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Prologue

	Balance. 

	The kingdoms believed themselves safe on the precipice dividing prosperity and disaster. But then the world shifted. 

	Fires, storms, plagues, and death now struck more frequently than ever before. No mage or doctor, nor the exalted royals and their all-knowing gods, could explain why.

	But one person knew. One who walked the path between worlds and with each step back and forth, the balance changed. 

	She was the keeper of knowledge, the swayer of worlds. Hers alone was the destiny. Until her arrogance beckoned the death knell of a kingdom.

	 


Chapter One

	Chadu

	Chadu was looking forward to a rare afternoon away from tedious duties. But her plans were ruined when the princes returned with a stranger who claimed to know nothing of their world.

	The news arrived at the close of a shift in the palace stables, when a young messenger slammed open the iron-wrought gates and came barrelling in. His uncoordinated limbs trampled through the pile of hay Chadu had just made, sending dust and hair flurrying into the air. His sun-burnt face was flushed with excitement.

	‘The Queen has called for your immediate presence,’ he shouted, doubling over with his hands on his knees. Startled snorts from the horses around him drowned out his laboured breaths. ‘She wants you to prepare the Spring Tea Room for a guest.’

	‘Right now?’ Chadu curled two fingers into the collar of her shirt and used it to fan herself. It wasn’t like the Queen to be giving abrupt orders. She usually had more foresight than this. ‘Who are we hosting?’

	The boy’s lanky figure leaned heavily against the gate, chest heaving as he stared at the vaulted ceiling. ‘Some foreigner in strange clothes. You’ll have to see for yourself.’ 

	She gripped the handle of her broom as she stared at the mess by his feet. Someone else would have to sweep away the hay. More exciting matters required Chadu’s attention. She quickly thanked the messenger, thrust her broom towards him and hurried outside.

	The din of clashing swords and gleeful shouts reverberated off sandy walls as students sparred outside. Wood chips were flung about as the students shuffled, twisted and kicked their feet while practising moves that might save, or end, their lives one day. A younger boy slammed his wooden sword into the ground, frustrated at having lost his bout. Dodging the fray, Chadu darted inside.

	Warm sunlight lit up her path, shining through a towering row of windows. 

	Opulent paintings and gemstone carvings merged to a coloured blur as she rushed through the maze of corridors.

	When she finally skidded into the Spring Tea Room, four servants were gathered around an empty table, laughing at whatever joke had just been told. Their uniforms appeared as pristine as the pastel walls surrounding them. Sparing her no more than a few side glances before returning to their huddle, their conversation fell into whispers.

	Chadu knew how she looked. Most of her hair had fallen out of its braid, black strands obscured her vision, while her trousers were smeared with dirt and who knew what else. At least her appearance showed evidence of a productive morning. ‘It doesn’t take four people to lay a table,’ she said.

	They exchanged glances and grumbled to each other before leaping into action.

	While they worked, Chadu slipped behind a doorway hidden in a section of wall with lotuses painted onto a pale blue backdrop. With practised steps, she navigated a tight labyrinth of squeaky floorboards and musty air.

	The palace kitchen, a large hall with its high ceilings and burnt walls, greeted her like a warm friend. Herby aromas of roasted meat wafted like a hug. A two-headed goose, stripped of its feathers, rotated slowly over a smoking hearth. Lured by the scent of mouthwatering sweetness, Chadu gravitated towards a platter laden with scrolls dusted with powdered sugar, which were surrounded by an assortment of honey-glazed buns and tarts decorated with berries. Her hand hovered over a fluffy ball of sugar floss. Surely no one would notice.

	‘Don’t you dare,’ a raspy voice commanded. ‘Them’s not for a servant girl like you, even if you are the Queen’s favourite. I spent far too long on that for your grubby hands to go anywhere near my work.’ Oleysa bumbled over, blowing chunks of greying hair away from her face as she slammed a cleaver on the counter.

	‘I was just checking to see if the food was ready,’ Chadu protested.

	The excuse had fallen as flat as the look Oleysa shot her. ‘You should be putting that energy into looking less like you clawed your way out of the stables.’

	Chadu put on her sweetest smile. ‘I thought you might speed up the process.’

	Muttering to herself about lazy children and advantages being taken, Oleysa procured a beech wand from the front pocket of her apron and leisurely waved it around. A bronze mirror materialised with a bright shimmer and floated into Chadu’s hands. Childlike excitement fluttered in her chest as she intently watched the dirt marks on her face disappear along with the stains on her uniform. Her unruly hair twisted itself into a low bun and the creases on her now pristine shirt loosened and smoothed out.

	‘You and Queen Malika both. It’s like no one ever taught you to brush your own hair,’ Oleysa grumbled. She vanished the mirror before pushing Chadu out of the kitchen. ‘I can’t do anything about you smelling like a wet horse, but this’ll have to do. Don’t worry about the food, I’ve got it from here.’

	***

	Back in the Tea Room, frantic activity whipped around the space as the other servants rushed to finalise the set-up. A low table with finely carved legs now sat in the centre encircled by four matching armchairs. The table was covered by a thin, cotton tablecloth embroidered with depictions of a flowery meadow. On it sat a ring of silver-rimmed crockery, inside which were clusters of meadowsweet and monkshood surrounded by a bed of yellow roses. Who could the Queen be hosting, to receive flowers of both friendship and hostility?

	Another team of servants brought over the food and tea, while yet another entered to announce the arrival of Her Majesty. 

	Queen Malika the Third of the Storivikan Dynasty, Defender of Valis and its Twelve Provinces defined regality with her radiant smile. Constellations of diamonds cascaded down an intricate braid, shimmering against her dark hair. While small in stature, Malika held herself with such confidence and self-assurance that her presence alone created an instant hush amongst the servants. Soft velvet enveloped her shoulders. The train of her dress trailed behind her; a silent command beckoning her entourage to follow. 

	Chadu and her cohorts hastily moved to line up by the window, eager to see who the esteemed guest was.

	Casually strolling behind the Queen were her two younger brothers: Saron and Zenis. Chadu stifled her amusement as Saron dragged his feet into the sunlit room, his hair wound so tightly around a jade pin that she could almost feel it pressing into his scalp. She could never get used to the idea of him co-hosting social events, with his habit of slipping away from functions as soon as the wine jars ran dry. His attempt to seem disinterested couldn’t hide his real emotions. Shoulders tense and arms crossed, he lingered near the back of the group, looking like he wished to be anywhere else.

	Zenis, on the other hand, chattered with gestures so wild he nearly knocked an incense burner off its perch by the window as his sleeves flapped about. Only the gods knew how he had more than enough energy to lift the spirits of everyone he was around and still have the time to frequent the markets, trying out the various products his subjects had to offer.

	Together, the royal siblings were treasured by their people. But of course, being such a high-profile family did not come without the occasional threats.

	Behind them, Asaya, leader of the Sun Palace guards, rounded up the group. Stone-faced as ever, she appeared like a giant behind them. Mousy curls bounced against the lattice of her amour as the iron plates clinked softly with each step. The row of medals on her lapel gleamed as a proud light that seemed to add to her already imposing stature. Burn scars on the left side of her head ate into the space where half of her hair should have been. Her cold demeanour alone did much of her work as Valis’s greatest warrior; she rarely had to show off her skills.

	Asaya radiated intimidation more strongly than ever next to Malika’s newest guest. Ducking under a low-hanging chandelier, the stranger’s hunched posture made her appear meek as she fiddled with the bottom of her outlandish travelling cloak. With sleek hair and eyes as dark as ink, she appeared Valissian enough, but the likeness stopped there.

	Her cloak seemed to be made of an impossibly dark, glossy fabric woven from the shadows, and its main body was clasped together by a neat row of metal teeth. Paired with sky blue trousers with two large rips exposing the knees, her attire ignited a myriad of questions bursting to escape. Where could this girl have come from? What was it about her that warranted the attention of the Queen?

	She fidgeted with the strap of a peculiar sack slung over her shoulder, a soft, sagging thing dyed impossibly bright. As she shuffled after the others, her fearful gaze flitted about the room, deliberately skipping over anyone who tried to catch her eye.

	Malika gestured to the chair farthest from the door. ‘Please, Darcy, take a seat,’ she said.

	The stranger’s head snapped up and her mouth hung open as her shoulders stiffened. She only moved when Asaya nudged her forward with a light kick, yelping as she fell into her seat. ‘I got it,’ she grumbled, curling her arms around her waist.

	The others followed with far more grace, save for Asaya who came over to stand alongside the servants.

	Malika turned to her staff with a cordial smile. ‘You’re all dismissed. Thank you for making this occasion possible on such short notice.’

	The servants hurriedly bowed and scurried out of the room, but not without taking one last glance at the newcomer. Chadu was momentarily blocked by Asaya who hadn’t moved.

	‘You too Asaya, we shall be fine,’ the Queen added. 

	‘Ma’am?’

	The Queen didn’t answer, but with a smile and a small nod, the conversation was over. Asaya bowed severely and led her guards out of the Tea Room. 

	Chadu darted ahead and caught Asaya by the wrist. Tapping her foot, she waited for a chance to speak while the other servants ambled down the corridor. Every moment felt like an age as she listened to barely concealed whispers and hushed giggles.

	Question after question filled her mind, each one fighting to leap off her tongue. ‘What was that about?’ she blurted out.

	She suppressed a groan when Asaya acknowledged her question with a minute shake of her head and a pointed glare at the couple of servants loitering around the end of the corridor. Only once they scampered out of their line of sight did she reply. ‘Saron and I were patrolling with Zenis near Mount Tharadel. At its foot, we found this stranger, Darcy, pacing around in the snow. She was so preoccupied with muttering to herself that she didn’t even notice us until Zenis asked her, repeatedly, if she was lost.’ 

	‘You clearly didn’t stop at giving her directions. Go on.’ Chadu motioned for her to continue, impatiently filing Asaya’s silence with, ‘What’s she doing here, where’d she come from?’

	Asaya huffed out a breath. ‘Here’s the thing. We listed off all of the countries that border Valis, yet she claimed to have never heard of such places in her life. Zenis nearly cried at the realisation that not everyone in the world knows who he is. But then she said the strangest thing. We brought her to Zabadeer because we didn’t know what else to do.’

	‘What? What did she say?’

	‘She said she fell from the sky.’

	A pang of sympathy washed over Chadu. ‘So she’s lost?’

	‘Perhaps. Or she’s a spy,’ Asaya said softly, but with menace.

	‘I doubt that a spy would go as far as pretending to know nothing about the very continent they are standing on. Oh, what if she is completely lost. Surely there has to be some way to help her?’ 

	‘The Queen will decide her fate in the end.’ Asaya said and shrugged. ‘If she is allowed to stay, this Darcy will have to earn her place with the rest of us.’

	‘Any idea what we’re to do if that is the case?’

	‘We will ensure that she is comfortable and that her needs are met while we work on a way to get her home,’ the Queen said in a confident voice. 

	Asaya straightened and Chadu bowed. 

	Queen Malika waved their formalities away with a relaxed smile. ‘Miss Darcy appears genuine and honest enough. Asaya, what do you think of her?’

	Asaya grunted and folded her arms. ‘She seems too clueless to be much of a threat. Still, we can’t have a stranger loitering around.’

	‘Well then, I suppose we shall have to get to know her better until she’s a stranger no more,’ said Malika. ‘Chadu, I believe the student dormitory has some rooms available?’

	‘Yes, your Majesty. Would you like me to take her there?’

	Malika smiled. ‘You know me better than anyone on my council.’

	Was that it? She knew that the queen’s word overruled that of everybody else, but surely there was more room for discussion. ‘Will your council be involved in this case?’ Chadu pressed.

	Malika chuckled behind a delicate hand. ‘I cannot even remember the last time I consulted them on anything beyond parties and the latest jewellery trends. No. Saron will be leading this. You are more than welcome to go to him for more information.’

	‘Saron?’ Asaya echoed and seen only by Chadu, rolled her eyes as if to say, ‘That’s even worse.’

	Chadu clenched her teeth to refrain from voicing her agreement. ‘Did you find out how she got here, Ma’am?’ she asked instead.

	Malika flashed them a grin and retreated down the length of the corridor. ‘I have a meeting with the Jaccoran ambassador, but if you come up with anything, send a message to my office,’ she added before disappearing around the corner, the train of her dress flourishing behind her.

	They fell silent for a while, unsure of what to do or say. Chadu wondered about who Darcy was, but before she could dwell any further, a crash sounded from the Tea Room, heard loud and clear even from behind thick oak doors.

	Asaya sprang into action and kicked the doors open, hands ready on the scabbard attached to her belt.

	Chadu hastily followed with images of blood and broken bodies flashing through her mind, but they vanished when she entered the room.

	Darcy sat frozen in her chair with spilt tea dripping off the table and onto her trousers.

	Zenis rolled around on the floor, howling with laughter. His chair lay on its side, clearly forgotten in the midst of whatever he found so hilarious. Meanwhile, Saron watched on, sipping from his cup in disdain.

	‘What is going on?’ Asaya demanded.

	Cake frosting and cream was smeared all over the once spotless tiles. What remained of Queen Malika’s precious crockery lay scattered in broken pieces.

	‘There was a spider,’ Saron explained calmly. ‘Zenis knocked over half of the table’s contents trying to kill it.’

	‘And did he?’

	‘Does he look like he killed it?’

	Alerted by the noise, servants flocked in to deal with the mess. Asaya picked Zenis off the floor and carried him back to his chair.

	‘Miss Darcy, I apologise for my brother. One of our lead servants, Chadu, will procure you a change of clothes. She will also help you settle in your lodgings.’ Contrary to his annoyance at Zenis, Saron addressed Darcy with every ounce of practised sophistication. He shifted his attention to Chadu. ‘Come back here when you’re finished,’ he told her.

	‘Hang on,’ Darcy interjected. Her hands landed on the armrests with a thud. ‘Is that it?’

	Saron’s gaze flicked upwards, and he let out a heavy exhale. ‘Pardon?’

	‘You guys bring me to some fancy palace and make all these decisions like I’m not here. And no one’s explained anything about what the hell is going on. Meanwhile, this kid,’ she pointed at Zenis, ‘acts like everything is a joke.’

	As Zenis opened his mouth, Chadu stepped forward to block him from Darcy’s view and smoothed out her clothes. She’d been struck by the stranger’s peculiar accent, but was glad that at least she spoke the common tongue. ‘Darcy, the Sun Palace treasures all its guests and is committed to resolving any issues you may face. Your situation is rather unique, but Her Majesty is prepared to offer you temporary lodgings in our student dormitory. We hope you will find solace and respite while we work to uncover what has happened.’

	Darcy narrowed her eyes as she considered her words, eventually relaxing her posture. ‘If this turns out to be a prank, I’m going to kill someone.’ At the sound of Asaya’s sword unsheathing, she threw her hands up and hastily added, ‘That was a joke. God, what is it with you people?’

	Asaya slowly slid her sword back into its sheath. ‘It is unwise to make such comments in the presence of royalty,’ the towering guard said.

	Chadu’s eye twitched. Mustering up a polite smile, she gestured towards the door. ‘Miss Darcy, if you are ready, please follow me.’

	***

	Chadu led Darcy through the dormitory’s tawny-coloured halls, her worn, linen-cloth shoes scraping along the floorboards as she dragged her feet past each bedroom. The sight of simple furniture struck a chord of nostalgia within her as she pushed aside memories of torn assignments and puddles of ink. She stopped in front of an empty bedroom and gestured inside.

	‘Here we are.’ 

	A single bed was tucked into a corner, paired with a simple brown desk pressed against a large window boasting a view of the palace’s extensive public garden. Opposite the bed stood a wardrobe with just enough space for one’s essential clothes and a polished mirror embedded inside one of the doors.

	Darcy blinked, taking in the room with a look that was somewhere between disbelief and exhaustion. She stepped inside, dropping her bag unceremoniously on the bed. ‘This is it then? You leave me here while you lot figure out what to do with me and I… twiddle my thumbs and hope for the best?’ She glanced at the wardrobe, then back at Chadu with a raised brow. ‘I guess it’s cosy,’ she added, though the words didn’t quite match her tone. She unloaded the few belongings she had onto the foot of the bed. Aside from a bulky set of keys and some crumpled parchment, the rest of the items were entirely foreign to Chadu.

	She offered a small smile, a pang of pity aching in her heart. ‘The academy has a fund for students on a scholarship. I’ll have a colleague bring you some clothes later today, along with more details on Her Majesty’s decision.’

	Darcy let out a small, almost imperceptible sigh as her gaze drifted out the window. ‘Right. More decisions. I’m sure that’ll be… helpful,’ she said, her words tinged with what Chadu hoped was dry humour.

	Taking a step towards the door, not wanting to stay any longer as she sensed that Darcy had more questions, Chadu said, ‘Prince Saron is waiting for me, but if you need anything, the other servants will make sure I am informed.’

	Darcy didn’t respond right away. Instead, she turned her attention back to the room, her posture slightly deflated but still resistant. ‘I’m sure I’ll figure it out,’ she muttered, though it wasn’t exactly comforting.

	Chadu hurried back down the hall.

	***

	When she returned to the Tea Room, new furniture had already been arranged, and the floor was absent of cake and broken ceramics. The gentle aroma of brewed blossoms lingered in the air. A replacement platter of pastries sat upon a new onyx tablecloth, surrounded by a new set of matching chairs. Saron’s back faced the door, his attention captivated by a yellow-tailed messenger eagle perched on his knee.

	Meanwhile, Zenis rocked in his seat, dragging his nails up and down its velvet back. He looked up and greeted Chadu with a wide smile.

	‘Chadu, wonderful. How is our guest?’

	‘Confused, I think. But also, perhaps a little scared.’

	‘She didn’t seem scared. If anything she seemed quite arrogant for someone who doesn’t know where they are,’ Saron said standing up and allowing the eagle to hop on to his arm. 

	‘Well, our Dearest Majesty suggested we should help her settle in, just in case she’s going to be here a while,’ said Zenis. ‘Any ideas, Chadu?’ he added.

	‘Me? Um, I don’t know. Did the Queen propose anything when she met her?’

	‘Oh yes. She suggested that if she’s to be here permanently, we should enrol our esteemed guest in the Valissian Institute of Training and Research.’

	Saron interjected, ‘Gods, just call it Viotar like the rest of us.’

	‘Her words, not mine. But anyway,’ Zenis said. ‘Viotar would help her learn more about Valis and the world she claims to know nothing about, as well as exploring her own interests.’

	‘What do you think?’ Chadu asked.

	‘I think Viotar is a terrible idea. Someone should save her before she sees what a bore it is,’ Zenis remarked.

	‘What would you have done instead?’ Saron asked, still holding the bird.

	‘I don’t know, anything other than that, Zenis said.’

	‘You’ve barely started with your own lessons.’

	‘Can you elaborate on what she meant by, exploring her own interests”?’ Chadu interjected, reeling the conversation back on track before they could run away with it. ‘How are we going to do that? Do we know what her interests are?’

	Saron shrugged. ‘Asaya wanted to interrogate her.’

	Chadu recoiled at the thought of a windowless room and the glint of far too many knives. ‘Absolutely not,’ she said.

	‘I want to show her the market,’ Zenis chimed in.

	‘You mean she follows you while you collect more gifts from your fans,’ Saron said deadpan. He paused and scratched his chin before continuing, ‘Actually, you know what? An idea is an idea. I declare this meeting adjourned.’ He moved the eagle to an adjacent chair and gave it a firm pat on the head. ‘Chadu, you’re going with him,’ he instructed.

	‘You said I didn’t need a chaperone now I had started at Viotar,’ said Zenis.

	‘I don’t recall ever saying such a thing. Anway, you and Chadu should take Darcy to the market.’

	Chadu ignored them in favour of burying her face in her hands. Her stomach fluttered at the thought of bringing Darcy into the centre of Valissian life. What if she disappeared under the cover of a thousand civilians? What if another person from her homeland arrived to retrieve her?

	‘Are you sure we should introduce her to the public so soon?’ she said. ‘She may not be a threat, but we don’t know if she’s the first or the last person to fall out of the sky. It could be a matter of national security.’

	‘Trust me, she’s fine,’ said Zenis. ‘My ears are still ringing from all her yelling. Seriously. We were all there, trying to explain where she was, and she accused us all of wearing foolish costumes! If anyone’s the fool, it’s her.’

	Saron raised a hand to the side of his head, as if physically blocking out his presence. ‘I understand your apprehension, Chadu,’ he said, ‘but if Her Majesty wants her to know of us and our ways, it’s what Her Majesty shall get.’ With the dismissive tone in his voice, Chadu wasn’t sure that he had understood at all.

	Zenis let out a deliberate yawn. ‘Chadu, you should save your politics for the council.’

	She bristled at the mention of the council but didn’t trust herself to reply with anything less than scathing sarcasm.

	Fortunately, Saron had no such reservations. ‘Don’t be a prat, Zenis,’ he said. ‘There’s no way they would listen to a servant.’

	‘Our sister does,’ Zenis countered.

	‘She’s the only one in that group with any sense.’ Saron cleared his throat and straightened, the princely mask returning as he smoothed out his robes. ‘I will liaise with the Queen regarding the outcome of our discussion. In the meantime, we shall wait until tomorrow before going any further. Thank you for your time, Chadu. You may go.’

	As she moved out of her seat and diligently pushed it back under the table, Zenis nudged it back out again with his foot.

	‘Why can’t we go today?’ he said. ‘It’s still early afternoon.’

	‘You are scheduled for archery practice,’ Saron said, unfazed by the objection.

	‘What? I thought that was next week!’ His chair fell with a bang as he bolted out of the room.

	Chadu waited for him to disappear down the corridor before turning back to Saron.

	‘Can I ask you something?’

	‘Go on,’ he said whilst stroking the messenger eagle’s neck.

	‘Apart from falling out of the sky. Did Darcy say where she was actually from?’

	‘Yes, but it’s nonsense. No one’s ever heard of Australia.’

	 

	 


Chapter Two

	Darcy

	She woke from a fitful sleep and stared at the low ceiling of her modest room. ‘Oh God, I’d hoped it was a dream,’ she said, throwing an arm over her eyes to block out the light. Thinking back to one of her favourite movies, she whispered to herself, ‘You’re not in Kansas anymore, Darcy.’

	What on earth was she going to do? Only what on earth might not be right. This was a place out of a fantasy. Princes, horses, queens. She’d met royalty! She’d tried to tell them that all she wanted to do was go home, but they seemed not to listen. They told her they’d keep her safe until they could think of something to do, but for now, she’d have to fit in. 

	‘It’s an opportunity to learn,’ Queen Malika had said. ‘You can learn of us and we shall learn of you. An exchange of ideas and cultures.’ 

	Darcy sighed and rolled onto her side, facing the wall. At least the bed was comfortable. 

	Darcy sat up in bed at the sound of a soft knock on her room’s door. 

	‘Eh, come in?’

	A young woman entered. Not that Chadu, who had brought her here yesterday. This girl was much younger. 

	‘From Her Majesty,’ she said, and laid out some clothes on the foot of the bed. Darcy recoiled at the sight of silk ribbons curled atop of the pleated skirt. She eyed the neat bows tied at the servant’s waist. Was she really expected to tie them like that?

	‘Your presence is requested,’ the young woman continued. ‘Please get dressed. Prince Zenis shall meet you in the dormitory hall.’ With that, she retreated from the room.

	Darcy contemplated rolling over and going back to sleep. But really… she had spent her whole life living at a distance from royalty, both fictional and those in other countries. Now she had the attention of the Queen of Valis herself. In a whole new world. She swung her legs out of bed and ran her hands through her hair. ‘Okay. Let’s see what the day brings. And let’s not admit to any of this being your own damned fault.’

	***

	Morning sunlight filtered into the dormitory, feeble against the torrent of students blocking its rays from filling the entry hall. Raucous chatter aroused even the bleariest from the dregs of slumber. Adolescents in flowing robes and with messy bed hair clambered over each other, all eager for a glimpse of the spectacle. Amidst the flood of people, plush sofas either fell victim to being trampled on or were shoved against walls so forcefully that the wooden panels groaned in complaint.

	In the centre of it all, Zenis cheerfully greeted the crowd as it surged towards him like the tide rushing ashore. What kind of world had she fallen into, where this was clearly the norm? This place, these people–even after a night alone to make sense of it all, the absurdity never faded.

	Darcy tugged on the waistband of her skirt. The ribbons she’d knotted in a panicked rush were still holding, but each glide of silken fabric against her legs reminded her of how she didn’t belong here. Her eyes drifted across the room, catching on the elaborate bows and effortless folds adorning all the other students. Compared to them, she was one wrong move away from her entire ensemble unravelling in front of everyone. Hiding in her room until someone came to fetch her was increasingly becoming an appealing idea.

	From the safety of her place at the top of the staircase, Darcy watched everyone squabble for Zenis’s attention. How was she expected to get past all these people without climbing over them? Didn’t they have places to go? She scoured the room for an exit route, only to find each crevice packed with people and discarded furniture. In her search, she spotted Chadu at the entrance, laughably tiny behind Zenis. She was waving for Darcy to come over.

	‘Darcy, what are you doing up there?’ Zenis called out, apparently having remembered the reason why he had come in the first place. He joined Chadu in her efforts to get Darcy downstairs with large, exaggerated gestures.

	Chadu whispered something in his ear, and he laughed. Before Darcy could begin to wonder what had been said, he yelled, ‘Move out the way!’ He exchanged a few words with her again before continuing. ‘Everybody, get out of the way, please and thank you.’

	Bewildered stares followed Darcy down the stairs. She gave them a sheepish smile, quietly thanking them as they backed away to forge a path.

	Almost at the door, Chadu stopped her with a light squeeze on her shoulder. ‘I’ll be back,’ she said, slipping out a plain envelope from her sleeve pocket. ‘Just need to deliver something. Make sure Zenis doesn’t wander off without you.’ Without another word, she disappeared back inside the student halls, leaving Darcy to wonder what that was all about.

	Meanwhile, the young prince paced outside, kicking a stray pebble into one of the well-manicured trees along the gravel road behind it.

	Darcy quickly explained Chadu’s absence.

	‘What does she need to do that’s so important? We’re already going to be late,’ he complained. ‘Should have just taken the horses.’

	‘Yeah, no thanks,’ said Darcy, far too quickly to have come off as casual.

	Zenis paused mid-step and rested his foot against a tree trunk. ‘Wow, you really don’t like horse riding.’

	‘Just not used to it. That’s all,’ she said. Never mind that her first time ever on horseback had involved cross-country travel.

	Racing thoughts and sweaty hands desperately grasping onto Asaya’s solid frame dominated her memories of the ride into Zabadeer, but a few others stood out.

	She recalled meeting her travel companions outside a dense forest at the foot of a mountain range, its tallest peak capped by a swirl of clouds. She’d shouted at them until her throat was sore; nothing anyone had said was making sense. Then they’d traversed over countless hills, suffering through hours of Zenis and his off-key singing. Saron had ridden ahead and ignored the group. Eventually, grasslands had hardened into cobblestone. They’d come to a bridge guarded by a long, serpentine creature, the coils of its golden body blocking their path. Zhanorr, or so Asaya called it, had lazily blinked its beady eyes at them before retreating into the river. The rhythmic clopping of their horses had accelerated as they journeyed up a colossal hill, accompanied by a rise of stone buildings and the glimpses of narrow lane ways. No amount of pinching had worked to wake Darcy up from this dream.

	If someone had told her of her current situation even a day ago, as she lay across her cousin’s sofa trying to pick a movie, she would have laughed in their face. There was no way any of this could have been real. 

	How wrong she would have been. 

	The palace remained an imposing figure of grandeur, its gilded gate wide open and enticing as it stretched across the expanse of Zabadeer’s crowning summit. Despite being separated by an enormous hillside garden, a stern-faced guard spotted her between a row of pencil shaped trees and zeroed in on her with his hawk-like gaze.

	A phantom of unease hovered behind her, its prickly breath ghosting over the back of her neck. She quickly averted her gaze, pretending to admire the building across the road.

	Nestled further down the hill was a building almost identical to the dormitory. Thick smoke curled up from a flat roof, rising into the sky like a slow-moving cloud. Darcy looked beyond the similar sandstone walls with their wrought-iron arches that embellished the long balcony stretching along the building’s façade. Her gaze settled on the garish banners, depicting a shower of cherry blossoms, that flapped gently in the breeze.

	‘What’s that building opposite us?’ Darcy asked. ‘It’s not on fire, is it?’

	Zenis squinted in the direction of her stare and scratched his head. ‘Some event, I guess,’ he said.

	A complaint about his vague response leapt to the tip of Darcy’s tongue when Chadu emerged. ‘Sorry for the wait,’ she said. ‘And, no, the building isn’t on fire,’ she added, catching the end of their conversation. ‘Someone must be holding a ceremony in the temple.’

	‘Wait,’ Zenis shouted, eyes widening in alarm. ‘It’s not one I’m supposed to be at, is it?’

	Chadu’s lips curved into a faint smile. ‘You’re fine.’

	A sheepish grin replaced his tight expression. ‘All right then,’ he said, his voice lighter with newfound reassurance, ‘Let’s get going.’

	The main road sloped gently down the hill. It forked in the centre and the scenic hillside path split off, a path which Darcy looked forward to seeing again. Maybe she could get closer to the giant sea snake on the bridge this time. However, her hopes were dashed when Zenis veered towards a sprawl of imposing estates dotted about prim gardens and lotus ponds.

	‘This isn’t the route we took yesterday,’ she said.

	Chadu made a noise of understanding. ‘I believe you came through Monarch’s Pass?’

	How was Darcy supposed to know? Paying attention to the names of things had been the last thing on her mind.

	Thankfully, Zenis chimed in with an explanation. ‘That road is only open to my family or members of the council. Zhanorr guards the bridge so no one else can cross it without being escorted. You got the royal welcome!’

	Darcy shrunk back at his enthusiasm for her special treatment. It wasn’t like she had done anything to deserve it. ‘How do regular people get in and out of the city then?’ she asked.

	‘Smaller bridges can be accessed at multiple points in the lower districts, but Monarch’s Pass is the only road that bypasses the entire city and brings you straight to the more affluent neighbourhoods.’

	An exclusive road for the rich and famous. Darcy supposed she should have enjoyed it while it lasted. Maybe they’d allow her to use it if they figured out how to send her home. If. Maybe they’d simply keep her here and let her fend for herself.

	Zenis interrupted her doubts with a loud, ‘Look here!’ He pointed to a nearby black and white building rising from its enclosure of stone walls capped with jade. ‘My friend Jani lives here. Not really one for original thoughts, but he likes the same things I do.’

	As he continued to ramble, Darcy seized the opportunity to take in the sights. A pair of stone dragons leered over an open gateway and three guards huddled in the meagre shade provided, their backs turned to the main road. Wooden floral motifs encircled windows gleaming in the sunlight, blinding the curious from getting even a glimpse of the interior.

	Up ahead, Chadu sped up. She interrupted Zenis’s spiel with a clap of her hands. ‘Nothing to see here,’ she said with a clipped tone. ‘We won’t reach the market before noon at this rate.’

	What was that about? Darcy wondered, but stayed quiet.

	‘I told you we should have taken the horses,’ Zenis called after Chadu, jogging to catch up.

	***

	Soon, the streets were as tight as they were full. As they neared the central district, they left behind the grandeur of the mansions and passed rows of townhouses. The roads branched out into narrowing lanes of tall buildings, each boasting a riot of colours. Unlike those in the perfect gardens scarce of people, residents here basked in the sun’s warm embrace, chattering away while birds whistled their greetings and fluttered between bustling cobbled streets. Shop fronts crowded together, their canopies decorated by a rainbow of clothes hanging from open windows. Shouts from various merchants blended together into one cacophonous sound as they each tried to pull business from the thronged streets.

	Further down, the lane Zenis and Chadu led her along opened up to an enormous circular plaza surrounded by more buildings, with a few other laneways leading into it. A stone tower protruded from the depths, an ornate sundial decorating its face. Multi-coloured tents and marquees crammed together; just like the people pushing past each other to squeeze between the stalls. Tantalising aromas of spices and the sweet scent of flowers filled the air, beckoning Darcy to delve deeper.

	‘We’re here,’ Chadu announced. ‘Merchants sell everything and anything you can think of. Prince Zenis likes to try and get as many free samples as he can, with or without the advantage of being royalty.’

	‘There’s this really nice lady who sells black radish noodles,’ he said. His eyes lit up and he flung out an arm to point to a stall behind him. ‘If you’re still hungry after that, there’s Danoso Desserts with their mango ice cream–which always sells out, even in winter. Or Ingis Emporium–I really like their steamed sesame buns. They’re not as good as Oleysa’s but they’re quite close…’ His voice trailed off, and was swallowed by the bustling crowd as something caught his attention. Darcy craned her neck to try and follow but soon, he slipped away from view.

	As her sights lingered on the commotion, she couldn’t help but marvel at the creativity and ingenuity at each of the stalls. Some merchants whistled loudly while others banged on pots and stomped their feet; anything to attract potential customers. One was even dressed like a sunflower, singing off-key while his partner, rather violently, threw confetti at people’s faces.

	The swirling chaos and rhythmic energy vibrating through the stalls had captured Darcy’s attention so well that she hadn’t noticed Chadu slip away until she reemerged beside her, holding a box of rice rolls that were coated in a thick red sauce and sprinkled with sesame seeds.

	‘Have you eaten yet?’ she asked.

	‘Um… no,’ said Darcy, her mouth watering as she eyed the food. Had it really been a whole day since her last meal? ‘I kind of forgot. You know, new world and all.’

	‘Try it.’ Chadu offered her a pair of wooden chopsticks. ‘This is called shonfon. My comfort snack.’

	The shonfon was surprisingly delicate as she brought it to her mouth. Salty and spicy flavours danced together, and a sweet fragrance emerged as the seeds broke apart. ‘I could eat this forever,’ she exclaimed between mouthfuls. A sudden memory of eating something similar sparked in her mind; images of crowded restaurants surrounded by chatty aunties and free-flowing tea flashed. A pang of homesickness churned in her stomach–what was she doing enjoying herself like this? She had to get home.

	Still, she didn’t allow herself to dwell on this feeling for long. The sun cast its relentless heat upon the plaza and the crowd swelled under the thick, fragrant air of spices and other aromas. Soon, the warmth became stifling, urging Darcy and Chadu to retreat to the shadows beneath the sundial tower.

	Settling on the bumpy ground, they pressed their backs against the refreshing chill of the stone and shared a sigh of relief.

	They watched people walk around with paper bags filled to the brim with purchased goods; the occasional fruit or toy falling out from the top. Musicians competed for attention with their giant percussive instruments, while children shrieked with laughter as they chased each other through the crowd.

	‘This is one of my favourite places in Zabadeer,’ said Chadu. ‘It reminds me that what I do in the palace, even as a servant, directly influences the lives of the people down here.’ She leaned over and lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘I also enjoy it here because I can rest while Prince Zenis wanders around causing trouble.’

	Darcy forced a smile, nodding along to Chadu’s words despite her mind whirring with all the jargon and foreign names. A surge of panic threatened to overwhelm her, to demolish the fragile gates of denial that maybe, this was all a well-constructed hallucination.

	A sharp crash cut off her thoughts. Before she could fully process the sound, she was already on her feet.

	The group of children that had been running about before, now hovered around a steaming puddle of broth. By their feet, a young boy wailed as he cradled a reddened arm. The shards of a clay pot lay scattered by his feet as bystanders formed a circle to peer over each other, their murmurs subdued.

	Darcy pushed her way through the crowd and scanned the scene for something she could use to help. Water. Ice. Anything.

	Her hands shook as she crouched beside the boy, scanning the crowd for someone who looked like they might know what to do. But no one moved. If anyone was going to step in, they would have done so already.

	In her search, her gaze landed on a barrel with an attached faucet sitting between the stall and the one next to them. Instinct propelled her body into action. She gently coaxed the boy to come with her and twisted open the tap. Reassurances bubbled out of her like the cool water bubbled from the tap. She sucked in a sympathetic breath at the sight of his forearm; pink and agitated. It was well on its way to becoming swollen.

	‘Hey there, buddy,’ she said, reaching out to smooth out his hair. She pushed down the urge to cringe as greasy black strands clumped together between her fingers and heat radiated from his head. The poor kid needed a nice cold bath after all this. And some tissues. Lots of them. ‘I need you to hold your arm under the water for a bit, okay? I know it hurts right now, but I’m here to help.’ She continued speaking with a tone she hoped sounded reassuring until his cries quietened to soft sniffles.

	Out the corner of her eye, the useless crowd had finally dispersed, leaving only Chadu to stand over them, along with the other children that the boy had been playing with.

	‘Hey,’ Darcy called out to her, ‘what’s something that you use around here that I can put on the burn?’ She didn’t suppose there was an ambulance or something they could call. Who knew how these things worked around here?

	Before Chadu could respond, a hunched woman with wispy grey hair approached. She spoke so softly it was almost impossible to hear her. ‘I am a nurse at the Ynuwa Clinic not too far from here. I can look after him while we get a runner to find his parents.’

	Darcy looked between the boy and the old woman. She frowned as she pondered whether she should go with him to ensure his safety.

	Chadu put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Madam Yakari Ynuwa is a renowned healer in these parts of Zabadeer. The boy will be fine in her care.’

	Darcy wiped her hands on her robes and shrugged. ‘Good enough. I’ll take your word for it.’ She stood and sent the boy a bright grin. ‘Off you go! Don’t go causing any more trouble, okay?’

	The nurse extended a hand to the boy and led him away.

	Once out of sight, Darcy slumped her shoulders. ‘Thank God for that,’ she said. She reached for the barrel to turn off the water, only, her hand swiped an empty space.

	In fact, the entire stall was unoccupied. And bland. The tent contained nothing but a pale wooden table and a chair; both so nondescript that they blended into the background the first time she swept her eyes over it.

	Before she could ponder any longer, the stall glimmered like it was phasing in and out of existence. It disappeared before her eyes and revealed another lane of vendors. Standing in the place of the stall was Zenis, shouting jubilantly, ‘I knew you could save the day!’ 

	Darcy beamed at his celebration, her expression freezing when she noticed a man beside him, looking rather out of place. He wore a light green travelling cloak, hiding his physique and the rest of his clothes. Striking blue eyes and curly golden hair told her he wasn’t from here, as it clashed with the tanned skin and black hair that the Valissians all shared. Hell, even she looked more Valissian than this guy did. What she found even stranger was that, while he looked to be in his early twenties, the gleam in his eyes and knowing smirk showed years beyond his appearance.

	Darcy’s skin crawled with the urge to punch something. Or him. That worked too. Nonetheless, she squared her shoulders and stayed put.

	‘Hello, Chadu,’ the man said. His gaze skipped over Darcy like she wasn’t even there. ‘Good to see you again.’

	Chadu narrowed her eyes to scrutinise him. ‘Have we met before?’

	‘I’m rather offended that you don’t recognise an old friend.’

	She took a step backwards, her shoulder knocking into Darcy’s. ‘Zerou. What are you doing here?’ she hissed. 

	‘What? This humble one is not allowed to enjoy the city’s bustle?’ he said, his smile never disappearing from his face, no matter how much she glared at him. ‘Prince Zenis is in need of a friend. Who else is going to satisfy his boyish curiosity?’

	‘He already has two older siblings, and an entire kingdom that loves him.’

	‘Everybody knows that the Queen and the Crown Prince are both too busy for their little brother. Did you not see how happy he was today? With me around.’ He puffed out his chest before continuing, ’You won’t need to follow him like a nursemaid.’

	‘That’s even more reason for me to watch over him,’ Chadu insisted.

	A sudden realisation dawned upon Darcy as she observed the heated exchange. ‘Hang on,’ she said, ‘what did Zenis mean by, “I knew you could save the day”? He met me yesterday; that’s hardly enough time to know anyone.’

	‘Miss Darcy, you’ll find that I like to know everything about everyone,’ said Zerou, finally looking at her. ‘Queen Malika is looking for a reason for you to stay, and I happened to be in the mood for a little show. I simply gave you a little push.’

	Did he mean that the whole thing was planned? ‘That’s messed up,’ she said, clasping a hand over her mouth.

	Zenis bounced from one foot to another. ‘I was telling Zerou about how we needed to know what skills you have, so he used his magic to set this all up.’

	‘Except for the fact that a kid got hurt! What sort of idiot prince are you? I don’t care what magic powers you people have, you have no right to harm a kid for whatever experiment you had in mind.’

	Amusement twinkled in Zerou’s eyes. ‘Your concern is sweet, but believe me, the boy will be fine.’

	Her hand itched to smack the cryptic smile off his face.

	‘Tomorrow, his mother will meet a rich nobleman. And they’ll never have to work a day in their boring little lives. Our sweet child deserves it after the monumental role he played today in Valissian history,’ he said. With a flourish of his cloak, he disappeared.

	Darcy’s fists clenched the air in front of her. ‘What kind of pompous arsehole… who died and made him the king of everything?’

	‘Believe it or not, Zerou is the current incarnation of our God of Life,’ Chadu explained. ‘He’s the type who relishes in chaos, probably from being bored of his immortality.’

	Darcy thought back to the temple and its overbearing banners. ‘That was a god?’

	As the commotion settled and Zenis bounced away, her mind whirled with disbelief. Magic, gods, and a world far beyond anything she had known outside of movies and children’s books.

	A sense of isolation plagued her mind. How was she going to survive such a place? What if she never saw home again? She was placing an awful amount of trust in all these strangers. Any of them could go against their word.

	 


Chapter Three

	Saron

	Saron paced around Malika’s office, running his fingers over remarkably dust-free bookcases. A discarded copy of Zabadeer Daily lay near stacks of silk-bound tomes, its loose pages curled protectively over the morning headlines. Swiping it off the shelf, he smoothed out the parchment and scanned over scores of dense writing packed into mind-numbingly cramped boxes.

	‘You won’t find anything in there that you don’t already know,’ said Malika, her voice a soft warning against reporter exaggeration. Bathed in the quiet glow filtering under the skylight, she sat behind an opal-lined desk with her chin propped up in her hand. Her dress pooled over the dais like spilled wine. ‘I’d especially avoid looking at the gossip columns today.’

	The newspaper crinkled under Saron’s balled fists. He tossed it back onto the shelf, sparing barely a glance when it teetered off the edge. ‘Haven’t they anything else to obsess over? A new person arrives and suddenly everyone thinks I am betrothed again.’

	‘Perhaps that wouldn’t be such a bad thing.’ She winked at him. ‘I don’t mean Darcy, necessarily,’ she added hastily. ‘I know where your preferences lie.’

	Saron huffed. ‘You’d be the only one to remember, it seems. Half the council seems to think they’ve found the perfect match for me,’ he groused. Unfortunately for them, Valis wasn’t gaining another prince or princess anytime soon. Not through him, at least.

	The blessed sounds of a door slamming open ended the conversation as sharply as Zenis’s voice. ‘If I’m here to listen to a lecture about risking the child’s safety and how I am an idiot, Darcy already said all that.’ He dropped onto a cushion and flopped forward onto the table.

	‘I’m pleased she did,’ Malika said. ‘However, I didn’t invite you here to scold you for what happened at the marketplace.’

	Upon hearing that, Zenis shot up into a seated position, yelping as his knee thudded against the wood. ‘Is this about my lessons?’ he asked with a grimace. ‘I’ve been going. Only if they’re interesting… but I still go.’

	‘Zenis, the future is uncertain, and anyone may take away your status as a prince, but they cannot take away your education,’ Malika reminded him. She reached over to straighten the silver-lined comb resting atop his hair. ‘You should enjoy yourself with your friends while you can,’ she continued. A sly smile played at the edge of her lips. ‘Besides, once you’re of age, it won’t be long until council reports begin piling up on your desk.’

	Zenis buried his face in his hands. ‘Please, anything but the reports.’

	‘If it helps, they make great kindling for a fire,’ Saron added.

	‘You love those reports,’ Malika teased.

	Saron snorted. ‘Can’t think of anything better.’

	‘Speaking of coming of age,’ Zenis said, changing the subject. ‘I want a baby dragon.’

	‘You want a dragon…’ Saron echoed.

	‘Yeah, why not? You’ve got Azhu.’

	‘Azhu is a peafowl-horse.’

	‘Let him explain himself before we shoot him down,’ Malika said, her tone calm but firm.

	‘He can’t even keep a succulent alive,’ Saron argued. He pointed a finger at Zenis. ‘Don’t think I’ve forgotten about that time you trampled on my briars because no one would take you out flying.’

	‘Enough,’ Malika commanded. ‘He apologised for that no less than eight times.’

	Zenis straightened. ‘Does that mean I can have the dragon?’

	‘No.’

	‘Please?’

	She pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘If you attend your lessons and do well in them, then perhaps I will reconsider,’ she conceded.

	Like a tightly wound spring releasing its tension, Zenis leapt up with a shout of delight. He bounced back far too quickly for it to be normal. ‘I will never forget this kindness,’ he cheered, bounding out of the room.

	Saron stared after him in a dazed trance and watched the door swing closed.

	‘I wasn’t done yet,’ Malika said belatedly, running a hand through her hair. She clicked her tongue as a few strands tangled in the filigree of her rings. ‘There was a point to this meeting.’

	‘Perhaps we should have left the berating until the end,’ he suggested.

	One of the bookshelves shifted and opened to reveal Chadu slipping out from behind. ‘Sorry for being late,’ she said, giving a shallow bow. Her gaze swept over the room. ‘Wasn’t Zenis just here?’ she asked. ‘I thought I heard him a moment ago.’

	With a knowing smile, Malika replied, ‘He just left. You didn’t miss much, only that I now have to source a baby dragon for him.’

	For the sake of their kingdom, Saron hoped she wasn’t serious about it.

	Malika moved aside a stack of parchment. ‘I’m glad you could make it, Chadu,’ she said. ‘Please, have a seat.’

	‘I work to serve Your Majesty. Of course I come when you call.’

	‘Yes, but I called you over as a friend.’ Malika didn’t lose her smile as she leaned over the desk and lowered her voice. ‘How are things with our guest? I heard that she was involved in quite a ruckus at the marketplace.’

	After a moment’s hesitation, Chadu shared the details of the incident.

	Malika nodded along, occasionally humming in interest. Between her attentive gaze and encouraging smile, it was like she was hearing a story for the first time.

	With Chadu there, Saron didn’t see the need for his involvement. Her recount alone would be more valuable than anything he could provide. He silently retreated from the desk, choosing instead to lean against the bookcase. His arm brushed against a bronze urn; eight golden dragons with four legs, their claws glinting in the light, descended the sides. From reptilian heads, thin, silk-like barbels reached towards the heavens, and each loosely held a pearl between sharp fangs. At the base, matching toads sat with gaping mouths, eternally posed for the pearls to drop.

	A soft ringing came from the urn; sharp peals of a bell reverberating from within. Surely he didn’t bump into it that hard. Scratching his head, he bent down to examine the source.

	‘Get down!’ Malika’s sharp cry interrupted his movements.

	The ground jolted awake. Books rattled and skittered along the shelves. Loose scrolls rained down from above giving soft thuds as they bounced off the floorboards. An ink pot toppled over, the porcelain clinking as it hit the ground. A bitter, metallic scent wafted through the air.

	Malika was on her knees, scrambling to crawl beneath her desk.

	Saron darted over to nudge Chadu forward, pushing on the back of her head. There was barely any room under the desk now. He widened his stance and gripped onto the tabletop. At least the palace’s cleverest minds were protected.

	After several heartbeats, the tremors subsided. Saron relaxed and loosened his grip on the desk, stepping back to allow Chadu and Malika to retake their seats.

	Searching her desk, Malika plucked a blank scroll spared from the spilt ink and dipped a bejewelled calligraphy brush into a nearby puddle.

	‘Are you really going back to work?’ Saron asked.

	‘I’m making a note to ask Healer Dantis about taking in another beginner student this term,’ she explained, not looking at him. ‘Zenis would be sharing some classes with her so he can report to me on how she goes, but based on
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