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      A hot desert wind, laden with the grit of distant dunes, whipped through the marketplace, momentarily tugging at the hems of cloaks and whipping sand into the air. It stirred a brief commotion, but not for one plump, officious man. His attention remained fixed on the chained girl standing on the raised platform above them in the bustling marketplace.

      “I tell you, she’s the one,” he insisted, adjusting the folds of his flowing robes with a weary sigh.

      Beside him, Amin, captain of the king’s guard, studied the girl under the harsh glare of the late morning sun. She was a scrawny thing, all elbows and angles, almost a coltish figure standing too proudly for someone in chains. Two long blonde plaits framed a striking face marred by a fresh, jagged wound that ran across her raised cheekbone. There was a certain grace to her posture, a tensile strength, but there were too many caveats to ignore.

      “Comely,” Amin conceded, “but the slash on her cheek. That will certainly scar. His Majesty isn’t going to like that. The little brat demands perfection.”

      “That ‘little brat’ is seventeen seasons now,” the plump man responded. “He’ll be crowned Emperor within the year. So, perhaps you should choose your words more carefully.”

      “I didn’t take you for a whisper-monger, Gabriel,” Amin bristled, his amber eyes flashing with a flicker of disdain.

      Gabriel snorted. “Don’t give me that look. You and I both know the palace is full of ears.” His double chin bobbed for a second until he lowered his voice and continued. “Spies, informants, social climbers… They’re everywhere. So, mind your tongue.”

      Amin grunted with a curt acknowledgment.

      Gabriel shifted, a low growl rumbling in his throat, the marketplace’s cacophony a dull thrum against his growing impatience. He hadn’t come here on a whim. He was here for the Ruby’s choice. The pendant beneath his robes pulsed with a growing warmth, its rhythm aligning with something, or someone, in the crowd.

      Focusing on the girl amidst the throng, a jolt shot through him. There was an undeniable aura surrounding her. She was the one. He was certain. The ruby had chosen.

      But why? Gabriel’s thoughts churned. What qualities did the glowing ruby pendant around his neck detect in her? She’s just a girl. Chained. Dust-streaked. Thin.

      Yet those defiant sky-blue eyes cut through the crowd like a blade. She didn’t possess the strength of a warrior, perhaps, but she held a quiet resilience. Even in the face of slavery, with all its promise of poverty, abuse, or both, she showed courage.

      Gabriel’s eyes bore into the girl, trying to decipher what the ruby saw. Her lean frame spoke of utility, not combat. Still, there was a raw beauty to her, and some kind of intangible pull that he couldn’t name.

      And yes, she was beautiful. He couldn’t help but wonder what she might look like in silk instead of sweat and sand. She stood out starkly among the other captives, whose skin ranged from warm caramel to golden-brown, their dark hair fallen, faces bent by defeat.

      She was different: long and lithe, with sun-kissed skin that spoke of working under the relentless sun, it remained resilient and her spirit unbroken. Her hair, a cascade of blonde, shimmered even under the grime. That was perhaps a problem. Golden hair and paler skin pigmentation came from the Diamond Kingdom of the north. Enemies.

      How could a street rat from the far southern part of the Crimson Kingdom have a tie to them?

      Her blue eyes held a depth that belonged to someone far older. Though stripped of all modesty, she remained unbowed. Vulnerable, yes. But not broken.

      Could that be enough?

      “She’s going to be a tough one to corral,” Amin murmured beside him, reading the same truth in her stance. “I hope you’re not the royal attendant in charge of that part of the bonding.”

      “That duty falls to Prince Rafee himself, during the linking ceremony.” Gabriel replied.

      Amin’s gaze lingered on the girl. “Intriguing,” he said. Her lean and labor-hardened body still held the curves of youth, her breasts pert and firm. Even the brutal sun hadn’t robbed her of beauty, save for the fresh wound scarring her cheek.

      Why had this one, with such presence, fallen into slavery? He wondered. And why would a ruby choose her?

      “Why a common slave girl and not a man?” Gabriel echoed Amin’s thought aloud.

      Amin shrugged, disinterested. “Beats me. Not my call.” He hesitated, voice dropping. “Though... common? I’m not so sure.”

      Gabriel turned to him. “You sense something too?”

      Amin nodded. “Yeah, but it still begs the question – why a girl and not a warrior?”

      “Especially in these troubled times, the prince needs a—” Gabriel’s response was interrupted by a rich and mournful melody that cut through the cacophony of the marketplace.

      A lone troubadour stood atop a nearby crate, his weathered face hidden beneath the brim of a wide hat.

      He strummed a familiar tune as his voice wove the ballad of Jahold the Mighty, the legendary Ruby Encantée who had once saved his Scion, Solon the Wise, and in doing so, preserved the kingdom itself.

      Gabriel paused, his lips parting in surprise. Even here, in this sun-blasted outpost of the Crimson Kingdom, a singer could still sound so pure. So true.

      No bard, he thought dryly, would ever dare sing of the puny girl on the stage in the same breath as Jahold the Mighty.

      Yet the ruby pulsed with strange, vibrant energy against his chest when his gaze met hers. It felt alive with strange, vibrant energy. It hadn’t done that before. Not once in the weeks he’d borne it searching for its chosen.

      Could it be that she was truly meant to be the next Ruby Encantée? A surge of hope as unexpected as the ruby’s reaction battled against his ingrained skepticism.

      But why her? The question gnawed at Gabriel. Why this girl, barely more than seventeen, when a bevy of seasoned soldiers, men bred for battle, waited eagerly to answer the Emperor’s call?

      The ballad continued, lilting through the dry air, but Gabriel only half-listened. His thoughts swirled around the sacred ritual of the linking ceremony. The result was a bond forged between Scion and Encantée, deeper than blood, stronger than steel. The Encantée became an almost literal shield for the Emperor, soul bound till death. It had nearly always been a man who would be by the Emperor’s side, but this time the ruby had led him to a girl. A slave.

      And yet, despite the grime clinging to her sunbaked skin, there was a flicker of something more. Nobility. The lift of her chin, the defiant gleam in her eyes, the stubborn set of her jaw—it all whispered of a lineage buried deep beneath the dust. Something familiar tugged at Gabriel’s memory.

      Why can’t I place it?

      Her golden braids framed her face with a kind of wild, windswept grace. She was beautiful. She was lean and exposed, but her spirit remained intact, unbowed. Her eyes burned with untamed will.

      Perhaps the ruby is right.

      Gabriel swallowed hard. In the past, when the ruby’s will had been defied, the consequences had been catastrophic. Would the prince accept a woman as Ruby Encantée?

      There were persistent whispers that Rafee showed little interest in the harem women paraded before him. Perhaps his tastes lay elsewhere, and a female warrior might pose less temptation and fewer questions.

      The auctioneer raised his hands, calling for silence. The troubadour tucked his instrument away and melted into the shadows. A hush fell over the marketplace.

      The auctioneer, not unlike most, proved to be a man with a booming voice and a greasy smile. He stepped into the hush, arms spread like a man offering the gods a gift.

      “Attention, all! Attention!” he bellowed, gesturing theatrically toward the girl the ruby had chosen. “For our first sale today, we have this finest uncut diamond of the desert! This spirited young woman.” An outbreak of laughter momentarily interrupted his practiced antics.

      “More like a string bean,” one buyer called out.

      But the jeers rang hollow. Gabriel knew that while some were mocking her, they were doing so only to try to keep her value down. The girl stood bare before them, and she was on the verge of blossoming into a legendary beauty. Her high, pert breasts rose and fell with shallow breaths. Her waist tapered elegantly to hips that hinted at future fullness. She was young, but not childlike. She cut a raw and unfinished figure but was undeniably desirable.

      Gabriel felt the shift in the crowd before he saw it.

      The way the laughter quieted. The way eyes, once mocking, began to follow curves instead. Jokes died on tongues. Men who had come to buy salt or spices now leaned forward, fingers twitching at coin pouches.

      She was no longer just a simple girl in chains; she’d become something else.

      Gabriel saw it too. Could not help but see it.

      She did not try to cover herself. She did not shrink. Perhaps that was what silenced them most. The men watched her, yes, but she watched them back. Studying. Calculating.

      Gabriel’s throat tightened. She stood like a statue carved of desert fire, all long lines and untamed beauty, her eyes burning in a face that, despite its scar and grime, had a symmetry too precise to be dismissed. She wasn’t just beautiful, she was striking.

      He tried to look away. She was young, perhaps not yet eighteen annum, and not a fully developed woman. But he was taken. Gabriel caught his breath and reminded himself of his duty and the ruby, pulsing against his chest. The choice had been made. She must be bought.

      As the auctioneer’s rapid-fire cadence filled the air, bidding commenced in earnest.

      “Five silvers,” came a shout from a working man near the front. His hands shook as if he couldn’t believe his own courage.

      “Two gold coins!” shouted a stout merchant, quickly putting the working man out of bidding with a premium bid.

      “Fifty Celestium!” a nobleman called, his rings glinting like the greed in his eyes. He licked his lips without shame, already imagining ownership.

      A collective gasp rippled through the crowd. Even those attending the nearby markets haggling over prices with merchants paused and stared at the proceedings. The bid would have been too much for a squad of prized soldiers, let alone a stringy girl, no matter how attractive.

      Gabriel stepped forward, his voice cutting through the din of the marketplace. “Five hundred Celestium!” he declared with authority. The audacity of his bid drew gasps from the onlookers. The weight of the number silenced even the boldest suitors. Five hundred. A fortune. A king’s ransom. For her.

      He raised one gloved hand, letting his cloak fall just enough to reveal the royal crest. “And there shall be no more trivial bids, by the order of the crown.”

      Silence gripped the market.

      On the platform, the girl stilled. Her eyes snapped to Gabriel’s. A flicker of confusion battled with a whisper of hope beneath her long lashes. A hush fell over the crowd like a spell until broken by the auctioneer’s voice as he declared Gabriel the victor with a flourish.

      “S-Sold! Sold, by the crown’s order—five hundred Celestium!”

      Five hundred Celestium. A king’s ransom for a slave girl. Here she stood, exposed and vulnerable, now the property of a mysterious figure cloaked in power. The weight of her uncertain future came crashing down on her young shoulders.

      It was not for herself. Gabriel could tell. It was for someone she had lost. Someone she had whispered her goodbyes with not long before.

      And Gabriel, servant of the crown and envoy of the ruby, could not look away.
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        * * *

      

      The night before Liana’s sale, a suffocating silence settled over their home. The silence was so complete it pressed against her ears, broken only by the wind as it slammed against the warped shutters of their crumbling hut. The desert creaked and groaned like something alive and angry.

      “It could be worse,” her little brother Marco whispered, barely loud enough to be heard over the wind. He lay beside her on the reed mat they shared, curled against her side like he used to when storms scared him.

      Liana lay on the floor next to her brother, shrouded in darkness. She managed a faint grin, but it quickly faltered as a sharp twinge of pain shot through her cheek. She winced and reached up instinctively, her fingers brushing the split skin. It was a grim reminder of the knife wound she bore from the evening prior.

      “There’s not much worse than this,” she whispered back. “Sold into slavery, never seeing my little Marco again…”

      She reached out and tousled his thick curly hair. He tilted his face up to her, moonlight catching the defiant gleam of his smile and the faint shimmer of tears in his lashes.

      “You don’t know that” he charged before his voice cracked. “I’ll find you someday when I’m grown up. I’ll save enough and⁠—”

      “You will,” Liana soothed softly, her hand finding his and giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Of course, you will.”

      But they both knew it was a lie.

      Buyers came from across the continent for the Crimson Kingdom’s biannual slave auction. There were wealthy men from the Emerald Coast, spice merchants from the Southern Steppes, and fishermen from the Farharbour isles. Even nobles from the Diamond Kingdom to the north slipped into sales, despite their bitter cold war with the south. A girl sold here might vanish forever.

      She would never see him again. Marco would remain barefoot and brave and too young to carry such promises.

      Their family’s desperate economic situation had cast a long shadow over Liana’s life. Now it had finally engulfed her. The crushing debt of five silvers owed was too much. They were days from eviction. The hut that barely kept the sun off their backs would be seized. They would have nowhere to go. So, her father made the only trade he had left.

      Her.

      There had been sorrow in his eyes when he turned away from her that morning, shame staining his face more than any dust from the road. He would receive only a quarter of the auction’s proceeds, but even one gold Celestium might give Marco a chance—a teacher, a roof, a different path.

      He could have a life.

      The die had been cast and she could live with that. She had to. But that wasn’t the whole of it. That wasn’t the worst. What haunted her more than the sale, the collar, the bidding was what had already been taken from her.

      Unbeknownst to Liana, her father had struck a deal with Paolo, a man he called a friend. Paolo’s eyes had lingered too long on Liana even before she bore the fruits of puberty. His interests were no secret.

      The evening before the sale, her father spoke of salvation in that grave, low tone he only used when their debts were knocking louder than their prayers. He spoke of Paolo.

      “We’re going to Paolo’s. He has something for us. Wear something clean.”

      She thought it strange. Still, she did as she was told. She always did.

      They walked in silence, Marco left behind, the night wind sharp with dust. Her father didn’t look at her. Not once. Not when she stumbled in the dark, not when her fingers brushed his, not when she asked,

      “What does Paolo want with me?”

      “He’s helping us,” he muttered, and quickened his pace.

      She should have turned back.

      Paolo’s lustful gaze had long since bored into Liana whenever she passed by him.

      Her father escorted her to Paolo’s door. The smell of sweet oils and roasted meat hit her first. It was too fine for the likes of them. Warm candlelight spilled through the open shutters, catching the rings on Paolo’s fingers as he welcomed her father with a laugh too large for the room. They exchanged hearty greetings, hands clapping, backs patted, words about redemption and fresh beginnings tossed about as though debts and shame could be washed clean with enough wine.

      All seemed well. Perhaps, she thought foolishly, Paolo truly meant to help.

      Despite the unease curling beneath her ribs, Liana smiled and nodded when appropriate, playing the role of the dutiful daughter she knew by heart. Inside, though, a spark hissed against the damp, filled with anger and suspicion.

      Her father accepted a cup of tea and handed her another without a word.

      “Drink,” he said. “It’s polite.”

      So, she drank.

      It was bitter.

      An odd warmth clawed down her throat. The cushion beneath her shifted as though alive. The room bent at its edges, candle flames stretching like molten gold before her eyes. Voices blurred and laughter, low and distant, echoed like it was from a deep well.

      She blinked, tried to speak, but her tongue felt heavy. The room tilted.

      She wasn’t sure how much later she awoke, in a haze of confusion with her senses dulled by the remnants of the drug. She didn’t remember where she was. The candles were guttered low. Her limbs refused to move, though her pulse hammered in her ears. She tried to turn her head, the effort scraping through fog.

      Panic surged inside her chest, trapped behind her ribcage. Her thoughts were jumbled. Flashes came in fragments: the tea, her father’s silence, Paolo’s grin. There was the warm cup of tea, a dizzying swirl, a hand on her arm…

      Where am I?

      The room was dimly lit, the candlelight flickering across walls she didn’t know. The air hung still, scented with incense and sweat. The plush bedding beneath her bore no resemblance to her straw pallet at home.

      Something was wrong.

      A wave of nausea climbed up her throat as her mind began to catch up, and then—Hands.

      A pair of hands slid over her chest, cold and certain. Her skin crawled beneath the touch. She tried to cry out, but her mouth released only a hoarse gasp.

      A suppressed scream managed only to release a muffled gasp. “Awake at last,” a familiar voice murmured.

      Recognition hit her like a strike to the gut.

      Paolo.

      Her captor’s breath was hot and lustful against her ear, dripping with false affection. “I’ve waited so long for this.” He hissed. “Such luscious fruit on a not-yet-ripe tree. It will be a pleasure to pluck you, little one”

      His fingers pressed harder, greedy and invasive, tracing the outline of her ribcage with a possessive deliberation. He groped at her, hands rough with labor yet trembling with hunger, mauling rather than caressing in a fashion that made bile rise in her throat

      Her body stiffened in revolt, but her limbs refused her command.

      She was limp. Trapped inside herself. A rag doll of meat and fear.

      Vague recollection of his voice swirled through her addled brain, snagging on a familiar name: Paolo. Her father’s ‘friend.’

      Finally, a jolt of adrenaline surged through her veins, momentarily banishing the fog. It hit her like fire. A single jolt, and suddenly her limbs twitched. Her foot jerked.

      She lashed out. Kicked hard.

      Her foot connected with a forceful kick to Paolo’s groin. The sound of the sickening crunch ricocheted through the room. He howled, stumbling backward, clutching himself.

      It was the only opening she needed.

      Liana pushed herself up from the bed. The world careened around her. The floor felt too far away. Her gaze landed on the unfocused door. It was even farther.

      But she moved.

      Before she could take a step, Paolo’s hand clamped down on her wrist.

      She twisted, responding with instinct rather than thought. Her arms, corded with taut muscles from years of scrubbing and hauling, surged to life. She gripped back and wrenched.

      His elbow gave with a grotesque pop.

      He screamed. She was already running.

      With a final burst of strength, she wrenched the door open and stumbled out into the cool night air.

      Barefoot and dazed, she sprinted down the alley, the cobblestones slick beneath her feet, shadows leaping alongside her. Behind her, Paolo’s heavy footsteps slammed against the ground, growing louder with each desperate breath she took.

      Soon enough, he materialized from the darkness. A hulking silhouette against the sliver of moon, Paolo grasped Liana’s shoulder.

      Liana twisted violently, slamming a hard, instinctive kick into the side of his knee. Paolo grunted, staggered, but he didn’t fall. His thick arms wrapped around her again, dragging her down. They crashed onto the cobblestones in a heap, a flurry of limbs and panic.

      As she tried to rise and flee again, he yanked her back by the hair. Agony exploded across her scalp as she shrieked, her fingers clawing at his grip.

      Moonlight flashed on the glint of a blade in his hand. “Don’t move. Don’t make a sound. I like a little fight, but this is too much, dearie.  It’s time to be a good little girl. You’re coming back with me.”

      Liana’s response was an instinctive elbow to Paolo’s gut. The impact resonated through the narrow alley and momentarily stole his breath.

      A triumphant snarl tore from Liana’s throat, but the victory was short-lived. A wild strike with the knife slashed across her cheek in a blur of silver. White-hot pain lanced through her face. Blood welled fast and warm.

      She cried out, staggering back, hands clutching her wound—but she didn’t stop moving. With one last shove, she tore herself free. Her legs burned. Her vision blurred. But she got up and bolted to freedom.

      Her father’s friend recoiled, calling out in anger. “Go then, but your father shall not see a single coin. Tell Porto you ruined your family.”

      Liana didn’t stop. She stumbled through the winding, familiar streets dizzied, aching, and her heart pounding. The adrenaline began to fade, and the full horror of it hit her like a crashing wave. His words clung to her ears.

      Your father shall not see a single coin… Money was owed…

      It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t.

      Home. She had to get home.

      She burst through the rickety door and nearly collapsed. Her father sat slumped by the dying embers of the fire, his face carved with shadows and despair. Relief warred with fear as she collapsed beside him, gasping for breath.

      “Father!” she cried, voice raw with emotion. “I…  I escaped him.”

      He didn’t rise. He didn’t speak. Only let out a long, weary sigh as he reached for a damp cloth and dabbed gently at her bloodied cheek. His hand trembled.

      “I’m sorry… it was worth a try…” he trailed off, ducking his head in shame.

      His voice withered into silence.

      Over the next hour, sometimes through Liana’s tears, he confessed. The crushing debt. The relentless creditors. The looming eviction. The desperation that left them cornered. And then, the deal with the devil, Paolo. A deal, in exchange for one night. One unthinkable night.

      “I should have told you, I… I just knew you’d say ‘no’… And there was no other way to keep the family together.”

      Liana stared at him.

      This was the man who had raised her after her mother’s death. Her anchor. Her example of strength. But now, as he hunched by the fire, he seemed to shrink before her eyes until he was impossibly small.

      Her gaze dropped to the old wound he tried to hide. A deep scar twisted down his thigh, ending just below the knee where his leg gave out. The war with the Diamond Kingdom had taken its toll. His broad shoulders drooped under the weight of too many failures. The meager pension, the inability to find work. The wound had ended more than his labor. It had rewritten their lives.

      Now she had a scar to match his.

      She gnashed her teeth, fury curling inside her. The years of obedience and honoring her father, tangled with the raw instinct to strike him down with words she couldn’t unsay. It was almost too much.

      “Now, what will we do?”

      He didn’t meet her eyes.

      “The only option left is the slave market. Our family will get some of the proceeds and maybe… someday if fortunes change, we might be able to buy you back.”

      “Father!” she roared, but stopped immediately once she saw the flint of anger in his eyes. His expression softened after a moment, but the hard reality remained.

      “I’m sorry, Liana,” he said, his voice breaking. “I have no other choice. I’ve failed you in so many ways. If I could take your place, I would. But I have no real value on the market. My duty is to take care of Marco and this… this might be our only hope to survive.”

      Her fury melted into something colder. A hollow dread opened in her gut.

      “Is there truly no other way?” she asked, voice trembling.

      He shook his head slowly, tears glistening in his eyes. “I’ve tried everything. This is the last resort. If we run, the debtors will hunt us. And when they catch us⁠—”

      His gaze locked with hers, pleading for understanding. Running was not an option Liana would entertain, no matter the cost.

      He continued. “They say, if we sell you, you’ll be presented at the high sale – your beauty could fetch a substantial sum. Perhaps, if the bid is high enough, we can rebuild, and I might even be able to…”

      “Don’t say it, Father.” Her voice cut sharper than before. “Don’t offer me hope you can’t promise. We both know that won’t happen.”

      In a world where a woman’s worth was measured by her obedience, especially to her father, she gave in.

      With a resigned sigh, she said, “I will do as you wish.”

      There was a knock at the door. “Porto!” an impatient voice called out.

      Her father stiffened. “That’ll be the broker. He was my backup plan. He’s early.”

      Moments later, a man in a finely tailored velvet-lined coat entered. His garb was a sharp contrast to the soot-stained room. He was broad-shouldered and groomed to an oily shine, with a voice as smooth as velvet and just as cold. He was in his mid-forties, carried a ledger under one arm, and smelled faintly of myrrh and ink. His eyes scanned Liana with a cold, practiced detachment.

      “This is the girl?” he asked, not bothering to look at her father.

      Her father gave a stiff nod and a barely audible, “Yes.”

      Without waiting for an invitation, the man stepped forward and took Liana’s chin in his gloved fingers, turning her face this way and that as if inspecting a prized filly. She flinched as his thumb passed over her wounded cheek.

      “Hm. Unfortunate. But the scar’s fresh. That gives her a wild, untamed look. Some buyers enjoy that.” His eyes wandered lower, and Liana felt the heat of his gaze crawl across her skin. “Still a fine figure. High auction, as promised unless there is any more damage.”

      Then he straightened. “Shirt off.”

      Liana’s body tensed. She didn’t move.

      The broker gave a small, impatient sigh, then glanced toward her father. “If you want her in the premium bracket, I need confirmation.”

      Her father swallowed hard. His voice came out low and stiff. “Do as he says.”

      Liana unfastened the ties of her blouse with numb fingers. Each button felt like a betrayal. Her skin flushed with shame as she opened the fabric. Her father turned his back, but the betrayal clung to the air like smoke.

      The broker reached out, lifting the swell of one breast with a clinical touch, testing its shape, weight, and how it settled back. “Very firm,” he muttered, more to his ledger than to her. “Not large, but good symmetry.”

      He stepped around her, checking posture, proportions, even the knicks on her arms from years of labor that had left tiny scars. She wanted to recoil when he made a note aloud: “Muscle tone uncommon. Might raise interest from collectors with exotic tastes.”

      He snapped his ledger shut.

      “She’ll do nicely. Harem potential. Perhaps a lesser noble or merchant prince. Is she taken?”

      “No, she is a virgin.”

      “Could attract an even higher bid. Depends on her composure.”

      “She will behave,” her father said quickly. “She understands the importance.”

      The auctioneer raised a brow at Liana. “Do you?”

      Liana stared at him with steel in her eyes. “I understand exactly what this is.”

      He smirked. “Good. Hold onto that defiance just a little longer. It tends to drive prices up. High auction material for sure. Have her at the gate by dawn.”

      And with that, he turned and swept out as quickly as he had entered, leaving silence in his wake.

      Her father avoided her gaze, facing the fire, shoulders hunched, unmoving.

      Liana pulled her blouse closed with trembling hands. Her dignity was in tatters, but her spine remained straight. Without a word, she walked toward Marco’s room.

      It wasn’t loyalty to her father that anchored her to her family; it was Marco. She couldn’t abandon her little brother without some kind of financial leverage, not to this house, not to this broken man.

      She found Marco curled under their threadbare blanket. That final night was theirs. A whispered world of stories and old songs, laughter muffled by sorrow. But even in that warmth, the weight of her fate loomed. It had been sealed by the cold calculations of her flesh and blood over what was best for the family.

      “But the man said you’ll be in the premium auction, Lee,” Marco said. with a glimmer of hope.

      “You were listening in,” Liana replied, raising an eyebrow, trying to keep her grin from breaking through.

      “Yes. I wanna know. I want to… So maybe you’ll work in a grand house and have a good life with someone… redowned?”

      “Renowned,” Liana corrected, suppressing a smile. Since their mother’s death, she had taken over his schooling, clinging to the hope that knowledge could someday lift them from poverty.

      The auction block, Liana knew, had other plans. But Marco needed comfort more than he needed truth.

      “That’s true, Marco. Perhaps we will be with one another again someday,” she said softly, touching his hair.

      The echo of the auctioneer’s earlier appraisal gnawed at her. His leering eyes had stripped her long before he would have the chance to sell her. Even with the faint scar still healing along her shoulder, he had murmured that she’d fetch a fine price. Perhaps she was destined for some lord’s lesser harem or a noble’s household pleasure.

      “We will!” Marco said insistently, interrupting her thoughts.

      “You’re right, little brother. Now get some sleep,” she whispered, forcing herself to sound calm.

      “Maybe you’ll even be in a palace! Like the stories you read to me!” His eyes sparkled with a child’s naivety. “And I’ll come get you. I’ll be the brave knight and save you from any…” he trailed off, unsure.

      “I know you will,” she whispered, the lie heavy on her tongue. “But first, you need your rest. Night, night, Marco.”

      “Lee?”

      “Yes, my little night owl.”

      “Can you read one last story to me?” He asked sheepishly.

      Liana glanced toward the shelf, where their few battered books leaned like weary sentinels. The light was too dim to read. So, she smiled faintly and said, “How about a story of the brave slave girl who became a fierce warrior and rescues her brother instead?”

      “Yes,” he responded with a hopeful cry.

      Her voice, soft and low, wove through the dark—a story of courage, of fire and chains broken, of a girl who refused to bend. Her own heart stung with each word.

      By dawn, all hope had drained from the room.

      After a final embrace with Marco, she and her father walked to the gate. Once there, she couldn’t bring herself to lean in for one last hug. She settled instead for a silent, guilt-heavy nod from her father. Then, Liana was stripped, shackled and bound. She walked with a straight back toward the auction block, refusing to let the weight of her fate bow her spine.

      Liana’s heart clenched as she found herself standing amidst the sea of unfamiliar faces, but she was determined not to give in to despair. Before her stretched a sea of faces—men from across the kingdom and beyond, their gazes crawling over her as if she were livestock on parade.

      Yet she met their eyes. One by one. Her heart pounded, her palms slick with fear, but her chin lifted in defiance. She searched their ranks and saw greed, amusement, indifference—everything but mercy. She fought back despair. She would not bend before them.

      When the auction commenced, Liana kept her eyes focused on the bidders.

      “Five silvers,” one called out. It was the amount that was needed for the family just to survive, but her family’s take would be a quarter of that. She looked at the man.

      What would life with him be like? What could he want other than a warm body and babies? Would life with this simple man provide her the opportunity to stay in town and see her brother?

      Before she could linger on that thought, another voice rang out: “Two golds.”

      The crowd murmured.

      Two golds would rescue her family from the cycle of debt, but would it be enough to secure a future for her brother? And at what cost?

      She didn’t recognize the man, which meant he was probably a trader on the move. She shuddered at the thought of being at the mercy of a wealthy merchant who doubtlessly desired her as someone to bed. Most importantly, she knew that with him, she’d never see her family again.

      Then, as if the air itself paused, a new voice cut through: “Fifty Celestium.”

      The crowd gasped. The sum was extravagant, nearly inconceivable. Whispers swirled. Liana’s head spun with disbelief. She scanned faces in the crowd, searching for the source of the bid. But before her eyes could settle, a firm voice rang again.

      “Five hundred Celestium.”

      Silence crashed over the gathering. Her head spun. It was a fortune. More than enough to lift her family from poverty forever. Her gaze darted to the bidder.

      The heavy-set man in flashy robes stared back at her with an imperious look. He wasn't just wealthy; he was a man accustomed to power. A single snap of his fingers sent a ripple of unease through the crowd. A host of soldiers, clad in gleaming armor, surged forward toward the side of the stage.

      Liana’s blood turned to ice.

      This wasn’t a simple purchase. This was an acquisition with some higher purpose.

      Still, even as dread tightened its grip, a faint spark of comfort flickered inside her. Marco would be cared for, and even though she wouldn’t see him… he could have a life. Their home would be safe. They might even resettle in a nicer locale. Her sacrifice would not be in vain.

      The astronomical sum that would be paid meant… her brother, even if she would never see him, would be safe. A measure of relief flooded her, even as the door to the unknown yawed open before her, wide and hungry.

      The soldiers flanked the stage in a tight ring. One stepped forward and reached for her. The robed man stood and spoke to the auctioneer without ceremony, then extended a hand to help her down. Her heart hammered a frantic rhythm against her ribs. A suffocating sense of foreboding surrounded her as the robed officious individual paid the sum and helped her down from the stage.

      “She is indeed fetching,” one of the armor-clad soldiers with the air of authority murmured. His eyes crawled over her, lingering too long.

      Liana’s hand shot up instinctively, trying to cover her chest. On the stage, stripped of privacy and agency, modesty had been an afterthought. Now, surrounded by these strangers, their gazes like hungry wolves, she felt utterly exposed. Shame and fury bloomed together.

      “Watch your tongue, Amin,” the robed man snapped without turning. “She may be the Ruby Encantée. She may command you one day.”

      Liana blinked.

      Her brows furrowed in confusion.

      Ruby Encantée?

      The phrase meant nothing to her, but in the man’s tone, it seemed fraught with implications. Expectation. Destiny, perhaps.
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      The world tilted on its axis as Liana was ushered from the stage. The thunder of the crowd receded into a distant, hollow drone. Her knees buckled, and only the swift grip of a soldier kept her upright. Around her, an armored ring of bodies closed in too close, and too fast. It felt like she already inhabited a cage of polished steel.

      The robed man who’d made the bid for her grimaced as he surveyed Liana.

      “Here,” he said, in a clipped and overly formal voice.

      Liana hesitated, then took the bundle. As she peeled away the wrapping, she found a soft shawl and a pair of sturdy sandals. The fabric was better than anything she had worn in months, but there was little comfort in the gesture.

      “Put these on. It’s most unbecoming for a potential Encantée to be disrobed in public.” The words were cold and somewhere beneath them, a rebuke simmered.

      Liana stiffened.

      Like I had a choice, she wanted to scream. Instead, she bit her tongue and slipped the shawl over her shoulders with stiff fingers.

      “Your sensuality must not be on display unless you intend it,” the man continued, as if reading a rulebook aloud.

      Liana’s temper flared. Her voice cracked like a whip: “I’ll try to remember that the next time I’m stripped, chained, and sold like cattle.”

      The man blinked before offering a brief, grudging flicker of compassion. “A fair retort.”

      “And what’s an Encantée?” she stammered, hoping the moment of levity might have softened the man’s demeanor.

      His mouth twitched as though tempted to answer, but he shook his head. “Later,” he said sternly. “We must be on the road swiftly. The sooner we reach the capital, the safer it will be for all of us.”

      With a snap of his fingers, he summoned one of the soldiers—Amin. Liana recognized him instantly. His gaze, once again, slid across her like oil.

      “Amin,” the robed man commanded, his voice firm. “Organize the vanguard. Haste is of essence. We depart within the hour.”

      Amin inclined his head in a curt nod, “Yes, Gabriel.” Amin’s eyes again lingered on Liana for a moment too long before he turned and barked orders at the gathered soldiers. Liana tightened the shawl to her chest.

      Gabriel. So that was his name.

      “Come,” Gabriel said, turning back toward her. With one hand, he tossed a heavy pouch of coins to the auctioneer like tipping a barkeep, and with the other, he offered his hand to her.

      She accepted it reluctantly, noting the gleam of signet rings on his fingers. Trying to prove something, she thought. Wealth. Power. Authority. He had all three, and he knew it. He wanted others to know as well.

      She stepped down from the stage and was immediately swept into the procession. Soldiers closed in around her again, their armor clinking, their presence suffocating.

      Panic threatened to rise. Enslaved. The word echoed through her skull with such violence that it throbbed behind her eyes. Her breath quickened. Everything was happening so quickly. She spun around, searching the bustling crowd for a familiar face. Her eyes swam through a kaleidoscope of faces. But there was no sign of her father.

      The weight of finality crashed over her. Her old life was over.

      A rough hand clamped onto her arm, the steel of her shackles biting into her wrist. Her captor, a hulking brute with a face as unreadable as his polished breastplate, grunted. “Move.”

      Liana’s legs suddenly turned to lead. She stumbled forward with her head ducked low against the hot wind that whipped at her face.

      When they reached the caravan, she found the group already rationed and ready for the road. Within minutes, they were marching out of Caladour, the only town Liana had ever known. Her breath caught as the familiar streets slipped by, each corner a piece of her past being stripped away. As they passed a narrow alley, she turned her head and stole a glance.

      That alley.

      She and Marco had spent countless afternoons there playing, laughing, and plotting adventures. The image of his mischievous grin bloomed in her memory like a phantom light. They had decided he shouldn't come to the auction, thinking it would be too painful. Now, she'd give anything just for one last glimpse of him.

      Would she ever see him again? Her only consolation was that the exorbitant sum her sale had commanded would surely offer him a chance at a real future.

      Her father’s face, etched with shame and despair, also haunted her. The previous evening, she’d refused to forgive him for his decision. She hadn’t spoken to him since that night. Hadn’t forgiven him. Couldn’t.

      He’d even asked, “Can you ever forgive me?”

      How dare he expect forgiveness so easily? How could she even consider offering absolution when his actions had ripped her life apart? How could a parent, despite the circumstances, ever sell their child into a life of servitude?

      Now, a tiny voice in the back of her head started gnawing at her. Stuck in her iron chains, she knew her anger would almost certainly keep her dad chained in guilt as well. Could there be a way to offer him some sliver of forgiveness that might transcend the miles separating them? The thought was distasteful, to say the least. Still, she knew. If she ever found a way, if words could cross the miles, she would try.

      Even if it tasted bitter as ash.

      The rhythmic crunch of armored boots against cobblestones set the pace for Liana’s churning emotions. Within minutes, the familiar jumble of houses and shops shrunk to a blurred watercolor painting on the horizon.

      The only home she’d known faded into the distance behind her to a smear of color.

      Her eyes flitted among the soldiers, counting. Thirteen in all—plus the robed man atop his black horse. A baker’s dozen to keep a single girl in chains. Her stomach turned. Escape seemed all but impossible… but the thought still clawed at her mind. She refused to give up hope. Not yet.

      The midday sun blazed overhead, a relentless white disc in a sky devoid of mercy as they began their journey. By midday, sweat beaded along Liana’s brow, and dust clung to her skin. She was used to physical effort, but the ceaseless march under the hot sun, without respite for frivolity, weighed on her. Eventually, the sky bled to a blushing pink as they marched the length of the afternoon.

      The arid landscape of the Crimson Kingdom stretched before them; a vast expanse of ochre sand dotted with the occasional gnarled cactus palms. The landscape was wide open and exposed. Liana felt both strangely safe within the circle of steel but also imprisoned by it. The soldiers were her wardens.

      Her wrists ached from the chafing of the iron cuffs. A heavy neck shackle pulled against her spine with every step. The silence of the march, punctuated only by the clanking of armor and the occasional barked order, became its own kind of torment.

      Eventually, desperate for anything beyond the echoing cadence of feet, Liana turned to a young soldier near her. He was no older than she. His face was sunburnt, blotchy pink beneath his ill-fitting helmet.

      “Hey,” she hissed. “How long is this march supposed to last?”

      The soldier blinked, startled, glancing nervously at the stoic line of his comrades ahead. “I, uh, I can’t really say, miss,” he stammered.

      Liana gave a humorless smile, her dry lips cracking at the corners. “Didn’t think so.”

      She glanced toward the center of the column. She spotted Gabriel studying her with a discerning stare, perched atop his lone horse in the middle of the column. She met his gaze with narrowed eyes.

      “What do you want?” she snapped, loud enough for him to hear.

      Gabriel snorted but didn’t offer a reply. The man seemed to study her in silence, his eyes narrowing slightly, as if weighing something unseen. The rhythm of the wagon wheels took over the quiet, and for several long moments there was only the creak of wood and the measured hoofbeats ahead.

      Liana bit down the rising frustration in her throat. The man’s scrutiny made Liana’s skin prickle. She kept her gaze forward, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing her squirm. Beneath her calm facade, frustration twisted like a blade in her throat. This man was impossible to read—his features carved from restraint, his attention sharp yet distant, as though whatever he saw was already neatly filed away in his mind.

      One thing, however, was clear. He did not see her as a person. To him, she was a commodity to be delivered. His silence held all the indifference of a trader guarding a prized animal.

      If she had any hope of steering her fate, she needed to pry her way into his perception and force him to look beyond chains and coin. And that meant playing the long game and watching him as closely as he watched her.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel found his eyes drifting back to the girl more than once, studying her from atop his horse. Something about her unsettled his usual detachment. It wasn’t the striking line of her features nor the sharp color in her eyes. Buyers noticed that sort of thing all the time. It was more than that. It was the way she carried herself.

      His eyes narrowed against the midday glare as he studied her movements. She walked with iron at her wrists and a collar at her neck yet somehow carried herself with more dignity than many nobles he’d seen prostrate themselves before thrones.

      Even in her silence there was a presence, as if she were standing before him on her own terms, daring him to ignore it. Gabriel had seen fear before: the trembling, the begging, the hollow stare of resignation. But this was something altogether different. She carried herself like one who knew her worth, not measured in gold or flesh, but in something bred into the marrow.

      That kind of fire, if not broken, had the power to ruin men.

      Was it simply youthful naiveté that wouldn’t allow her to grasp the gravity of her situation? That wouldn’t account for the sharp, assessing glances she cast at her surroundings, nor for the flickers of calculation he caught in her eyes. She was young, yes, but there was no mistaking the glint of intelligence behind that gaze. It was more than defiance. It was as if she refused to believe she was anything less than whole.

      He’d expected fear, despair, and a slow crumbling of her spirit under the harsh desert sun as they marched toward the horizon. Most girls were undone midway through the first day, claimed by thirst or fear or the endless weight of the desert sun. The pretty girls always broke, spilling buffalo tears at first, before becoming trembling wrecks. But this girl endured. Not with blind courage, but a strange sort of poise. She didn’t weep or beg.

      A rough voice to his right broke the rhythm of his thoughts.

      “You keep lookin’ at her,” said Amin, the tall sergeant who rode alongside. His tone was respectful but edged with curiosity. “She’s different, ain’t she?”

      Gabriel’s gaze stayed fixed ahead. “They’re all different until the chains remind them who they are.”

      Amin grunted, shifting in his saddle. “Still, she don’t walk like a slave. You see the way she holds her head? Like she’s the one leadin’ us.”

      Gabriel allowed himself a brief glance back at Liana. “Let her hold it high. The prince prefers spirit in his offerings. The ruby chose her for a reason.”

      Amin’s brows furrowed. “A stone choosing a girl. Never did trust that kind of talk.”

      Gabriel’s lips pressed into a faint line, neither agreement nor rebuke. “You sound like those religious nuts in the capitol. You’d do well to trust it,” he said quietly. “The last servant who mocked the ruby’s will never made it back across the sands.”

      Amin fell silent after that, wisely so.

      Gabriel’s eyes landed on her once more, studying her. His attention was interrupted once more. This time by the sound of low murmurs, barely audible over the trudge of boots and clank of metal. Soldiers ahead of him were looking back and sneaking glances at the girl. One elbowed another and tilted his head in Liana’s direction, earning a quiet snort and a not-so-subtle smirk. Gabriel’s jaw tightened.

      Of course they saw it too.

      She was beautiful. There was no denying it. Even in chains, even covered in the road’s dust and heat-flushed from the sun, she radiated something more potent than allure. There was gravity to her, a presence that refused to be diminished by her circumstances. The longer she remained among them, the more dangerous that presence could become.

      Gabriel’s hand drifted unconsciously to the ruby pendant resting just beneath the folds of his robe. Its surface, warm against his skin, pulsed faintly with steady, rhythmic light. The jewel hadn’t stirred in months. Not since the last Encantée had succumbed to the burning fever that marked the end of their gift.

      Given his proximity to the girl and the strong throbbing light emanating from the jewel, it could no longer be doubted.

      The ruby had led Gabriel to her. She was the one.

      Still, as schooled as he was in the lore of the ruby, fate seemed wrong in choosing a girl. Fate was for zealots and scholars. Gabriel dealt in facts, structure, and power. But the signs were too many to ignore. Her spirit. Her presence. The impossible reawakening of the artifact.

      If she truly was destined to be Encantée, his task had just become far more complicated. He not only had to deliver her, but also to protect her. From bandits, spies, and from the empire’s own greed. Even the emperor’s soldiers, now salivating behind their helmets, needed to be chastened from thinking only of what lay beneath her shawl and what the empire needed.

      His eyes flicked toward Amin, the ever-watchful predator in polished armor. He was a friend, but Gabriel had witnessed the way the man was drawn to her. Gabriel needed to maintain discipline and watch all of them closely.

      Gabriel sat straighter in the saddle, adjusting the folds of his robe over his knees. His gaze returned to Liana once more, her figure now a dark silhouette against the sun-bleached road. He had to know more. What she could do. What she knew. Whether she was truly the answer… or merely another innocent doomed to be consumed by the wheels of empire.

      And whether he had the strength to stop the machine, if it came to that.
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        * * *

      

      Despite her predicament, Liana actively refused to let despair take root. Instead, her eyes darted across the endless expanse of sand looking for anything that might offer protection if she could find escape. Rocky outcroppings and ruins of small towns that had succumbed to the relentless onslaught of the desert provided little hope.

      There was nowhere to run. Not yet.

      The road beneath their feet was a different kind of marvel. As if it were a symbol of the empire’s might, the imperial road was surprisingly well maintained. Stone-pavers mixed with concrete and smooth-packed metal, meticulously cambered for drainage, made it a marvel of modern engineering compared to the dusty tracks with which she was accustomed. The road stretched into the shimmering horizon, punctuated only by periodic interruptions of small oasis towns.

      It was not really a road for merchants or farmers. It was a road for armies.

      Every few leagues, they passed small oasis towns. They were just a smattering of squat stone buildings clustered around wells, housing perhaps a few dozen souls, yet each one was patrolled by a small detachment of soldiers, standing watch with hands always too near their blades.

      Even though the group was many leagues from the flashpoints along the border with the Diamond Kingdom, these outposts seemed on edge, like hounds too long leashed.

      “They always this jumpy?” Liana murmured.

      Beside her, the same young soldier from earlier turned his head. His face was flushed again, likely more from being addressed than the heat.

      “Since the raids last spring,” he whispered, keeping his voice low. “Rumors say a whole convoy vanished out here. No bodies. Just gone.”

      Liana couldn’t help but be struck by the sheer scale of the empire’s militarization. Already today, she’d seen more soldiers than in her entire life back in Caladour, a city of twenty thousand. There she’d only seen an occasional weary guard at the customs office, while the rest remained cloistered behind the high walls of the fort, isolated from the daily lives of ordinary people.

      Liana could sense the hurry by which the group marched. Though she was used to physical activity, by midafternoon exhaustion began to work its way into her limbs.

      During the day, the group paused only once in the long afternoon for a short break to exchange waterskins under the shade of a lonely acacia tree next to a rude house in a village. Like the other dwellings, the town, if one could call it that, was composed of but a single family, or perhaps a few.

      “Be quick about it,” Gabriel barked, cutting through Liana’s thoughts.

      Amin gave a sharp nod and immediately passed the order to a subordinate. The soldier jogged forward with the waterskins in hand.

      From the house, a small family emerged—thin, sun-worn, and silent. They wordlessly took the skins and began filling them at a hand-pump, while the watching soldiers shifted impatiently in the heat, hands on their weapons as if afraid even kindness might require force.

      Liana watched quietly. The villagers looked nearly as poor as her own family, bound beneath the yoke of the empire’s ever-hungry military complex.

      There must be a better way to build a nation, she thought. Not by fear. Not by chain and sword. Those who fight monsters must be careful not to become one themselves.

      She couldn’t remember where she’d read the quote. It was probably from one of her father’s old books, she surmised. The words had stuck though, and now they rang in her mind like a warning. Was the empire so obsessed with preserving peace that it had forgotten how to offer people a life worth preserving?

      As they resumed their march, the setting sun cast long shadows across the dunes, painting the sky in a fiery palette of oranges, reds, and purples. To pass the monotony of long hours of walking in relative silence, Liana made a habit of trying to spot desert creatures. As the shadows of the day began to creep longer, she spied several desert hares, a task of desert tootsies, and a lone kit fox. Eventually, before they made camp, the desert landscape began to give way to arid scrub grass where lazy vultures circled rocky outcroppings.

      At last, just as dusk began bleeding into night, Gabriel raised a hand and called the column to a halt.

      The soldiers immediately set about making camp. Several set up a defensive line while others pitched tents. In short order, a small city rose from the scrub grass and sand. Liana watched as a fire was lit, food prepared, and a temporary home arose. As the shadows lengthened, the desert air turned crisp, and the stars began to punctuate the night sky with sparkle.

      Gabriel stood motionless watching while the guards put together a grander tent for his own needs. Liana ducked and looked inside as she stood by the entrance with Gabriel and Amin. A makeshift mattress resting across wooden slats and a desk appeared as if by magic, and the flowing tent that rose from the sand seemed big enough for half the group, let alone one man.

      Standing beside him and Amin at the threshold, Liana raised an eyebrow.

      “Modest,” she said dryly.

      Gabriel didn’t answer. But his lips twitched in what might’ve been the ghost of a smirk.

      “Very good, man,” Gabriel said when the final soldier finished rigging the outer supports to the ground. Gabriel moved inside and shuffled around momentarily before opening the tent flap and ushering Liana within.

      She hesitated, studying the surroundings first. The flickering lamplight cast long shadows across the canvas walls of Gabriel’s tent. A pile of furs occupied the floor and linens hung from the tent walls. Someone wouldn’t be forgiven if they thought of themselves in the lap of luxury rather than in the middle of the country’s wasteland. Where had all this come from?

      Liana shuddered as she moved inside the tent. Is this the first night of a lifetime of sexual exploitation? The thought pressed against her ribcage like a blade. The beginning of something I’ll never escape?

      “Make a place for yourself,” Gabriel directed with a hint of annoyance, motioning to the far wall. Liana froze momentarily in confusion before she crossed the tent. A rough mat lay rolled near the edge of the wall. She knelt and began unrolling it, the coarse weave catching on the floor as she smoothed it out with more irritation than success.

      Gabriel watched her silently, with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

      Finally, she straightened, turned, and leveled a glare at him. “What?”

      Gabriel didn’t flinch. He remained silent, but a smirk played on his lips.

      “If you think I’m going to lie down like some willing concubine,” she said, voice low and venom-laced, “you’re going to be very disappointed. It’s not happening without a fight.”

      Gabriel actually laughed softly.

      “It might be interesting to see how a scrawny girl such as you would roughhouse,” he chuckled, “But relax, girl. You’re not meant for me.”

      She blinked. “Then all this—” she gestured vaguely at the tent, the guards, herself, “—is just a delivery service?”

      “In a manner of speaking.” He crossed to a small table and poured himself a cup of water. “You’re meant for another.”

      “Wonderful,” she muttered. “Because being gifted to a mysterious ‘another’ sounds so much better.”

      Another, Liana thought. Surely there couldn’t be that many higher than Gabriel within the Emperor’s cabinet. The implications churned uneasily in her mind

      Gabriel raised a brow, amused. “You’ve got spirit. That’ll either be your salvation… or your downfall.”

      Liana stifled a nasty comeback and focused on her present necessities. She lowered herself to the mat, suppressing a grimace as the shackles bit against her wrists. Her arms ached. Her pride ached more. She began to tug at the bedding again, frustrated by its stubborn resistance. The frustration soon boiled over. She rattled the chains with a metallic clang. The chains clanked loudly as she moved. Gabriel glanced over.

      “I trust you won’t run off if I remove those,” he asked.

      Liana looked up at him with a crooked smile. “Trust? That’s cute. Trust is a luxury I can no longer afford,” she retorted.

      “I take that as a no,” he quipped.

      “I’m not going to guarantee anything,” she said. Liana wasn’t willing to make promises; recent events made them seem all too empty anyways.

      “I see. Well, then we’ll have to decide what to do with you. We can’t have you running off… but the neck clamp seems a bit much. I think we can remove that and loosen your chains a bit, so they don’t rub against your skin. The prince wouldn’t want his merchandise delivered damaged more than need be.”

      “How generous,” she responded, her tone filled with sass, as the word ‘prince’ sank into her consciousness.

      The prince. She knew him to be young but knew little else about him. In the Crimson Kingdom, there were those who could recite every twist and turn of the royal lineage, who lived for the intrigues of the court and the dances of nobles vying for favor. Liana had never counted herself among them. The affairs of the highborn were of no use to a girl in the far southern corner of the realm, where visits from royal processions were rare enough to be remembered for decades.

      She had never troubled herself with their feasts, their scandals, or who wore whose colors. Such things belonged to the idle talk of matrons seated on shaded patios, spinning endless yarns of politics and bloodlines, not girls seeking their next meal.

      Now, she’d wished she’d paid more attention to the boring conversations of the old women on their patios discussing the politics and people in the kingdom, if only to know the players in the game she was about to be dragged into.

      “Amin!” he called out, before turning back to Liana with his face lit with a revelation. “Liana, you might have correctly deduced that we won’t hurt someone who might be the Ruby Encantée. But you have family. I can’t extend that same guarantee to them. If you decide to flee, or cause any trouble… Well, let’s just say that cooperation would be in your brother’s best interests.”

      Liana’s mouth parted into a gasp. “How did you…”

      “That is of no consequence,” Gabriel said, voice even. “I serve the Emperor. That means staying informed of all contingencies. Now, will you behave if I make your chains a bit more comfortable?”

      Liana studied the man who looked at her so intently. His dark hair was slowly losing the battle to the dappled silver beneath. He was polished, and his musky scent from a long day of travel was cut by the aroma of fine sandalwood. Clearly, he was concerned with appearance, but something told her that there was honor within him too. Perhaps there was more to him than just a ruthless captor. Tentatively, she decided to take a chance.

      “Okay,” she finally replied, warily.

      “What is it, Gabriel?” They were interrupted by Amin poking his head through the tent flap.

      Gabriel didn’t miss a beat. “You will call me ‘sir’ when we are in the presence of others, Amin. Friend or not.”

      “Yes, sir,” Amin mumbled, a touch of sheepishness coloring his features.

      “Please unbind our guest’s neck brace and attach the more comfortable chains.”

      “Unbind?” Amin echoed, puzzlement furrowing his brow.

      “Yes, yes, it is fine,” Gabriel said impatiently. “She understands her predicament and will be of no trouble. Do as I say, Amin.”

      “Yes, sir.” Amin strode over and with a metallic click, unlocked her neck brace and cuffs. Though his eyes drew over her form uncomfortably for a beat too long, his touch remained respectful. Then, he swapped the heavy cuffs for a looser set. The iron still bound her, but it no longer chafed her wrists like raw punishment.

      When he was finished, he departed almost as quickly as he’d arrived.

      An uncomfortable silence settled over the tent. Gabriel sat down and began coaxing a reluctant flame from his pipe, sucking and tapping and muttering curses under his breath. Soon, the air was thick with the pungent aroma of tobacco and smoke rose like a sinuous serpent upwards.

      Liana shifted on her mat, the firelight glinting off the new chains. She eyed him across the space. It was as if he was actively ignoring her, shuffling papers and scrawling some notes.

      Finally, Liana broke the silence through a choked whisper. “What’s an Encantée?”

      Gabriel pushed his chair away from the desk with a groan. He emitted a long-drawn-out sigh, the air finally escaping him like a deflated sail. “I guess you’d better know the gist of what you’re getting into at some point.”

      “There’s an old legend,” he said. “About the origin of the great gemstones. A whisper passed down through generations of a mage, ancient beyond reckoning, who could ignite magic buried in the earth. Gems that burned with power. Fire that danced to her will.” A flicker of something akin to awe danced in Gabriel’s eyes.

      Liana had spent countless nights weaving tales of magic and wonder for her brother. They were fantasies drawn from the so-called Age of Magicians, full of glowing stones and sky-born creatures. As she grew older, those yarns felt like childish fancies that were sweet lies meant to soften the world’s brutal edges. Yet Gabriel’s tale suggested there might be something more to them after all.

      “They say she used this power to forge two great gems into one,” Gabriel continued, his voice taking on the cadence of a man reciting scripture. “One half crimson, the other diamond. Together, they were meant to unite the rival kingdoms and bind them in friendship, in blood, and in magic. A king and queen to rule as one, peace made permanent through sorcery.”

      He paused, his gaze drifting past her, out into the darkened sands beyond the tent flap. For a moment, he looked like he might’ve lived it himself.

      “But” he said, his voice lower, “what the sorceress built… was torn apart by the greed of men.”

      A sardonic edge swept through Liana’s response. “The same kind of men who enslave children. That’s hard to imagine, but it sounds like fairytales can bleed into reality, after all.”

      Gabriel’s jaw tightened. “Greed wears many faces.”

      “The older I get, the more fairy tales sound like warnings we didn’t listen to.”

      He didn’t respond. Instead, he leaned forward, the firelight casting sharp shadows across his features. Then, he continued.

      “The Diamond and the Ruby,” he continued, his voice dropping low, “were split and then again, each split in two. No one knows why. Maybe it was an attempt to harness more power. But the result was the same. The magic unraveled. The sorcery that once held the world together was lost. And with it, the peace between the Crimson and Diamond kingdoms.”

      Liana’s eyebrows stitched together skeptically. “But how do you even split a diamond in half? That sounds like... well, magic.”

      “It can be done,” he said, almost reverently. “But it leaves a scar.”

      “But that still doesn’t tell me what an Encantée is,” she protested.

      Gabriel sat back, his fingers drumming lightly on the desk. “The gems still hold power, but in a different form. Each half is drawn to its twin, like a tether. The Ruby calls to the Ruby, the Diamond to the Diamond. No one fully understands how or why it works… only that it does.”

      “And you think I am one of these... tethered people?”

      His eyes met hers. “You are the tether.”

      Liana’s eyebrows narrowed. “So instead of being a slave, I’m... what? A magically sanctioned ball and chain?”

      Gabriel allowed himself the hint of a smile. “Some say the Encantée is a weapon. Others, a savior. You are likely to be bound through the Ruby to the sovereign of this land. It’s not just a ceremony. It’s real.”

      She stared at him, the implications swirling in her mind like a sandstorm. “But I thought you said I was being given to the prince?”

      “I did,” Gabriel said. “Because, by law and tradition, within a year of the Encantée’s union with the Scion… the prince must ascend the throne and become Emperor.”

      Liana raised an eyebrow, incredulous. “So, you’re telling me I’m not just shackled. I’m politically essential?”

      “You’re both,” he said simply.

      Liana leaned back on her elbows, chains clinking lightly. “Well, congratulations,” she muttered. “You’ve officially outdone every ridiculous plot twist in the stories I told my brother.”

      Gabriel chuckled, but there was no mirth in it.

      Liana’s heart pounded a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She was to be bound to the prince. Not as a slave, but as a savior? The word lodged in her mind like a splinter. Could she entertain some hope? There were so many questions.

      But the storm of questions barely had time to gather before a shrill whistle split the air. Outside the tent, chaos erupted.

      Gabriel was already moving. He threw back the tent flap and snapped, “Stay down!”

      Then he was gone.

      Liana ignored the order and darted to the flap’s edge, lifting it just enough to peer into the darkening world beyond. Her eyes adjusted quickly. Three figures moved like shadows across the twilight, clad in black and wielding sleek blowpipes. She barely had time to register them before the air filled with the hiss and whistle of darts.

      Despite being caught by surprise, there was no panic from the soldiers. Amin seemed completely confident in the situation despite the elusiveness of the intruders, but an uneasy shiver crawled across Liana’s skin.

      She felt the faint whisper of movement from beyond the dunes before Amin and Gabriel did. It was a subtle rhythm, the kind only a trained instinct could pick out. Years ago, she'd learned to read that rhythm in a very different kind of battlefield: the dusty town square, during games of capture the bag. The stakes had been a flour sack and a full belly. But what she’d really gained was a battlefield sense She understood the pulse of a fight before the first blow struck.

      In Liana’s experience, the makeshift weapons were the spiky pods of the Desert Caltrop, and their battlefield was the dusty expanse of the square. For most of the children, the game was a chance for fun and bragging rights. For the wealthy adults who ‘donated’ the bag of flour, they used the event as a backdrop for their revelry – gambling, drinking, and lavish displays of wealth. But for Liana and Marco, the game was a brutal necessity. The bag of flour for the victors meant a full belly and a sliver of hope for their family.

      Here, the stakes were far higher than a bag of flour. The diversion from the
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