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Yvonne,
this is your story.
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The Four Rules of the Sacrifice

The Sacrifice must be twenty-one years of age.
The Sacrifice must work three great acts of magic.
The Sacrifice must be willing.
The Sacrifice must not be mourned.
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Seven days until the Sacrifice

The fish on Mistress Rhima’s desk swam in circles, round and round in a sickening
motion that never ended. Naheli could have sworn it was observing her. Perhaps it felt a
kind of kinship; like her, it was trapped in glass, looking with longing at the world
beyond.

Naheli stood with her spine straight and her hands behind her back, waiting for her
mentor’s attention. The sun poured through the glass walls and floors of the Spire, but
despite the trail of perspiration running down her temple, Naheli shivered. She locked
her gaze on the fish. If her eyes strayed, so would her thoughts, and Rhima would sense
them. 

At last Rhima set down the crystal she had been studying. Naheli strained to hear the
clink when it touched the glass surface of the desk, but the stuffiness of the room
swallowed the sound. 

‘Lady Sacrifice,’ Rhima said and held out her hands, exposing the mark of the
priesthood in one palm, ‘I greet you.’ 

The voice of Rhima’s mind touched Naheli like a whisper. In her years of serving the
Goddess, Rhima had mastered the art of shaping her thoughts until only the nearest
empaths could sense them. 

‘Mistress Rhima.’ Naheli held up her hands as well and felt the warmth of Rhima’s as
they passed hers without touching. ‘I greet you.’ 

Rhima nodded. ‘You may sit.’ 
Naheli pulled her chair over the glass floor without a sound. In its bowl on the desk,

the fish continued to swim its circles without a voice, without music, without laughter,
like all the empaths of the Spire. Naheli dared not meet her mentor’s eyes. 

‘You seem anxious, Naheli,’ Rhima said after a pause. ‘What is on your mind?’
‘The Sacrifice and the Goddess, Mistress Rhima.’
‘As they should be. But something troubles you.’
‘I sleep badly,’ Naheli said. It was the best she could do; she could not lie the way the

non-empaths did. ‘My thoughts keep me awake at night.’
‘Thoughts of the Sacrifice?’
‘Of course.’
Mistress Rhima remained silent and Naheli stared at the fish, wishing it would turn

to glass under her gaze. She was afraid of the silence. The Spire was always silent, and in
that void her thoughts wandered to colour, to music. To the dusty table where she had
sat and had tea from a chipped blue cup. To Thilkhan. 

‘Naheli, look at me.’ This time Rhima’s thoughts carried a trace of compassion, and
Naheli looked up into her mentor’s eyes. Their brown was the only spot of colour that
Rhima’s white robes and veils could not conceal, the only hint at her family’s non-
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Rhima’s white robes and veils could not conceal, the only hint at her family’s non-
empath heritage. 

Naheli gathered her courage. ‘Mistress Rhima, may I speak freely?’ 
‘What is it, child?’ 
‘I have been... longing.’ The thought came out stained with forbidden emotion.

Naheli glanced at the glass wall, down on the non-empath world beneath the Spire.
From so far above, the people down in the streets looked like ants, scurrying about while
they fed, gathered, and built, while they laughed and spoke and sang and danced. None
of their songs would ever reach the Spire. ‘It is so hard,’ Naheli went on. ‘The harder I
try, the more I long. The colours...’ She checked her thoughts and raised the Wall. From
where she sat, she could almost make out the roof of Thilkhan’s house, and she must not
think of that. 

‘My little one.’ Rhima’s thought was like a sigh in Naheli’s mind. ‘You must not think
of colours.’ 

‘But I cannot help what I dream of and long for. Is it not the Goddess who sends me
such dreams?’ 

‘It may well be,’ Rhima said, ‘but if such is the case, she sends them for you to grow
stronger in the face of temptation and to make your Sacrifice a greater one.’ 

Naheli tore her gaze from the colours and fixed it once more on the fat, white fish
swimming its rounds. ‘I wish I could die today,’ she whispered. ‘It gets harder the longer
I wait.’

‘I know, child. But the Goddess tests you in your final days. You must be strong.’
‘Yes.’ Naheli ran a fingertip over the smooth glass edge of the desk. ‘I dreamt of the

second act of magic. I looked to the ocean and lifted the whole island from the waves,
and it floated across the sea towards the mainland.’ 

When Rhima did not reply, Naheli looked up and saw her mentor’s brows drawn
together in a frown. 

‘It is best, perhaps, if you keep such dreams to yourself.’
‘Yes, Mistress Rhima. I know.’
‘If you would like me to, I will speak to the alchemists and ask some relief for you.’
Defiance stirred behind the Wall in her mind and Naheli quickly quenched it. ‘Thank

you. But I believe the Goddess wants me to endure.’
‘Very good.’ Rhima rested her white hands on the desk between them. On one of her

bony fingers glittered a heavy ring made of glass. ‘Now, we should continue your
training, but there is another matter I must address first. The Elders convened this
morning to discuss your second act. The Lady Oracle was present and expressed
concern about your—how to put it—focus. She believes you require additional help to
concentrate on your preparations for the Sacrifice.’ 

‘But my mind is on the Sacrifice all the time.’
‘Yet your eyes stray to colour and your thoughts to sensation.’ The voice of Rhima’s

mind grew gentler. ‘The Oracle thinks it for the best. You are to stay inside the
priesthood chambers and focus on seeking the guidance of the Goddess. I will be with
you, of course.’

Naheli started. ‘Not only inside the priesthood chambers?’
‘You may visit the square, of course, to pray at the altar.’
‘But the harbour? The beach? The—’
‘No. Inside.’
‘The cliffs? I must be allowed to see the ocean!’
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‘You may watch it from inside the Spire or from the square.’
‘Not even the path to the shore?’
‘I am sorry.’
Naheli felt a tightening in her throat. It made her ache, but she had forgotten how to

find relief. ‘I have tried so hard.’
‘I know.’ Rhima reached out a hand, but the gesture fell short before it reached

Naheli’s face. ‘It is only seven days now. Be strong.’
Naheli dropped her gaze to the fish. Round and round it went. Trapped in glass.

Longing. ‘Did you agree to this? 
Her mentor hesitated, then said, ‘It was not so much about my agreement, as I am

sure you understand.’
‘But I have so little time left.’
‘Nevertheless. It is decided.’
‘Could you not—?’
‘Lady Sacrifice. The decision is final.’
Naheli became aware of her clenched hands. She looked at the glass wall, which was

burning with sunlight. The thick air threatened to choke her. She thought of the colours
out there and gave her mentor the only acceptable answer. ‘Of course, Mistress Rhima. I
understand.’ 

After a long pause, Rhima said quietly, ‘I convinced the Elders to give you until
tomorrow to make your preparations. If you have goodbyes to make, you ought to make
them tonight.’

‘I will,’ Naheli said. ‘Thank you.’ 
They went to work through the teachings of the Goddess, and Naheli thought of the

goodbyes she would make tonight, the blessings she would receive, everyone’s pride.
She allowed some of those thoughts to slip through to her mentor. But she raised the
Wall higher around the one goodbye that really mattered. 

The one that would mean death if Mistress Rhima found out.

The realm of the non-empaths lay outside the Spire beyond a mossy set of stone
steps that were as rough as the people who had hewn them. Inside the Spire the
empaths spoke of those people only in whispers, ashamed of the outcasts who shared
their island. While Naheli made her way down that staircase, shrouded by the night and
with the wind in her hair, she wondered if not her own people were the ones confined,
and the non-empaths free in their exile.

She kept her head low and glanced back over her shoulder. Even in the dark of night,
the glass and the mirrors of the Spire angled starlight through all the levels and lit up
the towers. The silhouettes of the empaths moved like ghosts through the corridors, but
no one seemed to be following her.

Naheli pulled her white robe tighter and cursed when the hem caught in the brush
overgrowing the stairs. She hastened on into the shadows swallowing her like a living
creature at the bottom of the steps. From here she had to feel her way forwards with
hands and feet unused to the brush and the cobblestone streets. The rapid beating of her
heart mingled with the roar of the ocean that rose in the distance as if to greet her.

Thilkhan’s shop was the third house on the main road. Golden candlelight spilled out
through the cracks in the shutters. Naheli lingered for a moment, caressed the wood,
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through the cracks in the shutters. Naheli lingered for a moment, caressed the wood,
and listened to the sound her fingers made on the rough surface. She knew that
Thilkhan always kept his door unlocked. When she pushed it open, a set of little bells
above rained down a shower of silvery sound on her. She peered into the room, waiting
for her eyes to adjust to the half-light.

“Well, if it isn’t the Lady Sacrifice!” Thilkhan rose from the table, which was littered
with feather quills and inks, and came to greet her with a smile. “Haven’t seen you in
ages. You grow whiter all the time.”

Naheli had not heard spoken words for some time, and it called for an effort to
answer him. “I could say the same to you,” she said, also smiling, “just you grow dusty
instead of white.”

Thilkhan opened his arms for her. “A hug for an old friend?”
“You are not that old,” Naheli said and allowed him to embrace her. He always

smelled of dust, of inks and of parchments and of the old books that lay scattered all
over his shop. The cloth of his shirt was rough against her skin, so different from the
smooth robes of the empaths. Naheli listened to his heartbeat for a moment before
Thilkhan pushed her away far enough to look at her with his brows drawn together.

“You’ve been gone long, Nel. And grown thin, too. What are they doing to you up in
that Spire, really? Should I have a serious talk with Mistress Rhima, you think?”

“I wish you could. She wouldn’t understand you, though.”
“Oh, right.” Thilkhan grinned and pulled out a chair for her. “Empath minds are too

simple to understand the glory of speech.”
Naheli sat down with him at the table. It hardly fit between the wall and the counter

where Thilkhan sold his books and quills, and one of the legs was cracked so that the
table wobbled whenever she supported her weight on it, but she loved the rustle of the
splintered wood under her fingers and the glitter of dust that rose from its surface and
dispersed in the candlelight.

“I understand you,” she said and met Thilkhan’s eyes. They were a green so intense
that it seemed unusual even here — let alone in the Spire.

“Well, you’re special. Lady Sacrifice and all that, protector of the island, saviour of
our poor lost souls.” He made a dramatic bow on his chair, but then he grew serious.
“Honestly. Where’ve you been all this time?”

“I couldn’t get away,” Naheli said. “They watch me all the time.” She ran her hand
over the window pane, and her fingers left a trail in the dust. “I haven’t got long to go
now.” 

“Any progress on that second act? We didn’t notice anything down here.” Thilkhan
stood up again and before she quite knew how it happened, he had put a cup of tea into
her hands. He always had tea at the ready although she had never seen him making it. It
was one of the non-empaths’ great mysteries, perhaps one that a pure empath like
Naheli could never understand.

“I’ve been trying,” she said into her cup—it was the chipped blue one—and closed her
eyes while the steam rose up and left a thin layer of moisture on her cheeks. “Mistress
Rhima has been trying, too. But I can’t seem to force it.”

“Of course you can’t.” Thilkhan sat down again and looked at her over the rim of his
own cup. “That’s not the way to go about it, is it? What happened to having some faith
and all that?”

“I suppose so.” Naheli relaxed a little. Although he was a non-empath, Thilkhan
always eased her fears about the Sacrifice. “I’ll do better.”
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“You’ll find that second act, don’t you worry. Just stay away from my shop when you
do it, right? It’s messy enough as it is.”

Naheli smiled. “How is Eggie, then?”
Thilkhan shone up. “Oh, she’s grown since you last saw her. Wait, let me get her for

you.”
He disappeared in the shadows between the far shelves, and Naheli looked after him.

Sitting here like this, in warm candlelight and with a blue teacup in her hands, the
weight of the Sacrifice lifted off her shoulders and she could breathe freely. But she must
not let down her guard too much. She had come to say goodbye, and the more she
relaxed her grip on her mind, the more it would hurt.

Thilkhan returned with a wooden box filled with sand and twigs. Inside it lay a
green-speckled egg, so small that it could have fit in the hollow of Naheli’s palm. 

“She doesn’t really look bigger,” she said. She knew that among the non-empaths it
might have been proper to lie, but she could not bring herself to commit such a violation
of her people’s tenets. “Can I touch her?”

“Of course you can. She likes you.”
Naheli stroked the surface of the egg with one fingertip. It was so different from the

smooth glass surfaces of the Spire. “She is a lot prettier than Mistress Rhima’s horrible
fish. Will she... come out, you think?”

“The word is ‘hatch’,” Thilkhan said. “And I’m the only one who thinks so, but yes,
she’ll hatch, I’ve no doubt.” He turned his teacup in his hands, and his eyes lingered on
the egg before he looked up at her again. “How are they treating you, Nel?”

Naheli checked her thoughts before she remembered that Thilkhan could not sense
them. “You don’t doubt that they would treat the Lady Sacrifice well, do you?” 

Thilkhan shrugged. “Rumour has it there’s torture going on in there.”
“Don’t be silly.”
“Am I?”
Thilkhan put a hand over hers, and Naheli realised that her knuckles had whitened

from clenching around her teacup. Thilkhan’s hand was darker than hers; he never
needed to veil it.

“I know I shouldn’t come here,” she said in a whisper that stuck between her lips. “I
know there’s little time to go, and I’m putting you in danger, but... they are going to keep
me locked in. I won’t be allowed to leave.” She bit down on more words and raised the
Wall around her mind before she realised that that, too, was useless with Thilkhan. “I’ve
come to say goodbye.”

She had been afraid of Thilkhan’s reaction, but he only looked at her in silence, so
long that at last she lowered her head to escape the green of his eyes. 

“I’ve got something for you,” he said then. “Though I don’t know if it’s going to make
anything better. Do you want a look?”

Naheli nodded and followed him when he picked up a candle and led her into the
back of his shop. Here the tools of his trade lay scattered in a chaos only he understood:
inks and parchments, quills and books, all spread out on shelves as well as on the floor.
Naheli tip-toed around a heavily laden table and ran her fingers over the spines of books
as she passed, listening to the rustle of old paper that she never heard in the Spire.

Thilkhan paused beside that table, and the flickering light of the candle chased
shadows across his face. “It came with the ship a few days ago,” he said.

“The ship?” Naheli forgot all her questions when Thilkhan handed her an envelope.
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“The ship?” Naheli forgot all her questions when Thilkhan handed her an envelope.
It was the lightest shade of blue, like the sky in spring. In black ink, glistening as if it had
only just dried, it had her name on it. The letters were crooked like a child’s.

Naheli felt Thilkhan’s eyes on her. “For me?”
He nodded. “Looks like empath writing, that.”
Naheli’s hand began to tremble and she hurried to open the envelope. She pulled out

a single sheet of paper; its dark-ink letters brought back memories she had thought she
would never have to face again. Not in a thousand years could she have mistaken
Leykhan’s handwriting: child-like and clumsy letters that refused to be forced into
shape. 

Something inside her battered against the Wall. She looked up at Thilkhan, who
nodded at the letter.

“Not going to read it?”
Naheli raised the Wall around her memories and sent a prayer to the Goddess. She

ran her fingers over the ink. It didn’t smear; it remained perfect in its glistening black,
unmarred by its travels.

Naheli, 
I hope you haven’t forgotten how to read in the years since I last saw you. I’ve

learnt to write better, as you can see, though I doubt my words will ever be pretty.
Except to you, of course. I hope you still appreciate them.

I’ve thought long and hard about whether to write to you, but in the end, I decided I
should. If it’s my last chance, I want to tell you what I never had the courage to tell
you. I long for you. I love you, even now when the ocean is between us.

I know this letter is going to cause you pain, and for that, I am sorry. But with the
Sacrifice at hand, perhaps you have come to your senses. It’s not too late to change
your mind.

Think about it, Naheli. For my sake, please think about it. You don’t have to do this.
I’m waiting for you. Please try to remember me.
Leykhan
It took Naheli a long time to read the letter. She had to spell it out word by word,

hindered both by Leykhan’s crooked handwriting and her own inability to read well.
When at last she looked up, Thilkhan was still watching her, his brows raised as if to
demand an explanation. 

She took a deep breath. “It’s from Leykhan.”
“I guessed as much.”
“It’s not possible,” Naheli said.
“Well, the letter is here.”
“But he’s—”
“Apparently not.”
Naheli shook her head. “It came with the ship, you said?”
“A few days ago.”
“I didn’t see a ship.”
“Then you didn’t pay attention, perhaps. Denying the truth isn’t going to make it go

away, Nel.”
“Why would they bring it to you, then?”
“They didn’t. They left it at the library, and Mariany passed it on to me. Thought I’d

be most likely to see you.”
“But it can’t be.”
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Thilkhan lowered his voice. “Aren’t you happy?”
Naheli listened inwards for her forbidden feelings. Was she happy? What was it like

to be happy?
Thilkhan observed her for a moment and then put his arms around her. Naheli

leaned against him, but she was tense all over. “The Forgotten don’t return,” she
whispered.

Thilkhan shrugged. “I’d say you have your proof right here.”
She longed to believe it. For one moment, Naheli gave herself to Thilkhan’s embrace

and to dreams of a future in which she would live and in which she would see Leykhan
again. A future of sand between her toes and the salt of the ocean in her hair, of a hand
holding hers.

Then she pulled away from Thilkhan. “I’ve got to go,” she said. “They will come
looking for me. I... I may not be able to see you again.”

“Naheli—”
But she shook her head. “Goodbye.” 
She turned and ran before Thilkhan could stop her, and by the time she heard him

follow her, she was already out the door and back on the cobblestone road. Here the
darkness shrouded her and she was glad for it, for against her will, her eyes strayed with
every clattering step to the sky-blue envelope that had her name on it in glistening black
ink.

From Leykhan, who had died five years ago.
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Six days until the Sacrifice

At dawn the next morning, the ocean lay like a mirror beneath the grey sky. From
where Naheli stood in a tower of the Spire, it looked as though she could walk straight
across the water and to the mainland — to Leykhan.

She had drawn her veil over her hair and wound a white shawl around her shoulders
despite the stuffy heat. Still she felt as though the letter, which she had hidden at her
chest, must shine like a flame through her robe and that everyone must be able to see it.

But when Mistress Rhima lifted her gaze and met Naheli’s eyes, her expression was
one of tiredness, not of suspicion. ‘I greet you, Lady Sacrifice.’

‘I greet you, Mistress Rhima.’
‘Sit, please.’
Naheli pulled the glass chair across the floor as she had done the day before and the

day before and hundreds of days in a succession of sameness in which nothing ever
changed. Even the fish looked at her with the same milky eyes, swam the same eternal
circle, and would probably continue to do so for long after she was dead. 

That, then, was the one thing that would change. She would die, and life in the Spire
would go on as though she had never existed. 

‘Have you slept badly again?’ Mistress Rhima asked. 
Naheli raised the Wall and answered, ‘I find myself unsettled thinking of the

ceremony. I suppose it is to be expected.’
‘Of course. What can I do to ease your mind?’
When Naheli had been a child and had wept during the trainings designed to make

her mind stronger and her Sacrifice greater, Mistress Rhima had sometimes taken her
into her arms and hummed a tune to soothe her to sleep. Such tunes were forbidden in
the Spire, of course; music belonged to the non-empaths, who dabbled in words and
other barbaric traditions. Naheli had learned that lesson when the Elders had tied her
down and greyed out the memory of that music in her mind. She had learned, too, that
it was wise to keep her silence about the things she was supposed to forget and yet
remembered.

But now, with the sky-blue envelope at her chest and Thilkhan’s words still rough
and fresh in her mind, Naheli lowered the voice of her thoughts to a whisper and said,
‘Mistress Rhima, may I ask you a question?’

‘You just did. Be precise in how you phrase your thoughts, child.’
‘It is a matter of secrecy,’ Naheli said. She sent the thought as quietly as she could

and hoped that it would not travel beyond the confines of the room. ‘I am not supposed
to speak of it.’

Years in the priesthood had shaped Rhima’s face into a mask without emotion, and
yet a small part of her non-empath heritage resisted such oppression. A frown appeared
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yet a small part of her non-empath heritage resisted such oppression. A frown appeared
on her forehead. ‘Keep your thoughts silent, then. What is it?’

‘It is about my memories.’
‘What memories?’
Naheli dropped her gaze to the fish bowl where the white monster swam around and

around. ‘Mistress Rhima, what happens to the Forgotten?’
‘What a question. How do the Forgotten concern you now?’
‘I think... I remember one of them.”
There was a brief silence before Rhima answered, ‘That is not possible.’
With one fingertip, Naheli drew invisible patterns onto the glass surface of the desk.

The faint trail of her body’s heat faded after a heartbeat. Very quietly, she said, ‘His
name was Leykhan.’

Rhima took a sharp breath and hurried to Naheli’s side where she knelt down.
‘Naheli, child. When did this memory come back to you?’

Naheli forced herself to meet Rhima’s eyes. ‘I never lost it.’
‘But this was years ago.’
That tightening in her throat again. ‘The colours are not as clear as they used to be,’

she whispered into Rhima’s mind and glanced at the door. ‘I think I remembered
sounds in the past, before the Elders worked with me. Laughter. It is gone now, but I
remember him. I am sure of it.’

Rhima’s face had turned entirely white. ‘Have you spoken to anyone of this?’
Naheli shook her head. ‘Only to you.’
‘Good.’ Rhima’s features twisted through a series of emotions quite inappropriate for

an empath priestess. ‘Naheli, listen to me now.’ Naheli winced when Rhima took her
hands. ‘It is essential that you keep this to yourself. You must not speak of it. You must
not think of it, not where anyone might overhear you. Do you understand me?’

Naheli swallowed, but nodded. 
Rhima turned one of Naheli’s hands and exposed her palm. ‘Six days to go. Any day

now, you will bear the mark of the Sacrifice in your hand, and you need to be ready.
These memories... they will hinder you. You must forget them.’ 

‘But how? And why? If the Elders could not make me forget, is it not the will of the
Goddess that I remember?’

Rhima grimaced. ‘It is a possibility, I suppose. But you must not give yourself to the
feelings attached to these memories.’ She ran her fingers over Naheli’s palm. ‘Because
you do feel, do you not? I see it in your eyes.’ 

Naheli dropped her gaze. ‘What happens to the Forgotten?’
‘You know that, Naheli.’
She did, of course. Yet inside her robe, a sky-blue envelope with her name on it

burned her skin. ‘Could there not have been a mistake?’
Rhima shook her head. ‘It is the fourth rule of the Sacrifice.’
‘I know.’
‘Say it.’
In a whisper, Naheli said, ‘The Sacrifice must not be mourned.’
‘And that means?’
‘That the Sacrifice must not be loved.’
‘And that leaves no room for mistakes.’
‘Yes, Mistress Rhima.’
Silence fell. Naheli tried to push her feelings back behind the Wall where Rhima
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Silence fell. Naheli tried to push her feelings back behind the Wall where Rhima
could not sense them and where they could not plague her. In six days, she would follow
the priests down to the shore wearing the robe of the Sacrifice, and the ocean would take
her. In six days, she would no longer have to fight her memories.

In six days, it would all be over.
‘I am afraid,’ she said, ‘that I will not be worthy of the Goddess.’
Another silence. Then Rhima stood up and put her arms around her, and Naheli hid

her face against Rhima’s chest.
‘You will be perfect,’ Rhima said. ‘Of course you will be. I will be at your side, and we

will find the second act of magic and make you a Sacrifice worthy of the Goddess. You
must have faith.’

Faith, Naheli thought. She had faith. It was control over her feelings she lacked. ‘I
need help,’ she said and felt Rhima’s nod against her hair. 

‘I will help you. We will make you perfect. That is what you want, is it not?’
‘Yes,’ Naheli whispered, and looked down on the ocean whose waves had carried

Leykhan’s letter to her.

The square was crawling with empaths. Naheli felt their thoughts ripple through her
mind, but no one came close. Of course, the Lady Sacrifice was not to be disturbed when
she meditated at the altar of the Goddess — no more than a block of glass, really. But
Naheli knew the real reason that they kept their distance; they were afraid of the tree.

The weeping willow rose before her at the very edge of the square, and through its
glass branches flared all the colours of the rainbow. Naheli had only vague memories of
creating it. She remembered her mother’s hand holding her very hard—Mummy, you’re
hurting me—and the sunlight blazing off the marble. Then a tremor beneath her feet, a
shriek, perhaps her mother’s, and the ground of the square cracked open. The tree shot
from the marble up towards the sky, spread its glass branches across the empath world,
and the sun’s rays scattered into blues and greens and oranges and rainbows.

Naheli had been declared the Lady Sacrifice that same day, although she had been
too young to understand what it meant.

Now she stood here alone with the coloured branches falling all around her, and
surely the Goddess lived here, in these colours, rather than in the empty block of glass
beside it.

‘I need your help,’ Naheli told the tree in a whispered thought. ‘I have faltered on my
path. I cannot find the second act of magic.’ The glass was cool beneath her fingers.
Naheli sometimes thought that the presence of the Goddess ought to be fiery, full of life,
but the tree never warmed to her touch. ‘What if I fail? Would you reject me as your
Sacrifice even though I have tried to follow you for such a long time?’ She listened
inwards for the familiar stirring. The answer she received had no words, but it
comforted her.

‘Of course she would reject you,’ said another voice in her mind. ‘Why would you be
the exception to a tradition so ancient?’

Naheli turned around to face her mother. She raised the Wall before she answered, ‘I
am only asking her help with the missing two acts of magic. There is no fault in prayer,
is there?’

Her mother’s skin had rejected the sun easily and turned into a perfect, almost
translucent shade of white. Her eyes were the colour of the ocean and her face remained
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translucent shade of white. Her eyes were the colour of the ocean and her face remained
ever expressionless in a way that Naheli both hated and envied. Dressed in the light
robe of the priesthood, she was the embodiment of a perfect empath. 

Naheli raised her palms in greeting, and her mother approached her with that
smooth step that made her nearly float above the ground. 

‘There is never a fault in prayer, my daughter.’ Her palms passed over Naheli’s
without touching them. ‘But you must bear the responsibility yourself, and you must
certainly not blame the Goddess for your own shortcomings.’

Naheli turned away from her, back to the tree. ‘I want to bear the responsibility. I do,
but I have tried so hard to make the magic speak again, and there is nothing. I
sometimes think—’

‘Do not say it. Think it if you must, but never reveal it to anyone. What of your faith
in the Goddess? Do you not believe that she will lead you?’

Naheli looked up at the tree, at the rainbow of light falling through the glass prisms,
and some of her doubt faded. ‘I believe that. But I want to be worthy.’

‘You were worthy from birth. Whatever could make you unworthy would be your
own doing — such as harbouring inappropriate longings of the past.’

Naheli raised the Wall higher to make sure her thoughts revealed none of her
tension. ‘Mistress Rhima told you?’

‘She tells me everything,’ her mother said, but Naheli knew better. They would have
taken her to the torture chamber by now if Rhima had told anyone about Leykhan. That
she remembered him and longed for him, now that the Sacrifice was only days away. 

‘Mistress Rhima will help me,’ she said quietly. 
‘It may be too late for that,’ her mother said. 
Naheli turned around. ‘What does that mean?’
‘It means that the Elders believe Rhima may be unable to teach you properly. That

there may be someone else to lead you better.’
Naheli’s heart skipped a beat. ‘They would not take Mistress Rhima away from me.’
‘And what if? I would hope that you are not overly attached to her.’
‘She has been good to me.’
‘So has everyone else who has worked with you over the years.’
‘I am fond of Mistress Rhima. Have you never felt affection at all?’ Naheli dared not

use the word love. 
‘A long time ago,’ the priestess replied. ‘But that was before the Sacrifice.’
Before the first act of magic, Naheli thought and looked at the weeping willow the

colours of which flared in the sunlight. ‘Who did you feel it for?’ She had asked the
question once before and received a slap in the face in response. But she wanted to
bring a crack to that mask on her mother’s face. 

The priestess, however, did not even avert her eyes. ‘That, too, is in the past. You
have the future to focus on.’

‘But I do feel affection.’
‘That is your privilege. Just mind the fourth rule.’
‘The Sacrifice must not be mourned.’
‘And so you understand that none of us must love you, for love always leads to

mourning in the end.’
‘Yes. Of course.’
‘I might have loved you, had I been allowed to.’
‘Yes.’
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‘But I am proud of you, my daughter. I am proud of what you have become.’
Naheli dug her fingernails into her unmarked palms and turned her face away from

all the pride and all the hopes and all the expectations and all that she was supposed to
be and all that she had become. Behind the Wall, she whispered, ‘I want to be loved.’
But she could not tell her mother that.

After a silence, the priestess said, ‘This is our sacrifice, Naheli. Love all you must, but
do not try to corrupt the minds of those who care about you.’

Naheli put a hand over the hidden letter and said, ‘I do not understand.’
‘No. I suppose you don’t.’ Her mother sighed. ‘I want only what is best for you. This

path you are on is great and glorious, but it must also be earned. Trust the Goddess to
lead you to the acts of magic and the willingness you need, but stay away from love and
longing. You could be putting the Sacrifice at risk. Or do you believe that we could keep
from mourning your death if we loved you?’

‘No,’ Naheli whispered, shivering despite the sunlight. She wanted to ask her mother
to embrace her the way Mistress Rhima had, but when she met the blue eyes, they were
hard like glass. 

‘Work on your second act of magic,’ her mother said. ‘With so little time to go, the
Elders are likely to take to desperate measures, and Lord Dhamikhan’s name has been
spoken. You ought to be careful.’

She left Naheli standing under the weeping willow, frozen to the core in the glittering
sunlight and with red half-moons pressed into her palms by her fingernails.

Naheli looked out through the glass wall of the torture chamber. The evening
sunlight flooding through the many levels of the Spire created an illusion of blood on the
floor. The Elders would have chided her for calling this the torture chamber. They would
call it education, training, the good of the Sacrifice, but although she had not been here
for many years, Naheli remembered. 

She kept her eyes on the ocean, but as the sky grew darker, the glass she stared
through turned into a mirror and began to reflect the contours of the examination table
in the centre of the room. The longer she looked, the smaller her heart grew in her chest.

Far above the Spire, a seagull cried out. Naheli followed it with her eyes as it passed
over the vaulted ceiling of the chamber. This tower reached out from the rest of the
Spire so far that below her lay only the whispering ocean, and above her the first stars.
So close she only needed to touch them, to shatter the glass and fly up into that endless
sky, to let the clouds carry her away. 

She checked her thoughts when she heard steps on the glass staircase outside the
room. It was Mistress Rhima who unlocked the door. She still wore her white priestess
robe, but around her mouth lay the hard lines of fatigue, and her eyes were rimmed with
red. ‘Lady Sacrifice,’ she said and held out her hands, ‘I greet you.’

‘Mistress Rhima, is it true? Will you no longer be my mentor?’
‘Remember your manners, Naheli. They have reason and meaning.’
Naheli made a half-hearted gesture. ‘Mother said you spoke to the Elders.’
‘They spoke to me.’ Rhima’s gaze flickered across the room. ‘Let us sit.’ 
The examination table was one of the few things in the Spire not made of glass: The

mattress was hard leather, as were the straps attached to its sides. A glass table with two
chairs stood farther away by the wall, and despite the years since Naheli had been here
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chairs stood farther away by the wall, and despite the years since Naheli had been here
last, no dust had settled on its surface. Everything looked the same. Sitting opposite
Mistress Rhima, Naheli felt ten years old again. 

Rhima put her hands over Naheli’s. ‘I apologise for bringing you here of all places. It
won’t be like in the past.’

‘Then why did you send me here? I don’t want to be here.’
‘For two reasons. First, we can talk safely here.’
She said nothing more, but Naheli understood. Not even the Oracle knew, then. ‘And

the second reason?’
‘The Elders have given me until tonight to bring about the second act of magic.’
‘Tonight!’
‘Tonight. Lord Dhamikhan especially has expressed an interest in taking over my

work if I should fail.’
‘But... you have been good to me.’
‘The Elders argued that goodness has not led you to your second act of magic. Some

claim the Sacrifice must go through hardships to serve her Goddess better.’
It was always that. Hardships and serving and the Goddess. ‘But you don’t believe

that?’
‘I believe that we can still find your second act of magic,’ Rhima said. ‘If you let me

help you.’ 
Naheli tried to swallow; her mouth had gone dry. ‘I’m not doing it again.’
‘I am not asking you to.’
‘It didn’t work back then, either. I only lost a lot of memories, and I never—’
‘Naheli. It won’t be the same.’
‘Then what will it be like?’
Rhima glanced at the door; it was closed, the winding glass corridor empty. ‘I think,’

she said, ‘that we have been wrong to try to suppress your longings. Your first act of
magic was caused by longing, was it not?’

Naheli looked down on the marble square, but the falling night had swallowed the
glass tree. ‘I don’t remember,’ she said and tried to feel what she had felt then, what had
caused her to make the stone crack open and let a tree shoot out towards the sky. All she
remembered now was that she had been afraid. 

‘It must mean something,’ Rhima said, ‘that you remember that boy.’ The voice of
her mind was no more than a whisper now. ‘We should work with that, I think.’ 

She held Naheli’s eyes for a long time, and at last Naheli turned her face to the
examination table with its leather straps. ‘No restraints,’ she said. ‘And you must not
take my memories.’

‘I won’t touch them.’
The table was lower than Naheli remembered it. As a child, she had needed help to

sit on it. Now when she lay on her back, her feet reached nearly to the edge, but when
she looked up at the ceiling, her hands clenched at her sides just as they had then. Above
her, out of reach, the stars glittered with silver. 

‘I want you to think of your friend,’ Rhima said. ‘Show me what you remember of
him, and I will try to retrieve what you have forgotten.’

‘Mistress Rhima? Will you mourn my death when I die?’
‘What do you expect me to say to that, child?’
‘I think...’ Naheli whispered the rest of her thought so quietly that it could not

possibly reach beyond the door. ‘I long for love. I spoke to Mother, and—’
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‘Love is a dangerous thing, Naheli. People die for it.’
‘But she is my mother. Would the Goddess really forbid her to love her own

daughter?’
‘Not to love. Only to mourn.’
‘And you won’t?’
‘Show me your friend now. The one who loved you.’
Naheli took a breath and closed her eyes. 
Leykhan’s face: the smooth features of the empaths, hair so light it was almost white.

He had touched her hair and her cheek, but never her hands. Naheli had smiled with
him and shared dreams of a future they both knew they would not have. Down by the
beach, hidden from the eyes of the Spire, she had drawn words into the sand and taught
him the language of the non-empaths. They had wiped out their footsteps before going
home. 

‘Hold those memories,’ Rhima said. 
The image of Leykhan shattered as Rhima dove into her mind and pierced straight

into that memory. Naheli gasped when Rhima’s light split her mind wide open. She tried
to twist away, but it was not like the light of the sun from which she could shield her
face; it was on the inside of her eyelids and her head, pulsing with agonising brilliance. 

‘Your friend,’ Rhima said. ‘Think of him.’ 
Leykhan had waited for her after her lessons, and sometimes, in the shadows of the

evening, he had put his cheek against her hair. They had whispered words in the
language of the non-empaths because they had been naïve enough to believe that no one
would understand them. He had written her a crooked note on a scrap of blue paper
that the wind had blown up the staircase from the valley below. And Naheli had kept it
until the day Leykhan became one of the Forgotten.  

Rhima scraped across the surface of the Wall, and Naheli groaned. Her mentor was
like a falling sun on the inside of her mind, searing, painful, burning away the darkness
in which Naheli had shrouded all her secrets, and she thought of the letter against her
chest and of Thilkhan who had given it to her, of the chipped blue teacup, of the sand
paths she had walked only last night. 

‘Let go!’ she groaned in her mind, then cried out, tried to stop herself, and screamed.
Her fingernails dug into Rhima’s hands, scratched at the white cloth of her robe, and
then Rhima’s lips brushed her forehead, and her eyes filled with tears of pain. 

‘Let me in,’ Rhima whispered, and the memories of Leykhan shattered like a mosaic
of glass. ‘Show me.’

But now thoughts of the valley and of the colours she longed for flickered across
Leykhan’s greyed-out face, and Naheli raised the Wall higher. The Leykhan of her youth
was dead, but the words in his letter lived now, and Thilkhan lived now, and the colours
lived now, and if the Elders learned of it—

‘Please! Please let me go, let go!’ 
She screamed again, writhed and twisted, and then in an instant the light inside her

disappeared and she lay once more in darkness crisscrossed only by a few streaks of
starlight. 

Naheli ran a hand over her face and found her eyes wet with tears, her forehead cold
with sweat. At her side, supported on the table, stood Rhima, pale-faced and panting.
Their eyes met and even before Rhima spoke, Naheli knew what she would say.

‘Nothing.’ Rhima’s lips were white. ‘I can’t go deeper, Naheli. Oh, Goddess.’ She
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‘Nothing.’ Rhima’s lips were white. ‘I can’t go deeper, Naheli. Oh, Goddess.’ She
covered her face and the sleeves slid off her hands. ‘What am I meant to do, hurt you yet
more than this?’ 

Naheli tried to push herself up.
Rhima backed away from her. ‘I can’t. Goddess forgive me, I can’t. I will hurt you no

more.’
Naheli slid off the table, stood on unsteady legs and tried to put her arms around

Rhima.
‘No.’ Rhima shook her off. Her harsh features twisted. ‘Do not touch me. Stay away.’ 
‘But—’
‘Goddess forgive me!’
Rhima turned around and ran. Naheli stumbled after her, but she made it only

halfway to the door before she lost her balance and fell. She heard the door fall shut and
closed her eyes. The glass floor of the torture chamber was cold against her cheek.

No second act of magic. Dear Goddess, what is it you want from me?
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Five years ago

Naheli walked among the colours of the non-empaths: the deep grey of their
cobblestones, the beige and brown of their houses, the green and gold of their forest, the
golden-red of their endless sky — for in the Spire, even the sky took on a distorted shade
through the thick glass. 

For the first time, she had given in to the yearning that had always pulled her to this
forbidden part of the island.

And for the first time, she felt she had the right to disobey, because they had taken
Leykhan from her. They had Forgotten his name, and his room was empty and still as
though he had never breathed in there. 

So she huddled among the trees when evening fell, her white robe stained with moss,
and shivered with dry sobs that allowed for no tears. The empaths had long ago taken
her ability to cry; now she could find no relief. She clawed at her heart as though she
could rip it from her chest to make it stop hurting, and she cursed the empaths and
Mistress Rhima and the Oracle and the Goddess in whose name all of this had
happened. 

Most of all she cursed herself because she had known the danger and yet thrown
caution to the wind. 

It was like this that one of the non-empaths found her. 
She heard his steps only moments before he touched her. They were a soft rustle on

the forest ground and she flinched away from them, but he already had a hand on her
shoulder. 

“Hey. You all right?”
Naheli looked him in the eyes. They were as green as the leaves above them. She

twisted out of his grip and stumbled to her feet, nearly lost her balance, and cowered
against the nearest tree. The rough bark cut into her back.

The non-empath’s eyes had grown wide. He stood very still, as though afraid that
any movement might cause her to run. 

“Hey,” he said again. “Hello. Are you...?” He did not finish his question, and his
nervous hands and flickering gaze made Naheli calmer. 

“Hey,” she said. She just repeated his word — nothing special about it. It was hard
for her to shape it, for she had not used her voice since her baby days when all children
imitated the sounds around them, before the empaths taught them the language of the
mind. And yet once the word was out, Naheli thought it felt right to have said it, and she
tried some more. “I am... good.” 

“Good.” The non-empath nodded, still wide-eyed. He was older than her, in his mid-
twenties perhaps, and full of colour: his hair and his eyes and the simple clothes he
wore, the boots on his feet, the darker shade of his hands. Naheli knew she should run
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wore, the boots on his feet, the darker shade of his hands. Naheli knew she should run
away. Her heart was so high up in her throat that she felt it pulsing in her head. 

But this was the first time she had seen a non-empath so close up, and instead of
running, she said, “I’m alone.” A stupid thing to say, probably. Dangerous.

And it made him smile. “Not very smart to tell me that, is it? Not that I’m
threatening you. I’m not. I just meant... I don’t know what I meant.” 

Something tickled the corners of her mouth. She did not know quite how to smile,
but she felt like trying it. “I’m Naheli.” 

“I know who you are. I mean, you’re the Lady Sacrifice. Everyone knows you.”
Naheli’s heart sank. Maybe she had hoped that here, if only for a little while, she

could be someone else. “What is your name?”
“Thilkhan.” He rubbed his neck and said, “You’re not really supposed to be out here,

are you?” 
“No. I... ran away.” She really ought to keep it to herself. But he was a non-empath;

surely none of what she told him would get back to the Spire. 
He took a step towards her. “All right if I come closer?”
Naheli nodded, and he approached her carefully, never taking his eyes off her. He

stopped right in front of her, so close that she could have touched him. Naheli tried to
stand her ground.

Again he smiled. “Don’t look like you’ve seen a ghost. I’m harmless.” He sat down
beside her, leaned against the trunk of a tree. “Sit with me?” 

Naheli glanced up at the sky. It had coloured red, but not yet the night’s darker
shades of purple. So she sat beside the stranger—Thilkhan, she reminded herself—and
wondered how she would explain the stains of moss on her white robe when she
returned to the Spire. 

“I can’t stay long,” she said. He still had his eyes on her. Looked at her in a way an
empath never would.

“Have you been here before?” he asked. 
“No. I’m not allowed.”
“But you came anyway.”
“I...” Naheli searched through the words that came to her so strangely easily. “I was

sad.”
“Why were you sad?”
“I lost someone.” Naheli took a breath, and then it came out all at once. “Someone I

cared for. He was my friend, and now he’s gone. They Forgot him. I must not have
friends. It is against the fourth rule.” She stopped herself then, already regretting her
moment of weakness. 

But the non-empath, Thilkhan, only said, “I’m sorry. Want a hug?” 
Naheli’s heart jumped up into her throat again because everything she did here,

everything she thought and said and felt, was forbidden enough to bring her back to the
torture chamber and the table with its leather restraints. And on top of it, she was
probably putting this non-empath in danger. 

“Thank you,” she said, “but it’s not allowed.”
He smiled. “I don’t care about that.”
“I do.”
“No one’s going to see you.”
“They must not find me here with you.”
“What, with the evil outcasts of your island?” His smile broadened. “The wicked
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“What, with the evil outcasts of your island?” His smile broadened. “The wicked
poets and historians who creep into the Spire at night and steal your children? Who
teach them to sing and to dance, and then cook them and eat them? That’s what they tell
you about us, isn’t it?”

Naheli felt that twitch at the corners of her mouth again. “Not quite like that.”
“But close.”
“Yes, close.”
Thilkhan observed her — really observed her. “So you’ve never been here before,

have you? Ever?”
Naheli shook her head. “First time.”
“Never seen our pretty houses?”
“No.”
“Or the non-empath side of the beach?”
“No. I’m sorry.”
“Too bad, that. Though, you know...”
“What?”
“You could have a look. Sometime.”
Naheli looked away before his colours could lure her in. She tried to think of glass

and silence and white and all the things that were appropriate for her. But to Thilkhan,
she said, “Maybe.”

He pointed past her through the trees. “See that road there? My shop’s the third on
the right. If you ever come back down here, I mean. I’d be happy if you did.”

Naheli looked up to the Spire. “They sometimes keep me in there.” She pointed to
the outermost tower with the torture chamber at its very top. “That room up there. Can
you see?”

“The one furthest to the right?”
“Yes. I hate it there.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I think they are going to

take me there again. Because I haven’t forgotten the one I’m supposed to forget.” In her
pocket, she had the crumpled note that Leykhan had once written to her on blue paper.
It was all that remained of him, and she had come here to bury it so that the empaths
would not find it. 

But now she had a better idea. “Can I ask you a favour?”
“Anything you like, Lady Sacrifice.”
“Don’t call me that. My name is Naheli.”
“Naheli, then. Though I like Nel better. Can I call you Nel?”
Naheli tasted the word; then she nodded.
“So what did you want to ask me?”
Naheli pulled Leykhan’s note from her pocket and smoothed the paper with her

fingertips. “Can I leave this with you? Maybe I can pick it up sometime later. Or just
look at it.”

Thilkhan studied the note without taking it. “Who wrote that?”
“Leykhan did. My... friend.” What else could she call him? “I don’t want anyone to

find it.”
“Sure.” Thilkhan paused. “I thought the empaths didn’t learn to write.”
“No. But I taught him.”
“I see. Where’d you learn?”
“Just picked up a few things here and there.” Naheli shrugged. “Will you keep it for

me? It’s dangerous.”
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Thilkhan took the note, folded it carefully, and put it in his pocket. “You can look at
it anytime you want.” 

Naheli nodded. A great weight had lifted off her shoulders. “Thank you.” She looked
up to the sky again; around them, the forest was darkening. “I have to go back now.”

Thilkhan rose and held out a hand to help her, but Naheli stood up on her own. She
dusted off her robe and rubbed at a green stain on the white cloth. Perhaps she would be
able to make it back to her room and change before anyone noticed. 

She turned to Thilkhan and took in his colours. She wanted them to last her through
the coming days when the Elders would violate her mind over and over to erase
Leykhan from her memory. Suddenly she felt close to the tears, but of course they didn’t
come. 

Thilkhan looked at her for a long time in the fading light. Then he hugged her after
all, and Naheli did not try to resist him.
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Five days until the Sacrifice

After the evening in the torture chamber and a nearly sleepless night, Naheli was
finally called to Mistress Rhima’s chamber again. She reached the stuffy room with
perspiration on her face because the sun had already made the inside of the Spire boil
and she had run all the way. But then she stopped in the open door with a frown. A
stranger looked up at her from behind the desk. 

‘Naheli, there you are. Please, come in. Close the door.’ His dark hair and eyes
reminded Naheli of Rhima, though he was slighter than her. The veil over his hair and
the white of his robe shimmered in the sunlight. He might have been twice her own age,
but it was hard to tell, for his face was perfect and still like glass. 

Naheli closed the door and then stood still with her hands behind her back while she
waited for him to address her. She glanced at the fish bowl where the white monster was
still swimming in circles. She never knew whether to feel disgust or pity, but right now
she could feel neither because her heart was tight with fear for Rhima. 

‘Good morning,’ she said at last when the stranger only kept looking at her. 
He stood up and took a step towards her. Naheli had to look up to him. 
‘Good morning. I assume you are surprised to find me here in Mistress Rhima’s

stead.’
Naheli raised the Wall and said, ‘I am. Will she not be coming?’
A frown appeared on the man’s face, a single steep line between his eyebrows. ‘No,

she will not be with you for a while. Can you guess why?’
Naheli frowned back. ‘I could, and maybe I will when you have told me who you are.’ 
The stranger nodded. ‘Mistress Rhima warned me of your temper. I see what she

meant, although you are right to demand an introduction, of course.’ He held out a hand
to her, his palm facing up, and Naheli saw that a symbol had been tattooed into his skin.
It was not like Rhima’s — this was a higher branch of the priesthood. ‘I am Lord
Dhamikhan, charged by the Elders and the Oracle with overseeing your training.
Starting today.’

Naheli looked at his palm and then into his eyes. ‘Forgive me,’ she said. ‘I did not
realise who you were.’

‘Then it might be a good lesson for you to learn — to follow the rules of politeness at
least until you know to whom you are speaking.’

As arrogant as his reputation suggested, Naheli thought, and to her horror, Lord
Dhamikhan answered to her thought as if she had addressed him.

‘I know. But when the person you speak to ignores the rules, you should assume that
he is in a position to do so, at least until you learn otherwise. Now sit down. We have no
time to waste.’

A little numb, Naheli sat down. ‘Why is Mistress Rhima not here?’
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‘I thought that you were going to guess once introductions were made.’
Naheli dared not contradict. Lord Dhamikhan was one of the highest priests of the

Spire, second only to the Oracle, and his reputation preceded him. ‘She is unwell, I
would think.’

‘She could be. She should be, seeing as her work here has resulted in little good,
which can unsettle even the most skilled educator. But no, you will be pleased to know
that she is well. Next guess.’

‘I would rather not make guesses,’ Naheli said.
Lord Dhamikhan gave her the hint of a smile. ‘I sense a great deal of apprehension

from you, Naheli. It surprises me, considering your standing here. Have I upset you?’
‘Is she gone because I could not find the second act of magic?’
‘Would it worry you to know that this was the reason?’
Naheli studied him with narrowed eyes. ‘Are you a counsellor?’
He raised his hands and showed her his palms again. ‘I thought we had finished

introductions.’
‘Your mark tells me nothing. I see that you are a priest, but I knew that already.’
‘And what else do you know about me?’
Bits and pieces of broken images flooded Naheli’s mind. Faithful service.

Unbreakable. Death sentences. Second only to the Oracle. One of the most skilled
empaths the Spire had seen since the beginning of history. 

She must not think of Leykhan and his letter.
‘I know that you are a highly respected member of the priesthood,’ Naheli said and

raised the Wall higher, ‘and that you are not usually involved with the Sacrifice.’
‘Very true.’ He pushed the fish bowl aside. ‘A disgusting creature, would you not

agree? I never understood why Rhima kept it.’ 
But Naheli refused to be distracted. ‘I think that the Elders expected Mistress Rhima

to lead me to the second act of magic and that they are disappointed in my failure. Is
that why she is not coming back?’

‘She is not coming back because the Elders want to see their Sacrifice Confirmed,
and she failed to make it happen. What they think about you has nothing to do with it.’

‘It is not her fault that I could not find the second act.’
‘Not that particular time, no. But she has been working with you for... how long?’
Naheli held his gaze. ‘I assume you know that quite exactly, seeing as you are here in

her stead.’
The corner of Dhamikhan’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. ‘Yes, you are right.

And I do. I see that I cannot easily trick you into giving me answers.’
‘I wish you wouldn’t try. I work better with someone who is honest with me.’
‘And was Mistress Rhima honest with you?’
‘Yes, always.’
‘Well, much good it did her,’ Dhamikhan said. ‘Honesty did not lead you to the

second act of magic. Being treated kindly and being made to feel safe did not, either. So
that leaves two conclusions. Which ones?’

Naheli crossed her arms over her chest. ‘I am done guessing for the day.’
‘Very well. It means that either Mistress Rhima used the wrong methods to unlock

your potential, and that a bit of insecurity will make you more willing to use it, or else it
means that you are not the Sacrifice. Which is ridiculous, of course.’

‘And where do you come into it, then?’
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‘I have been assigned by the Elders and the Oracle to find out which of these two is
true. Since I am convinced it is the former, I intend to start by finding out what
memories you keep so hidden that Rhima hoped to trigger the second act of magic with
them.’

Naheli grew cold. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’
‘Really?’ Dhamikhan raised one eyebrow at her. ‘It seems to me that Rhima has

allowed you to stray from your path. She has allowed you to fall to lies.’ He rose and
walked over to the door, and when Naheli turned around, his thoughts dug painfully
into her mind. ‘Stay where you are. Face the ocean.’

Naheli shivered when she heard him turn the key in the lock. 
Dhamikhan stood behind her and rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘I want you to open

your mind to me. Show me what Rhima was looking for.’
Naheli twisted out of his grip. ‘I will do nothing of the sort. What are you trying to

do?’
‘My work,’ he said. ‘Sit, please.’
‘I won’t. I demand to see Mistress Rhima!’
‘I am afraid you have no demands to make at all.’
Naheli pulled away and fell back a step so that the desk came between them.

Dhamikhan did not follow her.  
‘Quite a temper,’ he said. ‘It makes one wonder what it is you have to hide.’
‘I am hiding nothing,’ Naheli told him, and while she said it, she felt him scrape

across the Wall inside her mind. He was probing her thoughts. 
‘Forgive me, Lady Sacrifice,’ he said. That scraping in her mind. ‘I realise that I will

have to gain your trust before we can successfully work together.’
It took Naheli all her concentration to keep the discomfort off her face. ‘You won’t

gain my trust by trying to force information out of me.’
‘No. That would be a foolish thing to do.’ Still the Wall held. Still he kept probing. ‘I

would hope, of course,’ he went on, ‘that it would be in your interest to work with me.
The Sacrifice is only five days away.’

‘I know that. But Mistress Rhima did not believe in force to trigger the second act of
magic.’

‘Nor did her methods lead to any success. Still, you have a point.’ 
All at once the pressure disappeared, and Naheli took a deep breath. Dhamikhan

observed her with his dark eyes and then smiled. 
‘I believe that we would do well to ask some assistance with your training. The Lady

Oracle should be able to shed some light on all of this. I will arrange a meeting for us,
Lady Sacrifice. Meet me there at high-tide.’

The Oracle received Naheli in the round room at the very centre of the Spire from
where the glass tunnels stretched out in all directions and from where the Oracle’s
thoughts reached all of her followers. All the knowledge of the empaths was gathered
here in the cubical crystals filling the shelves. Mistress Rhima had taught Naheli that it
was here, in this prism of glass, that the will of the Goddess flowed into the Spire and
out towards her people. 

‘My Lady Oracle.’ In the burning sunlight Naheli bowed so deeply that her hair fell
over her face. She held out her palms in greeting. 
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‘Lady Sacrifice. Greetings.’
Naheli’s memories of the Oracle were hazy. It was years since she had stood before

her, but a feeling of kindness and being safe still lingered. Where she sat between
countless crystals, each one containing more knowledge than all the books of the non-
empath realm, the Oracle looked like a wise woman who had seen the whole of time and
space and looked into the core of the universe. Of all the thousands of people who lived
in the Spire, she was the oldest one. When she stood up, Naheli was afraid that the bird-
like legs would not carry her weight. 

‘Come to me,’ the Oracle said and made her way out from among the crystals, heavily
supported on a glass cane. Unlike her body, the voice of her mind was young. Had she
spoken with her mouth, Naheli thought, she might have sounded like any old non-
empath woman, with a voice like broken glass. 

Naheli took a step closer and allowed the Oracle to touch her face with spiderlike
fingers so creased that her skin looked like paper. She was the only one among the
priesthood who did not veil her hands, for they replaced the sight of her blind eyes. 

‘You have grown older.’
‘I am in my last year, my lady,’ Naheli said.
‘Yes, that is true. But you have grown in spirit and mind also. Mistress Rhima must

have taught you well.’
Naheli nodded, then remembered that the Oracle could not see it. ‘I have always

appreciated her teachings, Lady Oracle.’
‘And is she here with you now?’
Naheli cast a glance over her shoulder. Just outside the glass door, Lord Dhamikhan

stood and watched her. ‘No, Lady Oracle. Only Lord Dhamikhan is here.’
The Oracle stretched her shoulders a little and turned her blind eyes in his direction.

‘Why is the girl’s teacher not here?’
When Dhamikhan answered, his thoughts pierced the closed door. ‘I am her teacher

now, Lady Oracle.’
‘I am aware of that. But you know nothing about her.’
‘I have studied the reports extensively, my lady.’ 
The Oracle waved her withered hand in his direction. ‘There is more to her than

studies and reports. Go and bring me Mistress Rhima.’
Naheli held her breath, half afraid that Lord Dhamikhan might defy the Oracle, but

he only bowed and left. She felt as though a shadow disappeared with him. 
The blind eyes turned back to her. ‘You have a good relationship with Mistress

Rhima, I trust.’
Naheli tried to guess the intention behind the question, but neither the Oracle’s face

nor the touch of her mind revealed anything. While she still considered her answer, the
old woman smiled. 

‘You have not come to consider lies, Lady Sacrifice, have you?’
‘Of course not,’ Naheli said, and realised with dread that perhaps she had. She

hurried to say, ‘I care much for Mistress Rhima. But the Elders replaced her with Lord
Dhamikhan because she could not help me find the second act of magic.’

‘Oh, that would be a petty reason for such a thing. Who told you this?’
‘Lord Dhamikhan did.’
‘And you believed him?’ The old woman laughed softly. She had a pleasant laugh,

even more so because Naheli had hardly ever heard any empath laugh. ‘Perhaps your
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even more so because Naheli had hardly ever heard any empath laugh. ‘Perhaps your
spirit is younger than I thought,’ the Oracle went on. ‘But it is all right. It is good of you
to trust in the words of your superiors.’

Naheli straightened her shoulders. ‘I do not believe that Lord Dhamikhan would lie
to me.’

‘Neither do I. He is a very capable man. Hot-tempered, but dedicated.’
‘Nor would the Elders lie to him.’
‘True as spoken.’
Naheli stared at the blank eyes and could not make sense of the Oracle’s answers.

She cast a glance  at the door, but there was no sign of Lord Dhamikhan yet, so she
gathered her courage. ‘So if Lord Dhamikhan did not lie, and the Elders did not lie,
someone else must have given them that reason.’

The Oracle nodded. 
‘Who?’
‘The one person with the power to command them,’ said the old woman. ‘Myself.’
With her suspicion confirmed, Naheli carefully went on. ‘So the second act of magic

was not the real reason that Mistress Rhima was taken away from me.’
The Oracle frowned, and together with her empty eyes, that frown turned her face

into a dreadful mask. ‘Lord Dhamikhan will have his opinions,’ she said, ‘and so will
Mistress Rhima and the Elders, but in the end all of it is exceptionally pointless. You will
find your acts of magic, and you certainly don’t need any help. And the reason is very
simple.’ She tapped the floor with her glass cane. ‘You are the Lady Sacrifice and the acts
will come to you even if all the powers in the world should try to stop you. Nothing and
no one can stand in your way. Remember that.’

Naheli exhaled slowly. With one simple statement the Oracle had dispersed all her
worries about being unworthy, about being unable to live up to everyone’s expectations.
Naheli could have embraced her. Through the glass wall of the chamber, though blurred
and distorted, she could still see the weeping willow. Its glass branches fell as if in
sadness over the altar of the Goddess. ‘So it was all sealed by my first act of magic?’

‘Of course it was. But our people always struggle with doubt and insecurity, and
sometimes they may need some gentle delusion to keep their faith strong. It is all part of
our work.’

‘I see.’ Naheli looked down on the dark line of the cliffs that rose above the ocean.
Year by year they crumbled away before the force of the waves. ‘I sometimes feel that
the Goddess grows weak,’ she said. ‘Can you feel it?’

‘All of the priesthood can. But you bring us hope. Through your Sacrifice the
Goddess will rise once more.’

‘But Mistress Rhima did all she could to help me. She knows me better than anyone.
If not for the second act, why did you take her away from me?’

‘A simple question, and one that I am certain you can answer for yourself.’
Naheli shook her head. ‘I don’t know the answer.’
‘You will, in time. Tell me, do you long for the boy who used to love you?’
Naheli froze completely. ‘A boy?’
The Oracle’s voice was gentle in her mind. ‘We are alone now, Lady Sacrifice. You

can be honest with me. You have to be.’
Naheli held on tightly to the Wall. She would not think of Leykhan. She would not

think of his letter. Most of all, she would not think of Thilkhan and his dusty shop and
the blue chipped teacup. All of a sudden, it occurred to her that she was standing before
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the blue chipped teacup. All of a sudden, it occurred to her that she was standing before
the direct representative of the Goddess, the single most powerful person on all of the
island, and she was trying to keep secrets from her. 

The realisation drained the blood from her face. ‘I long for him,’ she admitted in a
whisper. 

‘And what of your longings for colour and sound? Do they still plague you?’
‘I have worked hard to suppress them, Lady Oracle.’
‘I don’t doubt it. But they persist?’
‘On occasion.’
‘What of the realm of the non-empaths, Lady Sacrifice? Does it call to you with all its

colours and barbaric traditions?’
Naheli felt the Oracle’s touch on the Wall, and she could hardly breathe. ‘I should

never violate the rules of my life in such a manner,’ she said. 
The Oracle’s eyes seemed to look straight into her despite their blindness. ‘But you

do feel tempted at times, do you not?’
In a thought so quiet that she hardly sensed it herself, Naheli said, ‘I do.’
‘And do you think that such longings might distract you from the path of the

Goddess?’
Naheli clenched her hands inside her sleeves. ‘I will always follow the rules of the

Sacrifice.’ 
‘Remind me of the rules, please.’
‘The Sacrifice must be twenty-one years of age,’ Naheli said, ‘must work three great

acts of magic, must be willing, and must not be mourned.’
In the following silence, the words echoed through Naheli’s mind, and she thought

of Leykhan far away on the mainland, of the sky-blue letter and the black ink, and of the
message of her death that would inevitably reach him. 

Still the Oracle’s voice remained kind. ‘Have you ever heard the old word for the
Sacrifice, Naheli?’

Naheli shook her head. 
‘They called it the Ascension. The Goddess would rise from the sea to claim her

chosen one. It was an occasion of joy, not of mourning. You understand what I am
saying.’

‘Yes,’ Naheli whispered. ‘I understand.’
‘You have five turns of the sun to go. Then it will all end, for better or worse.’
‘Yes, Lady Oracle.’
‘You can endure for five more days.’
‘Yes.’
Naheli could not take her eyes off the ancient face, nor could she relax her grip on

the Wall for fear that it would crumble and reveal that Leykhan was still alive, that he
had somehow escaped the fate the empaths had intended for him.

A knock on the door saved her. 
‘My Lady Oracle,’ Lord Dhamikhan said, ‘Mistress Rhima is here as you requested.’
The Oracle gave him a nod and turned towards Rhima, who stopped before her and

lowered her head in reverence. Her dark hair had slipped out from under her veil and
fell in tangled curls over her face. She looked as though she had not slept for days.  

‘My Lady Oracle,’ Rhima said. The thought was barely a whisper. 
For a long time, the Oracle looked with blind eyes down on that dark hair. Then she

reached out and stroked aside a few strands to reveal the face behind it. Rhima did not



Naheli's Sacrifice

28

reached out and stroked aside a few strands to reveal the face behind it. Rhima did not
meet her eyes. 

‘This girl considers you her teacher still,’ said the Oracle, ‘even now that the Elders
have told her otherwise.’

‘A lack of discipline,’ Rhima said. ‘I will make certain that she forgets me if that is
your command.’

‘Ah, no, I would not ask such a thing. Besides, how would you go about it? Better
empaths than you have tried and failed to make her forget.’

Naheli did not move, but the Oracle must have sensed her shock, for she turned to
her. ‘She cannot forget,’ the Oracle went on, speaking directly to Naheli now. ‘And yet
we need a willing Sacrifice to save us.’

The great responsibility that had lifted from Naheli’s shoulders earlier was now back,
heavier than before. She felt as if two pans of a scale rested in her hands, one containing
Leykhan’s letter and one containing the rules of the Sacrifice. Help me, Goddess. Is it
wrong of me to love?

She received no answer. 
The Oracle put a hand on Rhima’s shoulder. To Naheli, she said, ‘You may go, Lady

Sacrifice. Remember the four rules and find your answers. Lord Dhamikhan will assist
you in whichever way is necessary.’

‘Thank you, Lady Oracle,’ Naheli said, ‘but I believe that Mistress Rhima would guide
me better.’ Dhamikhan’s eyes burned her, but the Oracle gave him no time to answer. 

‘So shortly before the Sacrifice, you must guide yourself. We can only show you the
way, but you must walk it on your own.’ The glass cane scratched across the floor.
‘Remember the rules of the Sacrifice. It is all you need to concern yourself with.’

Naheli straightened up. ‘I am concerned with Mistress Rhima.’
The Oracle turned fully towards her, groaning a little as she supported the weight of

her frail body on her cane. ‘You are not afraid of anything, girl, are you?’
‘There is not much to be afraid of when I know that at the end of this lies my death.’
‘There is some truth in that. But there are some things you should fear. Perhaps we

have not given you opportunity enough.’ She turned to Dhamikhan. ‘Lord Dhamikhan,
you will show Naheli the failed Sacrifice.’

Dhamikhan bowed his head. ‘As you command, my lady.’
Naheli did not know what to expect, but something stirred in her stomach. She

looked at Rhima, but her mentor still stood with her head bowed and her dark hair
fallen over her face. 

‘Go now,’ said the Oracle. ‘Go with the blessing of the Goddess.’
‘Mistress Rhima—’
‘Will be safe with me. Go.’
Naheli bowed and backed towards the door. She kept her eyes on Rhima, hoping for

a final glance, but her mentor did not look up. The last thing Naheli saw before
Dhamikhan took her away was a ray of sunlight glinting on the Oracle’s glass cane.

Naheli had never seen this part of the Spire before — in fact, she had never known it
existed. It lay under the central core, down the spiraling staircase where even the light
of the mirrors did not reach. The dark greens and blues of the ocean surrounded them,
and the cold of the water pressed through the glass and against her skin. 

They walked by candlelight, but that faint flicker did nothing to disperse the
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They walked by candlelight, but that faint flicker did nothing to disperse the
darkness in the rooms on either side of the corridor. Naheli glanced over her shoulder,
half expecting black eyes to stare at her from those hollows. 

Yet heavier than the darkness was the silence. They were alone, far below the levels
of the Spire where there was life. The thick glass above and the ocean around them
dampened the thoughts of the empaths to a low murmur like voices from the
otherworld. When Dhamikhan spoke, Naheli nearly jumped. 

‘Her room lies at the end of this corridor,’ he said and held up the candle, but the
light only enhanced the darkness ahead of them. ‘She was the greatest one in the history
of the Sacrifice. I wish I could have known her.’ The candlelight brought an unusual
softness to his face, and the voice of his mind was full of reverence. He looked back at
her with some of that same reverence now. ‘Come.’

But Naheli hesitated. ‘Why does no one come here?’ 
Dhamikhan brought the light closer to her face. ‘Does the darkness frighten you?’
‘A little.’
‘It should. I would have spared you this sight, but perhaps you need to see it in order

to understand. Have courage.’
He waved her on and Naheli followed him. Their steps hardly made a sound, and the

silence weighed heavy as the sky. 
‘You did not answer my question,’ she whispered to his mind. ‘Why does no one

come here?’
‘Because they are not allowed. Most people believe that the Goddess is gracious and

forgiving in everything she does, and the Oracle thinks it best that they continue to
believe it. But you are the Sacrifice, and you will see the truth.’

They walked past glass arches on either side, which Naheli could make out only
because the shadows inside were even deeper than out here. She hunched her shoulders
and hurried after Dhamikhan to stay in the light. ‘What is in those rooms?’

‘Nothing and no one,’ Dhamikhan said without looking back. ‘Do not concern
yourself with it.’

‘What happened to her?’
‘The Sacrifice? I thought you knew.’
‘I know that she broke the fourth rule, but not how she died.’
‘She went into the water just as she was expected to, but the ocean rejected her and

washed her back to the shore. The priests tried to conclude the ceremony, but by then
the Goddess was already angered.’ He glanced at her over his shoulder. ‘Hundreds of
empaths lost their lives that day. It was a valuable lesson for our people.’

Naheli put a hand over the letter hidden at her chest. ‘She was the one who turned
the Spire to glass, was she not?’

‘Indeed.’
‘Why?’
Dhamikhan shrugged. ‘A gift from the Goddess, no doubt. The Lady Sacrifice had

fallen prey to her emotions, and the Goddess gave her clarity. It was her third act of
magic.’ He raised the candle to illuminate the thick glass of the walls. ‘She changed dirt
and darkness into purity and light. She put us in control of what had controlled us.’

‘But the Sacrifice still failed.’
‘It did. In all her greatness, this Sacrifice was weak. You will do better.’
Naheli bowed her head before him and tried not to think of sky-blue and black. ‘I am

honoured to be chosen,’ she said. She waited a long time before she looked up again, but
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honoured to be chosen,’ she said. She waited a long time before she looked up again, but
when she did, Lord Dhamikhan still had his eyes on her. She could not tell if he believed
her. 

At last Dhamikhan said, ‘It is only a few steps from here. Follow me and see what
happens to a Sacrifice who fails.’

Another arch came into sight. It was the final one, set in the centre of the end of the
corridor.

‘It was all left as it was,’ Dhamikhan said. ‘The remains of a history much older than
either of us.’ He stepped into the shadows, and Naheli followed him. 

A foreign smell hung in the air, something that reminded Naheli of wood, or perhaps
of the non-empaths. The floor was glass and littered with splinters, a myriad of tiny
wood pieces that looked like the remains of a shattered tree. The ocean swallowed the
light of the sun, which must still be in the sky, but when Dhamikhan brought the candle
closer, Naheli saw the faint outlines of a bed and a table, a wardrobe, chairs, and a small
chest of drawers, all made of wood but withered away through the ages. In the centre of
the room stood the Sacrifice herself. 

Naheli backed away and pressed a hand over her mouth, but Dhamikhan held her by
the arm. ‘She can’t harm you,’ he said. ‘She is dead.’

It took Naheli a moment to realise that the white-clad woman in front of her was
encased in a block of glass that had preserved her body at the moment of her death. It
must have been a painful death. The pale lips were opened in a never-ending scream,
the eyes rolled back so far that only the whites showed. Her hair still looked wet, as it
must have been when the empaths had tried to give her to the ocean. A blood stain
covered her chest. 

She died without the Goddess. The Goddess did not want her. 
Her thoughts were so etched with emotion that Dhamikhan caught them. ‘She was

not looking for the Goddess,’ he said, ‘and her third act of magic, which brought clarity
to all of the Spire, did not reach the room where she lived. This furniture you see here
was hers. It was brought here after her death, together with her body. But you see, it is
all falling away — only the glass remains.’

The chairs and the table looked like they had been taken from a non-empath house.
Thilkhan’s shop, for example, where Naheli had sat and smiled and chatted and
forgotten who she was and what she must do. The thought made her feel sick. 

Dhamikhan interpreted her weakness as fear of something else, perhaps, for he said,
‘This is not you, Naheli. You will follow and find the Goddess.’ 

Naheli tried to touch the Sacrifice’s frozen cheek, but the glass between her skin and
this woman who had turned cold forever was too thick to be warmed by her fingers.
‘Why is there blood?’

‘Because the priests completed the Sacrifice when the ocean would not have her,’
Lord Dhamikhan said. ‘Do not pity her. She made the choices that led her to this painful
death.’

‘And the glass?’
‘The will of the Goddess, no doubt. A warning to remind coming generations never to

make this mistake again.’
Naheli walked around the block of glass. She looked at the dead, tormented body,

which had once possessed warmth and which had breathed and lived and thought, and
which was now forever cold. Despite its horror, there was a kind of beauty in the selfless
act of this Sacrifice who had died so that others might live. I can do better, Naheli
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act of this Sacrifice who had died so that others might live. I can do better, Naheli
thought. I can make up for this failed one and be a Sacrifice the Goddess can love. 

With more kindness now, Lord Dhamikhan said, ‘I believe that the Oracle wanted
you to see this so that you could overcome your doubts.’

Naheli could not take her eyes off the frozen face. ‘I have no doubts,’ she said. ‘But I
don’t feel worthy.’

‘You are worthy. You must be, because the Goddess chose you. The decision is not
yours to make.’

‘If that were so, I would need no teaching, would I?’
‘You do, because being worthy does not make you willing. And this is why the rules

of the Sacrifice are so important, Naheli — many may be worthy, many may be chosen,
but only those who willingly go to the Goddess, who give up even love for her sake, will
please her.’

‘But why did the Goddess not make me willing to begin with?’ 
‘That is a question the priesthood has debated for years, and even the Oracle has no

clear answer. Perhaps for now, my thoughts may serve. I believe there would be little
pleasure in us for the Goddess if she had made us creatures without the potential to defy
her. How much greater the joy she could find in us if we willingly gave ourselves to her,
than if she had made us soulless objects from birth. Besides...’ He gently touched the
face of the failed Sacrifice. ‘All of this demands great strength from all of us. The work
concerning the Sacrifice is one through which we constantly better ourselves. It is, I
believe, the Goddess’s way of refining her creation.’

Naheli looked into the terrified eyes of the frozen girl. ‘If my Sacrifice is perfect,
could I be preserved like this? To show the Sacrifices of the future that it can be an
occasion of joy?’

Dhamikhan gave her a long look. ‘I could arrange it,’ he said then. ‘Your face would
be remembered among your people. You would forever be in the presence of the
Goddess, and yet here among us.’

Naheli nodded. The letter burned her skin. ‘What about the fourth rule?’
‘What of it?’
‘Are you not concerned about the memories I have?’
‘Your memories are dead,’ Dhamikhan said. ‘You were meant to forget, but part of

you resists our efforts. It is no matter. Whatever it is you remember is gone. The fourth
rule is preserved.’

Naheli stared hard at the glass as if her gaze could melt it away and bring the girl
inside back to life. She held onto the Wall so tightly that she was sure Dhamikhan must
notice, that he would rip her open and find out that Leykhan still lived. 

In an even thought, she asked, ‘Why must we not love?’
‘You know the answer to that.’
‘And if he had promised not to mourn her death? He should be glad that the Goddess

would take her, should he not?’
‘Don’t be ridiculous. It is not possible to love without mourning.’
‘Why?’
‘Because love is weak. This Sacrifice...’ He put a hand on the glass, caressed it. ‘She

was the greatest one the empaths could have offered. A woman with the power to
change the Spire in a way that would last centuries. And we lost her to love. We lost her
to the weakness of uncontrolled emotions. The Goddess punished the island then, and
perhaps she is still doing it now.’ His eyes found Naheli’s and held them. ‘So you see that
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perhaps she is still doing it now.’ His eyes found Naheli’s and held them. ‘So you see that
the Goddess can be cruel and stern. It is nothing that we care to repeat.’

‘But my mother,’ Naheli tried again. ‘She would have loved me even knowing that I
would die. Do you not trust her faith?’

Dhamikhan shook his head. ‘It would be a great Sacrifice,’ he said, ‘but so is the
sacrifice your mother has made from the day of your first act of magic. Had she been
allowed to love you, she would not give you up so willingly now. Believe me.’

Naheli kept a firm hold on her thoughts behind the Wall when she asked, ‘Could
there not be someone who loved me after all? How could we be sure?’

Dhamikhan sighed. ‘I really don’t know how you find all these questions to ask,
Naheli. There could not possibly be anyone, for we control everyone in the Spire, and we
have always taken great care to make sure that nobody loves you.’

Naheli bit her lip and set her eyes back on the woman trapped in glass. ‘I suppose
you are right.’ 

Dhamikhan was silent for a while and then said, not unkindly, ‘You know that the
Goddess would reject a Sacrifice who did not follow her rules. You see here what would
happen to you if you gave in to foolish longings that would make your Sacrifice
imperfect. For the rest of us, the consequences could be equally dire.’

‘I understand,’ Naheli said. She kept her shoulders straight and her face devoid of
emotion. ‘Thank you for answering all of my questions, Lord Dhamikhan.’

She saw from the corner of her eye that he hinted a bow at her. ‘It is my duty as your
mentor. You may turn to me with any concerns you have.’

‘Thank you. I shall.’ 
Looking at her reflection, Naheli believed that she had been convincing.

Naheli left the Spire only when the last empath thoughts had died down, but in the
non-empath realm, many windows were still lit. Streaks of candlelight cut out through
the gaps in the closed shutters of Thilkhan’s shop, and here Naheli stopped briefly to
catch her breath and glance over her shoulder. She heard voices and laughter coming
down the street—non-empath laughter, of course—but it seemed no one had noticed
her. 

She knocked hard on the door, waited two heartbeats and knocked again. Thilkhan
took an age to open the door, and when he did, Naheli pushed past him into the light. 

“Close the door,” she said. 
Thilkhan obeyed without question. He turned the key as well, then listened for a

moment at the door before he turned around to her. From the sleeves of his shirt
dangled a couple of untied leather ribbons, casting fleeting shadows on the floor. “What
has happened?”

Naheli finally dared to take a breath. “I need to talk to you.”
“Did anyone see you?”
“I don’t think so. I was really careful.”
She glanced at the window. The shutters were closed, the shop was a mess as always,

and in her box on the counter, Eggie was resting without a sound. Naheli relaxed a little.
Behind her, Thilkhan checked the door one more time, then put a hand on her

shoulder. “You look upset.”
Naheli leaned against him, felt the cloth of his shirt against her skin, the smell of

dust and ink, and for a moment she allowed herself to feel safe. 
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“They are trying to get into my head,” she whispered into the gold-stained twilight
around them. “To Leykhan and the letter and you. Everything.” 

Thilkhan stroked her hair from her face. “And did they?”
“No. Not yet. But they are trying hard.”
“Didn’t happen with your agreement, I imagine.”
“Not really.”
“Did they hurt you?”
Naheli took a breath. “Can I have some tea? I need to ask you something.”
“Sure.”
Naheli sank down on a chair and watched Thilkhan as he poured up water for them,

watched his movements that were so very non-empath. She liked the way the non-
empaths moved, full of power and life, but today there was something subdued in
Thilkhan’s gestures and in the way he kept glancing at the shutters. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “Are you worried?”
Thilkhan smiled over his shoulder. “Nettlerain for you?” He held up a bag of tea, and

the untied ribbons dangled from his sleeves. 
Naheli stood up. “Tell me. You are not in trouble, are you?”
“Sit down, Nel. I’ll have the tea ready in a moment.” Thilkhan pushed her back down

on her chair, right next to the table littered with parchments and quills, and in passing
he pulled the curtains shut although the shutters were already closed. 

‘Thilkhan, you’re scaring me!’ It was only when she received no answer that she
realised she had only thought, not spoken, the words. Her heart was beating somewhere
far up in her throat. “Thilkhan!”

“Shhh. Let’s speak quietly. Really. There shouldn’t be anyone around now, but it’s
better to be safe.”

“By the Goddess, what did they do to you?”
He held out one of the teacups to her. “Have some tea first.”
“No! I want to know what is going on.”
“Nothing is going on now. It’s all quite safe.”
“But you said—”
“They came here earlier today,” Thilkhan said and sat down opposite her. “Not just

to me, but I’m guessing someone must have sent them here. Asked a lot of questions,
wanted to know if I had ever spoken to you, if I knew who you were, if you had ever
come to me. That kind of thing.”

“They spoke to you?”
Thilkhan’s smile was a little faint. “Surprised? They wouldn’t let us live our lives here

without at least some of them being able to check up on us.” 
Naheli stared at him over the rim of her cup. “Who were they?”
“They didn’t give me names. Made it quite clear that I wasn’t meant to ask questions,

either. By the looks, though, I would say they were priests. Pretty high up, too. They had
those symbols. Sort of upside-down pyramid shape.”

The symbol of the priests involved with the Sacrifice. Naheli shuddered to think that
these must have been people she knew, and that she would meet them again, that
perhaps she had already walked past them not knowing they had been here with
Thilkhan. They would look at her and try to guess her thoughts, perhaps wait for her to
make a mistake that would reveal her connection with this non-empath. 

And now she had come to him again. 
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“Good Goddess, Thilkhan,” she breathed. “I’m so sorry.”
He kept his smile. “Don’t be. Anything for a beautiful lady.” 
But the crookedness of that smile stirred her suspicion. “They didn’t hurt you or

something?”
He hesitated, and then, as if he realised that he had already hesitated too long to be

believed if he lied, he said, “Not much.”
Naheli felt a cold tentacle move in her stomach. “What did they do?”
“Naheli, it’s—”
“Show me!” It was only when Thilkhan flinched that she realised she had shouted.

They both sat in frightened silence for a moment, cast uneasy glances at the window,
and watched the curtains flutter in the night breeze. But the only sounds from outside
were of the ocean and the wind. And at last, Naheli said quietly, “Please.”

Thilkhan lowered his eyes and pushed up the sleeves of his shirt, and Naheli saw the
blue-reddish marks where someone must have held his wrists to keep him in place. Now
she knew why he had not tied those ribbons. She did not know the rest, and she did not
want to think about it. She only swallowed and reached a hand across the table to touch
Thilkhan’s arm. “I am going to leave.”

He looked up. “I don’t want you to leave.”
“I’m so sorry, I didn’t think they would—”
“No. Me neither.” He grinned. “I think they suspect you have a lover here.”
At another time Naheli might have laughed, but considering why she had come,

there was nothing funny about it. “What did you tell them?”
“I said that of course I’d heard of the Lady Sacrifice, but that she’d better never set

foot here because such a spoiled young woman wouldn’t last a day in the world of poets
and historians. And that she couldn’t possibly understand the way of the non-empaths.”
He winked at her. “So, only the truth.”

Naheli managed a smile, but she could not stop thinking about the priests who had
come here, held him down and hurt him while they tried to pry into his mind. She was
glad that Thilkhan could not hear her thoughts. It was hard enough to keep them off her
face. 

“It is just over four days until the Sacrifice now,” she said. 
“Are you going to go through with it?”
She stared at him. “Of course I am going through with it.”
“I thought you might change your mind, what with the letter and all.”
Naheli pulled the letter out of her robe. The light of the candles coated the blue

envelope with gold, and the ink still glistened as if it had only just dried. “That’s why I
came. I need your help.”

“With what?”
But she could not bring herself to say it, not yet, and so she said instead, “I was so

afraid that they would find it. I have a new mentor now. Lord Dhamikhan.”
Thilkhan frowned. “Why?”
“I don’t know. I thought it was because I can’t find the second act of magic.”
“But?”
“There’s another reason. But they won’t tell me.”
“I’ve heard that name,” Thilkhan said thoughtfully. “Dhamikhan. Is he good to you?”
“He is decent.” Naheli took a sip from her cup and allowed the steam to warm her

face. “But he’s thorough. I suppose he wouldn’t be able to read it, but I still don’t want
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face. “But he’s thorough. I suppose he wouldn’t be able to read it, but I still don’t want
him to see it.”

Thilkhan gave a snort. “He would be able to read it. Trust me.”
“The empaths don’t learn to read.”
“They don’t learn to speak, either.” Thilkhan glanced at his wrists, and Naheli

understood. 
“They can’t have been sent here to hurt you, though,” she said, thinking of the

Oracle’s kindness. “Maybe they just lost their temper.”
“Yeah. Maybe.” He smiled again. “I love you for your good faith, Nel.”
Naheli went entirely cold. “No.”
Thilkhan laughed. “Don’t look like that. It can’t be the worst compliment you’ve ever

got.”
“It’s against the fourth rule of the Sacrifice.”
“Not against the one I know of.”
“You can’t love me. No one can.”
“‘The Sacrifice must not be loved’?”
“Mourned, Thilkhan! Would you not mourn me if I died?”
“Yeah. I would.” There was something choked in Thilkhan’s voice, but he kept his

smile. “Then again, I’m mourning you already. The life you could have had. And the
splendid poet you might have been.”

Despite her terror, Naheli almost smiled. “With my fumbling words. I would have
been a disgrace to you.”

“I’m sure I could have put some wit into that head of yours. Exercised that language
skill. Too bad.” His smile faded when he nodded towards the letter that Naheli still held
in her hands. “And what about that?”

Naheli looked down on the sky-blue envelope and wished that she had never
received it. “This is why I came to you.” She searched Thilkhan’s eyes, hoping he would
guess her thoughts, but when he said nothing, she asked, “What do you think the
mainland is like?”

Thilkhan paused with his teacup almost at his lips. “Different,” he said. “I always
imagined that it would reach very far. It would have mountains and rivers and valleys.”

Naheli tried to imagine those mountains, rivers, and valleys that Thilkhan had told
her about but that she had never seen: snow-tipped peaks reaching all the way up to the
clouds, valleys bathed in green and gold, crisscrossed by rivers raging so that the white
foam splashed onto their banks. There would be fish there, and they would look nothing
like Mistress Rhima’s fat, white creature whose eyes had always stared blindly at the
beauty of the world. There would be glades among trees standing together like withered
old men in the storm and the rain and the sunshine and the snow. She would walk
through that snow on bare feet and feel the wonder of softness fallen from the sky.
Sometimes she felt as though she had done so in a time forgotten, perhaps in another
life.

“What of the people?” she asked.
“They’d be non-empaths, I think. Wearing strange clothes. And they’d have skin and

hair in all different colours.”
Naheli smiled. “Even blue?”
“And green. And red and yellow and purple, and white like you, and black. They

would wear their hair down to the ground or have none at all, and everything in
between.” Thilkhan thought for a moment and then added, “I think they would have
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between.” Thilkhan thought for a moment and then added, “I think they would have
libraries. And cities where reading is not forbidden. Where poets are recognised for the
work they do.”

“And... Leykhan would be among them, you think?”
Thilkhan’s eyes narrowed. “What are you getting at? Spit it out already.”
“I want...” Her voice trailed off and her heart contracted into a little ball. What had

to be done was clear to her. It was a choice of logic, grounded in everything she had
learned from her people. She needed no quick mind, not even courage to decide what to
do; she had just not expected it to hurt so much. 

“He writes that he loves me,” she said, still hoping that Thilkhan would guess her
intentions. 

But he only looked back at her. “And does that not make you happy? What are you
afraid of?”

“I just explained to you—”
“Yes, I know, fourth rule of the Sacrifice and all that, but seriously?”
Naheli frowned at him, but when Thilkhan did not drop his gaze, she looked down

into her teacup instead. Her heart was beating so loud that she could hardly hear her
own words. “I want you to find him and convince him that he can’t love me. Please.”

Thilkhan was silent, and she kept looking into her cup until all of her face burned
from the intensity of his gaze that she felt resting on her. When she lifted her head at
last, the green of his eyes was hard. “You really have no idea, have you?” He spat the
words. “Have they really broken you like that?”

“I’m not broken.” Naheli had to make an effort to lower her voice. “I am the
Sacrifice.”

“And that makes you less human?”
“Leykhan knew from the start who I was. He knew the risks.”
“Oh, so it’s fine if he dies for you, then!”
“Thilkhan, please.” Naheli glanced at the window and whispered, “He must not love

me.”
“Sure,” Thilkhan said. “So what then? You think that I’ll be able to walk up to him

and say, ‘Hey boy, stop loving the Sacrifice’, and he’ll say, ‘Oh, I didn’t think of that, I’m
sorry’, and that’ll be the end of it? There’s a reason that even the empaths can’t control
love, and that’s because it’s not meant to be controlled!”

“Thilkhan—”
“No, I mean it. I know they’ve kept you in that glass cage all your life, so it’s not your

fault, but you’ve forgotten what love is. You don’t just stop loving someone.”
“I stopped.” Naheli leaned forward and reached for his hands. “I used to love him,

too.” 
Thilkhan pulled his hands away. “You wouldn’t be talking such rubbish if you had.”
“It’s for the Sacrifice, by the Goddess!”
“Well, to damnation with the Goddess, then!” Thilkhan’s face had gone white. “How

far are you going to let things go for that bloody Sacrifice, Nel? You think it’s all right
that people die for it?”

In a whisper, Naheli said, “I’m going to die for it.”
Their eyes locked. Naheli’s hands were trembling, but she could not bring herself to

reach out for him a second time. Somewhere inside, though, she felt her heart breaking
bit by bit. 

It was Thilkhan who softened first. With a sigh, he ran a hand over his mouth and
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It was Thilkhan who softened first. With a sigh, he ran a hand over his mouth and
then reached out for her. “I’m sorry. Come?”

Naheli threw herself into his arms. His hair covered her face as she rested against his
shoulder, and she was shaking with the feelings he had stirred in her and that were so
forbidden for the Lady Sacrifice. 

Thilkhan’s touch made her calmer, and at last she forced her feelings down far
enough to speak. “I want to save him,” she whispered against Thilkhan’s neck. “I wish
that I could...” Her voice failed her, and she began anew. “I wish that I could keep him
and still be the perfect Sacrifice.”

“Nothing’s ever perfect, Nel.”
“But it’s got to be. Am I supposed to turn my back on all the rest of them?”
“Why not? What have they ever done for you, compared to him?”
Naheli closed her eyes and thought of Leykhan. His face had been so still, his eyes

always on her. He had listened to her with a reverence she had found in no other
empath. The few times he had touched her, he had made her feel like a statue of the
Goddess, respected and revered. 

But Mistress Rhima had taught her the mathematics of the Sacrifice, and she passed
them on to Thilkhan now. “It is better to sacrifice one life than all life on the island.”

“Why?”
“Because... what kind of question is that?” 
Thilkhan shrugged. “Answer it.”
“Because all lives are equal, so a thousand of them are worth more than one or a

few.”
“That’s just the logic of the empaths, isn’t it?” Thilkhan pushed her away to look into

her face. “If all lives are equal, doesn’t Leykhan have as much a right to live as you or
anyone? Why should he die for someone else’s crazy ideas?”

“He doesn’t need to die,” Naheli said. “That’s why I’m here in the first place.” 
“Don’t lie to yourself. You came here for your own sake, not for his.”
“What? I’m here for the Sacrifice, not—”
“Not to ease your mind? Or because you haven’t got the courage to take on some

responsibility? You’re trying to take the easy way out and make me fix it because you’re
too scared to make a choice.”

“By the demons, what—?”
Thilkhan’s smile cut her short. “Such words from the Lady Sacrifice? It’s good to

hear you have some feeling in you after all.” He let go of her then. “I won’t do this for
you. If you want to go after him, I’ll do what I can to take you to the mainland and help
you find him. But I won’t make your choices for you.”

Naheli sat up straight and made her voice hard like glass. “I’ll have to tell Lord
Dhamikhan about the letter then.” The words hung between them like a blade. 

Thilkhan slowly shook his head. “Oh, you are twisted.”
“Thilkhan.”
“Totally twisted. Brainwashed to the last — that’s what they call it, have you heard

that word? They wash your brain. Wash it clean of all the ideas you should have in there,
then put in their own, and that’s what you get from that constant mind-reading of yours.
Demons come take me!” He slammed his palm on the table, so hard that Naheli flinched
and her teacup rattled, and began pacing the room. “Is that what it means to be the
Sacrifice, then?” Thilkhan seemed to have forgotten all of his earlier caution for silence.
“To reject the most human emotion of all and sell out the ones who have the courage to
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“To reject the most human emotion of all and sell out the ones who have the courage to
love you still? Are you going to sell him out so that Dhamikhan can show himself off
before the Oracle? By the demons, Nel, I had thought you smarter than that!”

His words burned on the inside of her chest, right where she kept the letter. “Will
you stop?” She pushed herself up with one trembling hand on the table. “Can’t you
listen for a moment? Don’t you think—” She snatched a breath that sounded like a sob.
“Don’t you think I would want... I would so want... but that letter can endanger all of the
Sacrifice! If he finds out that I am gone, and he mourns me—”

“Then what? At least he’ll have one moment of happiness before he’s murdered by
the one he loves.”

“I’m not about to murder him!”
“No, but they are!” 
They stood facing each other, both panting with anger, and then a sound outside

made them flinch and Thilkhan lowered his voice. 
“Naheli, listen now. I adore you for the way you think, but there is not a chance in

the whole wide sea that they will let him go if you tell anyone about this. Trust me. They
will hunt him down, they will follow him across the ocean and to any place on the cursed
mainland if they must, but they will not allow him to live.” He took a deep breath that
made his shoulders rise and fall. “They will not risk twenty-one years of their work and
the fury of the Goddess just because one little unimportant empath was foolish enough
to fall in love with the Sacrifice.”

Naheli looked into his eyes, afraid that she would drown in all the green. “But you
expect me to do it?” 

Thilkhan stared back at her. He held her eyes for a long time, long enough to shame
her. Finally he snatched up the letter and handed it to her. “Take it,” he said, and when
she would not accept it, he shouted, “Take it! And do with it what you want. I’ll have no
more part in this.”

Naheli took the letter, and her sight blurred with tears until all she could see of
Thilkhan was the green smear of his eyes as she stumbled to the door and tried to open
it. Her fingers slipped off the key, and he made no move to help her. When she finally
opened the door and looked back over her shoulder, Thilkhan was gone, disappeared
into the shadows of his shop among the books and the dust. 

He did not call her back.
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To the Reader

You have reached the end of this free sample. To continue reading Naheli's story,
please download the Kindle version here. You can also order the paperback here.  I'd
also be thrilled to hear from you. Naheli's Sacrifice is my first novel, and I'd like to stay
in touch with my readers. Please contact me with any questions, concerns, or feedback
at contact@thalanien.com. 

Happy reading, and thank you for your time. :)
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