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      This novel has been written by a human creative and was edited by humans. Generative AI tools have had no part in the creation of this book, its characters, or the world.

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. It is the combined product of the collective subconscious as transmitted by Hans Christian Andersen in The Tinderbox and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to the real world are either a product of the human experience—we are humans with shared human emotions, experiences, and responses—or entirely coincidental. Now, leave this boring real-world stuff and enter a new realm where magic, the white hart, and immense treasures, thankfully, do exist.
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      Thank you for picking up this book, I really hope you enjoy it. When I first started writing retellings, I was driven to bring back into public consciousness my favourite German fairytale that is practically unknown in the English-speaking world and is even being forgotten in Germany. I have since made retelling lesser-known fairytales one of the focuses of my writing, but it isn’t the only one. Ideas have come to me from many places and that means I write in several different subgenres of fantasy, but the one thing that tethers all my stories together is my passion for our human ability to transform hardship into success.

      For this reason, many of my books deal with the difficulties life tends to throw at us but my characters almost always come out the other side stronger and more resilient—and happy. Yes, I do write tragedies on occasion, but this read isn’t one of those. Nevertheless, as with all my writing, this book does explore difficult topics that specifically relate to character death, emotional abuse, sexual harassment, flashbacks to wartime violence.

      I have always learned through reading and found that resilience is built through exposure. I have grieved, feared, and overcome dark days from the comfort of my living room, vicariously experiencing life through the eyes of my favourite characters. And doing so has made me stronger, and better able to face the hardships life has thrown at me because I have not been coddled and sheltered. I haven’t had my first encounter with true evil in the real world. I have seen it acted out in the lives of the characters I adore, and they have guided me through the tough times I have experienced myself. It is for that reason I wish to continue to share the experiences or ideas that have driven me to think long and hard about hardship in a way so that other people, just like you, might have the same benefit of resilience from my own books as I have had from the reading journeys I’ve enjoyed.

      Of course, if you have personally experienced hardships like the ones explored in these pages and are struggling with the scars life has left you with, please put your own wellbeing first. More than anything, my purpose in fostering psychological resilience is to support those who’ve never had an experience of this sort so they have the opportunity to feel and think, to grow their compassion for those who have experienced something like this particular form of hardship, and to hopefully also provide enough of a foundation to help avoid situations that could lead to this kind of hardship in real life, or to overcome it with resilient strength when faced with it. We are not alone in these experiences, but we can’t know that unless we experience it in some way. I hope to provide a “safe space” for readers to experience particular hardships so they can confront the difficulties of life with their eyes open.

      We grow when we stretch the comfort zone, but I don’t endorse shattering it. Do what is right for you on your own path.

      
        
        Further Content Considerations

        Although this novel is marketed as New Adult Fantasy, I have done my utmost to keep it accessible to the upper Young Adult bracket. The level of violence is low, and as much as possible, I avoid on-page violence, focusing more on the potential for it.  Where things come up in memories, I have tried to remain attuned to the needs of sensitive readers; however, I understand that some things are not for everyone. Please note, this novel includes themes related to war as well as sexual harassment.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A Note on Language

      

      

      I write British English, so I realise it can be strange for American readers, who are expecting a whole lot of ‘z’s, to read my words with ‘s’s or expecting ‘armor’ while I write ‘armour’. Take this as part of the fantasy flair of the experience. I hope you enjoy the stories despite the sometimes-unusual spelling or turns of phrase.
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        A Final Consideration

      

      

      In the times we live in, I feel it necessary to state openly that I do not use generative AI in any way during the process of my writing. The ideas, formulations, worlds, characters, and stories I create are all the product of my own imagination combined with my personal experiences or those of friends and family that have pushed me to examine my thoughts and feelings. All the research, writing, and editing of this book were done by humans.

      In all honesty, the situation with generative AI we are living at the moment resurfaces memories of one of my favourite children’s books, Momo by Michael Ende (author of The Neverending Story). It may be an obscure tale, but even though it was published in 1973 and was already relevant at the time with its pointed allegory of modern life and “time-saving measures”, this story has become my “anthem” for the times we are living now. If you’re not familiar with it, do yourself a favour and read it. And no, it’s not a “children’s book”. Not really. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s actually a novel for adults disguised as a children’s book because Ende knew adults wouldn’t read it, so it was better to plant the seeds in the children so they’d be more aware as adults. That’s how I think it went, anyway.

      All seriousness aside, I absolutely love fairytales! So much, that I’ve even written a collection of my own invented ones and you can get two of those for FREE! Yes, you read that right. The Companion’s Tale, a story about how important it is to define a dream before we can set out to make it a reality in our lives is permafree on most retail sites. You can download your copy here. And The Sewing Princess, which examines how to test a dream to ensure that it is worthy of us and won’t undermine who we are or who we strive to be, is exclusive to my subscribers. You can access it by signing up to my newsletter.

      I’m going to zip it now and let you get to the good stuff. Happy reading!

      
        
        xoxoxo

        Astrid

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Stefanie

        Because life is infinitely precious

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Depend upon it, sir, when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.

        SAMUEL JOHNSON
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      Hope is the conviction that you survived all that you survived so that you can be [...] a person who focuses not on what you’ve lost, but on what’s still here for you, on the work you’re called to do.

      
        
        Edith Eger

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE PROPHECY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Spinner of Fates

        twists a Thread of Darkness

        to shackle the Time of Hardship.

      

        

      
        The Weaver of Destiny

        runs the Thread through the Weave:

        when war tears the land asunder,

        all shall wither and die.

      

        

      
        The Guardian of Life

        loses all to Darkness.

        Trapped, the Treasures stay bound

        and glory wanes.

      

        

      
        The Treasures of the Earth dwindle

        and bring woe to the Sonless Sultan.

        Humbled, the Ruler of Men

        must bow to a Plebeian, not from this land—

        a soldier to whom he weds his only daughter.

      

        

      
        The End is nigh

        when the Priceless Jewel

        of the Sultan’s loins

        is defiled before the Throne.

      

        

      
        Lo, Darkness is swept aside.

        Shattered Hopes pieced together.

        Crowned in Glory, she shall reign:

        Jewel of Forests and Seas.
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      Johara sat on the windowsill and looked out over a rectangle of water bordered by box hedges and pruned bushes. She could spend all day absorbing the dazzling sight of the River Erd on its journey to the sea or basking in the beauty of the lands beyond the Pol Bridge. On many an occasion, she had considered all the interesting facts of the sultanate she could see from the window. Her attention, today, was directed elsewhere.

      Although her eyes looked over the palace walls past the city perimeter to the landscape beyond the river, her mind hovered in a realm of darkness. The shadowy blanket of murky thoughts encroached on her senses and squeezed out her will to do anything. She ought to let the musicians in for her dance lesson, but getting up from where she sat was too much effort.

      So, she stared out over the land without seeing it. Her mind was fuzzy. She could not grasp any of the thoughts that floated there. Rounding them up was too much effort as well.

      She sat and waited.

      Could something pull her mind from this place of twilight? What could possibly tear her eyes away from the beauty she knew was there but could not see? Often, she would consider the freedom of the birds, those she could glimpse from her tower window, but not on this day. The fog in her mind severed her from the blue.

      Through the haze, Johara heard her mother’s voice. Usually, she would be the dutiful daughter, listen, nod her head at the right moments, and intone, “Yes, Mother,” with deep reverence when all was said and done. Pleasing her mother was an exhausting constant in Johara’s life. The sultana believed only in perfection, and although Johara tried, she never seemed able to bring a smile to those stern lips.

      On this day, lethargy held her captive. Not even her mother’s judgement could bring Johara out of the void. What did it matter? For as long as the fifteen-year-old could remember, all she did was try to please her mother and father—and for what? The sultana’s back stiffened more with each passing year. Head held high, she glided through the halls Johara could barely remember from her childhood.

      Meanwhile, the days weighed on the sultan’s shoulders. Johara watched her father’s hair sprinkle with salt. She observed the woes gouge their way onto his face and snuff out the last vestiges of the smile she held dear. His eyes never sparkled anymore. They were leaden with worry.

      Even if she had wanted to, Johara could not draw her mind out of the endless chasm. How long had she been here? She could hardly remember a time before she was brought into the tower—for her own safety, they said—to stop the prophecy.

      Vaguely aware of her mother’s departure, Johara could not even bring herself to shrug. It did not matter. Nothing mattered. She was bound to this tower with nowhere to go and without purpose in what she did. Her whole life was meaningless. Dance instructors, music teachers, language tutors, and more were intended to keep her active, busy and pliant, but for some reason, she did not care a fig. It all weighed her down and threatened to drag her deeper into this well with unscalable walls.

      What was the point of anything? Even staying in the tower and doing as she was told did not seem to lift the cares that put steel in her mother’s spine and dragged down at her father’s being. What had Johara done? Their whispers about the prophecy made no sense to her. It could not have been something as silly as that—after all, the believers of the True Faith did not hold with magic and such nonsense. So, what was the real reason for her cage?

      The abyss inside said there must be something at fault with her. Perhaps her father wanted a better child. Johara knew she was a disappointment; that was obvious in the downward turn of her mother’s mouth every time the sultana looked at Johara.

      There was movement beyond the arch into the antechamber. What was it again? Oh, yes. Dance. Johara could not even say if there was a purpose to all the endless activities. She had been locked away in this tower to rot because her parents insisted it was important for her virtue—not that she knew what that meant. Then again, purity was really important to her mother. Perfection. Purity. Inflexibility. Everything had to be Mother’s way.

      Why did anyone care about what Johara did or did not do with her time if the only matter of importance was her purity? Why must they keep on making her do all these pointless activities she did not care about and could not use in any way?

      Fists banged on the only doors—the wooden barrier stopping Johara from fleeing into the grand palace and seeking solace in those gardens she glimpsed so far below her. Thud. The sound of the door closing filtered into her awareness, but it was too great an effort to turn her head around and engage with whoever was there. Even the air felt thick in her lungs.

      “My jewel, what is the meaning of this?”

      Her father’s familiar voice was deep and overflowed with concern, although there was a hint of frustration too. She forced her eyes to focus on the man perched beside her. His soft hands enveloped hers, and she noticed two lines grooved into the skin between his eyes. His thick black hair was streaked with silver.

      “Come now, my little gem. The palace devolves into chaos when things are not done the way they ought to be. Your mother is beside herself. You have not eaten; you refuse the dancers and other diversions. What is amiss, my diamond?”

      The sultan let out a dismal sigh and drew Johara out of the lethargy she had felt all day. Father rarely came to visit her because his duties kept him occupied. Running an empire was no small feat, and being the head of it? She could barely imagine. For him to have made others wait while he came to see her and show his concern—

      Everything shifted in Johara’s mind.

      Here she was, moping and feeling sorry for herself, and now she had probably ruined some important meeting he was supposed to attend. What a terrible daughter I am. Such a waste of space—constantly causing trouble to those around me.

      His warm hand clasped around her own and squeezed. “Your dismal thoughts drip from you and pool at your feet, daughter. There is no need for such despondency, my gem. You are cherished and loved, and all will be well for as long as you remain safe. Please tell me what troubles your pretty head so.”

      Although she adored her father, Johara could not stop a grimace from spreading over her face. I hate it when he belittles me like that, but I know he means well. What troubles me? Where to start!

      Johara shifted to avoid the wooden window frame from digging into her back. The new position provided little comfort, and she deflected her attention to her skirt, adorned with brightly coloured threads stitched in intricate patterns. A squeeze on her hand brought her gaze back to meet her father’s.

      His dark brown eyes shone with equal measures of caring and impatience. She knew she must not draw this out too much, or he would begin to order her around. As the sultan, it was his prerogative to demand she cooperate, and he did love to be in control, but Johara also knew it upset him when he had to resort to using his power to get results from her. He expected her to do as she was told without question.

      She sighed. “I am not happy. I—I do not know why. I know I ought to be grateful for everything you and Mother do, but I cannot stop the blankness from taking over. I do not care about anything anymore. I was supposed to have a dancing lesson today, but it seems meaningless to do so. What is the point in any of it?”

      “Any of what, exactly?” The sultan’s words were gentle, encouraging.

      “I do not know.” Johara gestured wildly with her free hand. “Life. My existence.” Her shoulders slumped. “And I know it is thankless of me to say it, but apart from you eventually choosing a suitor for me and me being virtuous, whatever that is supposed to mean, I have no purpose. I am cooped up in this tower, day in and day out. It has been more than three years since I felt grass under my feet. I cannot speak to people. No one here is able to have a decent conversation—” She hesitated. “Apart from you, Bâbâ.” She rested her free hand on his shoulder, and again his tightened around the other.

      Johara pulled her fingers free and leaned her shoulders against the window frame again. “You do not visit me often.” He opened his mouth, but she kept going. “I know you are busy; I do understand. And I know it is wrong of me to need more of your attention or to want the company of anyone who could keep me interested. The servants do not speak to me because I am above them. I have no one to share anything with—not that there are any experiences worth sharing. Every day is filled with pointless activities that simply pass the time. They give me nothing.”

      The sultan’s aba caftan brushed Johara’s knee, and the intricate embroidery on the garment caught her attention. The pattern captivated her mind. Why was she so easily distracted? She focused back on the conversation, but a butterfly stitched into the fabric found its way into her argument.

      She met the sultan’s gaze. “Bâbâ, being alive—safe—is not enough. Even the butterfly needs sunshine, freedom, and beautiful flowers. I—I think that is what the fuzziness is about. I feel I cannot be—just be.” Her voice trailed into silence and buried ‘me’ in the cemetery of her unutterable thoughts. Selfish. Ungrateful, she chastised herself.

      “Ah,” the sultan sighed. “It is the greatest of misfortunes.” He shook his head and muttered under his breath, “Treasures dwindle and bring woe to the sonless sultan.” Ballast packed itself into his frame and hunched him over, crashing another wave of guilt through Johara. She bit her lip.

      “The end is nigh,” the sultan whispered, eyes staring into the distance.

      Johara reached out and touched his shoulder again. Her father blinked, shook himself and cleared his throat. “We must find you something, my diamond. Your mother and I only want what is best for you.”

      “I know that, Bâbâ. But this blankness comes over me so often now. I do not care about anything. It seems more effort than it is worth. What would you have me do? Dance and sew until I am married and then push out children until I die? What use is there in all that? It seems so pointless.”

      “My little gem, you understand this is how things are. Your virtue is very important. The prophecy was clear. Unless you are kept safe from defilement, the end will be upon us. You must not go out among the people. As a princess, you are expected to be able to dance, play music, speak with dignitaries, and so forth. These are skills you will need in the future, so you are being prepared for that. It is simply the way of things.”

      He cannot possibly understand. I am slowly going mad here; how can I get through to him? Johara strained her thoughts, but she could not find any way to voice what she felt without sounding like a petulant child. Frustration mounted inside her.

      “Come now, my little gem. If it is usefulness you lack, we shall find something for you yet. Perhaps if you have an idea of what would suit you, then I can think of a way to keep you safe and happy.” He patted the seat beside him. “Come now, get down from the windowsill, my jewel.”

      She thought for a moment, absorbing the gentle kindness radiating from her father. With a sigh, Johara allowed herself to slip down onto the seat of the day bed, and she leaned into him. He did care, even if he did not understand what her life was like. What could she do to relieve the mind-numbing boredom of her existence?

      “Bâbâ, I do not know what is possible. I only know the things I cannot stand anymore. I enjoy dancing, but when it is the only thing I do, I feel trapped. I hate not being able to speak to anyone. I am surrounded by people all day but am nevertheless bitterly alone. Like the garden,” she pointed out the window. “I can see it, long for it, remember playing there when I was little, but may never again experience it for myself.”

      Johara wanted to go on, but her mother stepped forwards from the arched doorway to the left of the room. “You know you cannot set foot out of this tower, Johara. As the only child and your father’s heir, you are too precious. The prophecy is clear: calamity will befall the realm if you set a foot outside this palace and associate with any man beneath your station.” Red and cream silk fluttered with the sultana’s every graceful movement. Her dark eyes flashed from beneath a gauzy veil decorated with thread-of-gold.

      All so perfect, Johara thought as a knot formed in her stomach.

      Sunlight slanted through a window on the opposite side of the large rectangular room and shimmered off the sultana’s intricate silver headdress, encrusted with rare gems. “You should be grateful for everything we have done to keep you safe and pure. The war between the Kurtars and the Danayan heathens from across the sea is the first sign of the prophecy’s fulfilment. It is our duty to protect the realm from this terrible curse, and it is our misfortune it should be in our time that this frightfulness should take place.”

      She folded her arms, and the draped sleeves swished. “You are occupied with the creation and pursuit of beauty—perfection. What more do you want? Is there no higher meaning than that? You are a princess, an immaculate example for all to look up to. For the sake of the realm, you must rise above yourself to achieve impeccability, Johara. How does moping in your rooms and refusing to participate in the activities so generously organised on your behalf and for your entertainment elevate you above the common girl? You are better than that.”

      The sultana pointed out of the window, and Johara knew her mother specifically gestured towards the plaza in front of the palace where executions were held. Johara did not want to be anything like the scum of the earth who stole and swindled and committed only the god knew what horrors.

      “We must always be aware of our superiority before the common people. It is our duty to present an ideal for the plebeian to look up to. You must understand this, Johara. They look up to you here, in this lofty tower, but woe will befall us if you fail to uphold this elevation. That is your duty.”

      The sultana’s tone was scathing, and it cut Johara deeper than any knife could. Her heart clenched in rebellion against the thought that she was ungrateful and overindulged. If her father did not understand, then she certainly had no hope with her mother. It was as if she and the sultana were two entirely unrelated beings, not daughter born of mother.

      Meaninglessness encroached. It thickened the air and pressed down on Johara’s lungs. The ache in her chest surged on a wave of frustration when her mind could not find a significant reply to her mother’s exposition.

      She curled in on herself, desperately trying to hold onto the hot tears fighting to launch themselves down her cheeks. If she dissolved into a helpless puddle, she knew her mother’s disappointment would turn into more scathing reprimands. She bit the inside of her cheek and welcomed the stab of pain. How could she ever please her mother? Somehow, Johara never felt perfect. There was always something that was criticised.

      “This is not helping, Soraya,” the sultan stood and rested a hand on Johara’s shoulder. “The child is unhappy and we must do what we can to ease this bout of melancholy.”

      “Johara is served hand and foot, Mehrdad. What more could she possibly require? And why should she be given it? She is spoiled enough as it is. This is merely a case of laziness and her penchant for dramatics.”

      The sultan inhaled deeply and squeezed Johara’s shoulder. In a commanding tone she associated with his firm decisions, not brooking any contradiction, he decreed, “I believe it is time Johara’s education falls under my wing. I shall find something suitable to keep her occupied. You need not worry yourself any longer, Soraya. She is fifteen now, after all, and if she wishes to take a more active role, then who are we to deny her? She is to marry and become sultana beside her future husband. If she wishes to learn how to be a dutiful wife and ways in which to support the sultan of our future, then so it shall be.”

      A whirlpool swirled into existence inside Johara’s mind. Relief, excitement, trepidation and horror, accompanied by a torrent of clashing thoughts, poured through her. The consideration that she might be allowed to learn statecraft sent tingles through her limbs, and she itched to get started, while the threat of a husband blasted a freezing southerly through her being. And would such new duties come with a little more freedom? Fear and excitement warred inside her. Were things going to get better? Or was she doomed to something far worse than listening to Niloufar expound on the virtue of tiny stitches? Johara’s stomach clenched with the hint of things turning out even better than she could imagine. She wondered at the reaction. How could she know? Was it maybe wishful thinking? Regardless, hope glowed to life. It could, maybe, be the start of something where she could please her parents and also feel useful. That would be wonderful.
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      How could Father think, even for a moment, this is a better use of my time?

      Johara swayed her head from side to side as she absorbed the stacks and stacks of parchment the servants carted in by the crate-full. Earlier that morning, she had rejoiced at the prospect of her dance and embroidery lessons having been cancelled, but this was beyond all reason.

      She stared open-mouthed at her father and was even more perplexed by the satisfied smile playing on his lips while he alternated twirling his moustache and stroking his beard. How could he possibly be pleased with himself at this ‘solution’ to Johara’s ‘problem’, as he termed it?

      “You wished to be useful, Johara,” the sultan announced. “And nothing could please me more. I have meant to go through my late father’s correspondence for quite some time, but the pressures of ruling have not given me a moment to do so, and none of my councillors has the spare time. You could serve the realm and your dear father greatly if you sorted through this and reported to me the most important findings from your grandfather’s letters. Now, I must attend a meeting about the ongoing drought in Derakhtan province.”

      He marched from the room in a swirl of silks while Johara sank into a cushioned seat.

      Her mother stepped through the doorway, a smug smile painted on her features. “I dare you to complain about this one, Johara.”

      Johara bit her lip. Her frustration welled up, but she clenched her teeth and furiously blinked when she turned her back on her mother. She did not wish to see the sultana’s perfect posture and the judgement deep within her hard eyes. Johara knew she was not perfect and that she disappointed her mother, but with this new task her father had set her, was there a chance she could at least raise herself in his esteem? He had said if she did this, it would help the realm and make him proud.

      With a sigh, Johara focused her attention on the first crate. It rested on the ground at her feet, and she flipped through the letters sent to the previous sultan. Khashar had been a great ruler. He had conquered all the lands to the east, what was known as the Derakhtan province, and his trade agreement with the Kurtars still held to this day despite the skirmishes between those people and the religious zealots from across the Tisperian Sea. Johara did not know much about the Dragon Army from Danaya. Well, apart from the fact they attacked Al Madeh almost two decades ago, which brought that city into the Erdalbadi sultanate as a protectorate. The little she did know about the dragon worshippers was from the gossip she overheard. Servants, who wafted in and out of her room, treated her more like a living statue than a person.

      Taking a moment to consider the incongruity of having been taught the Danayan language but not actually having learned anything about the culture or history of that faraway place, Johara unrolled the scroll in her hand and read. Not finding much of interest, she went through several more before she came across one that captured her attention.

      

      
        
        Most esteemed Sultan Khashar,

        It is with deepest regret I find myself compelled to inform you of the losses suffered in the most recent deluge over Dera town. Over 1000 shekel of grain have been destroyed due to mildew, and 500 shekel of stored roots have been lost to the same. Livestock has suffered greatly. Over 300 creatures have succumbed to disease. Foot rot, in particular, is rampant. Many buildings have suffered damage, and we are already in the process of restoring what we can. For the community to survive the coming months before the harvest, we request replacement for these destructions.

      

        

      
        There is talk among the people that these are the first signs of a prophecy made by a local wise woman some years ago. The speculations are mere whispers, but I thought to mention them as Wise Ghaniya was much respected in the community during her lifetime, and even the priests have recorded some of her prophetic utterances.

      

        

      
        May the God of Sky and Earth ever smile upon you, oh Sultan.

      

      

      

      The letters she perused in the first crate were all from the same region but written by different people with varying bureaucratic functions. They were jumbled up, and Johara took the time to order them by sender and date. If she had to do this ridiculous task, she would do it well. At least she could take pride in her work.
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        * * *

      

      Days melted into weeks, and before she knew it, several months had passed in which Johara became immersed in the messages sent to her grandfather. She had spent the initial time reading, trying to make sense of all the information, and had noticed several things she thought could be interesting or even important for her father, not to mention more tantalising references to the same prophecy. From what she could tell, her grandfather had been obsessed with it, especially a passage referring to a war.

      She began to write notes in a large empty volume of bound sheaves originally destined for use in the court. In a separate ledger, she included anything relevant to the prophecy. It did not take her long to realise her grandfather’s obsession was the same foretelling that haunted her parents. The more she asked, the less those around her were willing to say on the subject until Johara gave up on insisting she ought to know the complete wording of the prophecy.

      As the years passed, she realised the immense historical significance of the papers she looked over. She had become the curator of the records relating to her grandfather’s reign and all that occurred in the Erdalbadi sultanate during his rule. That her father entrusted her with something so precious squeezed her heart.

      Even though she took care, Johara’s fingers became stained with ink, not that it bothered her. The sultana was the one who lamented that impurity. Johara remained steadfast in her insistence she should continue with the task. The life of a scholar suited her. She loved to read about all the places in the sultanate. Her mind worked furiously every day on cataloguing information that seemed important and cross-referencing it with other letters written earlier or from a different province.

      Slowly, painstakingly, a tapestry began to stitch itself together. In Derakhtan province, for example, there had been months of drought every so often during the early years of her grandfather’s reign. Close to the end of it, though, there was a drought that lasted a year and a half, and many people had left the region. Once the rains fell again, a large number of the refugees returned to the main settlement, Dera. With the money sent by her grandfather, they rebuilt their town.

      Now, Johara’s father was faced with a similar situation in the same region. Drought had ravaged Derakhtan Province for at least a year, if not more, while in other parts of the sultanate, water fell in bucket loads.

      “If you might excuse me, Princess,” a voice called from the archway into Johara’s chamber.

      She looked up at the veiled figure of her dance instructor.

      “It is time to stretch your limbs and rest your eyes.”

      Johara sighed. She had managed to negotiate a reduction to every other day in her dance lessons and convinced her father to have the embroidery slashed completely from her daily activities. Who would have thought I would actually enjoy going through all these letters? Well, Father clearly had, even if perhaps he may have wanted to scare me off with it. I think, somehow, he knew this was right for me.

      She chuckled and made her way through to the adjacent room, which was cleared of all furniture. Mother was not happy, but then again, Johara was learning this was a permanent state of affairs.

      She was simply grateful to have found something her father deemed useful, although they rarely spoke about her findings. He was so busy with the disasters ravaging the sultanate, but he requested her ledger every so often and went through her findings.

      Not only was there a purpose to her work, but Johara actually enjoyed it. Even if she was still barred from setting foot outside the walls of the copper tower, she had established some semblance of balance. Finding connections and putting together the puzzle of her late grandfather’s correspondence brought much satisfaction and sparked moments of joy.

      The passing years changed little for her, and she only rarely looked out of one of the windows from her ‘study’. The first overlooked the courtyard and the rest of the palace. From that vantage point, there were two other towers, both even taller than the one Johara considered her cage. The tallest of the three had a pointy, gilded roof. Sunlight reflected off the tip of that tower and transformed it into a second sun for most of the day. The second tower, slightly shorter but still taller than Johara’s, was plated in silver. She could just make out the gleam of it at the extreme left of her view through the window. Although she had never personally seen the roof of her own tower, rumour said it shimmered copper.

      The second window looked down upon the garden with its water feature and, beyond that, the palace wall and the plaza where the general populace gathered—mostly to watch the interminable executions performed there. On sunny days, the glint of light on the River Erd would reach Johara in her tower and awaken dreams of adventure to the east in the lands where ancient forests once ruled what was now Derakhtan Province. The barren, drought-stricken region of the sultanate.

      Music struck up, and Johara was pulled from her musings. She shook herself. Time to focus on her steps and movements, and soon she could return to the accounts from her grandfather’s reign and possibly find some more information about that prophecy.
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      Erik trudged over the uneven path gouged out of the heath by wagon wheel during times of rain. He contemplated how long it was since he’d last felt a downpour on his skin. Coated in dust and remnants of blood, with the stickiness of sweat mixed into the cloying sensation, he knew he was lucky to be alive, and yet he felt nothing.

      When he joined the army four years before, he’d thought it would be fun. See the world, experience new and exciting adventures, wear a dashing red uniform and dazzle the girls with his charm and bravery. No one had warned him of the real toll of war. Well, that wasn’t entirely true, either. Now he understood his parents’ reservations, but had he listened? No, of course not.

      He’d thought they were trying to hold him back and keep him tied to the sleepy village of Kvarn, where nothing ever happened. In actual fact, they were trying to protect him from the horrors he’d ended up witnessing across the sea on a whole new continent where he was stranded without knowing the local language or customs. They’d wanted to spare him the scars he now sported and the uncertainty he faced.

      Erik shifted the weight of his musket over his shoulder. Thinking about his family tied heavy pounds to his heart. He’d been a nineteen-year-old fool—had run off at dawn and never written to them. I ought to have sent a forwarding address. He shrugged. Too late now.

      He was on his way back, anyway. He’d slink home with his tail between his legs and join the bakery or maybe go into forestry like his friend Phillip. The thought tasted of acid. He could just picture it, standing before his father, head hung low in shame and having to see the pity in his mother’s eyes. Erik shuddered.

      A stone skittered away under his left foot and drew his gaze. The constant ache in his left ear seeped into his awareness because Erik knew he ought to have heard that pebble better. His right ear only just picked it up, while his left ear heard things as if it were wadded in cotton wool. He turned in a circle, scanning his surroundings. In the distance, white and grey crags with yellowed skirts of grass rose out of a patch of pristine white sand. There were signs of a depression where the bed of pearlescent sand rested. It looked as if a lake might have existed there at a time long distant.

      Some trees clung to the sides of the valley; they were pines without any needles. In the dell where he was, all sorts of different trees skirted the strange bleached sand, twisted branches stuck out like the arms of beggars imploring the Dragon in the Sky to send them rain.

      Erik had spent his whole life in and around forests, but never before had he seen anything like this. Dried husks of oleander lay on the ground. Wilted bushes he couldn’t name dotted the landscape. Along both sides of the track, yellowed leaves clung to claw-like branches, which dotted the undergrowth.

      His heart yearned for the dense green of his home, the intense, breath-taking splash of colours it transformed to in the autumn. This lifeless landscape, stretching as far as the eye could see, sent spiders crawling down his spine and reminded him how broken he was.

      A dull ache in Erik’s ear brought him back from his thoughts. It did that often. More and more, he’d fall into memories of home, only to be jerked back to this desolate reality by the pain in his ear. He shrugged his haversack into a more comfortable position and readjusted the musket resting on his shoulder. On he went, and the silent glade dipped over a rise, giving way to a swath of dried tree trunks.

      Erik picked his way over the uneven wagon trail and shivered under the death stare of the leafless tree sentinels standing either side of the track. The sooner he got to Erdalbad, the better. When he did his initial training as a soldier, he’d loved the city of Danaya. Perhaps the capital in this part of the world would be equally exciting. His deepest worry was for money, though. His parting wages from the army had been a disappointment, and he wondered if he’d ever be able to save up enough to pay for passage across the sea. Home was a long way distant.

      He sighed. It was at least another five days’ trudge, and mostly through this unforgiving graveyard of rugged terrain interspersed with wide open stretches of yellowed grass and tree trunks lacking crown and mantle.

      I did get to see the world, Erik thought, but there was no lightness in his heart like he’d had before going to war.

      Shaking his head and grimacing against the dull ache in his left ear, he unclasped a water bottle from its place at his hip and let the cool liquid soothe his parched throat. He needed to find a water source soon. So far, most of the wells had been dry or smelled undrinkable.

      A shiver went over his spine, and Erik whirled around, searching through the leafless trunks behind him. Something watched him. He felt it. Every hair on his arms and neck stood on end as he scanned the dead forest on either side of the path. Nothing.

      A twig cracked to his right. He swung around once more, frantic to find the source of the feeling sedimented in his stomach. He wasn’t alone, but he couldn’t find the cause and that sent his heart into the roaring thud, thud, thud of cannonballs.

      The ache in his left ear intensified, and agony blossomed from behind his jaw into his head. With his heart pounding and breaths coming out in harsh rasps, Erik
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