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			Chapter 1

			It is a peaceful summer’s day in Edenbright. The late afternoon sky is enveloped in rich orange and a variety of purples. The birds are chirping happily, the bustling of the market can be faintly heard while I stare at a butterfly on one of our nearby rose bushes. It is filled with large pastel pink flowers, my mum’s favourite.

			My dad believes that they resemble her, after all, they are soft and gentle. The petals are mostly a pale white with pinkish tips. Gently curving to form the shape of a heart when plucked from the rose. Each one smelling sweet. For me, it’s the rich contrast to the dark green leaves which makes the roses seem elegant when exposed to the bright days.

			I think they fit my mom perfectly. She has pale skin, pale green eyes, and light, strawberry-blonde hair. Her elegance knows no bounds as she glides from tree to tree. The only thing on my mom that is rich and vibrant is the grey streak that has been developing right above her left eye. 

			My father, however, is a bit of a shorter, stockier man I suppose. He is broad with a harsh face that only has one expression, disapproval. He has deep brown eyes, and his short pointy black hair and short pointy black beard are peppered with grey hairs. His features are quite rough mostly because of the harsh conditions he was moulded by.

			He has always lived a hard life and spent many days working with his hands wherever he was needed. From chopping, to mining, to building, a jack of all trades and master of all.

			We are sitting outside enjoying the warm summer breeze, drinking tea, and I am mindlessly fiddling with the chain at my neck awaiting the beautiful sunset, sitting at one of his handmade wrought iron dining sets. It’s a beautiful black with gentle roses and leaves entwined around the backrest and table surface. The table is round with a single foot at the middle that entwines out similar to a tree and its roots. The chairs are rather skinny. Thin legs and thin bars holding up the backrest. Some days I wonder how a man so harsh can create something so gentle.

			Our charge, a Golden King’s Knight named Geoffrey, has joined us. He is such a handsome man. Being in his early thirties he has strong, sharp features, from his perfect brow to his chiselled chin. Not a single part of his body is an inch out of line compared to the other parts. He is quite broad and tall. Wearing his golden armour to hide his large, scarred, muscled body, which I kind of glimpsed once before but I will keep that to myself. He has soft golden hair with a hint of a curl. He likes to shave the sides and keep his hair short, but the upper tuft tends to be a tad bit longer. His warm grey eyes are always welcoming. There is not a single imperfection on his shining golden armour or strikingly beautiful face to be seen.

			He has been appointed to us from the king himself; we have our suspicions though. But that does not ease the fact that the other magic families look at us with jealousy and disgust. All magic families are appointed a knight because magic can become quite dangerous if it is not, well, controlled properly, and some mages go so far as to seek more power from unearthly deities. Everything from the gods to fiends to the ancient titans. 

			So, it makes perfect sense that a mage family has a knight appointed to them for protection. However, most magic families get a silver knight. The golden knights are only assigned to the royal family and their bloodlines. From what I heard there are not many of those trusted enough to even serve as a Golden Knight.

			Geoffrey shared their confusion and disgust when he was assigned to us. However, he very quickly realised that he was bestowed a great honour watching over my mum. Sure, we are not related to the royals, but my mum has a rare magic, one that is highly valued by our Noble King. 

			The royal family wishes for the safety of themselves and their people. I do not know the royal family in person, but I have heard of the kindness they have bestowed upon their people. 

			The kingdom consists of four layers divided by a large impenetrable wall. The first layer houses the king’s castle and their servants’ quarters. The second ring houses the royal bloodline also known as the elite or noblemen, mainly just the people brave enough to have married into the royal family. Or the king’s many mistresses. The third ring houses all the subjects with a magical bloodline. Finally, the fourth ring houses the rest of our esteemed kingdom. All those without magic that serve this mighty kingdom in their own way through farming, fishing, running shops, and so forth. I have only been there once, and it was a rather long time ago. Unfortunately, it also houses our slums where our poor are not as fortunate as others.

			All the subjects are allowed within the other rings to do business and on some occasions are called upon by the royal family as well. I think I like that the most. No one is better than the other and no one treats anyone lesser than themselves. Even the queen shops in the lower levels. 

			Our royal family consists of the king who I have heard is both kind and just. He believes that everyone should have equal opportunities. He runs his kingdom with kindness or an iron fist depending on what is needed from him. He allows all children to attend the Magic Academy and those without magic have equal opportunities at school. 

			Our queen has always been fascinated by the unique qualities of the poor. I find it rather interesting because she is quite vain. However, she seems to prefer the more unique and creative ways that the poor use in creating their wares, versus what you can find in almost any up-and-coming shop that is run by our esteemed noblewomen. She does shop at both though; she is not shy to abuse the kingdom’s coffers.

			Then there is the royal prince. He is in his early twenties, only a few years younger than I am, and sadly rather bored of his position. He is also the only known royal mage, yet his magical abilities have been kept secret. Well from me anyway and boy have I asked. I have heard that he prefers to train with the instructors in our magical institution to improve on his magic. I have also heard his ruthless thirst for power is definitely at contrast with the peaceful values of his family. He cares only for those with money and influence, and he does not fathom why his father has ordered his knights to be babysitting the mages when they could be out patrolling the streets.

			Feeling strongly that those with magical abilities are not being properly taught as most don’t attend the institution, he also questions his father’s blatant waste of resources in having both a city guard and knights. Sure, the city guard is supposed to uphold the law but according to him they are failing at it quite miserably, especially in the last ring.

			Not everyone in this city is content with their living situations as they strongly believe they have not been given the equal opportunities that the king promised them. But these are just the rumours that get spread around like wildfire. I am not one to judge as I have never left the comfort of the family estate for longer than a few hours let alone left the third ring.

			But enough of the history lesson.

			Everyone is quietly enjoying our tea and biscuits while gazing at the beautiful sunset turning our sky bright red as it slowly descends to rest. The moon and stars start lighting up the dark sky.

			As the sun fully disappears from the sky Geoffrey gently sets down his cup and bows down to signal his leave. “Evening.”

			“Evening.” My father shakes his hand and then my parents follow suit and disappear into the warm cottage with its white stone walls, ferns creeping up the sides, and large windows that are surprisingly still open.

			Following their lead, I head inside to continue with my learning. My mum has been educating me on the basics of elemental magic. Our king created a very strict law when it comes to magic. Destruction magic should always be limited as it is uncontrollable. So, when I summon fire or lightning, my fire may not be any bigger than the tip of my index finger and my lightning may not be larger than a single spark between my index finger and thumb. Any larger than that is seen as treachery and can get me killed as it becomes more difficult to control and can wipe out the whole city.

			The teachings can be rather difficult as my mum is not an elementalist. So, I end up teaching myself more often than not. At least she does find books on practices and asks the other scholars at the institution for advice.

			Most magical families share the same type, it’s just my family that seems to have skipped a generation considering we have multiple magical blood lines running through our veins.

			Whenever I get frustrated, she always reminds me that it’s because of my destiny and that I am more special than I could ever imagine. I suppose most kids would believe it at first but question it once they get older, and obviously the older they get the more they doubt. I know my mom is speaking the truth though. She is a Diviner after all.

			Chapter 2

			As I work late into the night, writing, reading, doodling, playing with the chain, I decide to light my lamp. Concentrating carefully, I summon a small orange flame on the tip of my finger to light it up so that I can continue with my studies. Once it’s lit, I quickly turn my magic off as the flame dances about with the breeze blowing in from my window. I like keeping it open just a sliver so that fresh air can enter my otherwise warm and stuffy room. It is near impossible to control a flame once it has caught wind and it is extremely easy for it to spread given the right opportunity. 

			I can feel the heat still coming off my fingertip and a small drop of sweat runs down my brow. I feel more comfortable using the other magic of chaos, but I digress. Fire always requires more concentration. And leaves me quite exhausted if I get a little overconfident in my abilities.

			I love to create my own notes as I learn to control my magic, which my mum suggested, because ‘I will never know if I might need it someday when something bad happens.’ Please, as if something bad has ever happened in the twenty-four years I have been around. 

			Among my many notes of interesting topics and scribbles of utter boredom I also have various points captured on how our magic can be dangerous and especially on how mages are tempted by a variety of devils and titans leading to catastrophic events. 

			She also lets me write down her miracles as a divine mage, from performing magic like curing the sick and healing the wounded. The other reason is for in case my own child takes after her one day, so that I am properly prepared to teach them in the ways of the divine mage. I find it rather kind of her to prepare me for my future family. Sadly, however, my feelings are not being reciprocated by the person whose affections I seek. Believe you me, I have tried. A LOT. It’s pathetic really. Some days I believe that my perfect partner might just end up being a familiar like a cat.

			As I sit and ponder over the type of cat I would most probably end up luring from the streets I hear a commotion coming from downstairs. Grabbing my lamp and sneaking out, slowly opening and closing my door as quietly as possible. I haven’t changed into my nightgown and have been sitting in my day clothes while I caught up with my work. I don’t even know why I am thinking about what I am wearing right now. Focusing on the variety of loose wooden floorboards that I have vigorously memorised as I got older, sneaking around and trying not to get caught.

			I try to obscure most of the orange light bouncing across the walls from my lamp but I seem to make it worse. Eventually I decide to snuff the light as it looks more like a parade moving down the halls at this point and wait for my eyes to adjust, listening carefully to see if I can find the source of the commotion.

			“Sorry to call on you at this hour Geoffrey but I need to see the king urgently. Something terrible is going to happen.” My mum’s voice is absolutely shaking. She sounds terrified.

			“No need to apologise, it is my job to ensure that you arrive there safely my lady.” I recognise Geoffrey’s voice. I love hearing his rich voice. It’s so manly. 

			An image of a cat somehow manifests with Geoffrey’s head as its own at the front part of my brain and makes its way into my vision. I smile to myself; guess I will have to get a cat with a deep voice then.

			“We need to hurry.” I can hear how my mom is scrambling to put on her boots and coat. I wonder how serious it must be if she needs to leave in the middle of the night. I know she will be safe with Geoffrey by her side though.

			“The horses are ready my lady.” It sounds like Hubert readied the horses before Geoffrey arrived. I wonder who ordered him to do so. As he steps into the room I move behind the wall near the staircase. I spent years not getting caught, and I am not about to start now.

			After long agonising minutes have passed, I decide to head back to my room as there is nothing that I can do about this situation tonight. I can ask mum about it once she returns tomorrow.

			After I creep back into my room, I change into my nightgown. It’s not very long which is perfect for me as I do not like to feel like a noblewoman constantly drowning in layers of clothes. Especially in this summer’s heat. It’s bad enough that I must overdress when we leave the house because of my mum’s status. I climb in under the soft covers and close my eyes. Some women will hate me for this, but I tend to fall asleep fast. After a few minutes I find myself dreaming already.

			I dream about a white cat with blue eyes, it seems sweet at first but then all its hair stands on edge, and it starts to hiss. The hissing turns to screams and the world around it turns bright orange. As the screaming gets louder the cat gets more distraught. It attacks me without warning. 

			I jolt upwards with a fright, drenched in a cold sweat. As I try to gain focus after the sudden jump scare my brain had decided to bless me with, I realise that I am hearing real screams and that my room is enveloped in an orange light. As I look over to my window, I can clearly see flames licking at the windowsill trying desperately to enter my room. Some flames, however, have already managed to creep through the open gap. GODS! My world is on fire! 

			A figure suddenly barges through the door. It’s a silver knight covered in scars and ash. I see blood. A lot of blood. It doesn’t seem to be coming from him.

			“My gods are you still alive? We need to leave! NOW! Our king has been assassinated!” The silver knight is breathing heavily; his movements are quite frantic, yet he still somehow seems to be in control. He grabs the clothes that I left on the floor mere hours before and rushes to my bedside. I feel my arm being grabbed and I’m being pulled upwards. He turns and I fall hard on the wooden floor. He doesn’t seem to notice though as he continues to drag me over the wooden floor towards the now gaping hole in the wall.

			As we pass what is left of my doorway, I start noticing the many blood smears decorating the walls. The king is going to be so mad… wait… did he just say alive? And the king has been what? My senses finally start kicking in.

			“WHERE IS MY FAMILY?” I scream up at the knight. I try get to my feet but this guy is moving fast. And struggling seems to be futile. I make out a hint of his black hair that has been kept short. He is towering over me and is quite strong, considering he is dragging my struggling ass all over the house.

			“WHERE IS MY FAMILY?” I repeat, trying to get his attention. But still nothing. My frustration and panic get the better of me, so I break the chaos laws. Setting my arm briefly on fire he suddenly drops me and looks at me with absolute fear in his burning amber eyes.

			“Where is my family? Please we must find them,” I plead, my voice breaking.

			“They are no longer with us. Most of the city has been wiped out. We need to get you to the docks. A ship is waiting to take all the survivors away from this place,” he says as his eyes well up with tears.

			“What do you mean?” I plead. I look around me frantically and eventually through the chaos I urge him to take lead. He gently takes my hand and pulls me with him out of the front door and into the remnants of my mother’s garden. The smell of burning flesh and the smoke from the fire catches me completely off guard and my stomach turns, making me nauseous.

			Finally, being able to get my footing we rush towards the harbour while I am trying to pull pants over my legs without falling over. I am rather glad that I wore a more basic outfit yesterday. Was it even yesterday. I don’t even know if I am still sleeping. Maybe I’m having a bad dream. I did feel a little self-conscious removing the gown and exposing myself but luckily the knight was not looking behind him as he ran towards our destination. Bodies litter the streets and there is not a single building that is not on fire. The impenetrable wall, well that’s non-existent as well. A mere skeleton of what it once was.

			“Lori, I am so glad you have survived. I have paid these kind men to take you and the other survivors on board their cargo ship to take you to safety.” 

			“Where is mum? Who killed the king? I don’t understand.” I am filled with so many questions and overrun with all sorts of emotions. My body shivering uncontrollably even in this humid air, tears rolling down my face.

			“Lori, it is chaos right now, I am sorry, but I do not have time to explain. Please I need to get you onto this vessel, and to safety,” his voice is urgent and wracked with pain.

			I look up to the captain who is waiting for me rather impatiently. He has dark skin from being at sea and kind features. His long thick brown hair is falling over his shoulders, and he holds out a hand. It looks as if he is smiling, but I cannot fathom for the life of me why someone would be smiling in these circumstances. “Lass, we need to leave now before all of us end up dead.” His voice sounds warm and welcoming.

			I take his hand and he pulls me up onto the ship. One of his crew members who looks less inviting grabs hold of me and leads me into the dark hull where I am surrounded by folk covered in fresh blood and ash. Survivors I guess, all trying to escape.

			I can smell the salt from the waves beating against the side and the tears stuck to their faces. I can also see quite a few children clutching to adults or older siblings, terrified as the vessel sways. Once they shut the hatch behind me, I am surrounded by large eyes and whimpering children scared of the monster hiding in the endless dark.

			I try to sit down trying to focus on the faint voices up on the deck, but I cannot make out what they are saying over all the crashing of the waves and the whimpering of scared children. “HOIST DA SAILS!” is eventually heard followed by the loud creak of the boat as its massive body starts to cut through the water to head into the ocean.

			As we sit in the darkness, I hear a small voice. “What’s gonna happen to us now mommy?”

			“I don’t know sweety, I don’t know…”

			Chapter 3

			It feels like years have gone by. My clothes are stuck to my body and have become stiff. We have been fed countless meals of fish and citrus fruit to the point that I can barely get it into my stomach. Not huge portions either.

			I hear a lock every time another member of the scrappy crew enters the hull to leave us food before he exits. And by scrappy, I mean it, the clothes are weather-worn, they look like they have not seen a comb let alone a bath for years.

			I have also looked around the hull to see if there is any cargo around, but I have walked the entirety of the bottom room and peeked out the little windows and holes in the deck spotting nothing. I do not even know if there is a floor below us, as I am not seeing anything from the one point to the other point of the ship. Perhaps they have sealed it with magic? I think to myself trying to sound convincing. Fun fact about mages: we can only sense the magic that we can wield. So, as an elementalist I can only pick up on elemental magic and the only magic I am sensing is the wind in the sails and the sea that we are sailing on. 

			As the days slowly go by, I am getting quite frustrated. I have asked some of the people trapped with me whether they know what happened back at Edenbright, but they know as little as me. The king was assassinated; riots broke out.

			Most of the people on the ship were found by the crew members. So why did a knight seek me out? Why did Geoffrey put me on this ship? He believed I would be safe here, but I am not so sure anymore. We are being treated like prisoners! I scoff at that thought.

			Does Geoffrey know about this? He has always fulfilled his duties as our knight, even when all this started, he stuck to his duties and tried to get me to safety. How hard must he have fought to keep my mum safe before she was killed? Did he go to the king to warn him? The more I think about him the more I realise that I miss him. I miss his golden armour, his warm eyes, his fluffy hair, his … I feel my cheeks flush and my ears turn warm. So, I try to fill my mind with other things.

			It didn’t take long to realise that I also miss my family. I miss my mum with her kind words and kind teachings. The smell of her hair and the freshly baked bread she loved to make.

			I also miss my dad, his constant angry look that always contrasted his sweet voice when he was thankful for something that we had done. The time he took to teach me little things, like woodcarving, which I sucked at, and how to take care of myself, not that I paid any attention to that, and I still do not know how to pitch a tent or start a fire. I don’t even know which wood to use, and he did teach me these things. I just didn’t like to be taught to live like a peasant. I guess I should have spent more time paying attention in the end. The irony of it all is that he always warned me that one day I am going to need it. Guess you were right, Dad.

			I lost all my notes, my whole life, my room, my handmade desk that my dad made, all the tiny doodles I made when my mom got boring. My giant bed that I slept comfortably in. My dresser, my now crispy cactus. Ugh the list just goes on.

			I also miss the few maids and butlers we had in the home. I will miss Milly and Hubert especially as they were my best friends even though they worked for us. Hubert always stole extra pastries for me when my mom was in the kitchen and Milly always kept my bath warm while adding in some herbs and spices that made my skin soft and smelled so nice. I miss my future cat. I will never find the sweet white-haired kitten with the bright blue eyes. 

			As I weep once again from everything that I have lost, I do not notice the small child coming towards me. “It’s okay miss, we will be safe soon, mommy says it can’t be long until we find land and can start a new life.” I see a flicker of hope on his face and look over to where his mom is sitting near one of the many portholes lighting up the hull.

			A bit of sun lights up her withered weather-beaten face. She has a hopeful expression with a warm smile. She motions for me to come closer. I get up and make my way to her side where I sit with the child in my lap. He soon plays with the drawstrings on my shirt. 

			“Hullo dear, this is Timothy my son and I am Gertie.” Her voice is warm and rather melodious.

			“Hello. I am Lori. If I may ask, how did you get onto the ship?” I try to keep my voice from breaking.

			“Same way as everyone else dear, I was pulled away from my home and the rest of my family by one of the crew. Nasty guy really, he was rude and kept looking at me as if I was something to eat.” Her voice turns to hatred as she speaks about her saviour. Though she makes him seem more like a captor.

			As the light from the porthole becomes dark signalling that night has come for us once again, Timothy falls sound asleep in my lap and his mother’s expression changes from hope to a more serious and determined look. She slowly inches closer to me; I suppose it’s to not raise alarm and also to not wake her child.

			Chapter 4

			“I am worried, the few crewmembers that came close to the porthole have mentioned that their captain will be getting a hefty pay for delivering the living cargo in the hull. I am starting to think that we are the living cargo. If I am correct and I hope I’m not, we will be sold once we reach land.” Her face is dead serious. She obviously hears more sitting by this porthole.

			“Are you sure?” My voice cracks a little once I start to put two and two together. It makes sense though; I have not found any cargo and I have not found any indication of a secret compartment below us, nor have I bumped into anything invisible. If what she heard is the truth that means, Oh gods, we are captives, soon to be slaves. My body stiffens from the shock.

			“I hope I am wrong, I really do, believe me. But we should have arrived at the land of Gildenbrough by now.” Not that I know what or where Gildenbrough is but I suppose my face speaks for me because her expression turns even more deadly serious. “I think we are heading towards the slaver town of Shadowport.”

			If what she claims is true, we have a real problem on our hands. Everyone knows about Shadowport. It is the city you visit if you need slaves. Mom spoke about it all the time and the unfairness of employing people without thought for their well-being nor payment. 

			And that means even my suspicions are correct; Geoffrey was betrayed by the captain and we are far from safe. This captain will be selling us to the highest bidder, and I don’t even wish to imagine the price a mage is worth. I can’t believe this guy, how dense must you have been to betray the trust of a knight. Geoffrey will have a fit if he hears about this. That’s if I survive and manage to get a message to him somehow.

			“My knight paid for me to be here and to be taken to safety, but if he was in fact betrayed and you are indeed right, we have a real problem on our hands. I for one do not wish to see them barter over my price.” Stating what is on my mind I look down at my shoes and my face pulls into a strange expression hoping that she does not freak out.

			“Wait! Did you just say a knight paid for your safety?” And she freaks out. “Are you a mage?” I can see her eyes widen in surprise and her body stiffen, it is also quite obvious that she is trying to shift away from me as quickly as possible without waking Timmy, as if I am a bearer of some horrible plague.

			“Yes, I’m a mage, but I wish no harm to anyone really, I just want to survive this ship like all of you.” I feel horrible, I try to make her feel better by apologising that I was born this way but it’s no use. “Besides, the important thing right now would be getting us to safety.” I keep my voice low. Last thing I need is all the cargo starting a second riot and assassinating me.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” I guess my face spoke volumes. She gently takes my hand in hers; I can see her eyes swell with tears. “My house was burnt down by what I think was a mage and … it’s just … it was one of your kind who foresaw the assassination.” I understand her fear for mages. Just like me she also misses her home and her family. “Do you mean it though, wanting to get us all to safety?” Her eyes look hopeful.

			“Yes,” I reply, squeezing her hand. “The mage that foresaw the assassination was my mum. She tried saving us all. I wish to do the same.” I feel tears well in my eyes once again.

			“That matches with the rumour I heard, but I heard another that worries me.” 

			I suddenly stare at her. “What did you hear?”

			“The knight that killed your mum. It’s the same one that assassinated the king and queen.” She tries hard to focus. Her face clearly told me the rest of what she had lived through. It is as if everything she saw was dancing across her face, telling her story. Ripped from her home by the crew, thrown into the hull of the ship. Separated from her family with only her child clinging to her chest. 

			“We need to rally all the captives and get ourselves to safety. I am willing to use my magic if it means that we will escape.” I look determined or scary I don’t know, what I do know is I refuse to be a casualty turned slave. I also try to hide the fact that I am terrified right now. Her face turns to stone, but I can see her eyes shifting around as if she is clearly planning something.

			Lucky for me, all these days sitting on this ship is working in my favour. My mood is rather volatile thanks to the fact that I had to trade my warm bed for a wooden floor. The clothes I have been wearing have been on longer than humanly acceptable, not to mention long overdue for a nice deep wash. The tipping point, however, is my filthy crusty body which in all honesty does tend to anger the gentlest of folk. Imagine going without a splash of water to clean the necessaries for what feels like a month.

			“We should inform the others. We will strike at dusk, three days from now, it will give us enough time to come up with a plan,” I whisper back to her, trying to lift her spirits. I once again find myself scratching all the
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