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Crystal Division is an adult dark fantasy novel that contains themes and scenes intended for mature readers. Such themes include:

	depictions of sexual content including assault;

	violence, war, and physical harm;

	strong language;

	emotional and psychological trauma;

	allusions to self-harm;

	allusion to forced pregnancy;

	eating disorders; and 

	misogyny and discrimination reflective of the world’s setting.


These elements are portrayed within a narrative context and are never intended to glorify or promote harm.

Reader discretion is advised.

For Nanie, who always knew I could fly. 
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Prologue
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“The queen is dead.” 

All three of her mother’s remaining Crystal Division guards burst through the door without knocking first. 

“Get out, all of you!” Mercelia said sternly to the maidservants who flitted about like tiny birds, tending to Briella’s hair.

Briella looked up from her mirror. Blood drained from her face. “What?” she asked, her voice shaking. 

“Your mother is dead, you oaf,” Stala, the portly little woman said bluntly. 

“Dead?! But how? I saw her just this morning! S-she was angry with me, but very much alive. I don’t understand.” Briella stood, numb. It was widely known that Arjunalila was a heavy drinker and occasionally partook in the inhaling of psychedelic substances imported from Ahakma. Both preferences could be fatal, especially when mixed. 

Briella swallowed, steadying herself. She struggled to neutralise her expression. She did not want to seem like a scared little child in front of them for she was not a child, she was the princess. “Drank herself to death, then?” she asked, attempting to sound casual.

“She was poisoned, my p— Your Grace,” Stala said, not meeting Briella’s eyes. 

“Poisoned?!” Briella’s face fell. “Are you sure?” Her voice quavered. “B-By whom?”

The older women shared a look. 

“Somebody please say something!” Briella pleaded, her face hot. “She was my mother!” 

“Well,” Mercelia finally said with some reluctance, “of that, we are not sure as yet. You see, there were not too many people who actually liked your mother, so it honestly could have been anyone.” Seeing Briella’s expression, she continued hastily. “But do not fear, my child! For we are actively investigating this, sending spies to all corners of the kingdom and places beyond. You will need to continue the work through your own Division, as... well, you know our fate.” 

“Oh,” Briella said. Yes, she did know their fate. She knew it very well. As did everyone else. Ever since the inception of the Crystal Division, it was tradition for the women to be buried alongside their queen once she drew her final breath. For a time, they had been buried alive during the ages of the particularly cruel despots, but presently they were hanged or beheaded, depending on the surviving monarch’s preference. The king’s preference. Tradition. As was everything else holding women back.

That needs to be changed, Briella thought. She said, “my own Division? And where might they be, then?” She twirled her long jet-black hair absently. 

“On their way.” Stala said shortly, watching Briella with notable envy. Arjunalila had forbidden her Division from having their hair longer than her own, which was a springy curly mess, never growing past her shoulders. She was easily jealous, and outlawed anything other women had that she did not. Hair length was just one example. As soon as her girls had arrived, they were made to have their locks crudely cut into shoulder length bobs, uneven most of the time, like hers. 

Mercelia elaborated. “You know they are selected from different parts of the kingdom, as once were we. They will all be notified soon; the knights were dispatched immediately. You have us until they arrive, if that helps.” 

Briella nodded, a grimace falling across her dark features. She looked down at her hands, at her fingers adorned with crystal inlaid rings – all fingers except her third on the left. 

“And what of my marriage negotiations? They were just getting underway. Are they to be stopped?” she asked hopefully, not daring to look at anyone. Briella had not seen her betrothed since they were children, but knew of his reputation with women. 

“I should not think so, Your Grace,” Fa’li replied not unkindly, her faint accent barely noticeable. “You have a duty, and you shall carry it out. Now more than ever is it vital to start planning for heirs. You yourself have none. No siblings, no cousins, no next of kin in any form of the phrase.”

“I am acutely aware of the danger my isolation poses to the throne, yes.”

“Well, yes, you may be alone for now,” Fa’li acknowledged. The lines around her eyes deepened as she smiled kindly. “But now is not forever. You shall be wed, and soon. Keit is a vital ally, especially now. We have all seen what Freeton is capable of.” Her smile faded and eyes darkened. The sole survivor of the Mountains massacre, Fa’li knew that all too well. Briella was only a child when it happened, more than a decade ago. She could still recall the vividness of the terror that spread through the palace like a plague, the rage of her mother upon receiving the harrowing news. 

The Mountain dwellers had always lived a relatively reclusive lifestyle, never bothering or invading anyone. They only ever left their cave sanctuary to trade with the neighbouring Farmlands. They never even interbred, and so their people kept their typical features of light, clear green or blue eyes, and sandy honey-coloured hair that never greyed. They spoke their own language and had different gods to the rest of the Crystal Isle. However, all of this changed when Caprisca – leader of Freeton – orchestrated a planned and thorough genocide, wiping out the entire population, save Fa’li, who was already long a member of the court based in the faraway capital city. Those who tried to flee or hide among the Farmlands were systematically found, tortured, and murdered, their tell-tale looks and accents giving them away. Caprisca then erected a huge impenetrable wall, sealing Freeton off from the rest of the mainland, and thus safe from any retaliatory attacks. A former member of Arjunalila’s Crystal Division herself who defected to and established the modern monarchy of Freeton, Caprisca was the most hated enemy of the entire nation. Nobody knew what else she was capable of. Following this defection and later attack, Queen Arjunalila became increasingly paranoid and wary of her women, shutting herself off from everyone, including Briella, who lived out her early teenage years as an outcast in her own home after the untimely death of her father. He, at least, had loved her dearly. 

“Besides, a child will brighten your life and make it worth something,” Fa’li added, snapping the young princess out of her daze. There was pain in her smile. She had to give up her own small children to come to the capital, leaving them behind to be fodder in the slaughter. Acknowledging this, she continued slowly. “While they should live, anyway. My happiness is knowing that soon, I shall meet mine again in the grand mountain in the sky. Enniya pidya meya.” My little ones. 

Stala broke the silence. “Ah, we almost forgot! The crown! You must come with us to the throne room, dear. The ascension shall be publicly announced. Immediately.”

“Immediately?” Briella echoed, baffled. “But I am not adequately attired!” She looked down at her ivory-frilled nightgown. “I cannot ascend the throne in this; people will think me mad!”

“Why do you think all three of us came?” Mercelia said, laughing. “Between the four of us we should be able to have you elegantly and appropriately dressed.”

“My maids...”

“Gossip too much. They do. We cannot have them knowing of the queen’s demise before everyone else. The maid who found her has been taken aside for questioning. News like this – that gives people hope – spreads quicker than a plague.” 

“Hope?” Briella repeated, mortified. “Because my mother is dead? That is cruel!” She threw the nightgown over her head, all self-consciousness forgotten.

“No, dear,” Fa’li replied, looking at her new queen with pride. “Not quite. The optimism for the future, the potential, the hope. It is not because of her. It is all for you.”
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“Fuck, I have to wear that?” Siva looked down at the old, tattered gown draped unceremoniously over her bed. She forced her gaze upwards at the older woman in utter despair. “Please, Gina, anything but this!”

“Siva!” Gina scolded, shaking her head. “It is beautiful! Antique! Your mother’s family spent a fortune importing this from Keit! They never managed to recover. Besides, it is much nicer than anything you own.” 

Siva looked down at her own gown, which was faded and fraying, the bodice slowly threatening to split apart from the skirt. Inch by inch the stitching loosened. She had been squeezing herself into it since she was a prepubescent girl of ten. 

“This has lasted me seven years, Gina. It has lasted well,” she said defensively. Despite herself, she could not help but run her eyes across Gina’s gown, which was a flawless deep red with a modest neckline and flourishing pink skirts. How she always managed to look so elegant baffled Siva. No one else in the Farmlands dressed how Gina did, not even the experienced whores or more affluent farmers’ wives. It was known that Gina came from elsewhere; it was obvious looking at her. She was pale with piercing light blue eyes, while Farmland natives were all sun-tanned with dark blue eyes like Siva. Siva thought Gina was either Keitian or perhaps from the capital. But why make the long arduous journey from such a magnificent place to the primitivity that was the Farmlands?

“Gina, why did you—” Siva began.

Gina waved her off. “I know your question, and the answer you require shall be revealed soon. Very soon. But for now, we have work to do. You do not wish for this marriage, do you, my dear?” Her piercing blue eyes bored into Siva’s soul. 

Siva shook her head fervently. “Of course not, but it is not my choice. He will know I am not what he is expecting to purchase, and for what? A few coins and maybe a cow or two if I’m good for a virgin? Why should that matter? What is it a man likes from an unused girl? Her fear? Her pain and discomfort? The blood? Dominating her? I do not understand it. Virgin boys are clumsy and useless.” 

Gina laughed as she carefully lifted the gown off the bed. “And you would know this?” Seeing Siva’s expression, she smiled. “Dear, I am not to tell a soul, I promise. I have known you since you were a babe, and have watched over you like you were my own. I, for one, do not care if you have embraced yourself and what it means to be a woman.” She winked at the girl. “Was it not I who first introduced you to the arts of the wood witch? Now, put this on.”

Siva unlaced her gown and allowed Gina to help her step into the new one. Her mother’s one. The gown Siva was conceived in, the night of her parents’ wedding. 

“Did she love my father?” she asked absently, wracking her brain for any semblance of memory. There were no paintings of Siva’s mother, no letters from her. Aside from this gown, there was nothing left of her. And now it was Siva’s turn to fade into nothingness in her stead. 

“She came to, towards the end,” Gina replied firmly. “But there was not enough time. They were only married the length of her pregnancy, you know. But your father, despite his flaws, did care for her a great deal. It helped, of course, that she was a vision. Any man would have fallen for eyes like that. You look like her, you know.” 

Siva looked down at the gown. It was nice, she had to admit, if not ill-fitting. Her mother must have been brawnier around the hip and fuller busted. 

“I wish I knew her,” she said, and meant it. “She could tell me what to do.”

“You know what to do,” Gina replied, fetching a brush to start taming the mangled beast that was Siva’s hair. 

“Not that. I mean... how to pretend to be happy in a situation I do not want and cannot avoid.” Siva slumped on her bed and sighed defeatedly. She looked up at the older woman. “Could I at least bring a knife and kill him in his sleep?”

Gina chuckled. “That would be rather obvious, I am afraid. They would have you flogged, then hanged. Trust me for I have lived a long time and seen many things. There is no justice for women, not yet. But, with our new queen, young Briella... Anyway, people need generations of coaxing before anything really begins to change.”

“We do not have generations; we have half an hour.”

“Yes.” Gina paused to concentrate on a knot. “Go into this with an open heart and mind. You do not know what is to come. Perhaps someone above cares about you enough to hear your wishes.”

Siva snorted. “Are you delirious? Does age make you lose sense?”

“It will make you lose your hair if you do not start behaving,” Gina warned, pulling on Siva’s hair for emphasis. “Now, sit still. We are almost ready to go.”

“It is not even to take place inside the church,” Siva muttered bitterly. While never religious herself, she still would have preferred her marriage to be blessed by the gods. But Siva never got any choice at all. And the gods never listened. 

“I know, dear,” Gina replied. 

“Why would my father agree to have me wed in his back paddock?” Siva continued, then answered her own question. “Probably because it was free of charge.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


Once outside, Gina patted her arm and gracefully waltzed over to join the other villagers who had gathered along the fence line, making sure to lift her skirts in order to keep them clean. Siva, meanwhile, almost slipped on the mud as her own long gown dragged across the ground. 

“Again, why in a fucking field?” she whispered to herself. “And the day after a storm, too. Fucking ridiculous.” 

She turned her attention to the small gathering of villagers. What a motley assortment they were. Thick-bodied, angry-looking older women with small children hiding behind their skirts avoided her eyes while she gained stares from the farmers. Their protruding pot bellies were matched only by those of their small delicate wives beside them. Pregnancy. The thought made Siva feel sick. 

Only a few of the women caught her eye. They then looked away, shy, but jealous. Everyone with eyes could see that Siva was the beauty of the village. All the boys knew that, anyway. Many of them had even had her, to the disgruntlement of their own wives or the girls who fancied them. Everyone had always envied her, but not now. 

Would nobody stand forward and stop this madness? Did anyone care? 

No, Siva thought. Nobody cares. To them, all I am is the next womb, ripe for invading and destroying with many children, most of whom will not make it past their first year of life if the harvest is not kind. I hope I have truly rendered myself barren with the number of treks to the woods witch I have embarked on over the years. If not, I will go back every time. I will not have any man’s child, let alone his. I will not!

She glared at her father as he came into view. It was his fault she was here, both biologically and physically. Would this have happened if she was the son he always wanted? 

The wheel will not stop turning unless someone stops it. I am not a spoke on that wheel. I am not. But how can I change a world that refuses to budge?

“Oh, smile for once, you scrawny little runt!” her father scolded, frowning back at her. “This is the most important day of your life. Your mother died having you. She would have died to see this moment.” He paused, a nostalgic film glazing his eyes. “Gods, she was a vision.”

Siva snorted. “She would have died seeing this, all right. Who does this to a daughter?”

He grabbed her suddenly by the arm and squeezed.

“Ow!” Siva yelped. “What are you doing?”

“Shut up, woman,” he said through gritted teeth. “If you do not, I will have Mos beat you in place of myself upon your marriage. Every man who gives a rat’s arse about their land, reputation, and wealth does this to a daughter. What do you expect? To be treated like a son?” He guffawed. “Grow an appendage, then we can talk. Now, smile!” He shoved her forward, causing her to almost lose balance anew. 

Siva continued to glare at him through slanted eyes. “Beat me?” she repeated slowly. “I hope he kills me. I should have died in place of my mother. I bring you nothing but shame.” Her voice was thick with spite.

Her father nodded. “That is the only worthy thing you have ever said. Yes, you should have. Come along.” He took her arm again, gently this time. “Siva, if I were not your father, I would have you on the ground right now.” 

Siva sighed. That was the closest thing to a compliment she had ever heard from him. 

“I am sure you mean to say that I look beautiful,” she whispered, more to herself than to him. Because she did. Even though the old wedding gown was tattered, stained, and sat too large around the bust and hips, it brought out the gold undertones of her hair and made her skin radiate. 

What a shame it will all be wasted on that, she thought, catching the eye of her husband-to-be. A fat, balding man of middle age with the body of a barrel and lack of height to match, Mos Herder was utterly repulsive. His previous wives had all died under circumstances one can only describe as suspicious – the latest mere weeks from giving birth when she was found under a tree, her head bashed in and stomach slashed. There were rumours that the child had been whelped onto her by a passing mercenary she had taken fancy to and planned to run away with once the child was born. However, as soon as she died, the mercenary fled, never to be seen again. 

Siva knew it was Mos who killed her. 

He probably caught the two of them in the throes of passion under the tree. An experienced drunk, he was severely unfit and saw to it that only cockless slaves maintained the farm. Boys he had purchased from an orphanage. Boys de-sexed like animals for fear of seducing his pretty young wives. 

As she approached him, he straightened up and swallowed hard. Siva noticed with disgust a small bulge appear at the centre of his too-tight breeches. 

That could be taken as a compliment too, she supposed. Especially if it were someone else. 

Most of her ex-lovers were among the crowd. Her first ever, she was sure, was still in love with her. He stood awkwardly to one side, away from his family and the other villagers. He stole glances at her, then shifted his focus to the ground when she caught his eye. A better man would have met her eye, held her gaze, and rescued her. But this was real life, not a silly fairy story. Love conquered nothing at all. This much Siva knew. If anything, love was a burden. 

“Ah, my friend!” Mos said jovially upon seeing her father. Even his voice was repulsive. Too high-pitched for a man of his girth. 

The two embraced. “Where is this priest, then?” he continued. “I need to take a shit!” 

Both men laughed. Siva rolled her eyes. 

“Yes, well, I expect he is recovering from last night. Those girls sure do know how to work a man!” Siva’s father replied. The local priest was notorious for frequenting brothels all around the Farmlands and drinking heavily during the day, often with Mos and Siva’s father. It surprised no one that he was late. 

Mos produced a small sack from his pocket. “Here it is, the money for her. I expect she is virtuous. This is costing me more than I can afford. It had better be for a good reason.”

“Well, yes, of course,” Siva’s father said nervously. He was dense but had clue enough to know of his daughter’s rumoured promiscuity. “She is untainted.”

“Aye?” Mos looked Siva up and down, licking his lips. “I know you would not deceive me, friend. There have been whispers... Let me test that anyway, for good measure.”

Siva’s father looked doubtful. “Is that necessary, Mos? The priest is on his way! I see him on the road.” He pointed towards the road excitedly. “See? We have no time to lose, come along!”

Mos ignored this, and made a grab at Siva, who stood frozen in fear. Usually, she had the reflexes of a cat, but there was nowhere to run, nothing within reaching distance to defend herself with. He was too big. Instead, Siva dug her feet into the damp ground as Mos positioned himself behind her, one thick brawny arm around her waist to hold her in place, while the other lifted her skirt. Her heart started to hammer, but she suppressed the tears that threatened to spill. She forced her eyes to the sky. It was such a nice day. Large, fluffy clouds passed by idly as sunlight lit their edges. Flocks of birds flew overhead, squawking at each other as if to gossip about the horrific sight below. 

Then she was suddenly brought back to earth by a rough, intrusive finger, then two, then three. Despite herself, she started to moisten as they moved in and out. His hard phallus dug into her back.

“You liar!” Mos yelled, suddenly releasing her. He threw her to the ground. “She is used, gaping! She has been defiled! I do not wish to spend my life’s earnings to pay for a whore, no matter how pretty her face is!”

“Mos, no, I am sure it is a misunderstanding!” Siva’s father said, scrambling for excuses. He looked frantically at the crowd. “Which one of you has defiled my daughter?” 

This was met with nothing but silence, save a few stifled giggles from the women. Siva busied herself by dabbing at her gown in vain. She thought it fitting that the purity of the white was tarnished for her, someone not pure in any sense of the word.

At this, the priest arrived. “What is going on here?” he asked, face red from the exertion it took to walk from the brothel to Siva’s father’s field. His hair was dishevelled and he reeked of wine. “This is a sacred marriage, not an argument over money! Stop embarrassing yourselves!” He looked at Siva. “Oh dear, such a pretty gown covered in mud.”

Siva shrank back. The priest had tried to defile her on many occasions before she bled. It was rumoured that young girls were his preference. Siva believed it, for now he scarcely noticed her in the way he once did. The same was said for half the men of the village. Growing up had given Siva solace in that regard, if nothing else. 

“She is used!” Mos repeated, yelling to emphasise the word. “Useless! This wedding is off! Jerome, you can keep your filthy whore daughter! I am not giving you anything for her, but I will still have her!” He reached for Siva again. This time she was faster.  Siva sprang into action, side-stepping the older man’s sweeping grabs. She ran towards the crowd with her skirts bunched up in her hands. 

Someone save me, please! Gods, I will do anything!

The crowd parted, but not for her. 

She heard them before she saw them. Five knights, in shining silver armour found only in the capital, atop fearsome black mounts. From the capital! Why were they here, on her father’s farm? 

Nobody moved, not even Mos.

The leading knight dismounted and began slowly scouring the crowd. Easily a head taller than the tallest villager, he was intimidatingly large in his armour. He removed his visor and spoke. Siva was startled by his shockingly handsome face, sandy hair, and clear green eyes. She thought everyone in the capital would have resembled Gina. 

“We are looking for a girl!” he boomed in a thick accent, somehow not unfamiliar to Siva’s ears. “She is to be summoned to the Crystal City to become a member of the new queen Briella’s Crystals Division. Any marriage or betrothal she is currently involved in is now null and void. Of courses, the relevant affected parties will be compensated.” He gestured towards another knight, who produced a large sack pregnant with coinage. “Now, this girl we need to be taking with us back to the capital is called... S-Sheeva, yes, Sheeva Wheatfield.”

“Oh,” Siva said weakly. Legs shaking, she walked up to him, and spoke with more confidence than she felt. “She is me. I am her. My name is Siva Wheatfield.” She looked into his eyes and saw her own soul. It was withered, beaten, but still holding on. Barely. 

“Does anybody disagree?” the knight asked, holding her gaze.

“No!” Gina yelled. She hurried to Siva’s side. “I was the Overseer.” She nodded quickly at the knight, expecting recognition and validation. 

He smiled at her. “I see. Thank you.”

Overseer? What did that mean? Had Gina known all along this would happen? Siva looked at her mother-figure, reassessing everything she had ever known about her. “Gina, do you—”

“Hey! Son of a whore!” 

Siva turned with loathing to see the source of the voice stumbling towards her, accompanied by Mos, who was red-faced and panting with the effort. Her father. 

“What the fuck is this, then? You came to steal my daughter away?”

The knight stood straight, gesturing for the women to move behind him. “And you were not doing that yourself, just now?” he retorted, his eyes steely. “Selling her like an animal?”

“It was a fair transaction,” her father huffed. 

“Fair? Jerome, do not get me started!” Mos complained, eyeing the knight with caution. “If nothing else, I expect to be redeemed for this betrayal. I want a real virgin.” He glanced at Siva, then turned his attention back to the big knight. “But, you did say about compensation...”

“Yes,” the knight said through gritted teeth. “Divide this between yourselves.” He motioned towards the other dismounted knight, who still held the bag in his hand. He threw it on the ground in front of the men, who both dived for it eagerly. 

“Is everyone satisfied?” the sandy-haired knight asked in a droll tone. He looked down at them with disgust. 

“Oh, yes! Thank you, good sir! And gods give power to the queen!” Mos said, his attention fully on the gold coins that spilled from the bag into the mud. “This is worth one hundred of her!”

“And that’s just your share!” Siva’s father marvelled. Neither noticed as Siva was led towards the horses. She looked back to smile at Gina, who waved and gestured for her to continue moving forward. 

Forward. Only forward. Onwards and upwards. I will rise. 

Siva clambered onto the horse, clumsy in her restricting skirts. The fabric tore as she adjusted her seat behind the sandy-haired knight. She clutched his waist like she was clutching onto life itself, which in a way, she was.

“Hold on tightly, we have no time to be losing,” her saviour said. Losing said like loosing, tightly instead of tight, random pluralisation, rolling every r... What was his accent? Where was he from? It was clear that the Standard Common Tongue was not his first language, but the only place Siva could think of with an alternative language was Ahakma, and he was not nearly dark enough to be from there. Something pulled on a small part of her brain. She had heard such an accent before, perhaps even a lifetime ago. But where? 

“What is—” she began.

“My name?” the knight asked, cutting her off. “Dru’ai. It is nice to meet you.”

Dru’ai? Siva thought. That is definitely not the Common Tongue. But why does it sound so familiar?

“Oh, gods!” she gasped as he kicked the horse into motion without warning. She tightened her grip on his waist and rested her head on his back. For now, she was safe. She almost laughed at the situation. How queer it must look to passers-by: a girl in a mud-stained wedding dress on the back of such a noble steed, forcibly taken from her husband-to-be.

Good. I do not know what awaits, but nothing can be worse than what was promised to me then. 

She avoided looking back as they rode away, far away. She even allowed herself to smile. 

Perhaps Gina was right, she thought, saddened by the sudden realisation that they would never meet again. Perhaps someone above does care about me.
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Two
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The man beneath her let out a blood-curdling scream as she cauterised the stump where only a few minutes ago his arm had been. She winced as the fire licked his skin. Men like this came through often. War did such things. 

But this was peacetime. 

“All right,” Ayella said, wiping her hands on her apron. “There you go. I will give you some salves to soothe the area when it...” she stopped, looking at the ugly wound. “...heals.” 

“Thank you, Sister,” the man replied through gritted teeth. “May the gods bless you.”

“And may the gods bless you,” she said and smiled sadly. 

The man was young, perhaps not even her age, with the wispy beginnings of a blond beard. He had only been in the royal army a few months when a training drill went wrong. Now he might never fight again.

She lingered by his bedside. 

“Was there anything else?” the man asked, watching her.

“Oh, uh, yes.” She checked to see if anyone was watching then leaned in close to him, whispering into his ear. “Do you by any chance know a soldier called Lendel? He’s taller than me and has light brown hair and blue eyes. He was sent to Keit last year.”

The man blinked. “Yes... why do you ask?”

Ayella’s heart picked up speed. She tried to be casual. “No reason. He is alive, though?” 

“Yes. Alive and well.” 

“Thank you!” She smiled and breathed a big sigh of relief. “If you need anything else, do not hesitate to ask me.” 

She walked over to the communal wash area at the back of the room and washed her hands in the barrel. Luckily the water was still relatively warm and clean, as it was only the morning. By noon it would be red from blood... and smelly. They only replaced the water once a day. This annoyed Ayella, who had become accustomed to a certain standard of hygiene, having grown up in her mother’s small apothecary and medical practice on the other side of the city. It had been Ayella’s responsibility to ensure that everything was clean in order to reduce the chances of further infection or cross-contamination. That was clearly not the case here, however. 

“Are you fucking stupid? You will kill him if you do it like that!”

She looked over towards the source of the shouting to see Mother Crecia standing over a bed, her bulky buxom figure concealing whom she yelled at. Ayella walked over, outraged. It was extremely unprofessional to curse at someone when there were patients within earshot. Who could it possibly be?

She sighed when she saw the girl, her black hair visible beneath the headband and hood of her Habit. Treya. 

Ayella had only been at the nunnery a few weeks, but even that was long enough to notice the total incompetency of this girl. She looked to be Ayella’s age, but had been there for several years. 

Surely by now she would know something, Ayella thought.

She knew very little about Treya, who for the most part kept to herself. What she did know was that the girl was the sole victim of countless pranks and cruel gossip at the hands of the other novices and verbally abused by Mother Crecia at every opportunity. This was one of them.

“I was only trying to do it how I’ve seen Ayella do it,” Treya mumbled, her eyes not meeting Mother Crecia’s face. 

It was a fearsome sight to behold. Despite her wealth of knowledge and experience in this field, Mother Crecia looked no better than a well-fed beggar. Her teeth were blackened and uneven, cheeks doughy but wrinkled. A web of dark broken veins encompassed her snub nose. Small boils peppered her sagging weathered skin. She was tall, too, which only made her more intimidating. She was the human epitome of ugliness, in both appearance and personality. Ayella always made sure to be on her good side, but not today. This could not keep happening.

“Well, you’re doing it wrong again. You are so fucking useless, Treya! How many people have you actually saved all these years?”

The room went silent. All eyes were on Mother Crecia.

“I should have you banished to the library,” she continued, her rage rendering her oblivious. “I should never have let them take you in. The church is not an orphanage! Get out of my sight.” 

Treya looked close to tears. “Banish me to the fucking library, then,” she said quietly, her voice thick with malice. “I never wanted to come here, either.” She dropped the scalpel she was holding and threw her apron on the ground in a show of defiance. 

“Stop this!” Ayella interjected, stepping in front of Treya. “This unfairness has gone on too long. Yes, Treya may be inexperienced and of little use, but do not use that tone with her. If you had trained her properly or encouraged her, perhaps she would be better.” She raised her tone. “It truly is a wonder anyone leaves this place alive at all, given the state you have it in.”

A few of the Sisters nearby giggled. Mother Crecia glared at them. They stopped at once.

“Oh?” she said, turning her attention to Ayella. “Is that right? I have been running this place for the past three years as Holy Mother and was a senior Sister for decades prior to that. Believe me, I know what I am doing. Yet you’ve been here all of what, a month? You dare to criticise me? I understand that you are very good at your work, that no one can stop singing your praises, but I see what you are underneath. You think you are better than everyone else because you are young and pretty. Well, guess what, Sister Ayella? You are a whore, a fornicator, and a disgrace to the gods. You think you’re better than us? Look around. We are all in the same place. Go.”

“Where?” Ayella asked, utterly dumbfounded. She felt her cheeks redden and had the sudden urge to blink back tears. “I am only trying to help.”

“No, you are only trying to undermine me and everything I have worked for. Fuck right off with her.” She paused to glare at Treya. “If you are so worried about being clean, go take a fucking bath. I will speak with you both privately later.” 

Ayella took Treya by the hand and stormed out. 

Once they were in the courtyard, Treya spoke. “She will have us beaten and starved.” 

“She can try,” Ayella replied, still fuming. She rounded on Treya. “Why do you let them treat you like that? Not just Mother Crecia, but everyone. Treya, do you have no pride?”

The girl’s shoulders slumped. “It is true that I have no idea what I’m doing. I have never liked looking at blood or operating on people, and I know I am useless at it. But what choice do I have?” Her big brown eyes looked pleadingly at Ayella, betraying the child within her. “Where can I go?”

Ayella opened her mouth then closed it, thinking better of what she was going to say.

“I have nowhere to go, no one who cares about me, nothing,” Treya continued helplessly. “You come from wealth; it is not far-fetched to imagine that someone could come to get you out. They accept bribes. Crecia, especially. You’re still new, so everyone is nice. But once you realise you’re never getting out of here, that will change. Now they’ll turn on you, too.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you helping me?”

“She is horribly cruel,” Ayella said slowly, as they traversed to the bathhouse. Thankfully, it was empty. This building never ceased to take Ayella’s breath away. Aside from the library, it was the nicest part of the nunnery. A massive tiled bath engulfed the floor, steam rising from beneath it eternally. The late king had bestowed such a Keitian innovation here as a gift of gratitude to the pious. He always said that nunneries were especially useful, as they kept young girls out of danger and wrapped within the warm embrace of the gods.

“It is not your fault that you are... inept,” she continued.  “Students are only as good as their teachers. I was always taught to have respect and to love everyone – especially fellow women – for who do we have if not each other?” She smiled. “Crecia is not really a woman, is she? She can’t be, looking like that.”

Treya snorted. “For someone so nice, you’re actually a bit of a bitch.” She went to the nearest bath and removed her Habit, letting loose her thick, luscious waist-length hair of which Ayella was instantly jealous. 

“Well, I...” She stopped, shocked. Treya’s ivory and otherwise unblemished arms were laced with criss-crossing faint pink scars that grew thicker and more gnarly around her wrists. Ayella had seen victims of attempted suicide at her mother’s practice. She had held their wrists in vain to stop the flow of blood. Suddenly a wave of sadness washed over her. Where had Treya come from? What had happened to her? 

“What?” Treya asked, now fully submerged in the water, her hair sleek and sticking to her neck. “Are you just going to stand there or are you going to join me?”

Ayella undressed swiftly, carefully folding her clothes and placing them on a bench. She grabbed a bar of soap and started exfoliating her arms. 

“Do you get individual baths where you are from?” Treya asked her, an immaculate brow raised. “Too good for the rest of us even in the bathhouse?” 

Ayella forced a smile. She was happy that Treya was warming to her and loosening up. She had a personality, and a good one at that. But why did everyone despise her so? 

“What happened to you, Treya?” she asked softly. 

Treya’s face darkened. 

“The scars, I mean,” Ayella added hastily. She looked away, suddenly ashamed. 

Treya swallowed hard and started attacking her skin with a coarse brush. “Every girl’s worst nightmare,” she started, her voice steely. “When I still lived with my family, they sold me into marriage, but I refused to be sold. I ran away. He followed me, the man. He was faster. A lot faster.” She scrubbed harder until her forearm was an angry red. “Then when the womb quickened, they sent me here.” 

“Gods, I’m so sorry,” Ayella breathed. Her heart broke for this girl. 

“Mm,” Treya replied idly. The scrubbing stopped. Her dark eyes were on Ayella. They pierced her soul. “What did you ask that man, in there?” she asked. 

“What?” 

“The stump. You leaned over him and asked him something. Don’t act surprised; I saw you.”

“Oh.” Ayella blushed. “It’s not important.”

“Yes, it is. Tell me.” 

Ayella looked at her, exasperated. This must be what it is to have a younger sister, she thought. She said, “I asked if he knew someone. If that someone still lives. We’re in peacetime now, so he might be near. I don’t know. I can’t contact him or go to him. But like I said, it’s not important.”

“Is he alive?” Treya asked quietly. 

Ayella nodded and smiled despite herself. “Yes.”

“That’s good.” Treya stood. “Right, well, I’m clean. Let’s go get this flogging over with, shall we? Congratulations on your first full and authentic Crecia experience,” she said sarcastically, her smile anything but happy. 

Ayella swallowed, an uneasy feeling settling in her stomach as she rose from the bath. Her skin prickled instantly at the unexpected cold air. 

Gods. Please have mercy on us, she prayed silently, especially Treya. Now more than ever, she needs you. Help her, for once. 

––––––––
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Masses of black Habits blocked their exit; excited faces flushed with the anticipation of bloodlust beneath. These were supposed to be the keepers of the gods. Gods Ayella believed in. Gods she knew would never stand for something so cruel. She tightened her grip on Treya’s arm. 

“Feeling cleaner, are we?” 

Mother Crecia’s voice pierced the air like a knife through a heart. She made her way to the centre of the crowd, brushing past the Sisters as if shooing a buzzard.

Ayella wet her lips. Clutching Treya’s hand, she spoke. “Who is tending to the patients if everyone is out here watching us?” she asked, her voice louder and more confident than she felt. 

She tried not to flinch when Mother Crecia’s mud-coloured eyes dropped to her level. A cruel mocking grin spread across her face, exposing her rancid rotting teeth. 

“You have quite an opinionated mind for a woman,” she sneered. “Did you not have a father around to beat it out of you?” Seeing Ayella’s expression darken, she cackled. “I suppose not, then. Just you and your mother. Pray tell, why did she abandon you so and send you here?” 

Treya was watching Ayella intently. It was only fair she told her story, having heard one so much worse. 

Ayella sighed. “It was not she who sent me here. My man’s parents are quite conservative, and they caught us engaging in lovemaking. If I wasn’t appropriately punished for corrupting their son, they would have razed my mother’s apothecary and medical practice to the ground. He was sent to Keit to prepare for military training, and I was sent here. Are you happy with that?” 

Mother Crecia smirked and raised her arms. “See, girls?” she yelled. “A harlot! No matter how good her healing skills may be, she remains nothing more than a whore, a sinner. The two of them make a very good pair.” She turned her attention back to Ayella and Treya. “And, as the good books teach us, such sins require punishment.” Her eyes gleamed. “Girls, you have my full permission to teach them a lesson. Only cease when they fall unconscious.”

What the fuck is this place? Ayella thought. She looked at Treya, whose eyes were on the ground. Her free hand picked at the scars on the other wrist. Ayella batted it away gently.

“A girl who is torn cannot be repaired,” Mother Crecia continued. “Do not let them corrupt your sweet, pious souls.” She bowed mockingly and made her way out of the circle. “Begin.” 

Ayella instinctively stood in front of Treya, in a futile attempt to defend her. She had never learned to defend herself, to hold a sword, or to throw a punch, let alone take one. The first blow landed hard on the side of her face, bringing tears to her eyes. She fell back, stunned. Falling was a mistake. The Sisters surrounded her like flies on shit. 

Treya cried out and put her hands in front of her face in a futile effort to shield herself. Ayella watched her fall to the ground, her head smacking against the concrete. Her body went limp, and for a sickening second Ayella thought she was dead. Then her chest started to rise and fall – if only shallowly – and her eyes opened, wide with fear, begging for help. Help Ayella was in no position to give. 

“Take that, whores!” one girl yelled, while kicking Ayella in the stomach. “How dare you sully the gods!”

Ayella keeled over into the foetal position, where she lay weakly, unmoving. Tears blurred her vision. She yelped when someone wrenched her Habit off, taking with it a generous handful of hair. Her scalp screamed in protest. It seemed to last forever. 

She thought she was hallucinating when the gates opened. Through swollen eyes she saw palace knights atop immaculate large white horses surrounded by a halo of light; angels had come to take her.

Good, Ayella thought, I am more than ready to die. She closed her eyes and smiled, blood painting her lips like a courtesan’s makeup. 

Then suddenly the kicking stopped. 

One of the knights was shouting a name. A very familiar name. On the verge of delirium, Ayella thought it was her name being repeated over and over again. Not only by the knight, but also Mother Crecia. 

Mother Crecia? Why would she be saying my name? She killed me. 

Someone knelt beside her and wiped her mouth with a sleeve. Mother Crecia. She even helped Ayella to her feet. Ayella looked down at Treya, who was immobile, her eyes open but blank. Ayella tried to reach for her but found she could not even stand. When she put weight on her left ankle, a jolt of pain seared up her leg and through her whole body. She saw stars. 

“There, there, now, love. Don’t try to move it,” cooed Mother Crecia. Her weary face produced a smile that never reached her eyes. She helped Ayella, who was limping on one leg and barely conscious, over to the knight’s side. His expression betrayed nothing. 

“T-Treya! We have to take her, too!” Ayella slurred as she was lifted onto the back of a horse and tied to the saddle so she wouldn’t slide off the side. “Treya! Treya!” she continued to yell, her voice quickly becoming hoarse. 

The last thing she remembered as they rode away was Treya, lying crumpled on the ground in a pool of her own blood. Then there was nothing but darkness. 
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Three
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“You are probably all wondering why I am here with my mother’s Crystal Division,” Briella began, her voice shaking. 

Karia rolled her eyes. This child was not fit to be a princess, let alone a future queen. Just because she was born into the role did not mean she was the best choice for it. 

“Show some respect, daughter,” her mother hissed from the seat next to her. 

They looked out at the masses of commoners lining the amphitheatre on all sides, light-skinned folks whose weak eyes struggled in the early sunlight. Karia’s family, as members of the court, were shielded from the sun, sheltered in the comfortable seats of the pavilion overlooking the stage. Karia had grown accustomed to such comforts. Her parents always made sure she had the best of everything, whether it was jewels, gowns, or education. This naturally also extended to men. 

With her slender figure, Keitian-like long silver hair, and striking dark blue eyes, Karia had also grown accustomed to having all eyes on her. A passing servant her caught her eye and smiled, showing blackened teeth. Karia immediately looked away, her stomach roiling. 

“Well, this saddens me to say,” Briella continued from the stage below. She paused, concealing a sob that was about to wrack her whole body. Fa’li, the little buxom lady from the Mountains, took and squeezed her hand in support. 

“My mother is dead,” Briella finished quietly. She raised her head and shouted. “The queen is dead.” 

A murmur rippled through the crowd. No doubt everyone would be relieved. Arjunalila was a tyrant, driven to obsession by an unreasonable jealousy for everyone and everything. But what did this mean for the future? Briella was to be queen? Now? Without a king?

Karia turned to her mother incredulously. She was smirking triumphantly, almost as if she already knew. But how? Why?

“S-she was poisoned,” Briella said, and pointed towards the edge of the stage. Karia, along with everyone else, turned her attention to the gallows. Royal guards ascended the stairs with an unknown man struggling between them. His arms and legs were chained, and a crude sack concealed his face. They slowly led him to the rope. 

The crowd gasped when the sack was removed, and head guided into the noose. Even Karia recognised him. An old, kindly merchant who never shied away from the commoners, who always had fistfuls of imported candies ready for the children. Originally from the Port based on his darker colouring and accent, he had been in the city for as long as Karia could remember. 

Him? But why?

“Stick to your story,” Karia’s mother whispered through gritted teeth. She caught the man’s eye and nodded. He nodded back, his face set in a solemn line. Karia watched this quick exchange in disbelief. Then it dawned on her. Her stomach dropped. 

She is in on this. My mother had a hand in killing the queen. But for what purpose?

“This man, someone whom you all know well, was caught with a flask of wine, the same wine my mother drank before her death. When approached, he confessed instantly. For how many years were we all fooled?” Briella asked, her voice rising with anger. “He could have done the same thing to your children. Who knows what is in the treats he gives us? He killed my mother on no one’s instruction except his own. This was not Caprisca of Freeton’s work, but that of a sad, lonely man who wanted to change the world.” She grimaced as she looked at him. “And now he has. And now his world shall change.” She approached him cautiously, taking care to stay out of reach. “Have you any final words before your soul descends into the darkest of hells?” she asked coldly. 

The man gaped at her and looked out at the crowd, scanning the sea of faces before his eyes rested on the pavilion anew. On Karia’s mother. He smiled, then turned back to Briella.

“Congratulations on your new position,” he shouted, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Short may she reign! Here’s to a country united!” 

A country united. The call of Freeton. 

Freeton? 

Karia watched her mother as the man was hanged. Her face betrayed no emotion. Her father, on the other hand, looked relieved. 

Him too? What is this? 

She turned her focus back to the stage, where the merchant was now dangling limply, lifeless. At least his neck broke instantly. At least it was quick. For Karia, there was nothing worse than a man hanged who did not die immediately. The way they would scratch and claw at the rope, swinging their legs aggressively. The way they choked. It was just annoying and time consuming. At least this man died with dignity. 

Briella began speaking again, interrupting Karia’s thoughts. “Now that the matter is settled, the next order of business is the Crystal Division.” She turned to Fa’li and the others, who all averted their gazes to the ground. They knew what was coming. The crowd was silent. They knew and had liked these women. Everyone had. Everyone but Karia. To her, the whole idea of a monarchy was a farce. Utter bullshit. People who dedicated their lives to studying politics, military tactics, fighting, and trade would never be given the opportunity to show their skills and rule. They would not even be the queen's chief advisors. That role went to four women of an age with the queen who were selected and observed from birth based on some stupid tradition that first happened more than two centuries ago. For their whole lives they would live as normal, not knowing their role... until the day came. A day like today. Most of the time they were uneducated peasants, who were expected to go from zero skills with a sword to the level of an assassin within a few months. How could a few months eclipse a lifetime of preparation? The only good thing about the Crystal Division was that when a queen died, so did they. That way, they couldn’t betray her secrets. It was an excellent idea.

Karia straightened up in her seat. This was what she came to see. 

Briella’s voice trembled as she addressed them. “Women. Protectors. Friends. Usually, you would be given your sentence now for failing to protect your queen for one, and for being in the position you are in – a position you never had a choice in. I, too, have no choice in my position. I understand your plight, better, perhaps, than anyone else. Because of that...” She paused to take a breath. “...I shall sentence you to live.”

“What?” hissed Karia.

The women looked up at their queen with baffled expressions. The crowd jeered. 

“Yes,” Briella continued, struggling to raise her voice over the level of the crowd, which was quickly becoming agitated. “They may continue to reside here, in the palace, in the capital. Or they can leave and return to their families. Either way, a sack full of gold coins shall accompany them, as compensation for their sacrificed youth, their sacrificed lives. They have done enough for the crown.”

The amphitheatre rumbled as commoners yelled both racially and sexually derogatory terms at her, and some even took to throwing stones. Why there was suddenly an array of stones, Karia did not know. Did the poor keep such weapons on their bodies at
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