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Crystal Division: Inaugural is a dark fantasy novel intended for mature readers. The story explores difficult themes, including:


●  coercive marriage and loss of bodily autonomy;

●  violence and physical harm;

●  emotional and psychological trauma;

●  reproductive harm and loss; and

●  misogyny and discrimination reflective of the world’s setting.




These elements are presented within a critical narrative context and are not intended to glorify or promote harm. 

Reader discretion is advised.
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I write this as an ode to the future – an ode to the women, the queens, the Crystal Divisions yet to come. History will dictate whether this ode reaches anyone. Whether it is read by anyone or studied. Perhaps it shall be forgotten, lost to the annals of time. I leave this as my legacy. 

I do not know how I will be remembered. The thought of not being remembered at all is a frightening one. My people remember the dead. My people treasure the living, those who have lived, and those yet to live. We are cautious regarding the legacy we leave behind to ensure our children have a better future than our past. 

I will not see such a future, this I can say with certainty. I am dying. I am almost forty years old and I am dying. I was not killed in battle or childbed; I was not poisoned or otherwise assassinated. In this regard, I can leave this world on my own terms. My body is the betrayer. My people say it is the curse of the bones, the curse of the organs, the curse of time. Our medical knowledge is not yet advanced enough to know why, but I grow more tired with each passing day. I feel it when I wake, when I eat, when I sleep. Soon I shall return to the earth. What reassures me in this time is knowing that I lived. I truly lived. 

The child born to the Mountains never foresaw such a life. Her world extended to the caves, occasionally inches further to the Farmlands. She heard the call of the ocean, but never laid eyes upon it. Then she was found. Discovered, they said, like a rare gem. Perhaps that is all I was. In hindsight, I am fortunate and very grateful to my husband. He showed me the other side of life. He showed me the world, and was gracious enough to let me be part of it. Granted, he needed an heir. I gave him two. That could have been all for me, but he let me have more. I was never discarded – not in the way people think. Of course, he has other women. Four of them. His harem. My Crystal Division. This seems to be a tradition that will remain, for my son’s wife shall soon have hers. It upsets me to think of what will become of them – birds in a gilded cage. I only hope for my son not to see these women as objects. I hope for him to have happiness with his wife... and only her. I have guided him as best I can, but time will tell. 

Time will tell how this tradition evolves. It began with a man, but I hope it shall continue with women. Perhaps they will not be selected for their beauty. Perhaps they will be selected based on intelligence, wit, or skill in battle. Perhaps they will be selected by chance, much like I was. Or at least, like I thought I was. 

Time will also tell for me. I disclose this secret candidly, as the final revelation of a queen on her deathbed with nothing more to lose. Legacy will not haunt me. It shall not follow me after I have passed on. I shall return to my ancestral homeland, my cave. I will see my distant past once more and confirm the answers to the questions that have haunted me for decades. I will ask these of my family, my teachers, Sa’dri... 

Now, my secret is one of forbidden love. True love. A love that inspires me to keep fighting, to keep breathing. She comes to me and my heart renews. Although we are older and more weathered than once we were, I still burn for her. She is as beautiful to me now as she was the day we met. Heron. If this ode gets lost to the shuffle of time, no one will ever know. We hid it very well. She was presented to me as the second member of my husband’s harem. I should have felt envy, hatred... But instead, I felt as though a veil had been lifted from my eyes. I care for the other women, and I have tolerated my children in their infancy, but this was the love of songs, of poems. This was the love people kill for, die for. This was the love of a lifetime. 

I have lifetimes of secrets, of questions, of doubts written down and hidden away, suppressed within the nurturing confines of the hollow of an old oak tree. Perhaps they shall one day be found. Perhaps it is for the best if they wither away and rot into the earth instead. Nobody in these parts can read my language. Perhaps my story will never accurately be understood or even told at all. 

My hand shakes as I wield the quill. Because of my ailments, yes, but also because of my feelings for her. I have not mourned before, not really. My children and husband are alive and well; I do not know the fate of my parents or others from a distant past. I mourn for Heron, for leaving her behind. I mourn for our lost youth and the love that could only be expressed in the confines of darkness. I long for such a love to be celebrated, not hidden away in fear of being known. 

My daughter recently asked me if I have any regrets in life. She looked upon me with such a sadness, such an aching nostalgia, refusing to accept that this would be the final time we would ever speak. She was to be married. She was to be sent away to a foreign land with a foreign tongue. She needed my guidance, my reassurance. For I have walked that path before. I held my head high and gave her my honest answer: no. Granted, I sometimes wonder how my life could have been if I was never whisked away. If I had remained in my home with my childhood love, Sa’dri. If we had married. If, if, if. That’s all such thoughts are. But it did not happen. Fate did not allow me that life. I banished such thoughts from my mind long ago. I do not regret, for I have been able to accomplish so much with the fate I was dealt. I do not dwell on sorrows. I do not feel pity for the dreams that were never realised. I married a king. I bore a prince and a princess. I was the first in a new tradition that will continue until the end of time. I had a home, riches, friends... I had her. And we loved. It was not a marriage – not officially – but we loved. And we got to share that love between the two of us and nobody else. That I do not regret. 

My darling Heron, you are the sunrise. You are the sunset. You are every colour of the sky. You are the stars. You are the ocean. You are the breath that gives life. I leave this ode in your hands, my sweet sunshine. May you live long and happily. Know that I will never leave your side. I am the wind. I am the rain. I am the grass beneath your feet. Enni pid me, heroy’ne me. Drud’ masad.

It humbles me deeply to say this but I know that I am approaching the end of my life. I have mentioned this previously, but every part of me hurts. Death looms closer each day. I may be unable to write again. And thus, I leave my final thought. I was a queen, a wife, a mother, a lover. I was never a victim. It may be said that I was one to be pitied due to my husband’s infidelities, but they led me to friendship. They led me to sisterhood. They led me to Heron. Should anyone one day find these words, should anyone take the time to translate them, know this. My name is Ai’nah, and I am of the Mountains. If all else is lost to the sands of time, may history remember my name. 
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“And this is how to say fuck you in Ahakma sign.” 

Ai’nah raised her left hand, extending the pinkie and index fingers. She curled her thumb behind the other fingers and brought her hand up to her mouth. Then she blew. 

“Ai’nah, enough!” Old Master Dru’sa stood as the rest of the students giggled and whispered among themselves. “To your seat!”

Ai’nah returned to her place next to Sa’dri. He looked at her and smiled. 

“Why is that important vocabulary for you?” Old Master Dru’sa asked, squinting at her. His weathered face was lined with disappointment. “Why do you think you need to remember that specific sign?”

Ai’nah blinked, stunned. She expected a smack on the hand, an expulsion from the schoolroom. But now she had to defend herself. “Well,” she started, wracking her brains for a reasonable explanation, “if I ever go to Ahakma and interpret for someone, perhaps they will say or do something offensive. If I receive this sign, I know how the Ahak will feel. The connotation is not positive; it is seen as a threat, a sign of rage. I will know to tread carefully in such an exchange, and how to best advise the person I am interpreting for. I will know that any theoretical deal will not go ahead. I will know that the Ahak are out for blood.” 

Sa’dri grabbed her hand under the table and squeezed it. He was so warm. Always so warm. Ai’nah reddened despite herself. 

Old Master Dru’sa stared at her for a long time, his dull blue-grey eyes boring holes in her. He stroked his beard thoughtfully. “It may prove useful for you in that regard, yes. But to choose such a crass example for your evaluation.” He shook his head. 

Ai’nah looked down, ashamed. She hated disappointing her elders, especially her favourite teacher. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. 

“We end our lesson here,” he replied, dismissing the students with a flick of the wrist. 

Sa’dri and Ai’nah were the first to leave. They hurried out of the cavern and down the tunnels towards their homes. They always took the same route, but today Sa’dri led her down a different path. 

“Where are we going?” Ai’nah asked, confused. “This leads to a dead end. It has not been habitable for years because of a cave-in. We cannot go any further. There are not even candles this far down anymore. This path is forbidden.” 

“I know that,” Sa’dri replied with a sense of urgency. “Ai’nah, this cannot wait any longer.” He grabbed her other hand and looked around. There was no one in sight. 

“What is it?” she shrieked. “Sa’dri, you’re scaring me!”

Sa’dri licked his lips nervously. In the dim light Ai’nah saw that his eyes were wet. 

“Sa’dri–” she started, but was cut off. 

“Ai’nah, something terrible is about to happen and my heart will burst if I am not honest before I lose you forever.”

“Lose me?” Ai’nah repeated, watching his face. “Why would you lose me? Sa’dri, I’m right here with you. Yesterday, today, and always. We are still young; we have plenty of time before big decisions await. Besides, I want to make those decisions with you.”

“I love you, Ai’nah!” he burst out.

Ai’nah pulled him towards her and kissed him. To her shock and dismay, he dropped her hands and pushed her away. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, disheartened. Her mind felt numb. “Sa’dri, what are you keeping from me? Tell me!”

Sa’dri shook his head. “Ai’nah, I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I love you, but we can’t. It’s... futile.” He cried out in anguish and punched the wall beside her. Ai’nah winced upon hearing the cracking of bone against rock. 

“There you are.” They both jumped as a menacing figure approached them, his shadow growing larger and all-consuming with each step. “You must come with me, now. He is here.”

Ai’nah recognised the voice as Old Master Dru’sa. “What?” she asked. “Who is here? And where are we going?”

Old Master Dru’sa looked at Sa’dri and nodded. Sa’dri looked at the ground. 

“Teacher?” Ai’nah probed, now afraid. Were they in trouble for being out of bounds? Were they in trouble for the kiss? Was she in trouble for the signs she demonstrated in class?

“Your parents are waiting,” Old Master Dru’sa said. “We shall return to the schoolroom at once.”

My parents? Ai’nah thought. “Who is so important that I need to go back to school to meet?” she asked, frowning. Her community had no king; she knew all the high-ranking people. She knew everyone. Who could it possibly be? 

Old Master Dru’sa shook his head. “Patience is a virtue, child. Come. He will be waiting.” His pace quickened. 

Ai’nah had to run to keep up. Sa’dri lingered behind her, unsure if he should follow or not. Ai’nah turned around to yell at him, furiously shaking her hand. He ran after her.  

They traversed back through the caves in silence, their footsteps echoing through the tunnels. Ai’nah could even hear her own breaths. Something was wrong. There was nobody in sight. Minutes ago, before Sa’dri had led her to the forbidden path, there was the usual bustle of people rushing past: students with heads buried in books, traders with arms full of supplies fresh from the Farmlands, young couples hand in hand. But suddenly, nothing. The animals had all scattered, somehow possessing the foresight that a disaster was coming. What was the impending doom about to strike? How did everyone know about it except Ai’nah?

“Master–” she started, skidding to a stop as they approached the schoolroom.   

Sa’dri slunk back, staying in the tunnel. Ai’nah glanced at him incredulously. What was going on? She turned her attention back to the schoolroom. Old Master Dru’sa now stood against the wall, flanked by all the other teachers Ai’nah had ever known. Her parents stood next to them. In the centre of the room was a man. One man. He dominated the space. 

Ai’nah’s heart sank. This could only mean one thing. Her worst fears were about to come true. She took a deep breath and studied the man. He was clearly Keitian, with dazzling light blue eyes and hair so white it looked unnatural. He was so pale he looked ill. Had this man ever seen the sun? Ai’nah had only read about such people in history textbooks; she had seen drawings, but never laid eyes upon one in real life. She tried not to stare. 

“Do you know who I am, Ayna?” the man asked gently, an amused expression on his face. 

Her cheeks burned. “It’s Ai’nah,” she said, emphasising the pause between syllables and final aspiration. 

The man shrugged. “I only speak the Common Tongue. My question remains, do you know who I am?”

Ai’nah peered up at the man’s face. He seemed to be a lot older than she, perhaps thirty. His hair was parted in the middle, neat, giving him a noble aura. His clothes looked expensive: a fine double-breasted coat in the deep blue Keitian shade, fitted black breeches, and dark brown hunting boots. A sword hung idly at his waist. He was clearly in a position of power. Ai’nah closed her eyes, remembering her lessons. Two years ago, a man of such a description sailed across the sea and colonised the Crystal City, effectively running it as a lesser copy of Keit. But it could hardly be that man, for he had never ventured beyond the city walls. Could it? Who was this man? What was his name? And why was he here? 

Ai’nah took a chance. She spoke calmly, emotionlessly. “I presume you are Larus, the man who was not a king on Keit, but has proclaimed himself thus of the Crystal Isle. A coloniser.” She spat the final word. 

The man laughed in her face. “A bold description indeed. Your elders were right; there is fire in you. That will serve you well. Yes, I am Larus, first of his name. I am the king.” He paused to look at her once more. His eyes lit up. 

Ai’nah shifted uncomfortably, suddenly feeling naked. Why was she on show like this?

“Do you know why you are here?” Larus probed, as if hearing her thoughts.

She looked around the room in fear. Her parents smiled encouragement; her teachers glanced at each other, betraying no emotion. Sa’dri slunk against the wall, his head down. Why was he even here? Why did he confess his love just minutes earlier, only to reject her innocent advances?

It was what she thought. Ai’nah opened her mouth in horror. Her ears started ringing and she felt like she would be sick. “But I—” she stammered, “I am not of age!”

Larus almost looked bored. “In your custom, perhaps. But you are in mine.”

Ai’nah blinked. Who? Her eyes stole towards her mother, then to Sa’dri. “What if I refuse?” she asked, her voice trembling. She suddenly felt much younger than her years. “Y-you could have anyone in this whole country; why come all the way out here? Why come for me?”

“Your people are the most respected group in this land, even for us Keitians. Those who have been unkind and unsupportive of my conquest thus far will welcome one of their own, one of a certain creed and rich heritage. You are well-read, well-learned, and well-mannered. It is through you that the people will love me. You are the top student of your class, and I hear that you know all major languages of this land. I shall need you as an interpreter for our travels to Ahakma.” He smiled down his nose at her. Suddenly she thought him repulsively ugly. “I shall like our children to be multilingual.”

Ai’nah paled. “Children?” she whispered. She looked to Sa’dri again. This time he did meet her eyes. His own were blurred by tears. Ai’nah had never seen children in her future; she was well-versed in knowledge of contraceptives. Perhaps she would change her mind after marrying. After marrying Sa’dri. But that was no longer an option. 

“We shall be wed in the capital,” Larus continued. “You and I are leaving once this arrangement has been made.” He flicked dust from his coat and wrinkled his nose. “It’s awfully... stuffy in these caves,” he remarked. “You’ll be pleased to have clean air and blue sky above you at all times.”

Ignoring this, Ai’nah looked pleadingly at her teachers. Her parents were lost causes; all they wanted was for their daughter to have a better life than they. Marrying a king and becoming regent of the entire country was more than they could ever dreamed for. 

Old Master Dru’sa smiled sadly. “Enni pid me,” he began, his voice thick with grief. “It has always been your dream in life to be a teacher and translator, is that not so?”

Ai’nah nodded, blinking back tears of her own. 

“Now you can do this on the largest platform. You will inspire thousands of people, thousands of girls. This is the opportunity of a lifetime, and you should be extremely grateful for it to be happening to you. The ancestors have a greater plan, it seems. All you need to do is take it.” 

Ai’nah’s heart thumped. She wanted to run away. “I don’t have a choice, do I?” she said, her eyes back on Larus, who shook his head smugly. Ai’nah closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Destiny will guide you, she told herself. For better or for worse. 

“You will join me?” Larus asked, extending his hand. 

Ai’nah looked at Sa’dri once more. His expression broke her heart. “We are not fated, my love,” she said in her own tongue, then focused on Larus once more. She put her hand in his. “I will join you.”

“Very well then. The wagon awaits outside the caves. Tread carefully.”

“Daughter!” her mother yelled in Old Mountain Tongue, “please remember our ways! Honour them! Honour yourself!”

Larus stared at her. “What did she say?” he asked, gripping Ai’nah’s hand tightly.

“She is pleading that I take care of myself on the long journey ahead,” Ai’nah replied through gritted teeth. “She wishes us all the best.” She prayed he did not secretly know their tongue. 

“Oh.” His grip loosened considerably. He turned to her parents. “Well, Mother, I promise that she will be safe.”

Ai’nah breathed a huge sigh of relief. With her back to them, she spoke in Ahakma sign using her free hand. I’ll be all right, Mother. I will make sure he honours our ways. To Larus, she asked, “we leave immediately?”

He blinked. “Yes. You have a companion waiting for you inside. During this meeting, my men have been to your home to sift through your belongings. Don’t worry, you will have many new clothes soon. Much... nicer clothes. You will never need or dare to wear men’s breeches ever again. You may also borrow from your companion, although her current body is rather bloated and grotesque.” 

Ai’nah looked down at her weathered shirt and breeches in shame as he led her through the caves. Everyone passing by stepped aside, their eyes to the ground. No one dared even speak. Suddenly Ai’nah felt like a stranger in her own community. She loved the caves for there was always someone around, always someone to talk to. But not anymore. 

Will this be my final time here forever? The thought flashed cruelly through her mind. Am I to leave my people a captive – an unwilling bride and nothing more? A life of confinement wearing nothing but expensive, constricting gowns?

Soon they were at the main opening. Pale-faced guards lined the path, each garbed in silver armour and capes the deep blue colour of Keit. Ai’nah looked at them and gasped at how alike they were. She could not tell one from the next. Everyone had the same hair, the same eyes. Even Larus would be lost in such a crowd. 

The smell of fresh rain struck her nostrils. Ai’nah took this as an omen. She stepped onto the path, feeling a shift in her soul. This was no mere trading expedition, a cultural exchange with the Farmlands. This was forever. She was never coming home. 

A small crowd gathered in front of the wagon. Mountain dwellers and Farmlanders alike stood side by side, some smiling, others grimacing. They all avoided Ai’nah’s eyes. 

Why do I feel like a man ascending the stairs awaiting execution? she wondered. 

Larus dropped her hand. “You will travel by wagon.”

Ai’nah’s eyes widened. “And you won’t?” she asked. 

“A king’s place is on a horse, at the front of the procession, not hidden away with the women,” he replied matter-of-factly. “Don’t worry. There is enough room on either bench to lie down and sleep. The weeks will pass by in no time.”

Ai’nah’s face was drained of colour. “Weeks?” she repeated. Suddenly, it dawned on her just how vast her country really was. She had only ever been to the Farmlands, and that was a journey in itself. But she had never travelled so far that it would take weeks. 

Larus smiled down at her condescendingly, as if speaking with a child. “Yes, weeks. Being inside the wagon is just like riding a horse. It’s quite fast and fun.”

“I have never ridden a horse,” Ai’nah said quietly. 

Larus guffawed. “Oh, so we will have two sick women to deal with. How fantastic.” 

Two sick women? Ai’nah wondered, her heart picking up speed. What does he mean by that?

As if to answer her question, Larus nodded to the guards in front of the wagon. They lifted the flap to reveal two small, hard benches, one of which was occupied. The girl – who sat silently, hugging her knees to her body – closed her eyes to mutter a silent prayer. She was definitely older than Ai’nah, with the light blue eyes, silver hair, and pale skin characteristic of the Keitians. Her face was extremely angular, with sharp cheekbones threatening to break the surface. Her violet gown was high cut, concealing even her neck. There was a regal element to her, a royal sadness. She changed position, lowering her legs back to the ground. Ai’nah gasped. She was pregnant. 

“Ai’nah, this is Linika,” said Larus. “She shall be your confidante, your friend. We will stop along the way when night falls. Then you can eat and rest. If you need to be sick, alert the guards. We will stop right away.” He looked at Linika in disgust. “She always has us stop the wagon.” He watched as Ai’nah awkwardly clambered inside, then disappeared, presumably to his horse. 

The guards closed the flap in silence. Suddenly the two were alone, trapped in the dim light like birds in a cage. 

“Hello,” Ai’nah mumbled, positioning herself across from Linika. Her voice shook. “Are you... his?” She knew the answer already. This would be no love match, no marriage built on mutual respect. Ai’nah was but a pawn in Larus’ grand plan to be king of the Crystal Isle. She was to be the incubator, the nurturer of his heirs. That was all. But it was blasphemy on par with rape and cannibalism in the Mountains culture for anyone – man or woman – to take more than one lover at the same time. And for a woman to be with child unmarried and so young. 

Is the rest of humankind truly so barbaric? Ai’nah wondered in dismay. “How old are you?”

Linika looked down at her stomach. “Yes,” she breathed. “That may come as a shock. It was for me.” She focused on Ai’nah, taking in every inch of her like she was reading a book. “I am... his. In a way. But I was born in the wrong place. And as for my age?” She smirked. “Older than you. You have nothing to fear.”

“Nothing to fear?” Ai’nah repeated. She was staring into her own future. She paled. “Oh, by the ancestors.”

Linika stared at her. “Why is that so surprising to you? You must have lost many girls at school to such a fate much earlier.” There was malice in her tone. “Many of them would have also been married.”

“No,” Ai’nah breathed, blinking back tears. “We cannot. Such a situation is abhorrent and entirely incomprehensible for us. We must be eighteen to marry. Children come much later than that. Did you know that women’s bodies are not physically ready to bear children until well into their twenties? Additionally, we cannot lie with more than one person. It’s profane.” She shuddered. “It is against my moral code to wed someone I do not love, t-to lie with someone I do not love, to have a child! I will damn my family and bring shame to my people. I feel dirty, I feel wrong!” She started sobbing despite herself. 

Linika looked at her with pity. “He told me that the girl he was to propose marriage to was smart. You... know things, don’t you? How to... avoid certain situations?” She placed a hand on her stomach and raised a brow. 

Ai’nah nodded, sniffling. “Y-yes. I will be true to myself and my people. I’m sorry, but I cannot imagine any of it. I feel so sad for you! I should be envious or raging, but I’m not. He did all of this to you; he made you lie with him.” 

Linika laughed. It was a delicate sound, like windchimes. “He did not make me lie with him. I wanted to.” She shrugged. “I had the power to choose. He was no stranger, no predator. Just my Larus. As I was his Linika. We needed nothing more than that.” She chuckled bitterly. “But it stopped after I ended up this way. Perhaps that’s why he wants a wife. Ai’nah, it’s not all bad. Especially if you know how to avoid this.” 

Ai’nah’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Do you want that child?” 

Fresh tears rolled down Linika’s cheeks. “I do,” she said. “Despite being ill all the time and not being able to feel love from the king any longer, I do. This child will give me the meaning in life I need. I would do anything for it. This child will be my sole purpose and encompass my entire being.”

What a waste of potential in this one, Ai’nah thought. Just like so many before her and countless more still to come. Nobody envies the plight of a woman, be she a wife or concubine. How easily we are discarded and replaced. 

Ai’nah reached for Linika’s hand. “Our circumstance would make us natural enemies, but I do not wish that for us. We are both stuck here because of him. Know that I do not love Larus. I do not want Larus. I do not even know Larus. I am here against my will and better judgment. Fuck him. This story is about us. I do not know what he envisions by calling you my confidante, but I wish for us to be close. We are sisters now: sisters of the Crystal Isle, sisters of the throne. We will stick together.”

Linika wiped tears from her eyes. “I have never had a sister before,” she said softly. “I should like that very much.” She sat up straight, regaining confidence. “I will work with you. I will help you. With my knowledge of Larus and your position as his queen, we will work from behind the curtain to salvage his reign.”

“Salvage?” Ai’nah repeated, suddenly afraid. 

Linika, noticing her expression, amended herself hurriedly. “Oh, no, no. He is nice, he is fair. You shan’t be mistreated if you behave well.” Her voice lowered. “But think of how brashly he took this land and proclaimed it as his own. We must tread carefully.”

“Are they listening?” Ai’nah whispered, looking towards the flap.

Linika nodded. “I am always being watched. Always. They will spy on you, too. Be cautious around any maid he gives you. Larus has no enemies because they have all been... silenced.” She pulled a finger across her throat to emphasise the point. 

“I will teach you my native tongue,” Ai’nah said, still whispering. “I will teach you that and the Ahakma signs. So long as his court is filled with only Keitians and those from the north, we will be able to speak openly in code.”

Linika grasped her hand. “Please, sister.” She smiled sadly. “The gods have had mercy on me.” 
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Ai’nah was jolted awake as the wagon came to a sudden stop. She forced her eyes open and squinted at Linika across from her. Linika flashed a grin.

“We’re finally here,” she breathed. “Thank the gods. My back has been killing me this past week. I was all right initially, but this child strongly opposes travelling on such hard surfaces for so long.” She rubbed her stomach for emphasis. 

Uncomfortable at the sight, Ai’nah looked away and shifted her weight. 

“No more vomiting for me,” Linika continued triumphantly. “How I yearn for my feet to be back on solid ground permanently.” She cocked her head. “Did you enjoy the trip at all?”

Ai’nah creased her brow. She had enjoyed parts of the journey – the parts where they had been permitted to leave the wagon. Granted, this had only been at night for the horses to rest and everyone to eat, but it had felt exciting nonetheless. Even under the guise of darkness, she was venturing deeper and deeper into an unknown land with unknown promises ahead. Each person they encountered had had a thicker accent than the last. They had all looked upon Ai’nah in shock whenever she spoke, clearly thinking the same of her. She knew she would never belong here, not like them, not like Linika. 

“I must apologise for having us stop every few hours to go outside and vomit,” Linika said quietly. She shrugged. “You can blame Larus. He did this to me then had me join him on this journey.” She smirked. “Naturally, I was brought to keep him company.” 

Ai’nah clenched her jaw. She cared not for talk of such things. 

Linika noticed her shift in demeanour. “Does this irk you?” she asked, now cackling. “Oh, Ai’nah, dear, don’t be such a prude! You will have to learn soon enough.”

“I know about these things,” Ai’nah replied with a steely edge to her voice. “It’s just Larus. He makes me squirm.” 

Linika ignored this. “Let’s get out of here.” She gathered her skirts and awkwardly shuffled towards the back of the wagon, beckoning for Ai’nah to follow her lead. 

Ai’nah tentatively slid down after her and grimaced as she stood slowly. Her legs screamed in protest as she put weight on them after so long. 

Thunder crackled overhead as rain began to pour down on them in thick wads. Ai’nah shivered despite herself. The further north they had gone, the colder it was. And there was nowhere further north than the capital. 

“Are you cold?” Linika asked, amused. “I’m sure you’ll grow used to it. Don’t worry, we’ll have you dressed warmer than that.” They both looked down at Ai’nah’s thin cloth jacket. It was only useful to break the lightest of winds, not torrential rainfall. 

Ai’nah blinked a few times, getting used to the cold air. Then she turned around and gasped. The palace stood before them. It truly was a foreboding sight to behold. Spiralling towers still under construction stretched up to the sky, glistening white despite the lack of sunshine. 

Before Ai’nah could grasp or truly appreciate the beauty and majesty of what stood before her, Linika was dragging her to the gates. 

“This is breathtaking,” Ai’nah managed to spill out as they went inside the courtyard. In the distance she could make out what looked to be the bones of an amphitheatre, with dozens of workers atop crudely placed support pillars. Once it was completed, it would be magnificent. She wondered if it would be ready within her lifetime. 

Linika noticed Ai’nah’s awestruck gape and flashed a grin, revealing her youth. “Larus began working on that as soon as we arrived. It shall serve to rival the one back home. Now, you and I are going to have fun today. I have some exciting things planned.” 

“Would you not prefer to rest?” Ai’nah asked, noticing the sweat glistening on her brow. 

Linika shook her head fervently. “No. I abhor sitting for days on end then getting back on solid ground only to lie.” Her tone softened. “Trust me, I am fine. I would much prefer giving you a small tour of your new home.” 

Your new home.  The words left a sour taste in Ai’nah’s mouth as she repeated the statement internally. There was no way she was ever getting out of here. Not alive, anyway. 

“It is only a prison if you make it so,” Linika said, echoing her thoughts. “I do not wish for you to think this way. You and I are going to see the world. Come. I will first show you to our room.” 

“Our room?” Ai’nah repeated. “Whose? Yours and mine?”

Linika blinked. “Yes. You shall be sleeping with me, at least for this next week. Perhaps I will not be there some nights. Perhaps after next week you won’t be either. Our room is adjacent to the royal chamber. As there are two beds, I like to think that this small room belonged to the guards. They stood here by day and slept there by night to protect their rulers.” She grimaced. “It did not serve them terribly well in hindsight, however, I suppose.” 

Ai’nah’s jaw was agape as they traversed through the palace. Each corridor was grander than the last, with ancient Keitian paintings and marble busts of previous kings lining the walls. Faceless servants scurried around, their gazes firmly fixed to the floor.

“The interior is done for the most part,” Linika said, noticing Ai’nah’s awe-stricken expression. “However, there is still much work to be done. Larus looks to turn this place into a better version of the palace at home. As you have seen, he is constructing an amphitheatre and repurposing the old towers that have fallen into ruin.” She stopped outside a closed door. “Oh, here we are.” 

“This is it? Are you sure?” Ai’nah asked, disheartened at what the room revealed. Two small beds were shoved against the walls either side of the door, draped in thin blankets and small, lumpy pillows. There was a large window on the far wall where sunlight streaked in, reflecting off a tall mirror adorning the far corner. Adjacent to this was a generous garderobe and old oak desk, its surface covered in dust. The rest of the room was eerily empty. There was easily enough space for at least two more little beds. 

“You think this room is small?” Ai’nah asked. 

Linika stood by the mirror to fix her hair. She shrugged. “Oh, yes. Even my father’s room at the palace was larger than this, and he was only the weapons master. But, I suppose, at least we are given beds.” Upon noticing Ai’nah’s shocked expression, she laughed. “I jest, Ai’nah. It satisfies our needs.” Her eyes sparkled. “I promise that this is the most boring part of our tour. I want to show you my favourite places to explore. Now, come. Let me show you a forbidden zone.” 

Ai’nah’s skin prickled. Forbidden zone. Her mind flashed back to when she and Sa’dri used to explore the caves past their homes. Many of the old paths were forbidden due to cave-ins or poisonous gas. The punishment for taking a wrong turn was ungodly. 

“A-are you sure?” she asked meekly. “We won’t... get into trouble?” 

Linika stared at her. “Get into trouble?” she repeated. “With whom? No, don’t be silly. The only person who can punish us is Larus, and he’s always busying himself with something different.” She took Ai’nah’s hand. “We won’t actually go into the forbidden zone itself; it’s locked. Now, come.” 

Linika dragged Ai’nah even deeper within the palace walls. Soon there were no servants in sight, no maids. Even the guards posted at every door began to thin out. 

“Why is there nobody around?” Ai’nah asked, as Linika opened another door. 

“Who would bother coming this way?” she replied. “You will soon see why. Look.”

Behind the door was a step into the past. A Keit-free past. No paintings adorned the walls. There was no expensive carpet underfoot. They were in a cold, dark alley with ancient unlit torches on either side of the door. Before them lay narrow, steep steps, leading down into nothing but darkness. 

Ai’nah ran her fingers across the cold wall. She closed her eyes and shivered. “Linika, do you believe in spirits?” 

Linika snorted in response. She turned around to gape at Ai’nah. “What?”

“You know,” Ai’nah said, feeling herself reddening. “From the past. The ancestors.”

“Ancestors?” Linika repeated.

“Do you never wonder about those who came before us? Decades or even centuries before us? I can feel it here, but the feeling is different to what I’m used to at home. It’s... darker here, more sombre. People suffered more here; I feel it in my bones.” 

“These steps lead down to the dungeon,” Linika said, her voice barely above a whisper. “There is no one there now, for Larus does not see the point of wasting food and water on his rivals. I have been down there only once. The space is cloyingly, suffocatingly small. We cannot enter anyway for it has been locked ever since.” She shivered. 

Ai’nah squinted and noticed a small wooden door below them with a thick chain snaking around the handle. “Very well. Let’s go back. You do feel something, then?” she probed. 

“I feel like I do not wish to be anywhere near the dungeon,” Linika replied flatly. “Only horrors exist within. Such is true for any dungeon.”

Ai’nah silently took Linika’s hand and put it flat against the wall. 

“What are you doing?” Linika shrieked, almost losing her balance.

“Shh,” Ai’nah said. Linika noticed her eyes were closed. “Feel the stone.” 

“Yes, I’m touching it,” Linika replied impatiently. “It is cold and hard. I feel like there will be spiders. It feels like we are inside a castle. And look at that, we are.” 

Ai’nah shook her head. “No, that’s not what I meant. Feel it. Close your eyes, take a deep breath, empty your mind, and feel. Who do you think was here before us? Criminals, obviously, but who else? Peasant women? Queens?”

“No, not queens,” Linika said softly, closing her eyes. “You are the first queen here. Well, you will be after the wedding. Before us there were warlords. Different men, different women. Whoever won the battle for the Crystal City lived here. Probably died here, also.” She opened her eyes. “Ai’nah, this is scaring me. Can we go outside into the gardens? I need an open space right now.” She quickened her pace back up the stairs. 

“Yes, of course,” Ai’nah agreed. “But isn’t it the strangest feeling? We have been here before, a thousand times. In my culture, when a person dies their spirit lives on. Yes, their physical body is back with the ancestors, but their pulse continues to beat with every stir of wind, every drop of rain. We never die. That is how I can live in peace with what has happened to me. I will see them again. I will see him again.”

Linika stopped. “Sa’dri is attending the wedding, Ai’nah. As are your parents.”

Now it was Ai’nah’s turn to whirl around. “What?”

“They are. They will be escorted to the city by royal guards in a wagon, much like we were. They will arrive the afternoon of the wedding and leave the next morning. They will not be escorted home. They will be given horses, but nothing more.”

Ai’nah’s eyes prickled with tears. “How do you know this?”

“Larus told me,” Linika said idly while smoothing her skirt. “Last night when you were asleep in the wagon. I went out for some air and he pulled me aside. He tells me everything, you know. That will come in handy for us. But yes, he said that it would be his first gift to you... as his new wife.”

“That’s morbid!” Ai’nah shouted. “And what, is he going to make Sa’dri watch? Is he going to make you watch?” 

Linika blinked back tears. “Ai’nah, that’s not... I just wanted to tell you this now so it will not be a huge shock for you come next week. I know that if I ever saw my father again, for the final time, I wouldn’t be able to handle it. I would want to know. I’m sorry.”

“No,” Ai’nah said, a steely edge to her voice. “No, it’s not your fault. Perhaps I will be able to speak to him, one final time. My people also value closure. A spirit cannot rest while there are wrinkles in the fabric.” She nodded, convincing herself that what she was saying was true. “There is purpose in this, Linika. I cannot have our final moment together spent crying as I was forced from his arms, forced from the safety that was our happiness together, our future. I cannot dwell in a land of what if. Whether it is the beginning of a new page or the end of an old one, this is my story. I alone will write it.” 
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The week passed by too quickly. Ai’nah refused to accept what was to happen at sunrise. She had pushed her fate to the very depths of her mind and buried it with all her secrets. Linika had not even mentioned the wedding once after revealing that Sa’dri would be in attendance. But suddenly there was one more night and the sky was growing ever darker. 

Ai’nah couldn’t help but shudder when her maids entered the room with a long white gown draped over their arms. The train was so long it required all four of them to keep it off the ground. They laid it gently on the empty bed.

“You may leave,” Linika said drolly. “We shall see you in the morning.”

The girls chattered eagerly among themselves as they curtsied towards Ai’nah and left the room. 

“I fail to understand why my funeral is cause for such excitement,” Ai’nah said as she looked at the gown with disdain. “It sickens me that your weddings use white for the woman to symbolise the ridiculous concept of purity.” 

Linika stared at her. “Are Mountain weddings not the same?”

“No.” Ai’nah sat on the edge of the bed and ran her hand over the fabric of the skirt. It was silky smooth, ivory, untainted. She wished to have it burned. 

“We wear earthy tones,” she continued. “Blues, greens, greys. Anything to represent the nature surrounding us. For us, white is the colour of mourning. Our earliest settlers told tales of faraway lands and faraway supernatural events like the snow. They said that everything dies when it snows. Flowers, animals, warmth, light. It was always so fascinating to me that frozen water could fall from the sky, shrouding the world in a fresh blanket of white.” She met Linika’s eyes with a grimace. “It’s fitting, isn’t it? A woman in white on the day of her wedding. Her future mourns.” 

“Your people celebrate purity perhaps even more fervently than we do,” Linika remarked. She lifted a lace sleeve to admire the details. “Yet you’re quick to judge.” 

“We celebrate loyalty,” Ai’nah corrected. “Purity is a term coined by men for men. We do not think like this. That is why the rest of the country seems trapped in barbarity to me.” She swallowed hard. “And I am going to be devoured.” 

“You would feel differently if you loved him,” Linika replied hollowly, struggling to conceal her seething envy. “If it were Sa’dri, perhaps.” She watched Ai’nah’s face. 

Ai’nah blinked back sudden tears. “He will instead bear witness to my death.”

Linika gripped her hand tightly. “Please, sleep with me in my bed tonight. We will deal with the gown and the like tomorrow. Come.”

“If I sleep, I shall wake up and it will be time.” She shuddered, suddenly cold. “I now understand why women in fairy stories leap from the highest tower.” 

Linika grimaced. She attempted to lighten her tone. “Ai’nah, no one will be leaping from the highest tower. I promise you that. Now, come. Let me lie with you.”

“Won’t he request you tonight?” Ai’nah asked, now fearful. She did not wish to be left alone. 

“No. He won’t make it to bed tonight. The reason why the wedding is tomorrow evening is because he will be out drinking with the guards tonight. He will stumble in early tomorrow morning then sleep all day until it is time to sup. However, tomorrow, the supping will be public and he will make a vow.” 

Ai’nah stared at her. “You are sure of this?”

Linika smiled wryly. “Yes. It was the same the night before we stormed this country, the same the night I told him I was with child, and the same before we travelled to meet you. Whenever there is anything stressful on the horizon, he will drink himself blind.”

“I hope it kills him,” Ai’nah replied cruelly. “Look, I know you love him, but I do not. He has shattered my entire world. I resent him and cannot fathom how I am being forced into something so archaic and vile.” She raised her arms in a hopeless gesture. “I feel so helpless and alone, Linika. I am to become the queen of this entire isle, yet I have no power over myself. How am I to care for anything else?” 

Linika pulled her into a tight hug. “You are not alone. We may be hidden behind a curtain, but we are here. I am here. One way or another, everything is going to be all right. Trust me.” She guided her to the small bed. 

Ai’nah climbed inside and shielded herself beneath the blankets. She closed her eyes and muttered a prayer in her native tongue. Behind her eyelids she saw the small stream at the entrance to the caves. She saw her classmates, her parents, her home. She saw old Master Dru’sa reading a tale from the ancient past. She felt a warm, soft hand fill hers. Looking up, she met Sa’dri’s kind eyes and smiled. 

Linika chuckled soundlessly as Ai’nah’s grip on her hand tightened and words in a language Linika had never encountered before spilled from her mouth. She smoothed back Ai’nah’s hair with her free hand and held her close. 
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The morning passed by in a blur. Ai’nah was jolted awake by her maids, who had burst through the door at sunrise, their arms piled high with hair accessories, face powders, and random lacey bits and pieces that were to complement and enhance the gown. 

Bleary-eyed and shaking, Ai’nah was coaxed out of bed. Linika held her hand the entire time as the maids flitted about, pulling, brushing, braiding, and fiddling with what felt like individual strands of hair. 

Hours passed but Ai’nah felt nothing. Even when Linika left to break her fast or eat luncheon, Ai’nah sat there, unmoving. In her mind she was being prepared for her wedding to Sa’dri. But she was not to marry Sa’dri. This was not her choice. And he was not the man whose children she would be forced to carry. 

“Your Grace,” a young maid said, breaking her concentration. “We have finished with your hair and face. The next thing to do is your gown and accessories. We implore you to eat something for it has been several hours already.”

Ai’nah shook her head. “No, no. I fear that if I were to even smell food, I would fall ill. I suppose I shall eat at the wedding feast.” 

The maids glanced at each other and giggled nervously. 

“What is it?” Ai’nah asked. It suddenly dawned on her. “Oh. Yes, never mind.” She thought back to her lessons. Keitian weddings focused not on the ceremony of things, the religious aspects, or the attire. There was not even a dinner ceremony for the bride, groom, and guests. The guests arrived, took their seats, bore witness to the ribbon tying, then clapped and cheered as the newlyweds bounded off to bed. The most important part for Keitians was the primitive custom of the bedding. Such a thing had been lost to the past in the Mountains. Ai’nah had always thought it odd that Keitian women could not lie with anyone other than their husbands, not even before marriage. In the Mountains, so long as both parties were of age, they could lie with each other without ever even needing to wed. 

Yet Keit hails itself as being the most progressive and equal of lands, she thought bitterly. They make the woman wear white at weddings, but we are perceived as primitive barbarians. 

“So, you will eat?” the young maid persisted. Her clear blue eyes looked at Ai’nah with great concern. 

“Do not bother yourself,” Ai’nah replied kindly. “I will be all right.” She stood and raised her arms, readying herself for the gown. 

Linika burst back through the door as the maids undressed her. “Wow,” she began breathlessly. “Have you looked in the mirror? You look beautiful!”

“All I know,” Ai’nah replied through gritted teeth as her bodice was tightly laced, “is that I can hardly breathe and my hair feels as though it will break. It is wound so tightly around my head I fear my skull will show through.” 

Despite herself, Ai’nah did steal a glance at the mirror. She gasped. Linika was right. If the circumstances were different, Ai’nah would have taken pride in her appearance. Her face was smooth and appeared sun-kissed, with the powder highlighting her high cheekbones and full lips painted a bleeding dark red. Her blue-green eyes took centre stage and her face was framed by lulling ringlets strategically placed in front of each ear. Her ears themselves were weighed down by heavy-set crystal accessories, as was her neck. Her hair was a honey-blonde labyrinth of braids stacked haphazardly about her head, some thick, others thin, with ribbons and lace intertwined within. A small veil was tied into place at her hairline, dripping with sparkling crystals.  She looked down at her gown and sighed. Although the colour was less than pleasant, she had to admit that it was stunning. Floor length with full laced sleeves, it clung to her body complementarily, hugging her hips and cinching her waist. The skirt swayed effortlessly as she moved side to side, dragging the heavy train along behind it. 

She caught Linika’s eye in the mirror and reddened. She knew what they were both thinking. This gown should be on Linika. It should be her wedding, not Ai’nah’s. 

“Are you prepared, Your Grace?” another maid asked, breaking the silence. 

Ai’nah took a deep breath and nodded. “I suppose I do not have a choice.” She gathered her skirts and headed towards the door. “Linika, are you coming?” 

Linika shook her head and smiled sadly. “No, I was not permitted to attend. Imagine how it would look.” She chuckled bitterly. “I shall watch though, from the highest tower. It is still under construction, but I know my way to the window. Fear not, the guards will be below, keeping my secret safe. Besides, everyone’s attention will be fixed on you.” 

Ai’nah grimaced, saying nothing. 

“You do look lovely,” Linika continued, her eyes lingering on the gown. “I imagine there will be tales and paintings to immortalise this day.”

“I will see you later tonight,” Ai’nah said through her teeth, knowing that it was not true. She would see Linika again, but the balance of power would be different now. They both knew it. Ai’nah looked at her bed sadly. Perhaps she would never sleep there again. 

She walked through the palace slowly and silently. Even her maids, who were bubbly and excited minutes before, had absorbed the solemn energy, walking in silence with their heads hung low. 

“Do not grind your teeth so,” one of them murmured. “We can hear the gnashing. When we reach the courtyard, you will be expected to smile.” 

Ai’nah blinked. “Oh,” she said, reddening. “I’m sorry.” 

The maid patted her softly on the back. “It’s perfectly all right to be nervous.” Her light eyes sparkled. “You are to become queen!” 

Ai’nah’s responding smile did not reach her eyes. She looked forward and focused her attention on the path ahead. Once they were outside the palace, brilliant sunlight showered them, warming their faces. The maids turned excitedly to the sun like spring flowers. 

“We are fortunate, Your Grace,” another said. “Even the sky blesses this auspicious day. We hardly ever get sunshine this bright. I suppose you have noticed.” 

All too soon they had reached the courtyard. The path was lined with rose petals of luscious reds, satin whites, and powdery pinks. On any other occasion, Ai’nah would have found them beautiful. 

Gasps and hushed whispers filled Ai’nah’s ears as she stood at the end of the aisle, awaiting her cue. Despite the inner voice screaming for her to turn her head, to scan the crowd, to seek out Sa’dri, she kept her gaze fixed firmly ahead, suddenly grateful for the veil blurring her peripheral vision. 

The maids carefully laid her train flat and stepped back into the shadows of the surrounding bushes behind them. Ai’nah smoothed her skirts and started slowly forward as an orchestra of wind instruments beckoned her into play. There must have been hundreds of people either side of her – only the elite, only Larus’ chosen guests. She wondered if he had placed Sa’dri at the front or the very back. She bit her tongue to distract herself from wondering such futile things. 

Larus stood at the other end, swaying slightly. As Ai’nah got closer, she discovered why. He reeked of alcohol. The cloying crisp scent of perfume and fragrant chemicals slicking back his hair did little to mask the smell. He looked upon her, whispered something to the priest, and smirked as she got into position beside him. 

Ai’nah looked at the ground as the priest began the formalities. This was not her tradition, this was not her language, these were not her gods. It all felt so grotesquely foreign, like she was a child caught spying on adults doing adult things. But this adult thing was not a show. It was real and it was happening to her. 

Larus began speaking. Ai’nah knew the vow. She had studied it in class. They had learned all the wedding and funeral rituals of Ahakma, Keit, and the Crystal Isle – both ancient and modern. She recalled practicing the words and memorising the rhythm of such vows in other languages, never once thinking she would have to use them in reality. Yet here she was. 

Everyone had fallen silent. The priest smiled encouragingly at Ai’nah, letting her know it was her turn to recite the vow.  This time she did look past Larus into the crowd, straining her neck to see beyond his shoulders. Her eyes searched in vain as she began to speak.

“And I, Ai’nah of the Mountains take thee, Larus, King of the Crystal Isle...” she trailed off as her eyes met Sa’dri’s. Surprisingly, he held her gaze. She could see tears in his eyes, but he nodded at her, encouraging her to go on.

She took a deep breath and continued, forcing her eyes back to the man in front of her. The man that stole her away. The man she did not even know, let alone love. A grown man, a predator. 

“Do you need me to repeat the line, Your Grace?” the priest asked gently. 

Your Grace. The words felt so alien, so unnatural. There were no kings in the Mountains, no queens. In her native tongue, such words did not even exist. 

Ai’nah blinked. “N-no,” she said hurriedly. “I can continue. I take thee t-to... love, t-to cherish, to care for, and obey until the end of my days.” She swallowed bile. To obey. The barbarity. 

As the crowd erupted into cheers and applause, the priest brought forth a white ribbon and wrapped it around their hands, binding the two of them together for the rest of their lives. 

Ai’nah looked out into the crowd again, but this time Sa’dri refused to meet her gaze. Suddenly, everything came back, rushing into view before Ai’nah’s very eyes. The windy summer nights spent running through the caves, laughing and joking together about one day getting married. The subtle glances in the schoolroom, the secret hand-holding, the stolen kisses. A life lost. Just as suddenly as the memories appeared, they dissipated, vanishing into nothingness. Much like Ai’nah and Sa’dri’s future. But never their love. 

“Ai’nah?” the priest asked loudly. 

She blinked, snapping back to attention. “Hmm?” 

“It is now time for the night of bedding to commence. We will not see you again until the morning,” he continued. “I do wish you well, Lady.”

Ai’nah paled as the priest unwound the ribbon and placed Larus’ hand in her own. From what Ai’nah had been taught, tradition dictated that the man lead the woman into the royal chamber while the guests ate and drank, enjoying the festivities. The newly-wed couple would not emerge until the next morning. That was the tradition in Keit. Until Larus came with his shiny ships and his shiny clothes, the Crystal Isle had ruled itself, much like Ahakma continued to: with petty warlords keeping to their own region and trading weapons, food, and women. Warlords were now forbidden, and the one true leader – the one true king – was the only man in such a position of power. Ai’nah had breezed through those lessons. What had interested her more was her own history, her people’s history. She never even entertained the idea that the entire isle would be her people one day. 

A sinking feeling struck her as Larus tugged her along by the hand. She would be stuck in bed with this man all night. 
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Nine hundred and three. There were nine hundred and three steps from the courtyard to the entrance of the royal chamber. Ai’nah looked at the door beside her with longing. Her days of exploring the palace as an unmarried free woman were over. Her nights of sleeping alone were over. 

She swallowed bile once again as Larus opened the door to his chamber. To their chamber. He exchanged a knowing smile with the younger guard on duty outside, while the older one glared at him. Perhaps he felt pity towards Ai’nah. Perhaps he knew of her people’s way of life. Perhaps he had a daughter himself. 

Ai’nah closed the door and stood against it. She slowly unlaced her wedding gown with trembling fingers. She closed her eyes and silently chanted an Old Mountain prayer in a feeble attempt to calm her nerves. She wanted to disappear as her gown dropped to the floor, exposing her bare arms and legs. She made no move to start on her shift. Out of the corner of her eye she spied a nightgown resting on the chair in the corner. It was laced, floor-length, sleeved, simple. Oh, how she yearned to skip what was about to happen and wrap herself up from head to toe.

Her attention snapped back to the edge of the bed where Larus sat, his shirt unlaced. Fortunately, he still wore breeches. 

Ai’nah backed herself further against the wall, trying in vain to become part
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