, struck the shield instead, turning it into smoke and air. 
I whipped my head around to see where the shield had come from and saw Raph standing at the corner of the room, sword in hand, breathless with fear. He gave me one look, and there was only sadness and regret in his eyes. I tried to show him that I understood, that I forgave him as well. But we had seconds before the next onslaught from the Queen arrived. 
‘GO’ Raph yelled, running between us and the Queen. 
‘Raph, she will kill you’ 
‘I don’t care. After everything, this is the least I can do. And anyway, I doubt she would want to lose two of her heirs in one day, would you now mother?’ Raph gave the Queen a wicked, warriors smile, all teeth and no kindness. She snarled at him, a noise that promised he would pay for his treachery. 
‘GO’ Raph snarled again, not even turning to look at me now, as he faced down our Mother, sword in hand.
I gave my brother one last anguished look, before I ran from the room, Caius limping ahead already, Ashen ahead scouting the coast was clear. 
We reached the doors together, and Caius cursed, flinging out his remaining magic at the nearest columns, creating a wall of rubble between us, and the entrance of the atrium that blocked the Queen’s path to us.
I pushed away the guilt that I felt when I realised that we had locked Raph in with her. I prayed his theory was right and my mother wouldn’t destroy her now only son.
‘Which way?’ I asked Caius frantically. 
He heaved a breath, placing more weight on the stick, his face was pale, mouth tight with pain.
‘East wing,’ he said. ‘Statue of the veiled saint. There’s a hidden corridor behind it. If we can make it that far—’
A tremor shook the floor beneath us. Behind the rubble wall, I heard a female scream, not of pain, but of fury. 
Ashen swore under his breath. ‘Move. Now.’
The three of us moved as fast as we could through the corridors, our steps echoing against cold stone. The Palace was eerily empty, as if all the guards and servants had abandoned the building in fear. Tapestries had been torn down, portraits shattered. Every now and then I thought I saw something like blood smeared across the walls in smudges, and wondered what had happened in the rush of guests trying to escape the Queen’s wrath. It was like the palace was bleeding, had been gutted from the inside.
‘There!’ Caius whispered, pointing to a statue at the end of the hall. The veiled saint’s stone face loomed out of the gloom, serene and sightless.
Ashen rushed forward, reaching it first and slamming his shoulder against it. The whole thing groaned, then shifted slightly under his weight. A faint click, then a seam in the wall cracked open.
A hidden door.
He wrenched it open, revealing a narrow, dark tunnel beyond, the stone walls pressed close. I spent a moment to wonder how on earth these two men had managed to discover such a place, when another boom rattled the palace, louder this time. The Queen was breaking through.
The door sealed behind us, plunging us into near-darkness.
I could hear Caius’s breath rasping, Ashen’s uneven footfalls. My own heart thundered against my ribs, louder than footsteps, powering me onwards. 
We didn’t speak as we ran, Ashen half carrying Caius at this point.
Only when the tunnel gave way to a wider corridor, kitchen smoke still lingering in the corners, did Caius slow, bracing himself against the wall.
‘Wait,’ he gasped. ‘Just—wait—’
Ashen reached for him instinctively, but Caius waved him off. ‘I’m fine. We’re close.’
My side burned with each breath, my blood drying stiff across my dress. But I couldn’t stop. Not now. Not when Raph was still behind us.
‘She’ll come,’ I said, too quietly.
Caius met my eyes. ‘Yes.’
‘And when she does—’
‘Then we run faster.’
I clenched my jaw, panic flaring at the feeling of being trapped here. Ashen’s hand brushed mine in reassurance and he gave my fingers a gentle squeeze. A reminder, that we were all still here, still fighting. 
I jumped as footsteps sounded behind us suddenly. They were uneven, light, they didn’t sound like her footsteps…
The door to the tunnel slammed open.
‘Raph?’ I whispered, hope blooming—
But it wasn’t Raph.
It was one of the Queen’s shadows — not human. Half-formed. A thing of tendrils and hunger, crawling through the hidden door like smoke come alive.
Ashen shoved me aside as the thing lunged. His blade flashed once, but it passed through the shadow like it was water. The creature shrieked, a sound that flayed the air.
‘GO,’ Caius bellowed. ‘Go, go now—’
We ran again, through the kitchen, past overturned pots and bloodied tiles. Another door, then stone steps. A low tunnel. Cold wind. I could feel the thing, whatever it was, on our tail, following us through the dark night air. 
In front of us, on the other side of a narrow archway, I saw a sliver of moonlight.
We burst through it, all three of us, our scents drenched in fear. I spun on the spot, ready to battle the shadow she had sent after us, but it was paused, as if stuck on the other side of the archway. It thrashed and growled, but it could not pass through. 
‘Moonlight’ Caius panted, leaning hard on the stick, his face screwed up in pain. ‘It can’t come out here, it can’t survive under moonlight’. 
I nodded my head slightly, relief flooding through me as the shadow creature started to retreat, likely returning to its master to tell her of our whereabouts. 
I sucked in a long, calming breath. The air outside was freezing. A jarring contrast to the smoke of the palace.
Behind me, Caius was already moving, hauling himself toward the overgrown path that wound into the outskirts of the desert. Ashen followed, grabbing two swords he had found lying on the floor, likely from one of the soldiers who had fled, as he went.
I cast one last look at the golden dome of the palace, the high walls and stone towers. It was nothing more than a prison in disguise. My mind went to Raph, who despite everything, was still tuck in the prison, and who had sacrificed himself for my escape.
‘I will come back for him’ I whispered to no one but the wind.
Then I turned to where I could see the retreating figures of Ashen and Caius, and I ran.

Chapter 27

The desert was endless. No moon to light our way. Just stars, scattered like shattered glass across the sky, and the ever-shifting sands, already swallowing the tracks we left behind. Wind howled low over the dunes, and in its cry, I thought that I could hear my mother hunting us. 
Ashen moved ahead of us, careful, alert, his blood-soaked blade still gripped in one hand. Caius walked beside me, stiff and pale, though his posture had grown steadier with every step. We’d left the palace in ruin. Left Raph behind. Left blood on the floors, silence in the halls, and a mother behind us who might never stop chasing what she believed she owned.
We said nothing for a while. The hush was strange after the chaos, a soft, echoing quiet broken only by our footsteps and the wind sweeping fine grains across our boots. Somewhere behind us, buried in the wreckage, the Queen still breathed. I could feel it. A flicker of her magic like an itch behind my eyes. But for now, she hadn’t followed.
For now, we were free.
I didn’t ask where we were going, I didn’t have the energy. Ashen was moving with such assurance, that I assumed he had some sort of plan, and I was simply happy to get some further distance between us and the Palace. 
At last, we crested a low dune, and Ashen raised a hand. The sand rippled before him in a way that wasn’t natural, a shimmer, like light caught in water. A portal. Faint and flickering. I felt the pull of it deep in my gut.
‘Where —’ I started to say. 
Caius held up a hand. ‘Not here, we can’t explain here, in case she has ears and eyes everywhere and is listening. But somewhere else, somewhere safe, I promise. Somewhere we both know well, and a place that we think will give us the answers we are looking for, to free you. Permanently.’ 
I looked up into his clear, bright eyes, and nodded once at him to show that I trusted him. 
Ashen turned to us both. His face was battered and bruised, streaked with blood and soot, but his eyes… his eyes were steady.
‘We don’t have long. But before we step through this portal, I wanted to ask you some things.’
I lifted my chin, waiting for the questions. 
Ashen stepped closer. ‘How did you do it?’ he asked. ‘Back there. Against her. Against him.’
I didn’t answer at first. I turned away from his burning stare and just watched the desert dance. I didn’t want to think about what I had done, and how it had felt. I didn’t want to think about how it must have looked to both of them, as I silently battled two of the greatest powers in Aralith. 
‘I let them in,’ I said at last. ‘And then I let them go.’
Ashen’s brow furrowed. ‘You let them in?’ he asked, incredulous. 
I sighed, trying to find the words to explain more. ‘I couldn’t win by force. My mother’s shadow, his cold, they fed on fear, on need, on wanting to control. And I… I stopped needing. I stopped belonging. I let them in, let the power feed on me a little, but also let them see that I was their true master. I hold this magic, and it is mine to wield and do as I please. I pushed the walls down, and burned my fear away, not to destroy them, but to unbind myself. I chose to feel everything. Even love. Especially love.’
Ashen’s expression cracked, pain rising through the hardness. ‘You could’ve died.’
‘I still might,’ I said. ‘But not their way. Not as their heir. Not as their weapon.’
He looked at me like I was something holy and broken all at once. Then he nodded once, fiercely.
I turned to Caius now. ‘You were right, by the way. I didn’t need to become them to beat them. I just needed to become myself, my true, honest, terrifying and a little bit evil self, and not be scared at what I was. If I wasn’t scared, my magic wasn’t scared either, and I could control it'. 
Caius raised an eyebrow. ‘I often am right, but thank you, again, for the reminder’ he said cockily. 
I snorted despite myself and hit him lightly on the arm. 
The portal behind Ashen flared and we all turned to look at it together. 
We didn’t have time for more. Not now at least. Perhaps on the other side of wherever in Aralith we were heading.
I walked forward, Caius and Ashen flanking my sides. My hand brushed the pendant at my throat, the last thing I wore from the realm I had grown up in. A present, from Raph, on my last birthday. A sun carved into a disk of bone.
It had once been warm.
Now it was cold.
I cradled it for a moment, thinking of my brother, before letting it fall with a soft thud back to my chest. 
Both men reached for my hand, and I took a deep breath, surveying the cold, dark desert for what very well could be the last time. 
And together, we stepped through.



The cold hit first. A biting, sharp wind that cut through my bloodstained dress like glass. I stumbled slightly as the sand vanished beneath my boots, replaced by grey stone dusted with frost. Behind me, the portal crackled — and then Caius stepped through, breathless, but alive.
Ashen came last. As he emerged, still clutching his blade, the shimmer behind him flickered once, then vanished with a sound like a held breath releasing.
I looked around, my eyes wide with wonder as I took in the stark difference of my surroundings. It was Iviara that spread out before us, wild and vast.
Towering black mountains stretched across the horizon, their jagged peaks wrapped in snow. The sky was indigo already, full of early stars, not soft twinkles, but bright, cold lights like blades. Trees clung to the cliffs like clawed fingers, and a river cut through the dark valley below, half-frozen.
‘Gods,’ I whispered. ‘I have only ever seen this place in pictures and paintings. It’s more beautiful than I could have imagined.’
Ashen gave a small, tired smile. ‘Wait until the night magic rises.’
‘We’ll head for the ridge,’ Caius said, gesturing west. ‘There’s a path. An old Iviaran watchtower. They’ll take us in. Give us shelter.’
I hesitated, letting the silence settle around me.
‘How do you both know it’s safe?’ 
‘I…I grew up here. I suppose we both did in some way or another. This, Lyriel, is our home’. Caius said with a wink. 
I gaped a little at him, shock coating my features. 
‘But you never mentioned?’ I said. 
‘You, never asked’ he teased, reaching down to pick up the cane he had been using to walk. 
I turned a little red at this, embarrassed at my own self involvement. 
‘I’m sorry, I suppose—’
‘I suppose you have had a lot on your mind what with your mother being pure evil and wanting to use you as a weapon, your father being the Underking and wanting to use you as a tether, oh and your who world being turned completely upside down? It’s okay Princess, I forgive you’. He winked at me, light and snow and something that looked an awful lot like joy dancing in his eyes.
I gaped at him, my brain unable to comprehend it all said out loud, before descending into what could only be described as near hysterical laughter. 
Both men looked at me, surprise on their faces, but understanding too. 
For the last day, week, months, our lives had been nothing but fear. And now, finally, standing in this pine smelling clearing, we were, at least for now, safe. The laughter that shook from my body was half relief, half sheer exhaustion, and I was grateful when Ashen walked over to place a gentle, caring hand on my shoulder. 
I regained a modicum of control over myself after that, and followed both men up a rocky ascent, leading to the watch tower at the top. 
‘Back there…’ I began.
Ashen turned. ‘You don’t need to worry about it Lyriel. You did beautifully. Better than we could have ever imagined’. 
My throat felt dry.
‘I did let him in though. I heard him, in my head, and I don’t think he is going to forget how easy it was for him to get there’. 
I looked up at the trees. 
‘A part of me, wanted to let him in also. A part of me was yearning for that power’. I was so scared to admit it to them, so scared they might judge me for it. 
Neither man spoke, as they considered my words. Caius limped over, Ashen flanking my other side, and both men placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. ‘The fact you didn’t give in to all the power, when it sat, so close, within your grasp, shows us both how incredible you are Lyriel. Don’t for a second feel guilty for wanting power. It’s what you do with your power that makes all the difference’. 
Tears sprang into my eyes, and they both just nodded. 
As we began to walk again, I paused once at the ridge, looking back. The desert was gone now. And yet, somewhere in the depths of me, I could still feel it: the Queen’s fury, the Underking’s hunger.
They would come.
But so, would I.
This wasn’t the end.
This was where it really began.













