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For companions who journey through magical realms together.

This novel is a love letter to the power of friendship and the bonds that turn even the darkest realities into something extraordinary.




A Note on the Content

Riftborne is a work of fiction set in the fantasy world of the Sídhe Guard, a military force of warriors sworn to protect the Isle. It includes elements that depict war, battle, hand-to-hand combat, blood, violence, self-harm (blood-oath), injuries, death, death of friends, drowning, alcohol consumption, drug use (magical elixirs), nationalism, xenophobia, mild bullying, manipulation, graphic language, and sexual activities that are shown on the page. For our readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please be aware.
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Glossary


	Aossí (Eess-SHEE)

	The race of Elven-like beings that live on the Isle of Sídhe and Riftdremar.


	Sídhe (SHEE)

	The Isle of Sídhe is a kingdom in which all Aossí now reside. It is where the majority of the story takes place.


	Riftdremar (Rift-dra-mahr)

	An island to the east of the Isle of Sídhe. Riftdremar was destroyed after an uprising against Sídhe’s colonial effort to expand their influence on Riftdremar’s culture, economy, and resources.


	Riftdremar Rebellion

	An uprising against the Isle of Sídhe that spiraled into a full-blown rebellion, resulting in a war between the two nations. The war ended twenty years prior to the events in this story. Some refugees were allowed citizenship on Sídhe after the events of the conflict. Those who are from Riftdremar are called the Riftborne.


	Riftborne (Rift-bohrn)

	Children who were saved from the destruction of their homeland, Riftdremar, and brought to the Isle of Sídhe. Before they were granted citizenship, these refugees were branded with a symbol of unity on their left wrist and hand. Most were raised in group homes throughout the Isle and were expected to assimilate into Sídhe culture and society.


	Essence (Ess-ense)

	The magic that runs throughout the realm, empowering both the land itself and the Aossí.


	Focus (Foh-kus)

	Each Aossí is blessed with an individual gift, whether it be mundane or extraordinary, and this is referred to as a focus. It is how essence manifests itself in each individual.


	Esprithe (Esp-rith)

	The pantheon of deities who are worshiped by those on the Isle of Sídhe. It consists of:


	Sibyl (Sib-uhl), the Esprithe of Foresight; Conleth (Kohn-luth), the Esprithe of Wisdom; Niamh (Neev), the Esprithe of Dreams; Ainthe (Ah-N-yuh), the Esprithe of Memories; Eibhlín (Eve-lin), the Esprithe of Justice; and Fírinne (Fehr-EN-yeh), the Esprithe of Truth.


	Luminaria (Loom-ihn-aria)

	The capital of the Isle of Sídhe


	Emeraal (Em-er-ahl)

	The largest city on the western border of Sídhe, south of Stormshire.


	Stormshire (Stohrm-sheer)

	The largest military base on the western border of Sídhe, north of Emeraal.







Pronunciation Guide

Fia (Fee-ah)

Laryk (Lahr-eck)

Maladea (Mah-LAY-dia)

Osta (Ah-sta)

Raine (Rayne)

Baelor (Bae-lore)

Briar (Bryer)

Draven (Dray-ven)

Nazul (Nah-zuhl)




An Excerpt:
The Historical Account of Sídhe
First Edition

In times long past, driven by a vision of unity and prosperity, the Isle of Sídhe embarked on an expansion to the eastern seas, generously sharing the gift of civilization with the people of Riftdremar. They aspired to uplift Riftdremar from a state of disarray.

Over the passing centuries, the people of Riftdremar, initially hesitant, witnessed the positive impact of Sídhe’s influence. Recognizing Riftdremar’s potential for greatness, Sídhe invested in infrastructure, education, and cultural exchange. This generous assimilation aimed at fostering a harmonious union between the two lands.

Tragically, the uprising unfolded as a dark chapter in our shared history. Radicalized leaders in Riftdremar, influenced by ancient grievances, incited rebellion against us. In response, our valiant Sídhe Guard engaged in a defensive operation to quell unrest and restore order.

Regrettably, the conflict resulted in significant devastation in Riftdremar. The citizens were caught in the crossfire and suffered the consequences of their leaders’ misguidance. In the aftermath, the Isle of Sídhe extended its arms to displaced Riftdremarian children, providing shelter, sustenance, and an opportunity to begin new lives on the Isle.

To ensure lasting peace and stability, Sídhe enacted measures to identify potential instigators and prevent further uprisings. The branding of refugees became a necessary step to maintain order and security, safeguarding our shared future.




Chapter One

I hesitated on the precipice of safety, skin ablaze with the urge to retrace my steps to Luminaria. My instincts roared at me to run, to hide – instincts I had spent my entire life cultivating. Humid night air clung to me like a second skin, heavy with the scent of earth and something faintly floral.

A candlelit trail led to the Grove – a valley cradled between rolling hills and the gnarled embrace of the forest. Smoke billowed through the treetops, and golden fire erupted from pits throughout the expanse below. A mixture of nerves and curiosity flooded my veins as I peered into its glittering depths.

I could almost taste the pungent mix of liquor, sweat, and hormones wafting in the air, accompanied by the peculiar whines and wanes of Sídhe music. Haunting melodies danced up my spine, tempting me to lose myself in the music.

Esprithe’s sake, Fia. It’s enchanted.

I shifted my weight, readjusting my grip on the rough wooden crate. I was holding on to whatever sanity I still possessed by a thread after spending the entire day brewing tonics for the Sídhe nobility and their ridiculous party.

If they hadn’t placed the orders so damn late, none of this would be happening. I wouldn’t be here. But the elites of Sídhe cared little for the day-to-day of common folk. They were far too preoccupied.

My attention shot to the sky as a light weaver cast shimmering rays into the clouds, tearing through the mist like a river in the heavens.

In the world below, a kaleidoscope of satin gowns swirled as Aossí danced in unison.

Beauty could be deceptive, and it often was. Vipers, after all, distract with shimmering scales before going in for the kill. The nobles were much the same, twice as lethal as they were mesmerizing.

Only the decline of a hill separated us. Another minute of walking, and I’d be in their midst.

Unfortunately, the whims of these people and their extravagant soirées would provide much better pay than any normal day at the Apothecary, so refusing their business wasn’t an option.

Besides, how could the elite possibly reach their desired levels of debauchery without a few euphoria-inducing party favors?

The foolish bravery I’d somehow mustered back at the Apothecary had completely vanished. This was supposed to be Eron’s delivery, not mine. He’d been running them all day, after all. I’d only volunteered because his wife had gone into labor. A stupid move. I knew it then, but now, standing here, it felt like a deadly mistake.

I was a Riftborne, one of many transplanted to Sídhe and branded with a symbol of unity following the Riftdremar Rebellion. Because nothing screams unification quite like a brand to mark you out from the masses. I peeked down at my left hand, where the twin serpents of Sídhe coiled round the antlers of Riftdremar.

At least I’d worn gloves.

I was three when the ships brought us here. Too young to remember faces, voices, or even the names of the people who gave me life. Most Riftborne children arrived with nothing, but somehow, I’d clutched a small gold bracelet through the entire journey – my only proof that I’d belonged to someone once. That someone had loved me enough to slip it on to my tiny wrist before everything burned.

While few of us remembered the Rebellion that ended twenty years ago, everyone in Sídhe knew someone who’d died in the war. And many of them wanted us to repay that price with our lives.

Anger started to build in me, but a splitting force surged through my head, forcing all thought out. I slammed my eyes shut.

The curse that lived inside me used to be nothing more than a faint presence lingering in the depths of my mind. Now it threatened to explode at any moment, lying in wait just below the surface, desperate for the opportunity to unleash itself.

And once it escaped …

I didn’t allow the thought to finish as I steadied myself, digging my heels into the damp earth.

Despite the violent beating of my heart, I took another shaky step forward into the thick air, heavy with a mix of perfume and woodsmoke.

Clinging to the crate and trying to make my body as small as possible, I melted into the shadows of the treeline and made my way along the dirt path.

I hoped the attendees had been partaking in the elixirs long enough for the desired effects to take hold. It would be much easier to navigate a space full of intoxicated minds, where thoughts swam, and steps faltered.

Craning my head over the moving mass of bodies, I scanned the area, searching for Ma’s station.

Ah, there it is.

Keeping my head low, I found my way to the opposite side of the Grove, where Ma’s potions were displayed on a table lined with twinkling candles and blooms from across the realm. Annoyance tugged at me. Ma’s affinity for healing was revolutionary, yet this would be her legacy – providing libido-boosting cocktails to the Sídhe Guard and their irreverent groupies.

My shoulders burned to drop the crate. It nearly tumbled out of my grasp as I edged it on to the table, vials clinking against each other at the jolt.

I hunted for anyone who might be manning this station, but there was no one to be seen. I began unloading the vials, snapping back and forth from crate to table.

I had never previously stepped foot near one of these parties, but I knew what to expect. Ma loved to gossip about them during our more boring hours at the Apothecary. Tonight, all classes would be frothing at the mouth as their military idols were paraded through the crowd. They’d indulge in the finest culinary delights, lose themselves in aromatic bitters, spiked tonics, and the elusive Bloodthorne wine, only to finally stagger home, leaving chaos in their inebriated wake. Just another mess for someone else to clean up.

But tonight was different. Tonight, General Ashford would be in attendance.

The King and Queen regularly visited the capital for parades, festivals, and official proceedings, loudly announcing their praise for one Laryk Ashford. But the man himself was an enigma. Sometimes we’d hear whispers of the General quietly slipping into the Sídhe Guard Compound after a night in one of the more exclusive lounges Luminaria had to offer, but a rare few ever saw him with their own eyes. I suppose the mystery of it all drew the crowds in like a moth to a flame.

Maybe if I was quick enough, I could make my escape before he showed up.

Luck, however, was not on my side.

It never was.

With only three damn bottles placed, a familiar squeal echoed through the air behind me. I took a calming breath before turning round and meeting the bright aquamarine eyes of Osta, who looked giddy enough to explode.

My best friend, and a fellow Riftborne, Osta navigated the divide much more easily than I did. She could walk down the street with her sleeves casually tugged down, brand out for the world to see, but still somehow blend in. She looked and felt perfectly at home everywhere she went.

Deep blue silk cascaded in shimmering pleats down her frame, like the petals of a flower in bloom.

Her bronzed hair lay in perfect ringlets down her back. Her skin glowed a golden shimmer.

If Osta was the personification of life, I was the living embodiment of death.

Looking down at my herb-stained blouse and wrinkled trousers, heat rushed through me.

‘Fiiiiiaa!’ Osta sang as she threw her arms round me, the sweet scent of wine wafting off her.

‘I can’t believe you’re actually here! Although I’d have never thought you’d show up in –’ She stepped back, eyeing my disheveled state. ‘Want to run to the shop? It’s not far, and I have so many pieces that would look divine on you!’

I fiddled with my hair, attempting to push it back. ‘Thank you for not so subtly pointing out how terrible I look … but I have no intention of hanging around. Eron needed me to deliver this crate and then I am out of –’

‘You’re already here now, so stay! Just for an hour!’ She grabbed my stained hands and looked up at me, eyes pleading. Osta always knew when to deploy the dramatics.

And because luck was never on my side, it was exactly then that the sound of trumpets tore through the Grove.

A sea of Aossí parted, giving the royal procession a clear path to the raised dais near the center.

Osta bounced at my side, clapping her hands and standing on the tips of her toes, trying to get a better look at the King and Queen. Dressed in matching drapes of sparkling emerald, they moved with a commanding grace. When they finally reached the thrones atop the dais they turned and waved in unison, hand in hand, before taking their seats.

Attendees stumbled as they pushed past me, and my attention followed the rush of bodies. A figure emerged on the southern platform.

General Laryk Ashford.

Both men and women practically threw themselves at him, singing his praises and swooning with delight at his presence.

Despite the fatigue, my eyes managed to roll just fine.

It was nothing personal against the General: I simply hated the Guard just as much as they hated me.

One wrong move on my part, and I’d disappear. Or die in some freak encounter that would no doubt be ruled a tragic accident. Riftborne presence in Sídhe wasn’t tolerated; it was merely endured. We were like a disease to them, though their disdain was always hidden beneath a veneer of civility.

I gritted my teeth and refocused on the celebration.

As the General stepped on to the dais and turned, an electric current rushed through the Grove. Every single eye was on him.

Flowing copper hair fell in waves over his shoulders and, even from my vantage point, his sharp features were prominent – all the way down to the scar that marked his right eye and cheek.

He was taller than most Aossí, and his lean, powerful frame couldn’t be ignored, even behind the layers of his Guard uniform.

‘Wow.’ Osta’s painted pink lips parted in awe.

I don’t know how I expected our most celebrated General to look, but it certainly wasn’t like this.

As much as I wanted to feign indifference, there was no denying how breathtaking the man was. If you were into pompous jerks with inferiority complexes, of course.

The General smiled down at his adoring fans, and I could have sworn I heard a literal sigh go through the crowd. I wondered if anyone would be lucky enough to win his attention. Maybe a few Aossí would have the pleasure of his company tonight.

The party already hummed with sensual tension – it hung thick and oppressive in the air.

The General turned, facing the crowd of hundreds, an obnoxiously charming smile sprawled across his face. His gaze sauntered over the space until his eyes met mine, and he paused. The air seemed to go silent around me and I held my breath until his eyes moved on past me.

‘Should we try to get closer?’ Osta whispered, like someone might hear us. ‘I want to give the Queen a chance to see my design!’

We’d noticed the signs of Osta’s focus fairly early. She was twelve and I was fourteen, and we had already been at the House of Unity for eleven years.

Although Osta tended to be a bit oblivious when it came to people, objects of the non-living variety couldn’t hide a thing from her. She was always the most curious child, inspecting everything, asking questions that other children would never even think of. It’s a part of what makes her so talented with design. She can look at something and immediately pinpoint what will draw out its greatest attributes.

‘I’m not sure that’s such a great idea. In my current state of attire … they’d probably take it as an insult if I got that close to the throne.’ I pulled at my sleeve, making sure my mark was still hidden.

‘Well … just let me do my loop and promise me we can have at least one drink before you head back to the apartment.’

For my best friend, I could survive this torture a little longer.

‘OK, I promise. I’ll just wander around … and blend in as much as possible,’ I murmured, already regretting saying yes.

‘Come find me when you’re done. But please don’t take too long.’ Exhaustion lingered in my voice. I motioned for her to go, but she paused and inspected me.

‘Fia … are you OK? Your eyes seem darker than usual. Have you been sleeping?’ she whispered, leaning in closer. ‘More night terrors?’

‘I’m fine, Osta. It’s just been a long day. Now go show off your dress.’ I hid my shaking hands behind my back. I was more tired than usual and holding my power in while I was sleep-deprived was always more difficult. As soon as Osta was out of sight I made my way to the outskirts of the party once again. A few lingering stares followed me, and a chill ran up my spine.

It wasn’t easy to avoid the wandering curiosity of strangers when you looked the way I do. People had always been able to sense my otherness. There were Aossí with unique attributes, sure. I just happened to bear a particularly unsettling combination of them.

My one redeeming quality could have been my opalescent eyes – had they not been shrouded in perpetual shadows. The darkness fanned out, waging war on my pale skin. I was well aware I looked like a raging insomniac. But no amount of rest had an effect on my tired appearance.

A gentle breeze drifted through the Grove, kissing my skin with a refreshing coolness and interrupting my thoughts.

The farther I got from the commotion, the more my senses came to life. I stopped at a patch of trees up the hill. It provided a decent vantage point, allowing for a view of the lights and dancing bodies below.

The General shifted effortlessly between partners. For another brief instant, his eyes locked with mine, and my breath caught in my lungs. It was like he was seeking me out.

Was he?

There was that same intensity in his stare that I couldn’t quite place – something dark and … intoxicating. His gaze continued to burn through me, and my body began to feel weightless. I tore my eyes away from his and stumbled back a few paces, the party disappearing from view.

The sinking feeling of discomfort crept into my bones. I didn’t like being observed.

The breeze picked up, and a sweet scent filled my nose – lily of the valley. I hadn’t found a wild batch of the flowers in ages, and traders seldom had them in their inventories.

Perhaps a quick forage will calm me down.

I followed the aroma into the treeline, hunting for the white-belled flowers in the dim moonlight. Perhaps there would be a silver lining to an otherwise tiresome evening.

A subtle musical note turned me left, pulling me several paces before I found a patch of the flowers on the forest floor.

Slipping off my gloves, I knelt to gather the bunches, tying them together with a piece of twine before tucking them into the folded sachet of my apothecary belt. I patted down the compartments, making sure all my tools were still secure. I felt my tiny notebooks, quills, bottles, and vials – all where they were supposed to be.

As I stood, I could hear the last notes of a song coming to an end. Osta would no doubt be looking for me soon.

I headed back in the direction of the party, dodging fallen branches, and groaned. I hadn’t realized how far I’d ventured into the forest.

Before I reached the edge, I heard the sounds of laughing and crunching twigs headed straight for me. Oh, Esprithe.

I recognized the shrill voices immediately: Bekha and Jordaan.

It had been years since I’d seen them, but I would know those voices anywhere. Memories flooded back as they moved closer.

Their mother, Lady Nessa Fairbanks, ran Luminaria’s House of Unity, the foster home where Osta and I grew up alongside some of the other Riftborne children. Her husband had died in the front lines of the uprising, and she never let us forget it. And every ounce of cruelty that lived within that woman had been passed down to her daughters.

It seemed like a whole other lifetime now, growing up in that place.

I shoved the memories away and dug my nails into my palms. Heat was already spanning the length of my body, simmering just under my skin. Waiting.

The girls approached. I ducked my head, hoping they’d pass without seeing me.

But luck is never on my side.




Chapter Two

‘Bekha. Jordaan.’ I nodded, looking up to the sky. Could the Esprithe just strike me down now?

‘Fia … what a lovely surprise. How long has it been? Six, seven years? That horrible white hair is still hard to miss.’ Jordaan smirked. ‘And I see you still haven’t learned what a few hours in the sun could do,’ she chided before looking over to Bekha.

‘We really should catch up sometime. I’m sure Mother would absolutely love to hear all about your time away from us.’ Bekha’s eyes traveled down to my clothes once again. ‘Are you living on the streets now?’

‘Are we done here?’ I rolled my eyes and brushed past them.

I needed to get out of here before I did something I was going to regret.

‘You were always so rude. So ungrateful. You were lucky our mother had a kind heart and took pity on you. If it were up to me, all of you would have burned with the rest of your treacherous country,’ Jordaan spat.

I paused, clenching my teeth.

Just keep walking.

I mentally repeated the words, desperate to distract myself from the surge of energy running through my head like a blade. Pain shot across the base of my skull.

I sucked in a breath, making my way back into the night with shaky, unsteady steps – towards the dancing lights that now seemed undoubtedly safer than the faux solitude of the forest.

Bekha cleared her throat.

‘Dams are just so unpredictable … I heard about what happened to your little friends. Absolutely devastating. Perhaps if they could swim faster …’

I stopped. There it was.

Their words hit me like a dagger, finding its mark right in my center.

My jaw began to tremble, and another jolt of white-hot pain pierced through my head, sending currents through my entire body.

No! No! No! This couldn’t be happening here.

I tried to calm myself, but the sound of their laughter rang through my head. Their words echoing …

My muscles went rigid, and the world around me blurred. A scream threatened to tear through me as I fought to keep control, but I could already feel myself losing the battle.

It was happening. And I couldn’t stop it.

Once it got to this point, I never could.

The unrelenting curse surged to the surface, flooding my veins with an intense and unstoppable fury. I spun to face the girls as the ground trembled beneath me, the air crackling with energy.

Without thinking about it, I thrust my hands forward, unleashing a searing torrent of force. The blast tore through the air, finding the girls in an instant.

They stumbled back, looking at each other in horror and confusion. I could do nothing but watch as they opened their mouths to scream, but no sound escaped. Realization washed over them in silent horror as the vortex of energy stole their voices.

Time seemed to slow as a haunting radiance began to pulse from their eyes, hot and blinding, like an exploding celestial body.

How delicious it was to feel the power break the confines of my skin. To be rid of it, even for a fleeting moment. I hated myself for the pleasure that radiated through me. My eyes locked on to the sight of the girls and I was unable to tear my vision from the gruesome scene unfolding in front of me.

Wisps of spectral energy curled round strands of their hair and gowns. Crimson tar began to flow from their noses, as though their minds were being strangled by an invisible grip.

They fell to the ground. The energy continued to weave patterns round their unconscious forms before slowly releasing itself into the ether.

The last pulses of energy resonated around me like heat emanating from hot stone. I stood frozen.

Slowly, I felt the weight of my actions crash down upon me. The trance broke.

Were they dead?

I stumbled over to their lifeless forms, and my knees hit the ground, damp grass embracing my fall. Please. Please don’t be dead.

A wave of nausea swept over me, threatening to expel the entirety of my dinner.

I dug my fingers into the dirt. How could I allow myself to lose control like this? I should have kept walking. Fuck, I should have kept walking.

Tears streamed down my face, blurring out the world around me as regret crept into my blood and bones. One thought permeated.

Run.

My legs ached as they found their balance, and I stood, trembling. I took a shaky step towards the treeline just as a twig snapped behind me.

I spun round to find a pair of hauntingly emerald eyes nearly pulsing in the darkness. The wind whipped, sending his copper hair flying. His form was backlit by the moon, lending an ethereal quality to that devastating face. The one now completely fixated on me.

My heartbeat pummeled against my chest.

General Laryk Ashford.

He stood there, twisting a dagger through his fingers as a smile played at the corner of his lips. He must have seen everything.

Esprithe save me.

Panic rushed over my body as I grappled with the consequences that would be waiting for me once he escorted me back to the party and informed the crowd of what I had done. They would kill me without hesitation. A perfect crescendo to the evening – the death of a Riftborne.

His eyes bore into me, but his expression was strange …

Was that amusement?

He cocked his head to the side, his gaze lingering on my left hand, bare and visible in the moonlight.

An eternity passed.

Is he going to kill me right here and now?

He was a Sídhe general. He could enact justice however he wanted. My friends had been murdered for taking a simple swim.

I had attacked two daughters of nobility.

And their bodies lay motionless behind me. Blood stained their perfectly painted cheeks, creating a thick puddle in the tangles of their hair.

I winced.

He returned his dagger to its sheath and gave me one last curious look before turning on his heel and walking back towards the bustling celebration over the hill.

Shock enveloped me.

What just happened?

I still couldn’t breathe.

I watched him for a moment before my mind stopped spinning – long enough for self-preservation to kick in. My feet started moving again and I disappeared into the shadows of the forest, plagued by a sinking feeling that my encounter with the General was only the beginning of a reckoning I could not escape.




Chapter Three

After what seemed like centuries of restlessness, I finally accepted that sleep would not find me that night. My thoughts churned, stretching each passing hour into an eternity.

I stared at the peeling paint on my ceiling, intensely aware of the morning light now looming through my window like funeral candles in a dark temple.

In some sick twist of fate, the only nightmare I suffered was that of my own unwavering consciousness. My mind had no need to come up with its own terrifying dreamscapes when it could torment me with the memories I had created all by myself – the ones that had sprung forth from my own hands.

As I lay there, enveloped in the suffocating embrace of my thoughts, the sound of a creaking door crept through the room.

I shot up from the bed and ran into the living room to find Osta slipping off her shoes near the front door. Relief rushed over me at the sight of her. She looked up, meeting my gaze.

Silent anger flickered in her eyes.

‘Fia?’ she questioned, furrowing her brow. ‘What happened?’

I stumbled over my words. ‘Osta, I-I lost control … It happened again … But it was so much worse this time. The girls –’

She cut me off. ‘I know you didn’t want to be there, Fia, but you completely abandoned me. You didn’t even say goodbye.’ She sighed, dropping her head into her hands.

I stared in silent confusion. My mouth opened, and then closed as I searched for the right thing to say.

‘At some point, Fia, you’re going to have to grow up and –’

‘Osta … Bekha and Jordaan. Near the woods … I … I killed them. It was me. They mentioned the accident … The river. The dam … and I … I just lost it. I just completely lost my mind, Osta. It happened so quickly … I’m such an idiot.’ I crumpled to the ground as the words tumbled out. How could I explain something I didn’t even understand?

‘Fia, slow down,’ Osta interrupted as frustration etched her features. ‘No one died. What are you going on about?’

How could she not know?

‘Osta. He saw me. The General. He fucking saw the whole thing,’ I insisted, my voice shaky. ‘He saw me attack them.’

‘Fia. If a Sídhe general saw you commit murder, I highly doubt you’d be a free woman right now.’

I considered her words. She was right. None of this made sense.

Osta took a small step towards me, raising her hands as if to calm a wild beast. ‘Fia, I saw Bekha and Jordaan tonight. I watched them leave with soldiers from Emeraal, very much alive.’ She knelt next to me on the uneven floorboards, reaching for my hand.

‘That’s not possible. I swear to Fírinne, I watched them die. I watched the blood flow from their noses after I … Their eyes literally glowed white. The General saw. I thought he was going to kill me right there. I don’t know … I don’t understand any of it.’

‘Do you think … Maybe he was able to find a healer? I’m sure there were several in attend–’

‘Osta, he wouldn’t need a healer – he would need a damn resurrectionist,’ I said, cutting her off.

She responded quietly, ‘Either way … Maybe that’s what happened … I mean … He is the General, so I would assume he has access …’ Her words trailed off, and she looked away. Both of us knew how ridiculous that sounded. Why would he let me walk away if he was sober enough to go fetch help?

‘I’m not crazy,’ I whispered.

‘I don’t think you’re crazy, Fia. I just know the dreams have been getting worse. I could imagine what seeing Bekha and Jordaan might do to you, especially if you haven’t had much rest. They always treated you the worst of all of us. Perhaps it didn’t happen like you saw. Maybe … it wasn’t real,’ Osta offered. She peeked at me cautiously.

I opened my mouth to speak, but no words came. It had all seemed so real – there was no way my mind had created that horrifying sequence of events … was there?

Osta looked at me in contemplation for what felt like hours, then she lay down next to me and rubbed her eyes before inhaling deeply. ‘Fia … it’s not that I don’t believe you … I know you well enough to recognize when you’re telling the truth. I just don’t understand what to make of this. I saw them leave. Hours after you disappeared.’

We sat together in shared silence until I felt Osta’s head on my shoulder. Her breath deepened with the hums of sleep.

It wasn’t long before I slipped into the darkness myself.




Chapter Four

The river was smooth and calm, and the sun basked across the horizon. I glanced down, eyeing the foamy peaks, glistening as the current pulled them south.

It was early morning. Clouds wafted through the sky, filtering the dawn with pastel rays. A slight chill clung to the breeze, sending a shiver down my spine as it always did during the last few days of spring.

Just a few paces away, I heard the thud of boots coming up the stairs, like beats of a war drum. A figure emerged at the edge of the platform with armor bearing the emblem of the Sídhe Guard. My stomach twisted. His golden hair and icy blue eyes seemed so unassuming. But his wicked smile left a rotting taste in my mouth.

This one always started off so peacefully. It was hard to imagine this day could have ever turned into what it did.

I leaned against the dam’s railing, my attention drawn downward as a group of seven emerged from the nearby treeline. They mingled in the high grass, piercing the silence with laughter as they set up camp just a stone’s throw from the river’s edge. I watched in horror as five of them discarded their clothes and dove into the river, one by one.

I wanted to scream, but my voice was trapped and my body was paralyzed. I wanted to tell them to leave, to run back to the city as fast as they could. But I remained in excruciating uselessness.

They would never see it coming. By the time the gates opened, by the time the current raced in, it would be too late. They would never make it back to shore.

All I could do was look on as my best friends met the wrath of the Sprithe dam and the hateful hands of those who controlled the levers.

This was one of the nightmares I hated the most.

They swam out to the center, painfully unaware of the consequences. My gaze lingered on the faint glimmer from Mairyen’s left hand, the one that reflected the light. The one that bore her Riftborne curse.

The distant sound of knocking interrupted my thoughts, reverberating through the dream like a manifestation of doom itself. It was only drowned out by the sudden screeching of metal.

The ground beneath me rumbled. I tried to tear my gaze; I couldn’t watch this. Not again. But my body betrayed me.

My eyes lowered to see the water rush through the gates, tumbling to the river below. It hit the surface like a reckoning.

*

My body jolted back into the reality of our living room. My eyes snapped open. Osta was sprawled out on the floor beside me, snoring softly. I glanced around, blinking the sleep from my eyes.

Knock, knock, knock.

The sound sent my eyes flying in the direction of the door. Someone was knocking. Pounding, actually. Panic surged through my body as my mind recollected the events from the night before. Osta stirred, shifting on the floor as another set of knocks reverberated through the apartment.

I ran my shaking fingers through my hair, causing it to float around my head like a demented halo. Each of my veins pulsed with worry as I sat in silent contemplation. The time of my reckoning had arrived.

Osta sat up slowly, her eyes still closed as she yawned and stretched out her arms. ‘Is someone at the door?’ she mumbled. We never had visitors.

The sound boomed through the room again, but this time it was followed by a question.

‘Fia! Are you in there?’ a familiar voice shouted, the words drenched in concern.

My heart did somersaults in my chest.

It was just Ma.

‘Fia, I swear to Eibhlín, if you don’t open this door, I’ll have no choice but to use this firesbane I’m holding.’

This brought me to my feet. I stepped over a half-asleep Osta and moved towards the door, slowly pulling it open to meet the furious gaze of Maladea Thiston.

Could last night really just have been some sick dream?

‘Fia, do you have any idea how worried I’ve been?’ she scolded. She swung the door open wide and pushed past me, stomping right into our apartment. The silver peaks of her chestnut hair seemed more prevalent today. Sweat glistened on her wrinkled temple, and her hibiscus-stained hands were clenched into fists.

‘Worried?’ I managed to croak.

Ma found her way to a recliner in the corner and sat down, shooting me a disapproving look. Osta’s eyes followed her with confusion.

‘Fia. First, you leave the Apothecary without saying anything. Second, you don’t show up for work this morning. Third, I have to hear from Eron that you ended up making the last delivery to the Grove last night. Can you even imagine where my mind went?’ I saw a brief glimmer of fear wash over her eyes before she cleared her throat and composed herself, shaking her head.

‘Ma … I’m so sorry. I didn’t sleep well last night. I must have dozed off …’ My voice weakened.

Ma leaned forward. ‘More nightmares?’

‘Erm – yes. But that’s nothing new. I expect them at this point,’ I mumbled, shifting my weight. I glanced at her nervously. ‘But everything is fine at the shop?’

‘It still looks like it was hit by a tornado, but other than that, yes. Why? Shouldn’t it be?’ She raised an eyebrow at me.

I tried to shake off the last lingering threads of sleep. The bright rays of sun flowing in from the window told me it was early afternoon. I never missed work. No wonder she was so concerned.

Ma wasn’t a Riftborne. She was born and raised in Sídhe but came from a modest household. She didn’t speak about them much. I assumed they’d had a falling out. Now, we were essentially each other’s chosen family.

In the beginning I was hesitant about her, as was the case with most strangers, but I had to find work, and that’s a hard task when you’re a child of the Rebellion.

But from the time I first stepped into the Apothecary, Ma treated me with warmth and kindness. She saw beyond the mark on my hand, beyond the label that defined me for so many. In her eyes, I was simply Fia.

I swallowed hard, trying to release the lump that had formed in my throat. The thought of disappointing her was stifling. If she found out about what I had done …

A wince shot through me.

Trying to act nonchalant, I shrugged. ‘No, of course not. I was just making sure … If you’ll give me five minutes, I can be ready to head back to the shop with you.’

Ma studied me but said nothing, eventually diverting her gaze and dismissing me with a hand gesture.

‘And what’s wrong with this one? Too much wine from the Highlands?’ she teased Osta as I reached the hallway. A sleepy groan echoed through the space, followed by a few grunts of laughter.

I dressed quickly, my thoughts still swirling with questions. Surely, if the girls had been killed … I would be sitting in a Sídhe prison cell by now. And yet, the memory of my power bursting forth was so vivid … so real. I shuddered and tried to push away the thought.

Maybe Osta was right. Maybe it was some kind of hallucination triggered by stress and a lack of sleep.

I glanced towards my trousers from last night and grabbed my apothecary belt. The lily of the valley – I’d completely forgotten about it.

Unfastening the sachet, I found the flowers crushed beyond use.

*

As I stepped out on to the streets of Luminaria’s Central district, the clamor of the city hit me like a wall.

The Apothecary was only a fifteen-minute walk, but I picked up the pace. Every second out here made me feel exposed and scrutinized, especially today.

Canals connected the farthest reaches of the city, allowing for quick travel and exchange of goods. Boats of all shapes and sizes floated down the busy waterways. A few fishermen were gathered along the edges of the water, slowly reeling in their lines and nets as they talked among themselves.

Nature sprawled across the urban landscape – vines embracing marbled towers, flowers adorning the streets while trees and their roots waged war on the cobblestone path. A few women wearing floral sundresses were collecting herbs from a community garden off to the right, smiling like they hadn’t a single care in the world.

Soon enough we were approaching the front doors of the Apothecary. Anxiety pricked my skin as my eyes scanned the perimeter. Nothing seemed out of place. There were no signs of the Sídhe Guard.

The door creaked open, and the familiar scent washed over me – a mix of curious herbs, steeping infusions, and a hint of nostalgia thrown in for good measure.

The countless rows of shelves, groaning under the weight of glass jars, housed a concoction of plant particles from across the realm that would make even the most established botanist writhe with envy.

Crystals, some glittering with the threads of enchantments, rested in every nook and cranny. Barrels in the corners, marked with runes – some of which were so ancient that even Ma had difficulty understanding them – stored ingredients that were too rare to use daily. A great deal of her collection was inherited, passed down from the previous owner.

I sat at my station, craving the familiarity, hoping to feel the calmness wash over me as it usually did when I gathered my tools. But it never came.

*

Esprithe be damned.

After trying and failing multiple times to light the coals under our cauldron burners, my fire starter had finally run out of oil, and I couldn’t find any matches lying around.

I groaned. After managing to successfully dodge Ma’s questioning eyes, now it seemed my only option was to ask her for help.

Sighing, I stood and peered in her direction, to find her staring right at me as she expertly wrapped herbal poultices. The woman was relentless.

‘Care to ask me something, Fia?’ she shot in my direction, her mouth creeping into a grin. I took a few steps towards her.

‘It depends. Does requesting your help come with a price? Or would you do it out of the kindness of your heart?’ I raised an eyebrow.

‘Oh, Fia. Everything has a price; you know that,’ she said, winking at me.

‘I guess I have no choice but to request your aid in lighting the coals for the cauldrons,’ I replied.

‘I thought you’d never ask.’ She laid the poultices down and shuffled over to my station.

Kneeling low, she pressed her hand against the coals. After a few seconds smoke billowed. Sparks flew up from the pit, and the coals began to glow a brilliant red.

‘That will never get old,’ I said, going over to her.

‘Well, it is my best party trick.’ She smiled, and I helped her up from the floor.

‘It’s far more than a party trick, Ma.’ My eyes lingered on her before I turned, the guilt now creeping back in. I began filling the cauldron with water.

Ma’s focus had manifested when she was younger, as was the case for most Aossí. She had set fire to a haystack while playing as a child, causing an entire slaughterhouse to burn to the ground. Although an accident, Ma loved to attribute it to her innate sense of justice – even at that young an age, she’d recall, pride flickering in her eyes.

Most focuses were ordinary. A farmer might have a certain knack for identifying good soil deposits. A hunter might have a sixth sense when it comes to tracking. And Ma could ignite small flames. But there was an entire Guard family who could send the world into a burning blunder.

Some of us had no idea what our supposed focus was.

But deep in my gut, I knew the truth: mine wasn’t a focus at all.

It was a curse.

Ma wandered over to the stool near my desk and took a seat, eyeing me with reluctance. Her teasing smile morphed into a tight line.

‘Fia, are we ever going to talk about it?’ she said, cutting off my train of thought.

I sighed, loading the arrangements of bark into my brewing sachet before flinging it into the cauldron to steep.

‘What is it exactly that you want to know?’ I slid into my chair, inhaling deeply.

‘Fia … you never miss work. You looked like a ghost this morning …’

Ma trailed off, taking her eyes off me for the first time today.

I felt a weight lift as her gaze shifted, but it also stirred something deep within me. Panic. The absence of her stare suddenly felt like a void, like a forest fire finally burning out to reveal the wasteland it left behind.

‘Well, Ma, that’s not so revolutionary. I always look like a ghost,’ I teased quietly, hesitating. Her eyes remained fixed, unmoved by my attempts to deflect.

I sat in silence for a long while, contemplating my options. This was exactly what I had been worried about. She knew me too well. And she wanted answers … She deserved answers, but what could I tell her? I either murdered two people last night or hallucinated it. Either way, I am completely fine and there’s nothing for you to worry about. I doubt she’d believe me.

‘I was worried that something had happened at the party …’ She trailed off, her words heavy in the air.

‘Ma … I –’ I whispered, just as the bells chimed from the front of the shop. We both turned our heads in the direction of the sound.

Ma looked back at me and paused for a few seconds before giving me a sympathetic nod and making her way to the front.

Silence enveloped me. I breathed deeply, only mildly aware of the world outside of my own mind. Was this a sign to keep what happened to myself?

Maybe the customer just needed a quick fix. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could bear the weight of anticipation. Fragments of a conversation echoed into the room.

Soon after, Ma’s footsteps approached. I looked up as she rounded the corner, but then my eyes crept to her left and the breath in my lungs turned to ice.

General Ashford was staring back at me.




Chapter Five

He was striking, in a cold-blooded kind of way, like his beauty was tinged with poison.

Unassuming, alluring even.

I brought my eyes up to meet his.

The scar that stained his otherwise perfect face was darker than I’d previously thought. The center was pitch black, fading out to the color of wine before sprawling into vein-like patterns across his cheek.

My eyes, braver than the rest of my body, remained locked on his. His expression was guarded. There was no reading the General.

Logic told me that he was here to arrest me.

So he had seen the brand on my hand.

Of course he’d found me. Every Riftborne had intake paperwork filed with the monarchy – records detailing where we lived, where we worked, where we’d been placed after the ships brought us here. We were required to update our addresses every time we moved, to report any changes in employment. They knew everything about us.

For someone of the General’s rank, finding me would have been as simple as opening a file.

As his stare continued, my stomach turned to acid. I knew the best plan was to play it safe, but a desire to resist clawed at me.

Fear still churned, but it was now tinged with a rage that had been dormant in me for the last five years – a rage I had buried deep after the guards at the dam had murdered my friends. I knew then I could never act on it, never let it control me, or I’d end up getting myself killed. But now, that rage returned with a vengeance.

‘The General has requested you for questioning regarding last night …’ Ma finally announced, but her tone seemed less than sure.

‘Fia Riftborne?’ My name dripped from his lips like blood from a dagger. His velvety voice grated against my spine far more than it should have.

‘That’s me,’ I muttered, sounding more confident than I felt.

‘And you were present during the celebration last night?’ he asked, his voice tinged with amusement.

He knew I’d been there. He’d seen what I did. The small talk was pointless.

‘I was asked to deliver the last of the tonics to the party. Last-minute orders from the nobility,’ I said flatly.

His eyes narrowed for a few seconds before he turned to Ma. ‘Is there somewhere I could speak with her privately?’ he asked, a sickening sweetness drenching his voice. ‘After all, I am here on official matters. It’s best I conduct this away from any potentially prying eyes or ears.’

Confusion rippled through me. Why wasn’t he taking me off to question me in custody?

Ma struggled to respond. She glanced at me, worry streaking across her forehead. I gave her a simple nod. This was happening one way or another. Might as well get it over with now.

Her eyes shifted back towards the General. I could tell she didn’t want to oblige, but Ma was in no position to refuse him. I didn’t want her to try to. This was my mess.

‘There are greenhouses out back … they stay locked unless one of us is working there …’ She paused before walking to her desk and retrieving a key from the drawer. I thought she might say something else, considering her hesitance, but she slowly returned, holding out her hand.

The General smiled as he took the key. ‘Thank you, Maladea. We shouldn’t be long.’

He turned towards the back door without a second glance, clearly expecting me to follow him. I squeezed Ma’s hand as I brushed past her, and gave her a reassuring look. I only hoped it was convincing.

We made our way to the greenhouse in silence.

He reached for the door and unlocked it gracefully. Stepping back and pulling it with him, he motioned for me to walk ahead. I hesitated.

‘After you,’ he murmured.

Fear seeped back into me as I stepped past him.

The sun was just visible above the mountains as it made its descent. It would be dark soon.

I crossed my arms as the door snapped closed behind me.

Stealing a glance in his direction, my eyes gave me away. He was just staring at me with that odd curiosity again. Not saying a word.

‘Let’s just get to it, then,’ I said curtly.

He shook his head, huffing an amused sigh. ‘That’s the tone you intend to use?’ he asked with such superiority, I thought I might suffocate.

‘Will it change anything?’

He strode over to the table where we kept our gardening tools, then picked up a hand shovel and examined it.

‘I’m just trying to understand the reason behind your contempt. You seem enraged. And all I’ve asked for is a simple conversation,’ he taunted.

‘I apologize,’ I murmured, hiding the chill that threatened to lace my tone.

He raised an eyebrow, lowering his chin.

‘That’s a much more acceptable attitude, don’t you think?’ His voice dripped with sarcasm. ‘Since we both know why I’m here, why don’t you start by telling me what it is exactly that you did to those poor girls.’ He leaned back against the table, crossing his feet.

‘I … I don’t really know.’ The words fell out.

He rolled his eyes. ‘Riftborne. My patience is dwindling. Your focus. What is it?’ he snapped.

‘My focus? I … don’t know. I don’t have a focus … I mean …’ I shook my head. ‘I don’t have any control over it. I’d hardly call it a focus.’

He cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes. ‘What do you mean, you don’t have control? How did you even channel it?’

‘I was agitated. It only happens when I’m in a heightened state. I don’t know how to explain it. It just overcame me. I couldn’t stop. I can never stop on my own,’ I stammered.

He pursed his lips before turning his head, deep in thought.

‘I didn’t mean for it to happen,’ I added. As if that wasn’t obvious.

He continued to stare at the corner of the room like he hadn’t heard me.

‘Has this happened before?’ he finally asked.

‘I’d rather not talk about it,’ I said, wrapping my arms round my middle.

Anger flickered across his eyes.

‘I’d rather not make this more difficult than it needs to be,’ he said with a shrug, angling his head. ‘But I certainly can.’

In a blinding flash, a dagger sliced through the air, aimed dead center at my face. Terror seized my throat. Time seemed to freeze as I flinched, the blade whispering past my cheek before embedding itself in the wooden beam behind me.

After a few deep breaths I opened my eyes to find him smiling wickedly. Like this was his own personal form of entertainment.

‘If you’re here to kill me, just do it now!’ I snapped, wiping sweat from my brow.

The General rose to his feet and approached me with measured steps, stopping mere inches from my face. His emerald eyes locked on to mine as he reached past me to retrieve his dagger. He brought the blade to my neck, dragging it gently along the contour of my throat. I held my breath, expecting the kill.

‘You don’t get to die until I’ve had my questions answered. If your own life doesn’t matter to you, then we’ll have to go in another direction. That other Riftborne girl was at the party too, correct?’ His low tone hit me like daggers of ice. ‘What was her name again … Osta?’

It took every logical fragment of my brain to stop me from spitting on his polished boots right then and there. I felt my palms twitch.

What should have been fear was replaced by rage once again, the kind I couldn’t control, and the familiar haze overtook my vision. I shoved my back farther into the wood until I heard it crack in resistance. I pressed my hands against the sides of my temples in an attempt to physically calm the power trying to flood me.

He’d done his research. Everyone in the Guard was pure fucking evil. All they did was abuse their power, kill indiscriminately, and manipulate for their own sick entertainment. My heart raced.

His footsteps became distant as he walked away.

‘I just want to know about the other times this has happened. It’s simple,’ he insisted.

‘It was last spring. Inside the Apothecary.’ My words were clipped, my breath labored. The familiar feeling of regret began its descent into my gut as the memories surfaced. I had pushed this so far from my mind, reliving it was going to be hard.

‘Go on,’ he urged, leaning back on to the table.

‘I was in the front of the shop, restocking the potion cabinets.’ My vision blurred as I replayed the events.

‘I heard a commotion outside. I figured it was just some street vendors fighting over territory. But the sounds got closer, and I could hear her – Osta – screaming.’ My hand found its way to my hair and raked through it, catching a few snags.

‘She was with this new guy. I don’t even know what they were fighting over. But she ran into the shop. He reared up like he was going to hit Osta, and I totally lost it.’

‘You lost it? Elaborate please,’ the General said from across the room.

‘I lost control. This … surge ran through me … It’s difficult to explain. But … it was as if pure force erupted out of me and grappled him.’ My eyes shut, remembering how his body had lifted off the ground. How he had begun trembling uncontrollably, unnaturally. What I had done … It still terrified me. A lump formed in my throat. ‘Eventually Osta yanked me back, and broke my trance. He fell and hit the ground.’ I winced, remembering the sound of dead weight striking the creaking floor of the shop.

‘He wasn’t dead. Just unconscious. Ma was able to heal him. I guess it’s lucky we were in the Apothecary …’ I trailed off.

The way Ma had looked at me that day …

I felt my heart shatter all over again. There was so much horror in her eyes. I never once imagined she could look at me like that. The way that others looked at me.

Like I was a monster.

She knew that there was something … dangerous inside me. Her and Osta had always known. But I don’t think any of us had realized the extent of it. Ever since then I had stopped telling either one of them when I felt it coming … when I felt it taking over. I blinked, holding back the tears that threatened to fall.

‘So, he survived?’ the General asked, breaking through my internal spiral.

After a few seconds my lips felt as though they could move again.

‘They were able to revive him. He stayed unconscious for a while. But when he came to, he couldn’t remember any of it.’

We stood in silence for a long while. The room had gotten dark. Even the air seemed oppressive. After what felt like centuries, the General cleared his throat.

‘They were on the brink of death when we found them. I mean, they had mere seconds left. I thought there was no way they could have survived your attack. The shape they were in … well, let’s just say, they certainly looked dead.’ He bit back a smile. ‘My alterationist had quite a time erasing the blood from their hair. It was no easy task. Genuinely. It took just about every ounce of our healer’s focus to revive them – the girls, I mean …’ He trailed off.

I
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