
  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Dedication]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        This book contains material that may be triggering for some readers. Reader discretion is advised. For a complete list of content warnings please visit:

      

        

      
        https://www.hannahpenfoldauthor.com/content-warnings

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Firm hands shake me awake.

      ‘What–’

      ‘Ellis! Quickly! Get dressed,’ he says, tossing the bedding off my body. ‘Come on. Quickly!’

      My brain is fuzzy, my eyes blurred from the sleep he shook me out of.

      Why is he in my bedroom?

      ‘What’s happening? Is the castle under attack?’ I ask, my voice gravelly from drowsiness.

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he throws me a shirt and helps me put on a pair of boots. I wrinkle my nose. What’s happening? Where are we going?

      Taking my hand, he rushes me to the window and flings the curtains wide open.

      ‘Don’t! The owl will come in again,’ I protest, recalling the last time that pesky bird made a home in my bedroom. My aunt and uncle had to involve the guards, who were far too rough with their handling.

      He ignores me and peers over the ledge to the grounds below. Lifting me up like I weigh no more than a bag of feathers, he sits me on the windowsill.

      ‘Do not fear, Ellis. Trust me. Everything will all make sense soon.’ He smiles, a warm gesture that makes me slowly nod. He can calm me on my worst days – much like my brother can with his mere presence alone.

      ‘I trust you,’ I say, and he ruffles my hair.

      ‘Good.’

      Then, he pushes me out.

      Before I can scream, strong arms catch me, cocooning me in their embrace.

      ‘You didn’t think I’d let you fall, did you?’ he asks. His arrogant grin grows as he hovers midair, a pair of invisible wings keeping him afloat. Flying has its perks, but it doesn’t mean he can treat me like this.

      I huff, crossing my arms over my chest as he tightens his grip around my back. ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘To Gwenore Forest,’ he answers as we launch high into the air. It’s dark at this time of night, and I gape as a flock of birds soar above us.

      It’s not the first time we’ve done this – flying in the cool evening air, allowing the wind to ruffle our hair and whip our faces. He loves to soar over the kingdom and watch it at night while the people below live their lives.

      ‘Are you taking me to a party?’ I ask, peering down at my dangling feet. My bootlaces need tying. If we’re heading to some sort of private celebration, I should have worn something more suitable.

      He seems to think for a second, then angles his face towards me as the trees of Gwenore grow larger before us. Our bodies are weightless under his magic as we close the distance, I smile at the feeling despite having been disturbed from sleep.

      ‘I suppose it's a gathering, but I’m not sure I’d class it as a party,’ he admits with creased brows.

      Darkness lingers below, where the trees cast long and intimidating shadows across the woodlands. The foliage rustles as he lowers us through the branches that graze our arms and legs. I sit up in his hold, searching for a clue to where we are. He sets me down by a large brown tent, which is so big, I crane my neck to see the top.

      ‘I am lacking in theories,’ I tell him. I crouch to finally tie my laces. The loops are big and sloppy, but I get the sense that wherever we are going, he wants us to be there soon. ‘You aren’t bringing us here to murder me, are you?’ I grin.

      Someone screams, and I bolt upright. My heart rate spikes. Maybe I spoke too soon.

      ‘Easy, Ellis.’ He grabs my hand and tugs me along inside the tent to where the discerning sound arose. ‘Stay close to my side and you’ll be fine.’

      My eyes widen as I see groups of children in thick collars and chains, their wrists and ankles clamped with thick black metal. There are more than I can count with both hands. A girl with red hair seems to be the one who screamed, the large man behind her roughly stuffing a rag into her mouth.

      ‘What’s going on?’ I try to sound demanding, but my voice betrays my emotions. It comes out timid. I shuffle closer to his frame and entwine my hands to keep from shaking.

      ‘They’re being experimented on,’ he replies, dragging me past them.

      One girl meets my eye, and her gaze makes me shiver. Her piercing purple-blue stare is void of all feeling, and dirt mats her long blonde locks. I don’t recognise her, but she is the only one not reacting to everything around us. She keeps her mouth shut and emotions on lock.

      ‘What type of experiments?’ I ask feebly.

      Smiling, he bends down to eye-level and his large hands cup my shoulders. ‘We are going to make you all powerful, Ellis. We will give you the strength to move mountains and take over kingdoms, if you wish. Doesn’t that sound fun?’

      ‘You all?’ I wrinkle my nose.

      ‘Yes. You and them.’ He dips his chin towards the girl still staring at us, and tightens his grip, locking my arms beside my body. ‘You’ll be even more powerful than me.’

      A prickle rushes over my neck, and the hairs on my arms rise.

      ‘Don’t be scared,’ he coos as I tense under his grasp. Unfamiliar hands hover over my head, bringing a large metal clamp before my face. I pull back. I don’t understand what’s happening until it’s too late.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I cry, trying my best to wiggle from his vice-like hold. He is hard like stone. A collar crafted of the same black metal as the other children is secured around my neck, and the cold hardware stings as the metal digs into my skin.

      ‘Keeping you in line. It won’t be easy to begin with, Ellis, but I have faith you’ll be the best.’

      ‘I don’t want to be the best!’ I argue. I try to move my arms but fail, struggling to escape his unyielding grasp. It’s no use, though. He is over twelve years my senior and much stronger.

      His sharp eyes roam my new collar with a look of approval, and then he releases me. Smiling fondly down at me, he ruffles my hair again. ‘My little slayer.’
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      ‘Are you paying attention, Ellis?’

      I slowly lift my head while my aunt drones on, I can’t seem to feign interest like my brother, Alex, who shoots me a pointed look. Yet a small tug of his lips gives away his amusement, though he won’t reveal it in front of the queen of Tealwaters.

      I exhale heavily. Aunt Melody watches me like a hawk, expecting an answer.

      ‘No, I am not paying attention, Your Majesty. You keep repeating yourself, and it’s tiring.’ I run a hand through my dark blonde hair and sigh again for emphasis. ‘Are we finished?’

      Without waiting for a reply, I rise and brush down my trousers as if I’ve sat for so long I’ve begun to gather dust. My aunt, otherwise known as the queen, scowls.

      ‘I am not repeating myself,’ she snaps. I pause.

      ‘I tuned you out on the third mention of Alex’s birthday being beach-themed,’ I state plainly. ‘A theme that everyone expects, no? It’s the same every year, and seeing that we reside in a city that lives and breathes the ocean, every guest presumes it.’

      Aunt Melody turns to Alex for support, but he averts his gaze, covering his mouth to contain his laughter. She scoffs with indignation before she closes her eyes and massages her temples as if the sight of me irks her. ‘I’ve had enough of you today.’

      ‘I must be losing my touch,’ I quip.

      She shoots me a sharp glare. Not many people in the kingdom of Tealwaters can say they’ve been scolded, on countless occasions, by their sovereign, but as her youngest nephew, I have a special skill to push her limits.

      ‘Excuse me?’ She flicks a long strand of blonde hair over her shoulder, as if readying to fight. The queen reminds me of a wild alley cat dressed in a fine silk gown, sharpening her claws to strike someone foolish enough to go too far. I am that someone. Daily.

      I stride to the window, my back turned. My next words are nonchalant. ‘I usually infuriate you by mid-morning, which is when you often say you need space from me. But it is what  …’ I peer at Alex and tap my wrist for the time. Without hesitation, he withdraws his pocket watch. ‘It is late in the afternoon now. This is the longest we have spent together without you losing your temper. I’m losing my touch.’

      If I knew a woman could look so outraged, I would have shut my mouth sooner, but when the queen of Tealwaters bares her teeth, I smile.

      ‘Ellington Irvine!’ She grasps her knees through her lavish dress, and her knuckles turn white as she tries to quell her anger. It takes her a moment until she finally breathes in, containing her rage.

      ‘Are you done?’ I goad. Her cheek twitches.

      She is silent for a good minute before turning to Alex. The difference in her tone is laughable, her words are softer and significantly more encouraging as she asks, ‘Can you please give your brother and I a moment alone?’

      Alex glances at me with a don’t make things worse look, but I offer my brother a casual wave. I will do no such thing.

      ‘Of course, I’ll leave you to it,’ he says, with one lingering look before leaving.

      When he is gone, the queen motions for me to sit with a jerk of her hand towards the pair of armchairs. I consider her for a moment before doing as I’m told.

      As I make myself comfortable, she asks the guards to stand outside. They don’t look too thrilled about leaving their monarch with me, but the queen’s order is firm and clear, and finally, they leave us. When she deems it safe to talk, she leans forward, perched on the edge of her seat as if readying herself – though for what, I am not sure.

      ‘You need to learn manners, Ellis,’ she starts, and I lean back in my chair. I must get comfortable because it is a long and tiring affair when my aunt lectures me. ‘You cannot talk to your sovereign in that tone. I am your queen, and it does not uphold appearances in the presence of our staff. They will think I am incapable of keeping you in line.’

      Aunt Melody is far from pleased, jaw tight and hands clenched, she leans closer with quiet determination. I have never seen eye to eye with the queen – nor will I ever. We have our reasons for being distant, and she knows I will never confide in her like I would my mother or father when they were alive.

      ‘I talk to you not as my queen but as my family,’ I say. ‘If we are speaking not of business, you are nothing more than my aunt with a fancy crown.’ She’s seething but does not answer, most likely, she’s conjuring up an effective counterattack. ‘When we talk of Alex’s birthday, I do not present myself as a prince of our fine kingdom. I am simply Ellis, his younger brother, and if you do not respect that, then do not invite me to these tedious discussions.’

      She exhales, her face no longer simmers with anger, but something else just as sharp-edged. She places her hands gently on the arms of her chair.

      ‘Your uncle is worried about you.’

      You’re not, then?

      But her confession surprises me. Those pale blue eyes roam my face for a hint of a reaction, but I offer none. I am a man who has learned to always don his mask. Perhaps she loathes the fact she cannot decipher the complex thoughts addling my brain.

      ‘There is no need for him to worry about me, Your Majesty,’ I say flippantly.

      The queen tilts her head, pursing her lips. ‘The king and I have talked about you and your  …’ she trails off, as if weighing her words. ‘Problematic behaviour. We thought you would grow out of your adolescent phase, but you continue to talk down to peers and distance yourself. You even push away family when all we do is try to help.’

      I almost scoff. Help is an interesting word choice.

      ‘If this is about the ocean-themed birthday —’

      ‘No,’ she replies evenly, her temper having faded – but only just. I get the sense I am walking into a trap. ‘I am used to your inappropriate comments and moments of rebellion. I am used to you building a stone wall around yourself to keep people out.’ She studies her well-manicured nails, pretending to find something the matter with one. It is a manoeuvre to make me sit and wait, wondering what she’ll say next.

      ‘One day, Alexander will be on the throne,’ she continues, lifting her ocean gaze to mine. I hold her stare and patiently wait, playing the game we always play when we’re together. ‘He will take over everything your uncle and I have built over the years and make it his. He will need you by his side for support, to be his hand to hold in dark times.’

      A flicker of emotion passes her smooth face, and though it is gone in a flash, I marvel having witnessed it at all – that I noticed her glint of sorrow.

      She is not old but has worked extremely hard for many years to govern our kingdom. Being the eldest daughter of two, she was born to rule, and Uncle Hector by her side helped to bring further success to our kingdom. But her plans of handing over her title changed. Her son was killed, the only heir to the throne gone. With Alex next in line, she had to quickly pivot her plans and accept the hand fate dealt. It grieves her to talk of my brother in such a way, to have him be her successor and not her own beloved child.

      ‘When that day comes, Ellis, you will be unable to act so self-indulgent.’

      I refrain from rolling my eyes. Her perception of me has never been a secret, but to hear her describe me as self-indulgent is nearly laughable. ‘Alexander will be left to fend for the kingdom alone. You may see yourself as unimportant – the spare, as people jest – but just because you won’t be on the throne does not mean you can avoid your duties.’ Her eyes narrow and bore deep into mine. She digs her claws into me one by one, knowing the single thing – or rather, the single being – who will make me reconsider. ‘You are the person who will need to keep Alexander’s head above the water, and believe me, it happens more often than you think.’

      I absorb her words as I picture my brother as king, with a large crown balancing atop his golden head and a grand smile.

      I knew from the moment I lost my cousin that Alex would be the future sovereign of Tealwaters, taking the role and making it his own. My brother is kind, funny, and thinks of others before himself. I know our people will be his priority, which is what they deserve after all the suffering we’ve endured.

      ‘I am the last person Alex will need to worry about,’ I murmur. ‘I am loyal and devoted to the crown, and most of all, to him.’

      Anguish glints through her pale blue eyes, they are the same colour as Alex’s and identical to my mother’s. The queen reflects on my words for a moment, while I silently question the queen’s loyalty to her nephew, which wouldn’t be the first time.

      ‘I believe you are genuine in that regard,’ she replies, pursing her lips. ‘But I am not sure you won’t run at the first sight of difficulty. I must know that I am leaving my legacy in safe hands, and that means I must trust you and Alexander wholeheartedly when the time comes for him to step up.’

      My jaw tightens, but she continues. ‘You do not bother attending royal events anymore, deeming them below you, you do not see our people, and thus, they do not trust you. You need to prove to me that you are worthy to stand by Alexander and that you will not falter when you are needed most.’

      My mind spins, and her words confirm the suspicions I’ve had for years. I cannot deny it. My people do not like me, yet they adore Alex’s sunshine personality and compare us all the time. Though as I am no longer around to weed out rumours, they spread and twist into lies that fester until I am deemed something I am not.

      I don’t correct the queen. Her opinions are set in stone when it comes to my reputation. ‘Alex will be in safe hands with me,’ I say firmly, though again, she’s unconvinced. With the way she looks at me, I might as well have a second head. ‘If you lack faith in my abilities then why bother having this conversation?’ My tone is calm but edged with challenge. ‘If you do not deem me fit to rule beside Alex, why bother with all of this? Why not send me away and be done with it?’

      ‘The king insists we give you one last chance to change your ways.’

      The words sting but I don’t let it show. The queen is happy to get rid of me and dust her hands of a difficult nephew yet my uncle has hope, which isn’t surprising, really. He has always had a kinder heart out of the two. He had married into the royal family, not born to wealth and power like the queen.

      I bring my hands together, my fingers steepling. ‘And what does Uncle Hector need from me to prove my worth?’

      ‘You will shadow Alexander at events and make peace with those who do not favour you. You will swallow your pride and make our people trust you again. You have had enough time to wallow in your insubordination. Enough is enough. I will not coddle you any longer.’

      ‘Just a few things then,’ I say, suppressing my sigh.

      ‘And lastly,’ says the queen, and my brow lifts. ‘You will find yourself a lady to accompany you to Alexander’s birthday and all the other events that follow.’

      I stiffen. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘It will do you good to present yourself as something other than unapproachable and aloof. A female companion will soften the hearts of those we must impress. I have compiled a list of ladies in accordance to⁠—’

      ‘No,’ I state. Clearly, this is something she and my uncle have thought deeply about. If they have compiled a list of women for me to choose from then it’s a request I cannot refuse. Though if that’s the case, I must do it on my own terms. I will not be prancing around with some insufferable woman the queen deems appropriate. I can imagine it now … their overly polite mannerisms, their inability to speak their mind in fear of being scolded. ‘I will choose the girl.’

      ‘You will not choose a courtesan or someone of the like to spite me. They must be⁠—’

      I cut her off again. The act does not go unnoticed. ‘She will be to your liking, Your Majesty. Do not fret.’

      The queen's mouth presses into a thin line. ‘Fine. You have three days until your brother's birthday. Do not disappoint me.’
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      Alex and I stand with the king and queen of Tealwaters, who don their usual garb of pale blues and silvers – the colours of our kingdom. Their crowns sit large and obnoxious upon their heads, glinting beneath the moon that hangs in the darkened sky. The sovereigns sparkle like stars.

      My brother’s crown is smaller, a circlet of pearls and crystals. He fiddles with it, exposing his nerves as he readjusts his clothing for the fifth time that evening. The queen casts him a sidelong glance, seeming to want to reprimand him but thinking better of it.

      ‘Enough,’ I tell him. I pull Alex’s arm down as he reaches for his crown again. ‘You have nothing to worry about.’

      He gives me an amused look. ‘You are worried about me? I should be worrying about you. You haven’t attended one of these tributes for years.’

      I shrug, though, in reality I am quivering with nerves. Tonight is the ten-year anniversary of my return home. The return of all lost children.

      When I first attended the tributes, I was a hopeful young boy, I dreamed of overcoming my trauma and to live a normal life once more. But as my new – and much darker – magic grew stronger, I couldn’t take the pressure of being in the presence of so many. I was a threat, and I wouldn’t take that risk.

      Before I can answer Alex, my uncle comes to my side and claps my shoulder. His pale blue eyes peer down at me, a slither of grief passes in his gaze, but mostly empathy lines his tanned face. ‘You’ll be fine, boy. Just take a deep breath if you feel overwhelmed.’

      My gaze flickers to the queen. Though she is facing away, her stance is less poised than usual, her body tight with what I assume is uneasiness. Tonight, she remembers all the people she lost, too – not just the children who never made it home, but those who fought to save us, those who sacrificed their lives to liberate us. There were too many casualties that night, including my cousin, Athos. Her only son.

      Anguish and anger burns through me but I keep my thoughts to myself. My uncle's hand rests on my shoulders, his expression expectant.

      ‘I am fine,’ I assure the king, averting my gaze. In previous years, I would have hid from the palace guards, who always failed to find me. My family would be forced to leave without me to attend some royal event or other. ‘Ten years feels exactly like nine years.’

      ‘Ten years already,’ sighs the king, tightening his hand around me. ‘I can’t believe it. How can time pass so quickly yet the grief feel so raw?’ He moves away, and instead, reaches for his wife's hand. Her lips wobble and he pulls her in close. ‘There, there, my love.’

      She doesn’t cry, but she allows him to hold her. Alex and I stand stoically, we make no move to break the bubble of emotions erected around us.

      When we are escorted into our separate carriages – the king and queen in one, Alex and I in the other – I can breathe easier. My brother shuffles until he is comfortable before swiping at my waist coat, a strand of thread comes loose from the bottom. I scowl.

      ‘So, I hear you must find a lady love by the time I turn thirty two,’ says Alex. I hum in answer, staring out the window. ‘That is in three days' time. Can you find a willing girl by then?’

      Turning my head, I look at him, affronted. ‘Have I ever fumbled one of the queen's challenges before?’ I remark, though I do not wait for his answer. ‘I will show her up as I usually do.’

      ‘So, you have someone in mind?’ He grins. He may not have a precarious relationship with the queen like I do but he still enjoys our drama. ‘Is she wealthy? Or are you going to break the rules and find someone unbefitting for the role?’

      ‘She will be exactly what the queen would want,’ I say cryptically. ‘I only hope she will agree to such a farce at such short notice.’

      ‘I’m sure you can charm her to do your bidding,’ Alex offers, his faith in me unwavering.
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      The sky is no longer streaked with purples, blues or pinks as the sun disappears behind the horizon. Yet the night sky is a sight to behold, and all the stars shine brightly tonight.

      Sapphire City is busier than I have seen it. The streets are full of carriages arriving to drop off civilians, small rowing boats in the water roads which are anchored and tied to keep from floating away, while the taverns bustle with activity. I peer out of the window at our own horse-drawn carriage.

      The festivities appear to be in full swing by the time my family and I enter the fray, our arrival only ramps up the mood.

      As we exit our carriage, a mass of guards surround us. The Tellian people scream and shout for my family, and I notice Alex is unusually quiet, his bright smile dimmer than usual. From his sombre gaze, I know he’s deep in thought, simply putting on a show for the public. I long to touch him and ease his obvious unease, but when I step closer, my hands feel like lead when I try to lift them. It’s as if the simple task of reassuring my brother is impossible, like the small movement will be viewed as a weakness that I can’t afford for him – or anyone else – to witness.

      Instead, I take a deep breath to calm my growing unease as the guards escort us to our royal box. The main square is like a stage before us and Alex continues to wave. I must show my brother that I am reliable, and, despite the unending darkness in my mind, I will be right beside him every step of the way.

      ‘I am always here for you, Alex,’ I say, watching from our safe space. Across the square are three stages, where performances have been scheduled throughout the night. Tonight is a way of showing respect to the fallen, to celebrate the return of all survivors, and to remember our kingdom's horrid past – to ensure it never happens again.

      I sense my brother glancing in my direction but I refuse to look back at him. Instead, I observe the city as if my words are of little value. ‘What you did for me ten years ago will never be forgotten,’ I continue, watching from the corner of my eye as he sharply inhales. ‘I will always be thankful for what you did. For me and the others you rescued.’

      Nearby, girls scream Alex’s name and erratically wave their hands. He does not notice them.

      Finally, I allow myself to look at him, absorbing his mournful expression. I want him to understand and feel the depth of my words. Because our experiences of that time are not ones to take lightly. I was a child in need of a hero, and Alex was that and more. ‘You saved us. I am forever in your debt.’

      Alex shakes his head. ‘You owe me nothing, Ellis.’

      ‘But I do.’ My smile is soft but unpractised. It feels forced, but I endure it. ‘I thought I would die in that prison camp, Alex, and that I would never see your face again. By killing Fral, you gave me and many others their lives back. It’s because of you we stand here today, reunited with our friends and family. Because of you, we have a future we never expected.’

      My brother lowers his head, his gaze unblinking as he inspects his shoes. Our family never speaks the name of the man Alex killed, the topic being too hard to bear. But our people gave him a moniker that has stuck throughout the years. Fral, the angel of darkness.

      Having been the closest to him, Fral’s true name triggered me as a boy, whereas now, it only sets off a dull ache in my chest that I’ve grown used to. When I hear his name it is a reminder that even those closest to you can never be trusted, while Alex remembers the blood on his hands, no matter how many times he washes them.

      ‘Today, we remember those we lost,’ I remind him. I turn to find a servant in the corner of the royal box, a tray propped on her arm. I take two crystal flutes of blue bubbles and hand him one. ‘But we also remember those who were given a second chance at life.’

      He nods, promptly clearing his emotions. ‘You’re right.’

      ‘I know I am,’ I say, noting the glint of amusement on his face. ‘I am rarely wrong.’

      Alex smiles and the warmth returns. I nearly sag in relief to see it.

      ‘The first speech is about to start,’ announces the king, motioning for us to take our seats.

      My brother takes his place beside the queen, my chair is at the end, showing our line of procession. Alex leans over, taking a small sip of his drink. ‘Are you ready?’

      This is the first time in eight years I have attended an anniversary as the mass of people makes my skin crawl. The darkness inside my head, though quiet, is present, and though I am in control of my powers now, it does little to settle me as I peer across the square to the stage, grabbing everyone's attention.

      No, I am not ready, is the answer springing to mind, but, instead, I nod, remembering I must be there for Alex no matter what. I must show my family and my people that I am capable of holding their trust.

      ‘Yes. I’m ready.’
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      We sit through hours and hours of entertainment. Music plays all night long, and a large bonfire is ignited for the people to dance around. By the end of the performances, I am somewhat calmer, that is, until the sovereigns are given free range to roam the city square.

      ‘Go mingle with the people,’ says the queen, eyeing me up. The warning is clear in her gaze. ‘Remember your manners.’

      If I weren’t so transfixed on the fact I had to walk through crowds of civilians, I would have given the queen a sharp response, but instead, Alex drags me into the fray, with several guards surrounding us.

      As we amble the streets, I try my best not to touch anyone, but it proves an impossible task. My stomach churns with apprehension but I feign a neutral expression. I cannot have Alex think I am incapable due to my childhood anxieties.

      To my dismay, we are to visit each vendor attending tonight's homage and try their wares. All stall owners are delighted with my brother, who eats copious amounts of food that they insist he tries. But when they greet me, their expressions are the same – confused. The sight of my presence is no doubt strange to them.

      When a large man with a long beard offers Alex and I some meat from his stall, I politely refuse. I am too tense to have an appetite. Instead, I let Alex take my sample, though my refusal seems to fortify the stall owner's opinion of me. I grit my teeth. This is why people hate me. They judge me on my surface-level actions, never daring to look deeper.

      It’s not your job to explain yourself. If they do not wish to know you better, don’t waste your time making the effort, my mother’s voice reminds me.

      I have lived my whole life by that mantra, which has taught me that very few people care.

      ‘Are you sure you don’t want to try some of these?’ Alex offers me the meat and I avert my gaze. The smell of it makes my stomach roll.

      I shake my head. ‘I’m not hungry,’ I insist while the stall-keeper stares at me. ‘But I’m sure it's delicious.’

      When we head to the next vendor, my gaze wanders, keeping a watchful eye for the one person I hope to spot tonight.

      ‘Is she here?’ asks Alex, his own gaze roaming the mass.

      ‘I can’t be sure,’ I mutter. I follow alongside him as we approach a bakery.

      The woman smiles brightly at us. Her stare lands on Alex first, which is unsurprising, and then finally flickers to me. Unlike the other workers we’ve conversed with tonight, she does not falter. Her smile never wavers as she studies my face. I nod in greeting but feel a sense of appraisal from her like I have met a certain expectation of hers.

      ‘Your Highnesses, welcome to Danes Bakery,’ she greets. ‘I hope you have enjoyed the festivities tonight.’

      I peer down at her name tag. Maura Danes.

      My heart rate spikes.

      Danes.

      Instantly, I know who I’m talking to. My memories overlap until one comes to the forefront of my mind.

      Maura Danes, business owner of Danes bakery, alongside her husband, Calvin, and mother to two daughters.

      When I peer down the long table, I spot a man, probably my age, and a young girl I somehow know is Maura’s youngest daughter, despite never having met her. I squint at the boy’s tag – Luca. Yet no matter how hard I try, I can’t remember the name of the girl now offering samples from a large silver tray, she’s waiting on customers, occupying them with happy chatter and food.

      ‘It’s been marvellous, as I’m sure the rest of the night will be, too,’ says Alex, returning me to the conversation at hand. ‘I have no doubt your products will further that theory.’ I suppress the urge to roll my eyes at his charm. The woman appears to melt at his words, and I can see why he does it. My brother enjoys making people smile, their laughter like music to his ears. He gestures to me. ‘I am an enthusiast for savoury pies, but my brother here has a serious sweet tooth. Do you have something for me to try now and something for Ellis to take home for later?’

      Clever move. My lips twitch at his way of pleasing Maura but keeping her from scolding me. He winks at me when I meet his gaze.

      Maura nods. ‘Of course! Let me gather our best sellers for you both.’

      ‘Why the face?’ Alex mutters, leaning in close as the owner skirts around the table and workers with ease. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

      ‘The girl I have in mind,’ I say, and he nods in encouragement. ‘I just realised this is her mother.’

      Alex leans back, surprise etched across his features. ‘Wait, you aren’t thinking of Violet Danes?’

      We are interrupted by Maura returning with a large plate. She points out and names the different slices for Alex, having given him a slice of nearly every pie in their parlour. My brother's smile widens. One talent of his is the ability to eat copious amounts of food and still feel hungry. While he begins to consume them, Maura hands me a bag.

      Inside are cookies, two muffins and some donuts.

      ‘Thank you, this is very generous,’ I say, dipping my chin in thanks.

      ‘Violet’s back!’ The young girl calls. Maura and Luca glance up with expectant smiles.

      My heart hammers as Violet comes into view, hurrying behind the table with a large box of pastries. She begins to arrange them into groups, displaying some on the racks and readying others onto plates.

      Violet Danes has always been a stunning sight to behold, with her long blonde hair and striking eyes of purple and blue. But it's her smile that has always captivated me most. Even though I saw it hundreds of times when we were children, I can’t help my sudden intake of breath when I lay eyes on her now. It’s like she’s punched me right in the gut. The very sight of Violet brings back all the memories I’ve done so well to control and lock in a box somewhere deep within my mind.

      My hands curl into a fist, my first instinct is to hide my tingling hands. My brother peers down at me, concerned, while the tips of my fingers turn a dark shade of grey. This is not the place to lose focus.

      Breathe, Ellis. You are in control.

      ‘So, it is Violet,’ my brother muses, staring at her like she's a spectacle he can’t look away from. ‘Why am I not surprised? You always were infatuated by her.’

      I don’t answer because he’s right. She always had a special place in my heart, and because of me, I ruined the friendship we once had as children.

      Violet rests a hand on Luca, her expression softening. They talk amongst themselves, yet their demeanours betray their closeness. The taste of envy lingers on my tongue at the sight of Violet enjoying herself with another man, who, in return, looks delighted by her attention. Something he must have said pleases her as she throws back her head and laughs.

      Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.

      ‘Are you going to approach her, or should I?’ asks Alex, a quarter of the way through his pies. My gaze lingers on him with quiet admiration before flicking back to Violet.

      ‘You are not going anywhere near her,’ I state. Before I second-guess myself, I round the crowd and approach the other side of the table.

      Will she remember me?

      When I reach the stall, it is Luca who serves me. The moment he registers my presence, he stiffens. I narrow my eyes.

      ‘Your Highness,’ he greets with an edge to his voice.

      The greeting catches Violet’s attention, who is helping her sister restock the sample trays. Her piercing gaze snaps to mine.

      So, she does remember me, I think smugly.

      I tuck my hands inside my trouser pockets as the darkness inside me opens an eye as if remembering her, too. I cannot make a fool of myself. I must stay in control.

      As we share a look, I realise I have never felt so magnetised to another person as I do her, and I know she feels it too. A flicker of hope ignites inside my chest until she looks away, pretending I don’t exist.

      When I regard Luca, my annoyance evident, he seems entertained by the dismissal as a slither of a smile lines his lips.

      ‘Three of those,’ I say, pointing to some freshly baked goods displayed on the tiered cake stand. I certainly don’t need to purchase more food, but if I don’t, I will look like a fool.

      Luca serves me, but slides in a fourth. ‘To help with the sting,’ he says before turning to another customer.

      Humiliation floods through me and I grind my teeth together with the need to make him suffer for his outright disrespect. A firm hand drags me away.

      ‘Do not do what you are clearly thinking,’ warns Alex, taking the pastries off me.

      ‘I am thinking of nothing,’ I reply.

      He gives me a pointed look before eating the bag I bought. ‘Yes, and I am not the crown prince of Tealwaters,’ he quips.

      I take a deep breath as we head to the next vendor, sparing a quick glance over my shoulder. I will talk to Violet if it’s the last thing I do.
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      One thing I know for certain is that I am not going home anytime soon. Children of all ages surround me, sleeping across the cold floor. Our wrists and ankles are chained to thick eyelets jutting from the floor. As much as I try to yank myself free, the metal restraining me is too strong. Even when I try to conjure up my magic, I fail, it no longer feels present, as if it’s been snuffed the moment I was shackled.

      The moon shines through the tent canvas, providing me with some vision. No matter how hard I try, I can’t fall asleep. The unfamiliar space keeps me on edge.

      ‘It’s no use,’ murmurs a girl. Her voice is quiet so as not to wake anyone. ‘These chains render our powers useless. The guards call them obsidian metal – they are supposedly very hard to come by.’

      Her unusual eyes have my full attention. They’re a strange mix of blue and purple, and the combination makes her look startling, her gaze is sharp and penetrating, as if she can see what lies beneath the surface.

      ‘And what powers do you possess?’ I ask, wondering if she can read minds.

      A soft smile lines her lips and a thoughtful look crosses her smooth features. ‘I can shapeshift. My preference is a wolf, they are such lovely creatures.’

      My aunt would reprimand me for my reaction as my mouth drops open in awe. ‘That’s incredible.’

      ‘Not here,’ she says, sagging. ‘Here, it means nothing. I can’t do a bloody thing to help anyone.’

      ‘I can conjure up lightning,’ I say when silence envelopes us. I want her to keep me company, as the prospect of closing my eyes to see what awaits me is too frightening to bear.

      ‘That’s impressive.’ She nods. ‘Does that mean you can control the weather?’

      I shake my head. ‘Not yet. My brother thinks I will one day, though, if I train hard enough.’

      Again, silence falls and I shuffle with unease. If she decides to lay down, will I stay awake all night by myself in this horrible place? I sniff and recoil. The stench of dirty bodies and blood invades my senses.

      ‘You get used to it eventually,’ she whispers, tilting her head to the rows of small bodies before us. ‘The smells, the lack of space, the screaming.’ Her mouth twists with sudden regret as she notes my flash of fear. She reaches for me and shuffles closer until she’s sitting beside me. ‘I’m sorry, Your Highness, I don’t mean to scare you but I’m afraid I can’t hide the truth.’

      ‘How long have you been here?’ I want to alter the course of this conversation but the feel of her warm hand is comforting – something I’ve missed in the few days of being in this horrid camp.

      She shrugs. ‘Weeks? Months? I’m not too sure. All I do know is that I was the second kid to be taken. Caleb over there was the first. You can imagine how much he misses his family.’

      She points to a boy with dirty blonde hair resting fitfully across a blanket of hay that looks weeks old. Long wounds cross his arms and legs, the flesh looks fresh, as though it’s still healing. To my dismay, they look similar to the girl’s, whose tanned skin is marred with painful-looking cuts and scabs.

      ‘You must miss your family, too,’ I remark, dragging my gaze away from her in case she finds my staring rude.

      She answers with a solemn nod. ‘I do. My parents must be worried sick wondering where I am. We are super close – and my little sister – but I’m afraid they might think I’ve run away …’

      ‘I’ll make sure you see them again,’ I blurt. I’m not sure what makes me sound so adamant, but it makes the girl smile, her gleaming teeth a sight I thought I’d never see in a place like this.

      ‘Good, I’ll hold you to that.’ She begins to move away, but my hand shoots out to grip her fingers. They are wonderfully warm. Her other hand coils around mine in surprise, the touch seeming to soothe us both.

      ‘Please,’ I utter, the rest of my words stuck in my throat.

      Please don’t leave me.

      Understanding dawns across her features until she eventually nods.

      ‘Get some rest. You’ll need your strength in the morning.’ She lies beside me in a small area of ground that isn’t taken by another body. She pats beside her, and I do as I’m told, making myself as comfortable as someone can be on the hard ground of a forest. Facing one another, I watch her sigh.

      ‘Goodnight, Your Highness.’ She closes her eyes, and suddenly, darkness creeps in, the lack of colour making my nerves fray once more.

      ‘Ellis.’

      She opens her pretty eyes before lifting a brow. ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Call me Ellis,’ I amend, enjoying her quizzical stare.

      ‘Ellis,’ she echoes, as if tasting my name for the first time. She smiles, and I swear I feel my heart shiver in delight. ‘I’m Violet.’
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      I attend the anniversary every year but, for some reason, I always expect it to be easier the next time round, like the horrors of those memories will finally have faded away. Instead, they return with full force – the taste of salt on my tongue, screaming ringing in my ears – all of it comes rushing back.

      Working through the performances and speeches helped. It allowed me to avoid the retelling of our tale, and the statistics of how many died and those who survived. I don’t need to be reminded, the figures are burned into my brain for eternity.

      A large fire blazes in the middle of the main square. I am thoroughly drunk at this point, my family’s stall now closed. My mother, tired and eager to get to bed, wanted to take my little sister home. Hazel’s eyes drooped as we packed our stuff away. However, Luca and I wanted to make the most of the night – Luca because he never wanted to work tonight but was duped into it because my mother needed extra hands, and myself because I desperately wanted to forget seeing him.

      ‘One more?’ asks Luca, lifting his empty glass of beer.

      I swear we refilled it a few minutes ago. I peer down at my own empty goblet.

      ‘Huh,’ I mutter, flipping the cup upside down to make sure there are no drops left. To my dismay, there isn’t. ‘Yes please, kind sir.’

      Luca winks before sauntering away, a
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