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  Tournament


   


  The heavy iron gate separating Ronan from tournament victory rattled upward revealing the sun drenched sands of the arena floor. Raucous cheers erupted from the spectators straining to catch the first glimpse of the competitors. Outside the holding pen’s cramped confines, a hundred thousand rumbling voices shook free bits of dirt and debris from the low hanging ceiling. Dusty particles drifted through the stale humid air and settled into the dark hair of the young prince.


  As the first wave of cheering faded, Ronan’s stomach rolled, and beads of sweat coated his hands loosening the grip on his blade and shield. Recalling Master Tyrell’s lessons, he closed his eyes and pulled a deep breath in through his nose.


  The crowd noise began again. The cheering started low and intensified, rolling over the coliseum like a horde of locusts feasting on a summer harvest. Ronan’s opponent, Bryson Slater, strode into the arena waving a clenched fist skyward amid chants of “Bryson”. His polished steel helmet gleamed in the crook of his arm as he waved and flashed a smile to the adoring crowd. He strode with confidence across the arena floor, and his pale skin and spiked blond hair glowed like a god under the cloudless afternoon sky.


  Ronan trapped air in his lungs until it hurt. As he exhaled, muscle tension drained from his back and shoulders. He kept his chin tucked into his chest and drew the sign of the circle around his heart. “Elan, please see me safe this day.” He lifted his gleaming silver helmet to his head and paused midway. “And, if You give my blade an extra nudge, I promise to keep it secret.” He allowed the whispered prayer to hang in the room’s stagnant air giving Elan a moment to hear.


  When he opened his eyes, particles of loose soil drifted through rays of sunlight penetrating the dusty room’s shadowy darkness. He twisted the crowd’s roar in his mind until it carried the intensity of a lazy bumblebee drifting on a summer afternoon breeze. With focused attention, he concentrated on the passage of air through his nose and out his parted lips.


  Ronan pushed aside his fears, expectations, and the promise of a home amid the knights he so revered. He focused the entirety of his conscious mind on this singular moment to leave his mark. His hand flexed around the grip of his blade, and he gave his shield strap one last pull tightening it to his arm. At last, he opened his mind, and the world crashed in flying forward at full speed.


  He lowered the visor on his helmet, pounded his sword against his shield, and charged out of the holding pen.


  Freehold had slow cooked beneath a full month of cloudless summer skies, and the temperatures on the arena floor hit Ronan like a physical blow. His breaths came short and hard, and it took focused concentration to steady himself as he sprinted across the shifting sand.


  As he’d done throughout the tournament, he never hesitated. He wanted his rivals to panic. A frightened opponent became easy prey for an aggressor, and he used the tactic to rattle his foes.


  At eighteen seasons, Bryson Slater had lived three years longer than Ronan, and he’d used that time transforming himself into a muscled giant of a young man. Eyebrows raised when he’d delayed his graduation a year waiting for a shard to become available. His gamble paid off, and he’d run through his opponents in record time. Freehold’s oddsmakers made him a heavy favorite against Ronan.


  A smug smile flickered over Bryson’s face as he lowered his visor and tightened the chain mail gloves around his wrists. Unlike Ronan’s other competitors, Bryson displayed no sign of fear or panic. He readied his sword and shield and waited for Ronan to close the distance.


  Ronan pulled up a few yards short. His first strike strategy ended before it began. Bryson had superior size, strength, and experience, and he needed a new plan.


  Knights representing the three schools of Elan’s magic stood along the interior edges of the arena acting as tournament judges. Through toil, effort, and sheer determination, each had claimed tournament victory. Only the strongest absorbed Elan’s shard magic and gained the title of knight. They wanted a fair hard fought contest and for both competitors to walk out alive.


  Ronan circled Bryson keeping his shield up and his sword poised and ready. He took a defensive stance allowing the bigger man first strike.


  Bryson raised his shield, twisted to his side, and flicked his wrist striking downward vertically along the inside of Ronan’s shield. He intended to wrap his blade around the backside of Ronan’s ankle and severe his exposed tendon. Tyrell taught this tactic, called the grass cutter, to third year students at the citadel. Although difficult to land, a successful strike would secure tournament victory and cripple Ronan for months without shard healing. Most students didn’t try the move during a sparring session let alone the championship match of a shard tournament.


  Ronan stepped right and forward avoiding the cut and launching into a thrust targeting Bryson’s exposed shoulder.


  Bryson moved to parry as Ronan turned his blade horizontally and used his offhand to land a scoring blow on the larger boy’s helmet.


  The crowd roared as Bryson staggered backward caught off guard by the change of speed and direction of Ronan’s attack.


  A light tingle rippled through Ronan’s chest, and his confidence soared. Unleashing a guttural cry, his adrenaline surged, and he thrust at the opening provided by Bryson’s off-kilter stance.


  The citadel’s top student hadn’t earned the title by chance. Bryson spun avoiding the thrust, and Ronan slipped ahead whiffing on empty air leaving his backside exposed. As Bryson spun, he carried his momentum through his arm and into his blade increasing its speed fourfold. The attack caught Ronan square in the center of his back sending him sailing face first toward the loose sand of the arena floor.


  Ronan’s armor protected him from the blade’s sharp edge, but the blunt force of impact ignited a surge of pain across his lower back. When he struck the sand, the weight of the fall pushed his breast plate into his chest knocking the wind from his lungs. Hot sand entered his visor sticking to his perspiration soaked face and caking his tongue.


  The crowd roared its approval as Ronan sprawled across the arena floor with his sword and shield splayed at awkward angles.


  Bryson circled Ronan raising his blade skyward adding fuel to the frenzied roar of the crowd caught in a wave of blood lust.


  The palm of a shield knight nearest Ronan glowed blue with readied shield magic as she channeled spirit in preparation for the end of the match. Next to the knight, blue light pulsed from the extended hands of two other shield knights.


  Ronan’s heart raced as panic took hold. “No.” His voice came out strained and harsh echoing inside his helmet. The shield knights couldn’t hear him. If Ronan’s life came under threat, they’d stop the match despite his protest. If he saw a spirit shield surround him, the match ended. Bryson’s plate mail boots clanged just inches from his face, and Ronan managed to roll to his side.


  The queen stood motionless within the royal box as lines of concern dulled the edges of her flawless complexion. With white knuckles gripping the railing, her gaze locked on her wounded son sprawled on the arena floor.


  Sir Alcott Agers, Ronan’s lifelong teacher, sat next to her with his hands cupped around his mouth screaming words lost in the cacophony of a hundred thousand cheering fans. He’d won a healing shard at a tournament decades ago but had long ago traded in his hammer for more scholarly pursuits.


  Pain circled Ronan’s rib cage as he twisted to his side. It flashed outward changing to a dull ache as his roll ended beneath Bryson’s dark shadow. Rivulets of sweat streaked the sand and dirt on his face stinging his eyes and blurring his vision. His breathing came in shallow ragged pulls, and he begged for air to fill his depleted lungs.


  Bryson paused, and his gaze shifted to the man sitting to the queen’s left, Merric Pride.


  Unlike the thousands of spectators around him, Archbishop Merric Pride, Ronan’s spiritual leader and a powerful shield knight in his own right, remained seated. A few months after Ronan’s birth, Pride had christened him in Elan’s First Church and had guided him through the more difficult patches of his youth. He’d served on the queen’s private council with Sir Alcott and Patron Tyrell during Queen Arianne’s reign. Archbishop Pride sat stone-faced and rigid with his gaze locked on Ronan’s competitor as if in expectation.


  For the span of two seconds, Bryson stood motionless holding the gaze of the archbishop. Then, with a slow subtle motion, Pride shook his head three times with his expression remaining distant and aloof. Bryson tilted his helmet forward in acknowledgment, and the moment passed. An instant later the archbishop’s expression melted into one of visible concern, and he stood and clapped his hands. He rested a reassuring hand on the queen’s shoulder and leaned into her speaking a few words. But Arianne’s eyes never wavered from her son, and she’d missed the exchange between Bryson and the archbishop.


  Ronan’s chest tightened, and his stomach sank. He tried to make sense of the exchange he’d just seen. Caught in this moment of pain and anxiety, could he trust his senses? A logical explanation must exist.


  Bryson tightened the grip on his sword and pounded it against his shield. Using his sword, he mocked the prince with an obscene gesture that elicited fresh roars of laughter and approval from the coliseum’s lathered crowd.


  Ronan’s mind raced sorting through the events as they unfolded. Why didn’t Bryson just end it? He’d earn admission to the Order and the power granted from the precious shard magic. With a single swing of his sword he could finish off Ronan and claim victory.


  As if reading his mind, Bryson raised his sword arm with slow methodical deliberation. As the blade reached its peak a hundred thousand people held their breath awaiting the finishing blow. Bryson released a primal scream and dropped his blade.


  Ronan rolled and Bryson’s blade sank into the loose sand of the arena floor an inch from his breastplate.


  Without a moment’s hesitation, Ronan gripped Bryson’s ankle and pulled with desperate strength.


  The larger boy toppled landing with a thud face first in the sand beside Ronan.


  Ronan pushed himself to his feet, tightened the grip on his sword, and knelt before Bryson. He centered his attack on the exposed flesh of Bryson’s lower back and sent his blade downward. The moment before impact, shimmering blue light appeared an inch above Bryson’s body. Ronan’s blade slammed into the shield sending a ripple of bright blue light across the magical barrier. Sparks flew from the blade’s edge, and the force of impact sent a tingle through his hand that continued up his arm into his shoulder. Smoke curled from the molten sword, and Ronan tossed it aside.


  The coliseum erupted with cheers as Ronan stood and staggered backward. He wanted to touch the shield surrounding Bryson just to confirm he’d won, but he didn’t dare.


  With unhuman speed, three battle knights sped across the arena sand and surrounded the boys. The lead knight grabbed Ronan’s arm and raised it signaling him the victor.


  Ronan removed his gloves and helmet and mopped away the sand and dirt smeared on his sweat covered face. Bouquets of flowers rained onto the arena floor as spectators showered him with appreciation for his hard earned victory.


  The lead knight raised the visor of his golden helmet. Patron Tyrell, commander of the Order of the Shattered Heart and Ronan’s mentor, wore an uneasy expression on his face. “Congratulations Ronan.”


   


  ***


  Ronan slipped on his leather boots, stood, and slammed shut the changing locker’s door. He gathered his soiled underclothing and hurled the stinking pile into a basket in the corner of the locker room.


  The door to the citadel’s changing room opened, and Patron Tyrell slipped inside shutting the door behind him. The world’s foremost battle knight leaned against the closed door and crossed his arms.


  “So you think Bryson let me win?” Without looking up, Ronan fastened the buttons at his wrist.


  Tyrell paused a long moment before responding. “Yes. I think he lost on purpose.”


  Ronan leaned back and shook his head meeting his master’s gaze for the first time. “Don’t hold back. I’ve got thick skin.”


  “I’ve never lied to you Ronan. Would you prefer I start now?”


  He waved off Tyrell’s explanation. “It’s okay. I agree with you. I haven’t earned the shard. Bryson deserves it.”


  Tyrell eased onto the wooden bench next to Ronan, leaned forward, and sighed. “The shard doesn’t belong to Bryson. A knight conducts his life with honor and ethics. If I ever found proof he threw the match, by Elan’s law, I’d strip the shard from him by force if necessary.” He shook his head. “No, if he threw the match, he has no place in the Order.”


  Ronan sat up and leaned forward staring at the rough wooden floor between his boots. “Did you see the archbishop shake his head toward Bryson?”


  “Yes. That’s what bothers me most.”


  “Do you know what I think?” He didn’t bother waiting for a response. “I think someone rigged this whole tournament.” Ronan kicked a towel near his feet, and his shoulders sagged. “I feel like a fool. Here I thought I’d earned each victory.”


  The door to the changing room burst open, and Sir Alcott walked in with a smile stretched wide across his bearded face. “You’ve done it my boy. Congratulations!” Sir Alcott froze when he saw the dark expression on Ronan’s face “You do realize you’ve won right? What’s with the long faces?” He glanced between Tyrell and Ronan.


  Ronan kept his head lowered. He didn’t want to celebrate a fraudulent victory.


  Sir Alcott furrowed his brows and looked to Tyrell for an explanation. “Why is he sulking Patron?”


  “Ronan has doubts about his victory. He believes Bryson may have thrown the match.”


  “That’s ridiculous. Thousands of cheering citizens watched you win today,” Sir Alcott said.


  “Bryson wanted to win. I could feel it,” Ronan said. “Something stopped him from finishing me. He played games with the crowd and wasted time taunting and posturing. He gave me a chance to recover.”


  “That’s not what I saw. Bryson was overconfident. Pride and arrogance cost him the match. He wanted to humiliate you rather than finish it, and he paid the price.”


  “I hope you’re right,” Ronan said.


  “Trust me. I’m right. You earned every victory. Don’t let self-doubt ruin what should be the happiest moment of your life. When I won my shard, my opponent tripped over his feet, and I scored an easy win. You know what I did?” Sir Alcott paused waiting for an answer.


  “What did you do Sir Alcott?” Ronan said.


  “I celebrated. That’s what I did.” He let loose a short hard laugh. “Stop worrying and enjoy the day.”


  “I appreciate you trying to cheer me up.” Ronan ran a hand through his hair. “But, I still have doubts.”


  Sir Alcott leveled his gaze at Tyrell. “Patron, tell the boy I’m right.”


  “There’s more to it I’m afraid,” Tyrell said.


  A ripple of confusion spread across Sir Alcott’s face. “What aren’t you telling me?”


  A light knocking came at the open door. Archbishop Merric Pride hovered at the threshold adorned in the white robes of his station and leaning on a solid silver cane. Behind him, a pair of shard knights stood flanking his left and right.


  “May I come in?” Pride said.


  “Of course you may Your Grace.” Ronan stood and bowed.


  “Please Ronan. Sit. There’s no need for such formality. I just came by to offer my congratulations. You know I don’t approve of the fighting, but I’m glad it was you who came out victorious.”


  “Please have a seat Your Grace.” Ronan offered his arm to the archbishop.


  “Thank you Ronan. Your mother did a fine job raising you.” Pride took Ronan’s arm and eased into a high-backed sturdy maple chair in the corner of the small changing room.


  Ronan found his seat on the bench next to Tyrell.


  “You’ll have to excuse an old man from eavesdropping, but I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation as I came down the hallway. I’d like to understand Master Tyrell’s concerns.”


  A flush of heat spread across Ronan’s cheeks. “Your Grace, it was nothing.” Ronan answered before Tyrell sparing his master the embarrassment.


  Pride raised a hand. “Forget my station. Perhaps I can offer some counsel.”


  Ronan searched Tyrell’s eyes before answering.


  “Go ahead. Tell him the truth,” Tyrell said.


  “Your Grace, this is awkward.”


  Pride raised an eyebrow. “Please explain.”


  “During the match, I saw you make eye contact with Bryson. You and he stared at each other for several seconds before you shook your head,” Ronan said. “After your exchange, Bryson gave up. He held his last strike over his head so long my dead grandmother could’ve avoided it.” Ronan’s palms began to sweat as he realized how crass the statement came out. “I’m sorry for that last bit Your Grace.”


  “There’s no need to apologize. Are you finished?” Pride said.


  “Yes sir. That’s what I saw.”


  “You’re right.”


  Ronan’s head jerked up, and his mouth fell open. “I’m sorry Your Grace?”


  “I did make eye contact with young Master Bryson, and I did shake my head. However, I didn’t mastermind some grand plot to gain you one of Elan’s precious shards.”


  “I’m sorry. It’s just-”


  “I shook my head at the boy for two reasons. First, I wanted him to stop cajoling the crowd as well as taunting you. I found that rather distasteful. The second reason is that I didn’t want to see him hurt you. I can assure you, your victory came without my influence.”


  Ronan slouched and dropped his chin to his chest as scarlet bloomed on his face. “Of course Your Grace, I don’t know why I doubted you, but I needed to be sure. I want the Order to accept me without any doubts. I don’t want any special treatment.”


  “I understand. Perhaps Bryson is a superior warrior. However, as I heard Sir Alcott mention, his pride proved a far greater weakness than his ability with the blade. You earned the shard by exposing your opponent’s weakness just as Master Tyrell taught you. I think you’ll make a fine shard knight my boy.”


  Tension drained from Ronan’s muscles, and a smile spread across his face. “Thank you Your Grace. I needed to hear that.”


  Pride pushed against his silver cane and rose. “Treasure the gift you’ve earned today. Two millennia ago, Elan’s Orb shattered into one hundred and seventy-six separate pieces by those who would do Meranthia harm.” He reached over and squeezed Ronan’s hand. “Use Elan’s magic to protect Meranthia from those who would do her harm.” He shifted his weight to his cane. “Which shard did you win?”


  “It’s the seventh enhancement shard Your Grace,” Ronan said.


  “So you’ll take the mantle of battle knight.” A warm smile spread across his face. “I wish your father would’ve lived to watch you take the shard. He’d be proud of you today.”


  “I’d love nothing more Your Grace,” Ronan said.


  “But, you’ll have a fine master to further your training. Commander Tyrell is the greatest battle knight I’ve ever known. It’s too bad you didn’t earn a protection shard. I could’ve trained you in the art of shield magic myself.”


  Sir Alcott shifted his stance. “I’ll stand by healing magic Ronan. A warrior that mends wounds while slinging a hammer makes a formidable opponent. It’s a blessed gift.”


  Pride’s eyes took on a faraway look. “Yes Sir Alcott, Elan has blessed us all with his gifts. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to discuss details of your induction ceremony with the queen. Congratulations Ronan.”


  Ronan bowed. “Thank you Your Grace. You’ve made me feel much better.”


  Pride took Ronan’s hand and squeezed with a firmness surprising in the old cleric. “Good. That’s good. I’ll see you later this evening then.” He shuffled from the room with shard knights trailing him.


  “I guess I overreacted,” Ronan said.


  “I told you,” Sir Alcott said. “Let’s start celebrating. I’m going to check with Master McClaren on that shipment of ale for this evening’s feast.”


  “Master Tyrell are you coming?” Ronan said.


  Tyrell nodded and flashed a tight smile across his face. “Yes. Let’s go.”


  The Queen


   


  Ronan loosened the top button of his tunic as he padded along the thick carpet toward his room. He looked forward to an hour of quiet rest before the ceremony’s demands called for him.


  As he reached for the brass doorknob, he froze. The knob twisted, and he jerked his hand backward jumping away from the door. He’d passed Mistress Pell not two minutes ago, and she’d made no mention of anyone waiting in his room. In a single swift motion, he slipped a steel blade from his boot and readied himself for combat.


  The heavy oak door swung open, and a blue-eyed blond woman who could’ve passed for Ronan’s older sister stood framing the doorway. She glanced at the knife in Ronan’s hand and raised a single eyebrow. “Do you plan to use that knife on your own mother?”


  Tension drained from Ronan’s body, and he slipped the knife back in his boot. “Most people knock first.”


  “It’s a mother’s right to worry. I had visions of you lying unconscious in your room unable to speak. Now let me look at you.”


  As she reached for his face, Ronan stepped away. “I’m fine mother. Sir Alcott looked me over himself.”


  “Sir Alcott isn’t your mother. Now stop fidgeting.” She grabbed Ronan’s chin and moved his face in a slow arc inspecting every inch of exposed flesh. “How’s your back? That boy treated you like a criminal.”


  “My back’s fine mother.” If he tried cutting short her inspection, she’d grow suspicious and call for a healer, so he held his tongue.


  Arianne stepped back and inspected the rest of his body like a penny-pinching old maid sizing up a cut of sirloin. Satisfied, she stepped aside and allowed Ronan space enough to enter his room.


  Ronan squeezed past his mother and slipped into his room. “I thought I’d see you after the match. I’m surprised you didn’t come down to the changing room.”


  Arianne followed Ronan inside his room and shut the door. “I didn’t want to embarrass you. You’re almost a man, and I didn’t think you’d want your old mother doting on you in front of your classmates.”


  “It’s okay. You could’ve come.” Ronan wanted to tell his mother what he’d seen pass between Bryson and the archbishop in the arena, but he didn’t want her to worry.


  Arianne’s shoulders eased, and her eyes brightened. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek before embracing him in a tight hug. “Congratulations on earning your shard Ronan. I’m so proud of you.” She stepped back and held his gaze for a long moment.


  “What’s wrong mother? Why’re you looking at me that way?”


  “I don’t recall giving you permission to grow into a man. When did that happen?” Her eyes welled with tears, and she pulled free a handkerchief. “Your father would be proud of the man you’ve grown into. I’m sorry he couldn’t be here.”


  Ronan’s chest tightened. He hated to see his mother in pain. “It’s not your fault. I’m just glad you’re here. I never knew him anyway,” Ronan said.


  “Ronan, I need to speak with you about your father. I want to explain about his disappearance. It’s past time I told you. Come sit with me.” She led him to a small ornate couch near a large bay window that offered a spectacular view of the citadel, the arena, and Freehold’s sprawling skyline. A few stragglers lagged toasting the prince’s victory, but nothing stirred on the arena floor itself.


  Ronan wrinkled his brow as he took a seat next to Arianne. “You’re worrying me mother. You don’t have to explain anything. Between Sir Alcott and Master Tyrell, I’ve filled in the missing gaps over the years. I’m no longer curious.”


  Arianne’s eyes went wide. “What have they told you?”


  Ronan let out a long sigh. “When you took over the throne after grandfather’s death, Meranthia was on the brink of war with Ayralen. You were pregnant, but hadn’t married. Master Tyrell said grandfather would’ve been furious had you told him.” He paused watching for any change in his mother’s expression. “Father’s unit disappeared patrolling the border near Ayralen. Tyrell told me he found the shard himself. He searched for days, but never found father or any other man in his unit.” He shifted in his seat. “If you’re worried that I won’t approve, don’t. I understand.”


  Arianne’s expression softened. “They’ve told you a lot haven’t they. I’ll have a word with them about loose tongues.”


  “Please don’t mother. I begged them to tell me. I-”


  “I’m joking Ronan. It’s okay.” She dabbed the corner of her eye. “I know I haven’t been forthcoming with many details over the years. There’s more to it I’m afraid.” She fidgeted with the handkerchief and averted her gaze. “As you mentioned, right before your birth I’d inherited the crown from your grandfather. The times were dangerous because of his foolish treatment of the Ayralens.” She paused for a long moment, and her eyes lost their focus.


  Ronan searched his mother’s face, but she appeared lost in another time and place.


  She turned her gaze back toward him and squeezed his hand. A single teardrop fell from her eye and rolled across her smooth pale cheek. “Please don’t be angry. We wanted to protect you. We did all we could.”


  “We? What’re you talking about? Do you mean Master Tyrell?”


  A loud knocking rattled the heavy silence of Ronan’s bedchamber, and Arianne jumped with a startled surprise.


  Ronan’s shoulders sagged. “I’ll be right back mother, don’t go away.” He crossed the room and opened the door.


  Patron Tyrell stood in the doorway. “I’m sorry for the intrusion Your Highness.” His eyes flickered past Ronan to the queen who stepped up behind him. He bowed. “Your Majesty. I apologize, but I wanted to make the prince aware of the time. The first guests are arriving in the reception hall.”


  Arianne nodded. “Of course Commander Tyrell. Thank you. We’ll come downstairs shortly.”


  Tyrell nodded, bowed, and pulled the door closed.


  Ronan’s stomach fluttered. In the next hour he’d wear the title of shard knight joining Master Tyrell and Sir Alcott within the Order’s ranks. He still needed to change into his dress uniform.


  Arianne dried her tear-stained face. “I must look a mess. I’ll need to fetch Mistress Pell and have her fix my makeup before I go downstairs. We’ll speak after the ceremony?” She gave him a quick kiss on his cheek and paused opening the door. Arianne glanced over her shoulder letting her eyes linger on Ronan. “I love you with my whole heart. Always have. Always will.”


  Ronan smiled. His mother hadn’t used that phrase since she’d tucked him into bed as a little boy. “I love you too mother,” he said.


  A slight smile crossed her face. She blew him a kiss and pulled the door closed behind her.


  ***


  A muffled scream of terror split the silence of Ronan’s bedchamber.


  Ronan froze with his hands hovering over the gold buttons of his dress uniform. A tingle that started in his brain spread through his neck and into his fingertips. With his mind locked, his mouth fell open, and he stared without focus at the buttons in the mirror. The scream conveyed mortal danger, and it hadn’t come from the party four floors below. He couldn’t even hear the orchestra play from the first floor let alone a single voice. The scream came from inside the royal wing.


  Ronan cocked his head and perked his ears.


  Another scream rocked the stark silence of Ronan’s quarters. It sounded like a short guttural command.


  Ronan’s chest tightened, and a wave of numbness rolled through his body that ended with a tingling in his toes. The voice triggered an instinctual response. It belonged to his mother, and she told him to run. He spun and sprinted toward the open closet. As he entered, he pulled the door shut behind him.


  As soon as the door closed, the sound of splintering wood preceded a large crashing noise. A pair of heavy footsteps lumbered against Ronan’s hardwood floor and stopped. “Look under the bed. He’s hiding here somewhere,” a muffled voice said.


  Ronan’s breathing came in labored pulls as he made his way through the dark closet. He recognized that voice, but couldn’t place it. The trunk appeared along his closet’s rear wall, and he flipped open the lid.


  “He’s in here. You didn’t see him come out. Did you?” The voice spoke closer this time. “Check the closet.”


  Ronan pressed a trembling hand onto a thick stack of books piled high inside the trunk. He held back a scream as his subconscious mind gave him the answer. The voice belonged to Bryson Slater.


  The layer of books gave way beneath a heavy spring connecting a false door to the trunk’s bottom. Ronan slipped into the footlocker and pulled the trunk lid closed behind him.


  As the closet door creaked opened, light poured through slits and tiny cracks in the trunk’s walls. “Where in Elan’s seven hells is he?” Hangers clattered and banged against the closet floor as Bryson rummaged through Ronan’s clothing.


  Ronan held his breath and eased the trunk’s false bottom back into place.


  “He’s in that trunk along the wall. See it there? I’d bet my mother’s life on it,” the second voice said. As the trunk’s lid opened, a sliver of Bryson’s pale face appeared through cracks in the false bottom.


  Despite the onset of painful leg cramps, Ronan dared not move a muscle.


  Bryson’s face shifted, and his right eye moved into a position that looked straight into the space Ronan occupied.


  “Books. Leave it to Ronan to have a pile of books in his room,” Bryson said.


  “Books? Are you sure? Let me see,” the second voice said.


  Ronan’s pulse raced so fast his temples throbbed in time with his heartbeat. The breath he’d held since entering the trunk demanded release causing small stars to appear at the edge of his vision. In the next thirty seconds he’d pass out.


  “What you’ll see is that your mother’s life isn’t worth a bucket of piss.” Bryson slammed the trunk closed.


  Ronan released the spent air and breathed creating as little noise as possible. Spasms of pain shot through his leg as they begged for release.


  “Let’s check the other rooms. Maybe the little piss ant went down the hall.” Bryson’s voice trailed off as he left the closet.


  His mother screamed again, this one a bloodcurdling screech that made Ronan’s flesh crawl. He reached behind him, found the small metallic lever near the base of the trunk’s rear wall, and pulled.


  An audible click echoed through the cramped space, and the rear panel dropped open.


  Fresh air rushed into the cramped trunk providing Ronan a strange sense of relief. He pushed himself backward through the panel, stood, and shook the cramps from his legs.


  Darkness pervaded the hallway that offered a stealth retreat for every room located inside the royal wing. Occasional pockets of light spilled through the odd crack casting twisted shadows along the tight passageway.


  He crept along the corridor until he reached the hidden door to his mother’s room. Beyond the door, muffled shouts and the sound of combat did little to put his mind at ease. As he twisted the knob set low on the wall, he pushed in, and his mother’s dark closet opened in front of him.


  Amid rows of formal gowns, day dresses, handbags and jewelry trees, the queen’s middle shoe rack provided cover for the door on the closet’s interior.


  Ronan pulled free the knife hidden in his boot, stepped into the queen’s closet, and pushed on the shoe rack until it clicked shut behind him. He moved past dressers, gowns, and a full-length mirror until he stood in front of the door to the queen’s bedchamber. With his hand gripping the doorknob, he sucked in a few short breaths and pushed the door open.


  Chaos reigned in the queen’s quarters. Arianne crouched behind a long walnut desk tipped onto its side. Her face held an expression of stark terror. A translucent blue spirit shield shimmered around her providing a barrier of magical protection.


  In front of the desk, blood spread outward beneath a shard healer’s corpse. Next to his head, a small glowing white shard sat perched on the plush carpet.


  From the shard’s milky center, swirls of white light weaved and intertwined bouncing off its glassy surface.


  Knight Kristin Delamar who had earned her shard during Ronan’s first year at the citadel stood next to the fallen shard healer in front of the desk. A translucent spirit barrier surrounded her, and in her outstretched palm blossomed a small orb of bright blue magical energy. The ball shot from her hand, crossed the room within a second, and struck the magical shield of Knight Orren Reuben.


  Ronan staggered backward and tried to make sense of the pandemonium spread across the battered room. Knight Orren had taught Ronan the basics of small group battle tactics. He considered the man’s moral fiber unblemished, and couldn’t understand why he attacked his mother.


  Next to Knight Orren, Knight Clement Tarbell, a battle knight known to frequent Freehold’s brothels readied his steel kite shield and shard blade. One of Knight Orren’s magical shields surrounded the traitor making him one of the deadliest creatures to ever walk the world’s surface.


  Ronan could understand a man with Clement’s code of ethics committing treason, but not Orren.


  Another knight, a shard healer, lay flat on his back staring through glassy eyes into empty space.


  Ronan recognized the dead healer.


  Knight Aldric Morefield studied at Freehold’s seminary and had plans on rising to priesthood. From his position among the combatants, Knight Aldric had fought alongside the traitors. The white shard of the healing sect shimmered inches from his outstretched arm.


  In a blurred flash of motion, Knight-Sergeant Phineas Brunte leaped over the desk and landed next to Kristen. The veteran knight led the citadel guard and remained one of Master Tyrell’s closest friends. He wielded a two-handed double bladed shard ax. Yellow energy traveled up the handle and swirled around the twin blades lending the weapon a menacing presence. Brunte’s eyes went wide when he caught sight of Ronan standing outside the queen’s closet. “Your Highness! Run!”


  “I’ve got him Phineas,” Kristen said.


  Ronan had no plans on leaving his mother, but he couldn’t imagine how he’d have any impact on this fight. A moment later a translucent blue shield sprang to life around him. Although he saw through the magical barrier, the shapes of people and objects appeared distorted.


  “Ronan!” Arianne reached out to him.


  Ronan lowered his head and dashed across the room positioning himself next to his mother.


  Arianne gripped Ronan’s arm with trembling hands. “Where’s Tyrell?”


  “I don’t know mother. I haven’t seen him.”


  “Stay near me Ronan. Don’t leave my side. Do you hear me?”


  She gripped his arm so hard he thought she’d stop the blood flow. He managed a weak nod and flinched as the desk’s corner exploded inches from his face. Splinters of wood tore into his shield but burned away in seconds leaving him unscathed.


  Brunte, a small powerfully built knight, crossed the room in a blur. His ax flashed in a yellow streak before he buried it in the side of Orren’s shield.


  Orren’s shield ignited in a bright spray of blue sparks and flickered for a moment before reappearing.


  Kristen laid a barrage of spirit attacks around Brunte’s feet blasting holes in the ornate carpet and the floorboards beneath. She meant to keep Clement away from Brunte.


  Without looking at Brunte, Clement lifted his steel knight’s shield and leaped across the room in a single bound. He hammered the magical field surrounding Kristen with his kite shield causing her shield to flicker and push her backwards into the desk.


  As Orren readied an attack of his own, Brunte whirled with blinding speed sending his ax again into the magical barrier.


  As the shield flickered, Ronan stood from his hiding place and sent his dagger flying end over end and watched it bury itself in Orren’s throat.


  Orren’s eyes went wide with shock, and his hand flew up to his throat. He cried out but instead produced a sickening gurgling noise and dropped to his knees.


  Brunte’s ax flashed again, and a streak of yellow blurred toward the man’s neck. The ax never slowed as it cut through Orren’s neck severing his head from his shoulders. A geyser of blood sprayed from the dead knight’s headless body, and he tipped forward collapsing onto the ornate carpet of the queen’s chamber.


  Blue light streamed from the fallen knight swirling around his body. The light coalesced into a bright point near Orren’s breastplate. Within moments, it hardened forming a glassy shell around a dark blue center. Weaves consisting of varying shades of blue energy traveled the interior of the shard bouncing from side to side.


  The sphere surrounding Clement scattered at the same moment his blade traveled through Kristen’s weakened shield and cut a hole the size of a cantaloupe through her breastplate.


  The talented young shield knight grunted as her mouth opened in shock. She stared wide eyed at Clement’s shard blade jutting from her chest, blood flowed from the corners of her open mouth. Kristen’s bloody body slid along the desk’s surface and fell onto the floor twisting at an awkward angle.


  Clement leaned his weight into the blade, and it sunk through her body pinning her to the carpet. “How do you like that bitch?”


  The sphere protecting Ronan and the queen evaporated leaving them vulnerable to attack.


  In a blurred flash of motion, Brunte sailed across the room swinging his ax at Clement’s back like a lumberjack felling a tree. The ax blade’s lead edge burst through Clement’s breastplate. He placed his foot against Clement’s back and pushed off while pulling free his ax. The traitorous battle knight fell face first into front of the tipped over desk and collapsed in a twisted heap atop Kristen’s corpse.


  As the blue energy from Kristen’s body coalesced into a protection shard, weaves of yellow mist hung in the air an inch over Clement’s body. It hovered growing dense until it formed a thick cloud, condensed, and hardened into a jagged enhancement shard. At the shard’s dark yellow center, golden weaves orbited the core and emanated an aura of yellow light near Clement’s head.


  As the last knight standing, Brunte scanned the room before sheathing his blade. He circled the bloodied desk and stood before the queen. “They’re all dead Your Majesty.”


  Arianne’s white knuckled grip never wavered from Ronan’s arm. With wide eyes and an ashen complexion, she trembled frozen in the crouch she’d held throughout the savage fight.


  Ronan placed a hand to his mother’s cheek, and she managed a weak smile.


  “You’re such a handsome boy.” Arianne touched Ronan’s chin, and pain edged her blue eyes. “Did I ever tell you that you’re the spitting image of your father?” Her words came out hushed, and her voice trembled.


  “I think you just did,” Ronan said.


  Brunte knelt behind the queen and using a soft soothing voice said, “I’ll wait here with you until help arrives. I’ll not leave you alone.”


  In the next heartbeat, the still air behind Brunte shimmered, and the shielded form of Merric Pride appeared like an apparition. He held a dark blue orb of spirit energy in his outstretched palm that doubled the size of Kristen’s. In his other hand, he leaned against the solid silver cane the old cleric always carried with him.


  Ronan’s vision flashed red, and a wave of dizziness swept across him. He opened his mouth to scream a warning as Pride unleashed the magic into Brunte’s back.


  The battle knight’s chest disappeared in a mist of red vapor as Pride’s attack tore the man in half. As his body fell to the side, the yellow light shimmering on his shard ax’s blade died with him.


  Ronan pushed his mother aside before the dark orb exiting Brunte’s chest could strike her too. Pride’s magical attack burst through the carpet sending splinters of wood flying in bits and pieces across the room.


  Arianne rolled to her side and pushed herself to her feet as if awakened from a deep slumber. She spun on the archbishop. “You murdering bastard!”


  Pride ignored the insult. “You should have trusted your instincts Ronan. They were sound. It’s a lesson I wish you could learn from, but I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Pride said.


  “Why would you do this?” Arianne said.


  “Why? You ask me why? I can’t trust you with the affairs of state. You have savages running the streets, attending our churches, and even owning businesses. Your father wouldn’t stand for it.” Pride shook his head giving her a contemptuous look. “I promised him, I’d keep you contained. I wish it hadn’t come to this, but I’m not surprised.”


  “You’ll hang in the street. I’ll see to it myself,” Ronan said.


  Pride laughed. “Is that what you think?” With a twist of his wrist, the cane in his left hand fell away and split into separate parts revealing a needle sharp blade built into the handle. Pride’s expression twisted into an ugly distortion of the face he showed his congregation every Saturday morning. With surprising speed, he lunged forward sinking the blade into a spot just above the queen’s heart. He rammed the blade through her body until the cane’s handle touched the red stain spreading across her dress.


  Ronan lunged forward and grabbed his mother before she hit the ground. Holding her in his arms, he eased her back and looked into her eyes as her life drained away. Arianne moved her lips to speak, but the words came so soft he couldn’t hear. Ronan placed his ear over her mouth. “I love you. I love you both so much.”


  Hot tears streaked Ronan’s face. “I love you too mother.” His voice faltered as cold numbness spread across his body.


  With those final words, her eyes glazed over, and Queen Arianne died.


  Ronan eased his mother’s head to the ground and closed her eyes.


  Pride shook his head. “Such a senseless death,” he said without a hint of remorse.


  Ronan ground his teeth, clenched his fists, and spun on Merric Pride. “I’ll see you dead for this. Do you hear me?”


  Pride smiled with contempt. “Such bravado. But, I can’t have you control the throne and continue to hand my country over to the Ayralens.” He raised his hand as another orb of energy gathered in his outstretched palm. “No. This is the end of the line for you I’m afraid. Your bit part in this drama is at an end. As he released the spirit magic from his palm, a streak of movement came from the closet door.


  Ronan jerked backward off his feet as Pride’s attack sailed past him and blasted a chunk of plaster from the bedroom wall ten feet away.


  Holding onto Ronan’s suit collar, Patron Tyrell slid the young prince behind him. A dozen rips and cuts shredded his bloodstained dress uniform. A plethora of wounds showed beneath the shredded uniform and oozed trails of fresh blood along his chest and legs. “Stay behind me Ronan.”


  “You’re early Tyrell,” Pride said. “But, it hardly matters.” With little fanfare, Pride sank to the carpet, assembled his silver cane, and stretched out near the queen. “Guards!”


  The door to the queen’s chamber burst open, and Bryson entered the room followed by a dozen royal guardsmen.


  Pride’s shield disappeared as the guards entered the room. “Arrest that man!” Pride pointed to Tyrell. “He’s killed the queen, and the prince is next.”


  Using one hand, Tyrell clutched Ronan by his jacket collar while his shard blade shimmered with yellow light in the other. “Wrap your arms around my neck and hang on.” The words came whispered and urgent.


  Without hesitation, Ronan leaped onto Tyrell’s wounded back, and the shard master streaked toward the open terrace door.


  Tyrell never stopped as he leaped thirty feet through the air and sped away through the busy streets of Freehold.


  Safe House


   


  “Ho’ there Mary.” The rhythmic clip-clop of steel horseshoes beating on rough cobble stopped.


  “This is it Ronan. Let’s go.” Tyrell pulled his hood tight and slid from the wagon bed.


  Wordlessly, Ronan slipped from the milk wagon. A light drizzle had started earlier in the evening, and now, hours later, he welcomed the rain, clouds, and midnight’s merciful shroud. He let the rain fall unimpeded over his face and stood motionless waiting for further direction.


  “Your hood Ronan. Put it up,” Tyrell said.


  Ronan secured his hood as instructed. His mind flashed with a vision of his mother’s body lying dead on the carpet. He squeezed his eyes tight and shook his head pushing away the memories.


  Light rain ricocheted from dozens of empty glass milk bottles packed in the wagon bed. “Thank you Master Wilburn,” Tyrell said.


  “What you did for my family sir. Well, it’s the least I can do,” Wilburn said.


  “If anyone should ask about this evening…”


  “I’ll hold my tongue. No need to worry about that. Whatever you’re hiding from is your business.” Wilburn’s eyes flickered toward Ronan. He lowered his voice. “The young master traveling with you. Is he all right? He seems…off.”


  “He’ll be fine Master Wilburn. We’ve had a long day.”


  “If you need a place to stay…”


  “We have a place to stay, but I thank you for your offer,” Tyrell said.


  Wilburn let out a deep breath, and his shoulders sagged. “Good luck to you then,” he snapped the reigns. “Get on there Mary.”


  The old mare ambled ahead, and the rhythmic clip-clop started again. Master Wilburn’s milk wagon creaked along the narrow cobblestone street and disappeared around the corner.


  “Let’s get you inside,” Tyrell said.


  “Inside?” Ronan said.


  Tyrell nodded toward the rundown townhouse in front of them.


  The dark ramshackle building looked neither lived-in nor inviting, but it did appear in desperate need of fresh paint and a skilled handyman.


  To the right, candlelight flickered from dirty cracked windows, and a large mangy cat sat perched on the windowsill. The townhouse on the left radiated darkness and dread the same way Tyrell’s safe house did. Dozens of homes lining the rough cobbled street appeared abandoned or in disrepair.


  Ronan didn’t recognize this section of Freehold let alone ever enter one of the homes here. “Let’s get on with it then.”


  Tyrell produced a key from the folds of his cloak, unlocked the front door, and entered the townhouse.


  As Ronan stepped inside the dark entryway, his nostrils flared with the musty odor of mold and decay that accompanied long periods of stagnation, but he had a roof over his head keeping the rain at bay. He’d left his mother alone bleeding and abandoned just like this townhouse.


  The front door creaked on rusty hinges as Tyrell forced it shut. He lit a small oil lamp sitting on a nearby table. “Wait here for a minute while I check the house.”


  Ronan nodded.


  The oil lamp’s greasy light showed a set of rickety steps leading up to the second floor and a thick coat of dust layering every visible surface.


  Tyrell disappeared up the rotting steps and slid into the second floor shadows.


  A dreary hallway stretched out beside the staircase leading deeper inside the townhouse. Overhead, exposed ceiling beams supported rotting floorboards.


  Ronan pulled back his hood. Why had he believed Pride? He should’ve trusted his gut instinct.


  From the shadows of the first floor hallway Tyrell appeared. “All clear. Follow me.”


  Ronan’s brow furrowed. He didn’t recall Tyrell coming downstairs.


  Tyrell picked up the oil lamp, walked along the narrow hallway, and past the stairway.


  The lamp’s light revealed a small living room empty of furnishings save for a pair of tarnished wooden chairs and a small end table. In the far corner, a well-used iron stove sat dark and empty. Beside the rusty stove, a short pile of fresh-cut firewood stood neatly stacked appearing oddly out of place amid the decay.


  Tyrell placed a few pieces of firewood inside the stove as Ronan sagged into the nearest chair.


  “What happened to Sir Alcott? Is he okay?” Ronan said.


  With his back facing Ronan, Tyrell lit the stove and shut its door. “He’s fine. Don’t worry about him.”


  “What happened Master Tyrell?”


  Tyrell’s hand froze on the stove’s door handle. A moment later, he stood and pulled the remaining chair near Ronan. He sat and cleared his throat. “After I left you and your mother, I received a message that Bryson wanted to speak with me. I assumed he wanted to discuss the tournament, and I thought he might have something to confess, so I went to his room at the citadel.” Tyrell shifted and adjusted his cloak. “Bryson wasn’t there. Instead, three shard knights attacked me. I fought off two of them but not the third. I was near death when Sir Alcott arrived. He caught the shield knight off guard and healed me. After that, I went straight to the palace, but I wasn’t fast enough.”


  “How deep does this go Master Tyrell?” Ronan leaned forward. “Who can help us?”


  “I can’t answer that Ronan. If we approach the city guard, they’ll arrest me and turn you over to the palace. I believe Pride has convinced many of the palace guard with his charade. You’d be a marked man I’m afraid. Pride wants the throne, and he’ll do anything to keep it.”


  “How’s that possible? He’s the archbishop not a member of the royal family,” Ronan said.


  “The line for the throne ends with you Ronan. The order of succession includes the archbishop when no members of the royal family are living to accept the crown.”


  “He’s going to take us back to the policies of my grandfather isn’t he?”


  Tyrell paused for a few moments before answering. “It’s clear from the archbishop’s statements this evening that he’s hidden many of his feelings toward the Ayralen immigrants. I fear dark days ahead.”


  “We have to stop him Master Tyrell. He can’t get away with killing my mother in cold blood. I’ll die before I let that happen.”


  “We have to think this through Ronan. We can’t plow ahead without some help. I don’t know who to trust in Freehold. The city is too dangerous.”


  “You have a plan don’t you?”


  Tyrell nodded. “I have friends in Ayralen that will help us. We’ll be out of Pride’s reach there.”


  The wooden chair groaned as Ronan leaned back. “Master Tyrell, what do you know about my father that you haven’t told me?”


  Tyrell’s brow furrowed. “Your father? Why are you asking about him?”


  “When you stopped by my room earlier this evening, my mother was ready to tell me something about him. She said it was beyond time I knew. Do you know what she meant?”


  Tyrell raised an eyebrow. “Did she?” He leaned back in his chair. “That’s a long and sordid story Ronan, and it’s not my tale to tell. But, once we’re out of Freehold, I’ll tell you what I know. Okay?”


  Ronan wanted more details, but he let it go. Tyrell had seen too many people he loved either die or betray him this evening. “Okay. How do we escape Freehold?”


  “Sir Alcott is arranging passage. I’m to meet him tonight, and we’ll come back here to pick you up.”


  “To pick me up? I’m coming with you,” Ronan said.


  “No. The risk is too great. Your survival is all that matters, and your mother would never forgive me if anything happened to you. There’s a bed upstairs with fresh linens. Sleep. You’ll need the rest. We have many days of traveling ahead of us.”


  Ronan’s stomach churned at the mention of his mother. He spoke as if she still lived. If he slept he could make the pain fade. “I’ll try Master Tyrell.”


  Tyrell stood and fished in his pocket before handing Ronan a key. “Take this. It unlocks the house next door.”


  He meant the dark house. Ronan didn’t need further clarification.


  “If anyone comes to the front door, don’t answer. Go to the cellar. There’s a doorway down there that connects this house to the one next door. And if all else goes wrong, meet me at the entrance to Old Town at first light. Do you know your way?”


  “I can find it. Yes.” Ronan took the key. “How long will you be gone?”


  “A few hours.” Tyrell squeezed Ronan’s shoulder. “I’m sorry Ronan. I never meant for this to happen.”


  Ronan said nothing as Tyrell left the house and locked the door behind him.


  ***


  Downstairs, the front door creaked on its hinges.


  Ronan pushed himself up and rubbed sleep from his bloodshot eyes. Rest had come in fifteen minute bursts during the short rain-soaked night, but, mercifully, it came free of nightmares. With a yawn, he pulled on his boots and slipped on the ridiculous blue uniform jacket.


  Murmured conversation filtered through the bedroom’s closed door.


  Sir Alcott had arrived with Tyrell. Ronan thanked Elan something had gone right this evening. He pulled open the bedroom door and froze.


  “The old man saw him come in this house,” someone said.


  “That old man is a drunken bum. For a copper penny, he’d of seen the ghost of your dead grandmother,” a second voice said.


  A chill ran along Ronan’s spine. He didn’t know these voices.


  “Listen up Prince Ronan. We know you’re in here. Come on out. We’ve captured that traitor Tyrell, so he can’t hurt you anymore.” The voice yelled through the dark townhouse.


  Ronan slipped backwards into the bedroom’s shadows leaving the door cracked. He didn’t believe the city guard had captured Master Tyrell.


  Heavy footsteps thumped off wooden floorboards below.


  Ronan’s stomach sank. With at least two men downstairs, he couldn’t reach the cellar escape route.


  “We’re on your side. Save us all a lot of trouble, and we don’t have to hurt you,” the second guard said.


  “You idiot, why’d you’d tell him that?” The first guard said.


  “Listen Rory, I don’t have to take that from you, and I told him we wasn’t gonna hurt him,” the second guard said.


  Ronan crossed the room to the one escape route the small room offered.


  A cracked window opened to a sheer fifteen foot drop. Lurking in the shadow strewn street below, city guards hovered near the front door, and two others crept toward the townhouse’s rear door.


  Sweat formed on Ronan’s brow and beaded on his upper lip. He might break his leg jumping out the window, and they’d catch him besides.


  The bottom stair creaked followed by the ringing sound of cold steel sliding from its scabbard.


  Ronan moved to the door and poked his head into the darkened hallway.


  Where the narrow hallway ended, a rickety wooden ladder led up to a sealed attic door. The splintered ladder had several missing or cracked rungs.


  Moving up the staircase, heavy footfalls grew louder.


  “Lord Randal said he didn’t care if he lived or died. Let’s just kill him and go,” the second guard said.


  “He’s a kid you heartless bastard. What’s wrong with you?” Rory said.


  With his pulse racing, Ronan threw open the bedroom door, raced along the hallway, and pulled himself up the ladder.


  “You check to the left. I’ll go right,” Rory said.


  Ronan stifled a scream as he pushed on the attic door. It didn’t move an inch. Multiple layers of paint combined with years of disuse had sealed it shut.


  “There he is!” The heavy guard dashed toward Ronan. “Get down from there you little bastard.”


  Ronan slammed his shoulder into the door, but it remained stuck. A surge of hot panic rushed through his body as he felt a hand wrap around his ankle.


  The second guard stood at the ladder’s base with his hand locked around Ronan’s ankle. “I got him Rory. Help me pull him down.”


  “Get off me you fat bastard.” Ronan slammed his boot’s heel into the guard’s face.


  With an audible pop, the guard’s head snapped backward. Blood poured from his nose as he sank to one knee cupping his face with his hands. “My nose! Elan damn him, he broke by nose!”


  With another surge, Ronan heaved his shoulder into the attic door. This time it moved an inch as sharp pain flared in his shoulder.


  Rory sprinted along the hall and stopped next to his friend.


  “Pull him off that ladder Rory. Use your sword if you have to.” His words sounded nasally as if he had cotton balls shoved up his nostrils.


  In a desperate surge, Ronan sent his shoulder flying into the door again. Pain ripped through his shoulder as the door gave way sailing upward into the dark space of the attic.


  “It’s over boy. Come down. You can’t escape from there. You aren’t a bird,” Rory said.


  Ronan ignored the guard, grabbed the dark hole’s rough edges, and pulled himself inside the attic.


  Rory, a large man by any measure, slid his blade into its scabbard, clenched his jaw and started up the ladder. “We’re to do this the hard then.”


  With his heart hammering, Ronan scoured the pitch-black attic for some weapon he could use. But, his eyes couldn’t break through the blanket of darkness shrouding the space around him. He settled on the dislodged attic door lying a few feet away.


  “Boy, if you make me chase you into this attic, I’m gonna throw you in chains. Get down here. Now!” Rory reached the attic’s entrance and struggled to pull his enormous belly through the small hole.


  Ronan lifted the door overhead and slammed it on top of Rory’s fleshy bald scalp.


  Rory screamed, and his weight shifted downward as the ladder rung supporting him gave way under his bulk. Eyes bulging, Rory hurtled backward landing in a twisted heap atop the still reeling guard at the bottom of the ladder.


  With a heavy thud, Ronan dropped the attic door into place, and stomped it closed. He’d bought himself a few minutes of precious time and used it to allow his eyes time to adjust.


  Through the attic door, different voices shouted instructions, and the footfalls of more guards pounded the main stairway.


  Rotted crates, a dust covered rug, a cracked mirror, and an empty splintered bookcase comprised the attic’s inventory. A narrow board ran across the attic floor’s beams ending in a small circular window that had several rotten boards nailed over the opening.


  Ronan tiptoed across the thin board arriving at the boarded window. With a sharp tug, he pulled at the rotten boards. The house’s decayed condition worked in his favor as the brittle wood pulled away with little effort. After freeing the second board, the sweet summer air offered cool relief from the attic’s stale confines.


  Outside the open window, the rooftop’s steep angle ended ten feet away in a sheer drop-off.


  Ronan jumped as a loud banging noise came from the attic door behind him.


  A moment later, the door burst apart, and Rory’s head popped through the hole. “I’m gonna kill you now, you little cretin.”


  Ronan’s head spun as he scoured the room in a desperate panic. The rooftop offered his only hope. He squeezed and shimmied his way through the small attic window. Cracked wooden shingles scraped and splintered his hands as he steadied himself against the roof’s sharp angle of descent. As he pulled his legs through, he kicked out and whirled his legs around wide to cut off any downward momentum.


  “There he is!” A city guard pointed at Ronan. Next to him, an archer pulled an arrow from his quiver and loaded his bowstring.


  The steep rooftop provided no escape in any direction, but across a six-foot stretch of open-air, the neighboring townhouse offered hope of refuge.


  A sharp hissing noise sliced the air near Ronan, and a second later, an arrow sprouted from the wooden shingles an inch from his feet.


  Rory stuck his head through the attic window. “You’re done Latimer.”


  The fat guard grabbed Ronan’s jacket, but he twisted free, sprinted toward the roof’s edge and jumped. As he leaped, the sharp whistle of another arrow cut the night air. He sailed forward and slammed into the rooftop breaking his fall with his sore shoulder. Pain exploded in his shoulder as he rolled to a stop.


  “Damn slippery bastard!” Rory said across the open divide. The fat guard strained trying to pull his lumbering girth through the tiny attic window.


  Relentless pain pulsed through Ronan’s shoulder as he flailed from side to side willing away the agony.


  The attic window creaked under Rory’s excessive weight, and with a final push, he popped through the window like a cork from a champagne bottle.


  “He’s in the second house. Go!” A voice from street level said.


  Rory wheezed as he lifted his bulk from the sharp-angled roof and lined up for the identical jump. With a grunt, he leaped across the six-foot gap, but began his descent far short of the neighboring rooftop. He latched onto the roof’s edge as his body slammed into the house’s wooden side.


  Ronan used his shoulder to push himself to his knees, and a shot of pain lurched through his arm.


  Rory’s face flushed scarlet as he labored to pull his heavy body onto the rooftop. Inch by inch he pulled himself upward until both arms hooked over the roof’s edge.


  Ronan’s breath came in ragged pulls. He staggered onto his feet and eyed the struggling guard.


  With arms trembling, Rory pulled himself halfway onto the rooftop. In mere moments he’d have his body over the roof line.


  Ronan supported his injured arm and staggered toward the struggling guard.


  Rory’s eyes opened wide with fear. “Have mercy. Please.”


  They’d showed his mother no mercy, and he felt none for this man. With determination fueled by naked revenge, he poured his anger into a brutal kick that connected with the guard’s open mouth.


  With a sickening crunch, Rory’s head jerked back, and his face erupted in a bright flash of crimson. As his eyes rolled back into his head, consciousness faded from the guard’s expression. His arms slackened, and he fell disappearing beneath the edge of the roof.


  As Ronan appeared near the building’s edge, the archer raised his bow and drew a bead.


  Ronan’s stomach sank as he watched the arrow leave the archer’s bow. He flung his body backward as the arrow’s fletching brushed his rib cage. With a thud, he landed on his backside and inspected his chest and stomach for damage.


  “Stenson and Gilpin, get inside that house now!” A stern voice rang out.


  Ronan sat on his knees and pulled in agonizing breaths as he tried to calm the pounding in his chest.


  Guards scrambled onto the front porch and pounded the locked door.


  Ronan jumped to his feet and ran toward the rooftop door. He yanked the handle, and the door didn’t move.


  His stomach hardened into a sickening knot. He pulled again. Nothing.


  “The bloody door is made of steel,” a voice said from the front porch.


  A thought struck Ronan. Tyrell must’ve reinforced the front door frame. The bloody door frame.


  He pushed the door, and it opened inward.


  Relief poured through his aching muscles.


  A small dingy bedroom stood empty of any furnishings. On room’s far side a set of stairs descended deeper into the home’s interior.


  Ronan took two stairs at a time before stumbling into a short hallway.


  At the dark hallway’s end, a stairway descended.


  He dashed ahead and stopped at the landing.


  The front door shook in its steel frame as guards continued pounding without mercy. Figures blurred past the hallway window heading toward the rear of the house.


  With his heart hammering, Ronan flew downstairs, past the front door running at breakneck speed toward the rear door. He blurred past a small sitting room that opened into a dingy kitchen.


  On the kitchen’s far wall, a thin wooden door led outside.


  As Ronan moved for the kitchen door, he jumped backward as the door crashed inward flying off its hinges.


  His chest heaved, and he whirled looking for somewhere to hide.


  A pantry door stood ajar a few feet away.


  He grabbed the door handle, threw it open, and slammed it shut behind him.


  The front door gave way banging open, and multiple sets of heavy boots came pounding through the small house.


  “We tried doing this the nice way. No taking you alive now boy. It ends here,” a guard said as he stormed through the house.


  Ronan’s chest tightened as he slumped against the pantry wall.


  Footsteps entered the kitchen.


  Within seconds they’d have him. Ronan dropped his head between his knees, closed his eyes and prayed to Elan. When he opened his eyes, he held in a shout of triumph.


  Buried in the floorboard, a door handle appeared between Ronan’s legs.


  His hand went to his breast pocket, and he felt for the key he’d placed there earlier. Could he still use Tyrell’s cellar escape?


  Heavy fists pounded on the pantry door followed by waves of laughter. “Face this like a man. You’re embarrassing yourself.”


  Ronan yanked open the cellar door and leaped into the black emptiness.


  Total darkness left the cellar’s contents hidden from view except for a dirt-caked shovel leaning against a nearby wooden crate.


  As Ronan pulled the cellar door closed, the pantry door opened. He let the door drop the final few inches and grabbed for the shovel.


  A second later the cellar door creaked open, and a bearded face appeared overhead. “Come up here you little bastard.”


  Ronan swung the shovel at the guard’s face, but found empty air as the man moved his head away in time.


  The door slammed shut leaving Ronan alone in a shroud of darkness.


  He sagged against the cool dirt wall clutching the shovel in both hands and pulling in deep breaths of musty air.


  Through the cellar door, murmured conversations mixed with the thuds of multiple footsteps.


  Ronan had to find Tyrell’s door. He stood and groped along the cellar wall pulling loose dirt down on his head. He inched his way toward the cellar’s rear wall.


  Behind Ronan, the cellar door squeaked open, and heavy boots appeared on the wooden ladder.


  Cold fear rippled along Ronan’s spine as he spun and readied the shovel for attack. If he died tonight, he’d take a guard with him.


  A city guard wearing heavy leather held out a blade as he lowered himself to the dirt floor. In his offhand he carried an oil lamp spilling light across the cellar. “We decided you’ve been enough trouble for one night. You can rot down here as far as we care.” The guard tossed the oil lamp into a pile of wooden crates stacked against the wall opposite Ronan. “I’ll even give you a little warmth to take away the night’s chill.”


  The oil lamp shattered spraying hot oil over the brittle wooden crates. Three creates nearest Ronan burst into flame.


  “Have a good night Your Highness.” The guard chuckled as he climbed the ladder. “Light it up.” His words echoed through the house.


  The wooden ladder disappeared through the cellar door. The city guard slammed the door shut sealing Ronan in a fiery tomb.


  The flames skittered across the splattered oil setting aflame a wooden box and piles of empty burlap bags.


  Ronan breathed in the billowing smoke, and a wave of nausea rolled through his stomach. He stripped off his jacket and pushed it against his nose and mouth.


  The flames leaped from box to box, and glimmers of fire flickered from cracks between kitchen floorboards overhead.


  Thick smoke burned Ronan’s eyes, and his stomach lurched in protest as the jacket did little to ward off smoke inhalation. He’d die in this cellar unless he could find Tyrell’s door.


  Within seconds, a wall of flames engulfed the far side of the cellar licking at kitchen floor overhead.


  Ronan scoured the unburned part of the cellar, but found no door.


  As the stacked wooden crates crumbled in the raging inferno, a heavy door fell forward having burned from its hinges.


  The steel door groaned and crashed into the tangled burning crates. Sparks billowed across the cellar’s scorched air spraying Ronan with tiny red-hot embers.


  Ronan beat his coat against the floor killing the fire before it could take hold.


  Flames licked beneath the fallen door, but it provided safe harbor through the blazing inferno and offered cool comfort from a dark passageway beyond the flames.


  With his pulse racing, Ronan found the key in his breast pocket and jammed it into his trousers. He wrapped the blue uniform jacket around his head and plunged into the flames finding his footing on the fallen door.


  The fire’s intense heat overwhelmed Ronan, and his knees wobbled on the burning door. As he crossed through the flame, heavy smoke curled up beneath his feet and poured into his mouth and nose. His throat constricted, and his body shook with violent spasms as he gagged and choked under the assault.


  The passageway’s welcoming darkness appeared at the end of the fiery gauntlet, and Ronan pitched forward tumbling into the tunnel’s cool damp earth.


  Flames licked around his head as his jacket had caught fire. He tossed his destroyed coat into the blazing fire and dropped to his knees choking and gagging.


  With his eyes watering and stinging, Ronan crawled along the passage stopping to choke up strings of mucus and hot bile.


  At the tunnel’s end, a wall of cool mud stopped any further progress forward.


  Ronan leaned against the earthen wall pulling in shallow breaths of clean air. His lungs burned, but the air provided welcome relief.


  Inside the burning cellar, the kitchen floor collapsed. Piles of molten ash and burning wood blocked entry to the cellar.


  With no way out, he turned his gaze upward, and for the first time today a weak smile spread across his face.


  Built into the muddy ceiling, a small door remained unscathed by smoke or flame.


  Ronan pulled the key from his soot-stained trousers and unlocked the door. He pulled himself inside the cool darkness of the adjoining cellar, and relief washed over him. He rolled away from the trapdoor and breathed in damp smoke free air.


  Dim light filtered through the dark cellar outlining a small trapdoor built into the ceiling.


  Ronan stood, lumbered across the room, and pushed opened the cellar door. He climbed the ladder and paused inside the empty kitchen.


  Bright flickers of flame danced from the adjoining room’s floorboards. Near the chairs, occupied only hours before, a circular patch of flame licked the floor engulfing a shattered oil lamp near the rusty iron stove.


  Ronan spun searching for signs of fire, but the kitchen remained untouched.


  Inside the little kitchen, the back door hung off its hinges, and fresh splinters jutted from a mangled door frame.


  Ronan dashed through the rear door into the night air’s welcome relief.


  A narrow alley led away in opposite directions. The guards had evacuated both houses leaving Ronan’s exit observed by the neighbor’s cat who sat perched on a nearby tree limb.


  Tucked in a low crouch, Ronan dashed along the alley past several houses moving away from the fire. Hope blossomed in his mind. He’d earned anonymity from the fire.


  A city block away, he stumbled onto the side street used by Master Wilburn a few hours earlier.


  Ronan crept along the cobbled street remaining hidden by shadow. At the intersection he paused and gazed toward the burning townhouses he’d escaped.


  A small crowd had gathered and formed a makeshift bucket brigade. A tall lanky man grabbed an overflowing bucket and tossed water against the fire-threatened townhouse.


  Any sign the city guard had visited burned beneath the damp Meranthian night.


  In the opposite direction, dawn’s purple haze gave early warning to the impending sunrise.


  Ronan turned his back on the burning wreckage and loped toward Old Town’s entrance and a meeting with Patron Tyrell.


  A New Friend


   


  Stretched out in the damp dawn air, hung a line of laundry with no hope of fully drying. The clothing stood unattended as did the other streets and alleys inside the laborers district. Most people remained indoors during the early morning hours, but they’d come outside soon enough.


  From his hiding place in the bushes, Ronan surveyed the small yard and dashed for the hanging laundry. He grabbed a pair of linen trousers and a blue cotton tunic. They looked big, but he’d make them work.


  With his heart racing, he tore through a shrub line and disappeared. He’d change clothes with minutes to spare before meeting Master Tyrell.


  He ran through the district traversing alleys and jumping fences. Five minutes later he slowed to a walk as he entered the alley that took him to the Old Town entrance.


  At the alley’s mouth, a thick elderberry bush grew behind an overgrown backyard. Small unripened berries, hung in clumps on its branches.


  Ronan’s stomach growled. He couldn’t remember the last time he ate. He tore free a few berries and popped them in his mouth. As he sank his teeth into them, a bitter acidic tang spread across his taste buds. He spit out the hard berries and kept spitting until the taste disappeared.


  The elderberry bush provided more than unripened fruit. The branches covered a small hollowed out spot inside the bush.


  With a quick peek toward the house, he slipped into the bush and peeled off his torn soot-stained clothing. His stomach twisted as he pulled the smoke-filled tunic over his head. Removing the clothing felt like saying good-bye to a part of his life he’d never get back.


  Ronan touched the intricately carved gold ring that dangled from a silver chain around his neck. His mother gave him the ring on his eighth birthday. It had belonged in his family for centuries and remained his last treasure from happier times.


  He changed into the new clothes and transferred a small coin purse from his old trousers. He carried what most nobles considered a modest amount of coin. The people living inside the Laborer’s District would work a year to earn the equivalent. With his personal business settled, Ronan emerged from the elderberry bush and walked along the alley.


  A hundred yards ahead, the alleyway met the street that connected Old Town to the Laborer’s District. That intersection provided the perfect vantage point to hide and wait for Tyrell’s arrival.


  He increased his pace eager to meet Master Tyrell. A patrol of city guards would recognize Tyrell on sight, and Ronan didn’t want to put the man’s life in further jeopardy.


  The back sides of several modest homes, trade shops, and businesses lined the alleyway. On the right, the Queen’s Heart, home to the finest ale in Freehold, gave way to Lady Holloway’s tailor shop. Near the alley’s exit, an old broken wagon sat behind Master Belmont’s blacksmith shop.


  The alleyway itself had trash bins full of discarded boxes, old food, shredded newspaper, and bits of scrap metal.


  Ronan ditched his old clothing in a large trash bin behind the Queen’s Heart. The trash wagon came through this district weekly and would remove the final traces of his former life with yesterday’s news.


  A breeze stirred and delivered the promise of rain mixed with a healthy dose of rotting half-eaten inn food.


  A wave of nausea rolled through Ronan’s stomach that helped curb his hunger pangs. He held his breath as he made his way past the Queen’s Heart.


  The wind also brought the tense sound of angry voices.


  Ronan’s ears perked up, and he paused. The voices sounded confrontational, and he couldn’t afford any delays.


  The conversation originated a short distance ahead behind a large trash bin and the broken-down wagon.


  Ronan skirted the trash bin and crouched behind the wagon.


  A half-dozen rough looking teenage boys crowded around a younger boy near Ronan’s age. The younger boy had the light caramel complexion common among Ayralens. He wore a simple outfit, and a dark blue hat hid his face. The Ayralen boy stood half as tall as any of the six large teenage brutes towering over him. One boy, taller and fatter than his friends, stood in the middle directing his anger at the Ayralen.


  “Go back to the forest and hug a tree,” the fat boy said as he jammed his index finger into the smaller boy’s chest.


  The Ayralen took a half step backwards but held his ground.


  Sir Alcott had taught Ronan the basics of Ayralen culture. Their country existed in a vast forest, and they didn’t worship Elan the way Meranthians did.


  His grandfather, Torr Latimer, had done everything he could to keep Ayralens out of Meranthia. As did the Meranthian kings before him, Torr kept the border sealed and hung any Ayralens that snuck past.


  Queen Arianne changed that ancient policy ten years ago. Ayralens could freely travel across Meranthian borders. Although few Meranthians ventured into the giant forest, the ones that did stayed. A handful of brave Ayralens had made homes in Meranthia bringing with them their customs, beliefs, and religion.


  Fear of the Ayralen way of life had driven Pride to kill his mother, and these bullies pushing around this boy represented that dark underside of Meranthian society.


  Some citizens viewed the Ayralen immigrants as little more than savages praising a false god. They wanted no contact with their children, their culture, or any of their strange customs. From what little Ronan had seen, these racist people represented Meranthia’s minority. Most welcomed the Ayralens and greeted them with warmth, curiosity, and genuine openness.


  Ronan’s combined knowledge of Ayralen customs and culture could fit on a single slip of note paper. He took people as they came and formed his opinions based on a person’s actions not general stereotypes. In fact, he welcomed the diversity.


  “You’re a rotten little thief is what you are,” the fat boy said.


  The monstrous fat boy stood six-feet tall and almost as wide. His stomach strained against a tunic at least three sizes too small, and one button looked ready to pop. Streaks of dingy dirt soiled his white tunic, and large yellow stains appeared under his armpits. His light brown hair stood in odd clumps while portions appeared cemented to his skull.


  “He’s probably stealing scrap from Master Belmont’s shop,” another boy said.


  “What are you stealing you dirty tree hugger?” Fat boy said.


  “I’m not stealing anything. Leave me alone,” the Ayralen boy said.


  “Not until we’ve searched you for stolen goods. You come to our city and rob us blind. You and the rest of you dirty tree people,” fat boy said.


  Ronan remained motionless hidden behind a pile of broken crates. He wanted to help the Ayralen boy, but he couldn’t miss his meeting with Tyrell.


  Fat boy lunged at the Ayralen. But, his size and bulk made his movements slow and predictable, and the Ayralen boy sidestepped with ease.


  Fat boy’s faced twisted with rage. “Grab him!”


  Three of fat boy’s crew stepped toward the Ayralen, and he jumped back another step. Behind the Ayralen, a skinny rat-faced boy crept closer and squatted a few feet away.


  “I’ve done nothing to you. Leave me alone,” the Ayralen said.


  The three boys stepped closer and flanked the Ayralen boy.


  The Ayralen looked right and left as if deciding his next move when a shove came from his back and sent him sprawling.


  Fat boy stood over the Ayralen. His face contorted with contempt. He spat on the Ayralen boy. “We’ll show you what we do to your kind.” He kicked the Ayralen boy in the ribs.


  The Ayralen boy’s body jerked, and he grunted with pain.


  Ronan couldn’t stand for this. His mother had taught him to defend those people that couldn’t defend themselves. Tyrell could wait a few minutes. He took a deep breath, stood, and joined the confrontation.


  “That’s enough,” Ronan said.


  As sprinkles fell from the darkening sky, fat boy’s head snapped toward Ronan his face a mask of shock.


  Fat boy’s crew paused and turned to face Ronan.


  Fat boy appraised Ronan like a fox caught in the hen house, and his expression morphed into one of disgust. “Are you some kind of hero?” He laughed, and his jowls quivered. “You wanna find a place on the ground next to this stinky tree sloth?”


  Ronan’s stomach flip-flopped. Visions of Tyrell leaving him behind swirled through his thoughts. “I’m no hero, but six against one isn’t a fair fight.” He nodded toward the Ayralen boy sprawled in the mud. “Now there’s a witness.” He pointed to his own chest. “Me.” “Leave the boy alone before more witnesses show up and call the city guard.”


  Fat boy laughed harder exposing rotten discolored teeth. “City guard? Where do you think you are boy? The merchant district? The city guard don’t care what happens here. We are the guard.”


  Cold sweat prickled Ronan’s collar. He hadn’t imagined the confrontation taking such a wrong turn.


  The rain fell harder as fat boy lumbered over to Ronan.


  “You aren’t from here are you?” Fat boy said. He waddled forward until he stood only a few inches from Ronan.


  The waves of body odor rolling off fat boy’s dirty clothes made the rotten food from the trash heap smell appealing, and the pouring rain only heightened the boy’s stench.


  “I haven’t seen you before.” He cocked his head to the side. “You look a little bit like that forest freak. Are you his brother? Is that it?” He shoved Ronan’s chest.


  Ronan’s neck hair stood on end as he jerked backward. The fat boy meant his skin color. Unlike the pale white skin of most Meranthians, Ronan’s skin tone was a shade toward golden, and his hair color dark and rich. He couldn’t afford to antagonize this boy, but he wouldn’t run either. “Leave now before someone gets hurt, and I won’t mention you were here.”


  Rivulets of dirt flowed from fat boy’s scalp exposing blond hair unlike the dirty brown color as first appeared. Dark rage twisted his face into an inhuman mask.


  Fat boy’s crew stood frozen watching the exchange and awaiting fat boy’s next move.


  A body streaked behind fat boy, and a glint of shiny steel flashed reflecting a mix of morning sun and rain. The knife sank into fat boy’s side, and he howled in pain dropping to his knees.


  Behind him the Ayralen boy held the bloody blade as fat boy raged. The knife looked too small to inflict any real damage especially against a person fat boy’s size.


  Fat boy’s crew stood in shock watching their leader cry out in agony.


  “Get him!” Fat boy said, and his crew descended on the Ayralen.


  The Ayralen boy’s blue hat shadowed his face as he backed away from the group.


  “Run!” Ronan said.


  The Ayralen spun and streaked along the alley as two of fat boy’s friends gave chase.


  Rain poured from black thunderheads and lightning crackled somewhere over Old Town. A moment later booming thunder rolled across the city marking the beginning of a summer deluge.


  A fist descended on Ronan’s eye and dropped him to his knees.


  His vision flashed, and his ears rang. A blur of motion and a hard fist connected with his soft stomach.


  Air rushed from Ronan’s lungs as he fell to the ground curling into a tight ball. Sharp pain lit his back as the teenagers kicked and punched without mercy.


  Numbness spread across Ronan as his body shutdown. His mind disconnected the pain offering the only protection available.


  Ronan’s thoughts drifted toward the disasters that had amassed like a midwinter snow over the past twenty-four hours. His tainted tournament victory, Pride’s lies, the fire, the beating, and the soul-wrenching murder of his beloved mother. He couldn’t bear the weight. The metallic taste of blood filled his mouth as his mind drifted away.


  “Whoa! Look at the coin he’s got,” a voice said from a million miles away.


  He’d never meet Tyrell now. His former life gone forever. His identity now a secret. Any hope of resuming Prince Ronan Latimer’s life washed away with the summer storm.


  ***


  Consciousness slammed into Ronan, and he jerked his body upright. He gasped, as a torrent of pain burned through every nerve ending in his body.


  “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” a strange voice said.


  Exquisite pain throbbed in Ronan’s neck when he followed the voice. “I’ve seen you before.” His own voice sounded throaty and alien as if he hadn’t spoken in months. He eased himself higher until he sat up straight.


  Ronan lay in a simple small bed with fresh white sheets tucked in at the corners, and a thick red blanket covered him to the waist. His shirtless body showed a patchwork of purple and yellow bruises. Dozens of scrapes and shallow cuts adorned his chest and stomach. He looked every bit as beaten as he felt.


  His memory rushed back, and his stomach sank. The tournament, the house fire, and his mother. He remembered his missed meeting with Tyrell and the fat boy that had beaten him near death. And, he remembered the Ayralen boy who sat perched on a worn wooden chair near Ronan. The teenage boy from the alley he’d told to run.


  The boy’s room suggested the same simple practicality as the clean white linens. A long oaken table sat in the room’s center where the boy sat carving a small piece of wood. A few cabinets and a simple iron stove sat against the far wall. On a small table next to the bed sat Ronan’s silver necklace and gold ring.


  Ronan tipped his head forward. “Thank you for keeping this safe.” He scooped up the necklace and eased it over his head letting the ring rest against his chest.


  The Ayralen reclined on a wooden side chair wearing the same blue hat. With his face shadowed, he had his leather boots propped up on the table’s edge.


  Resting on the table, a candle’s warm glow cast soft yellow light across the room. The boy whittled at a wood carving using the blade that had punctured fat boy. Beneath him, a fresh pile of wood shavings sat heaped on the smooth floorboards.


  Atop a clean iron stove, steam curled from a pot unleashing the tantalizing aroma of beef and vegetables into the cozy room’s warm air.


  Ronan’s stomach roared in protest. The aroma of the stew set his mouth watering, and he licked his lips in anticipation.


  The boy spoke without turning his head. “It’s about time you woke up. I was beginning to think those boys had beaten you so bad you never would again.”


  “I need to be on my way. What time is it?” Ronan moved his legs, but a wave of pain flashed through them causing him to pause.


  “It’s dinnertime. Why don’t you stay there and rest. At least have a meal first. You’ve been unconscious for three days. You need to eat.”


  Ronan’s chest tightened. He couldn’t afford to sleep for three days. He’d never find Tyrell and Sir Alcott now.


  “You are hungry. Right?” The lilt of the boy’s voice sounded feminine. Maybe Ayralen boys sounded feminine.


  “I’m starving, but I don’t have any coin.”


  “What sort of host would I be if I charged my guests for meals?” He kicked his feet off the table. “It’s the least I can do. You saved my life after all. Let me clean up a bit, and I’ll fix us some stew.”


  The slender boy stood and glided to a plain oak cabinet near the iron stove. As he removed his hat, a jumble of shiny raven hair spilled over his shoulders. He moved his hands through his thick lustrous locks spreading it wide over his shoulders and back.


  Ronan’s throat constricted, and the room felt warmer than a moment ago. He licked his dry lips, and his jaw slackened. The clean tucked-in sheets, the home cooked meal, and the warm cozy room. All signs pointed to a woman’s loving touch.


  The girl stood over the hot stove and grabbed a steaming tea kettle simmering behind the stew pot. She poured clear hot water from the kettle into a basin next to the cabinet and rolled up her sleeves. Next to the basin, she picked up a bar of soap and washed her hands.


  She dried her hands, opened the cabinet, and bent searching for something on the bottom shelf. As she sat on her knees, her trousers tightened accentuating the perfect curves of her firm rear end where it met the tight lean muscle of her hamstring.


  Heat spread through Ronan’s face, and he forced his eyes away. She’d let him into her home, nursed him back to health, and he had the raw nerve to ogle her like a barmaid.


  A serving tray appeared in the Ayralen girl’s smooth hands as she stood and placed it on the long wooden table.


  Ronan’s eyes flickered to her face, but she moved back to the cabinet before he could see her.


  The girl knelt before the dish cabinet and gathered bowls, napkins, and utensils. As she stood, she curled a few loose strands of hair behind her ear revealing smooth skin, high cheekbones, and long dark eyelashes.


  She ladled beef stew into a polished clay bowl and placed it on a serving tray. After arranging the utensils and napkins, she lifted the tray and faced Ronan.


  Ronan’s suppressed a gasp as he took his first good look at her face. He’d never seen any Meranthian girl whose face conveyed such exquisite perfection. Her every movement exuded femininity and confidence. He felt foolish for thinking her high-pitched voice had something to do with her Ayralen heritage.


  Her full lush lips curled upward teetering on the edge of a smile, and her gray eyes sparkled in the candlelight’s dreamy haze. A high pert nose, clear soft skin, and a complexion the color of fresh honey rounded out the rest of her flawless features.


  As she approached, his mouth hung open, and his breaths came in short ragged pulls.


  She hovered over the bed, and amusement danced in her eyes. “Have you never seen a girl before?”


  Ronan’s face flushed. “You’re not a boy. I mean you’re a girl. I…”


  Her eyes flickered to his bare chest. “How observant of you.”


  Heat spread from his cheeks through his neck and ears. He ran his hand under the sheets and felt the soft cotton of his underclothing. With a sigh of relief, he tugged the sheets upward covering part of his stomach.


  “I grew up with a brother. Do you think you have parts I haven’t already seen?” A wide smile crossed her face revealing a set of perfect pure white teeth.


  Ronan’s heart nearly stopped. He needed to regain his balance and think. He couldn’t spend his time fawning over a girl.


  She set the tray in his lap. “How does this look?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “The stew. Is it okay? I can get you something else.”


  Despite his hunger, he’d forgotten the stew. “Oh…yes. It looks delicious. Thank you.”


  The girl returned to the wooden table, eased into her seat, and placed a napkin in her lap. “Aren’t you going to eat?”


  Ronan’s ears turned red. “Yes. I didn’t want to be rude.”


  Her eyes never left him as her lips curled into a small circle, and she blew on a spoonful of stew. “Don’t wait on my account.”


  The rich aroma drifting from the beef stew eroded his infatuation, and he fingered a spoon nestled on the serving tray. With his mouth watering, he scooped up a spoonful of broth laden with thick chunks of beef, green beans, squash, barley, and peas. When he took a bite, flavor burst inside his mouth. His headache faded, and new energy flowed through his body. He devoured the soup like a prisoner eating his last meal. Bite after bite entered his mouth and disappeared at record speed.


  She paused mid-bite as a look of astonishment settled on her face. “I’ll take it you like my mother’s recipe?”


  “Definitely.” He tore into the stew with abandon as his stomach urged him onward.


  With her hand propped under her chin, she leaned forward and sat transfixed on Ronan as he inhaled the stew.


  He finished the last bite, set the empty bowl on the serving tray, and eased back relaxing against the headboard.


  She stood, crossed to the bed, and took Ronan’s empty bowl. “It’s a good sign that you have an appetite. I’ll get you some more.” She moved to the iron stove and grabbed the ladle.


  “Thank you,” he said. “Do you mind if I ask your name?”


  She refilled the bowl and placed it on Ronan’s serving tray.


  “How rude of me. I’m Rika Finn.” She extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”


  Her skin felt warm and supple beneath his fingertips, and her handshake firm and in control. The set of calluses raised on her palm gave him pause, and he found himself wanting to know her better.


  “This is the part where you tell me your name,” Rika said.


  His belly fluttered. “My name?”


  “You do have a name don’t you?”


  “Of course.” His mind scrambled. Could he give her his real name? Could he trust her? “Peter. My name is Pete Latimer.” The stew sat like a lump in his stomach, and his appetite vanished. He regretted the lie as soon as it left his mouth.


  “The same last name as the royal family. It’s a shame what happened to them.” Her eyes drifted away from him. She returned to the table, plopped onto the bench, and pushed away her beef stew.


  Her demeanor had changed, and a frigid distance settled between them. Had he done something wrong? “What happened?”


  “You wouldn’t know. How could you? Four nights ago, someone assassinated the queen and kidnapped Prince Ronan. Later that night…” Her lips flattened, and she crossed her arms.


  “Later?”


  She sighed. “Later that night the prince died in a house fire.”


  “Did they catch the killer?” He held his breath.


  “Not yet. The king has offered a hundred crown reward for his capture.”


  Ronan leaned his head back with relief. “Who’s the king?”


  “Merric Pride.” She spit out the words.


  “He became king the moment the prince died. He led the funeral procession himself just yesterday.” Her eyes turned to ice. “He gave a speech in front of the church. Something about a return to a stronger Meranthia or some such nonsense.”


  “You don’t sound like you’re a fan of the archbishop.”


  “I don’t suppose I am.” She rose. “Can you roll over? I need to check your bandages.” She moved to his side. “I looked you over while you were sleeping. I think you have a couple of broken ribs. Also, there’s a large cut on your back. I’ve done my best to keep it clean, but I have to change the bandages or it’ll become infected.”


  “I think I can manage.” He rolled to his side, and she moved in behind him. As she leaned over, her hair brushed against his side raising goose bumps along his back. With her presence, came the scent of lavender combined with cinnamon, and a warm flush spread through his body. He inhaled her sweet scent and relaxed as her hands went to work on the old bandage. “Why are you doing this for me? It would’ve been easier to leave me in that alley.”


  “You saved my life. Those boys would’ve killed me if you hadn’t come along. I would never leave you like that.”


  She could’ve left him to die or killed him any time over the past three days. He owed her the truth.


  As she concentrated on Ronan’s bandage, she didn’t speak for the next several minutes.


  “Rika, can I ask you a personal question?”


  She froze behind him. “It depends on the question. What do you want to ask?”


  “Where’s your family? You can’t be much older than me.”


  She returned to cleaning his wounded back. Several minutes went by before she answered. “It’s a long and sordid story. And, anyway, I could ask the same of you.” She applied the fresh bandage. “I turned fifteen last week. I’m old enough to look after myself.”


  He understood secrets and let it go.


  “There you go. Your cut looks much better today.” She placed a few medical supplies in the table drawer next to the bed.


  Ronan eased over, found his fluffy pillow, and settled against the headboard. “I had my mother. Now, it’s just me.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that. What happened?”


  “That fire you mentioned earlier. The one that killed the prince. Was it in the laborer’s district?” Ronan said.


  “Yes. It happened the same night you saved me in the alley.”


  “My mother and I lived in one of the houses that caught fire. I woke to the smell of smoke. When I got out of bed, flames had engulfed my room, and I couldn’t reach my mother. I ran for help, and that’s when I came on you.”


  Rika offered a blank emotionless stare. “I can’t keep listening to these lies. I’m sorry. Let’s drop the act shall we?” She returned to her seat at the table. “I understand you’ve been through a hard stretch, but if you want any more help from me, I’ll not be lied to any longer.”


  His face flushed. “Rika, What’re you talking about. I-”


  “You never stepped foot in the laborer’s district before that night,” she said.


  “How would you know that?”


  She held up her index finger. “One. You carried a ridiculous amount of coin with you. That means you either stole it, or you’re lying about who you are.”


  She raised her middle finger. “Two. You ran across the district for help. Your neighbors were right outside carrying buckets working hard to save the other houses. You could’ve just asked them.”


  She added her ring finger. “Three. You told that bully you’d call the city guard. If you’d spent one day in this district, you’d know the guard doesn’t ever send a patrol there. Shall I go on?”


  “I think I’ve got-”


  Ignoring him she held up her pinky finger. “Four. Your hands are callused like someone trained with the sword. Nobody in the laborer’s district has ever held a sword let alone trained with one.”


  She held up her thumb. “And five, you don’t speak like any commoner I’ve heard since coming to Freehold.”


  Ronan’s heart raced. “You’ve got me all figured out. Don’t you?”


  She folded her arms and glared at him.


  He extended his hand. “Let’s start over. I’m Ronan. Ronan Latimer. And contrary to public opinion, I’m very much alive.”


  She smiled and shook his hand. “I sort of figured that out.”


  “Now that you know who I am. Can I ask you something?” Ronan said.


  “Another question?”


  “Why is a pretty girl like you running around a rough place like the laborer’s district dressed like a boy and carrying a knife? And,” he held up a finger, “a knife you use quite well.”


  Her brow furrowed. “That’ll require some explanation.” She fingered the knife that sat next to her wood carving. “About six months ago my father came to Freehold. He was sent on a mission by the Ayralen government. He never gives me the details, but, for him to travel all the way to Freehold, it must have been important.”


  “And he brought you with him?”


  “Yes. My brother joined Lora’s Guard about a year ago, and my mother died when I was eight.”


  “I’m sorry about your mother,” Ronan said.


  “Thank you. And I’m sorry about your mother too Ronan. Truly sorry.”


  His chest tightened. “Thank you, but I didn’t mean to interrupt. Please continue.”


  She let out a deep breath and nodded. “When we arrived in Freehold, my father went to the palace to request a meeting with your mother. A secretary of some sort told him he needed to meet with the archbishop first.”


  Ronan’s brow furrowed. “Who told him that? My mother would never turn away an Ayralen emissary.”


  “He didn’t say, I’m afraid. My father refused to meet with Pride. He said the information was sensitive and meant for the queen’s ears alone.”


  Ronan nodded. “Did he ever meet with my mother?”


  “No. He never did. He tried for weeks to secure a meeting with the queen, but the same secretary denied him every time. Months went by, and he decided to take the meeting with the archbishop. He thought he could persuade the archbishop to arrange a meeting with the queen.”


  “I never heard a word of this. As the first person in line for the throne, Sir Alcott kept me well informed on matters of state. He would’ve told me.”


  “It’s not your fault. I know that. Anyway, the morning he left for the meeting was the last time I saw him.” Her voice trembled over the last few words and tears rolled down her cheeks.


  “I’m sorry about your father Rika. Have you told anyone in Ayralen?”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know who to tell. The Prime Guardian might be able to help. Even if I could get him to listen to me, I can’t leave him here alone. It’d take months to travel to Ayralen and back.” She wiped the tears from her face. “Despite the months I’ve spent searching for him, I can’t find him anywhere. I’ve followed the archbishop, but I didn’t learn anything. I even followed the queen looking for the right time to approach her for help.”


  “You’re lucky to be alive. I’m surprised one of the knights didn’t have you arrested,” Ronan said.


  “I followed you too when I couldn’t find her.”


  “Why didn’t you approach me?” Ronan said.


  “You’re always surrounded by guards. I was afraid.” She held his gaze for a moment before continuing. “The morning you found me in the alley wasn’t by accident.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”


  Rika stood and opened the dish cabinet, grabbed two mugs, a bag of tea, and a shiny porcelain teapot. She filled the teapot with hot water from the iron kettle, loaded the tray, and placed it atop the long table. “I was following you when those boys attacked me. I was there at the palace the night your mother died, and I saw the man jump out the window. You were with him. He saved you didn’t he?”


  “That was Master Tyrell. Yes. He saved me, and he tried to save my mother. The story Pride’s telling isn’t true,” Ronan said.


  “I tracked you back to the old townhouse, and watched the guards set it on fire. After they left, I tried to find a way into the house to save you. It surprised me when I saw you come out of the house next door.”


  “The guards didn’t know about a cellar passage connecting the houses. When I came across you in the alley that morning, I was on my way to meet Master Tyrell. He wanted to flee to Ayralen. He said he had contacts there.”


  Rika’s eyes widened. “Did he say who? Was it my father?”


  “He didn’t say.”


  Rika sagged. “Can we reach him somehow?”


  “He thinks I died in that fire, and he’s a wanted man. He has no reason to stay in Meranthia. Even if he didn’t leave, I don’t know how to find him.”


  Rika poured the tea, sat on the bed, and handed Ronan a mug.


  Ronan took the mug. “How did you manage to follow the archbishop, the queen, and me without getting caught?” He sipped at the tea.


  “I had some training in Ayralen. I’m good at tracking,” Rika said.


  “If you managed to avoid detection by the queen’s personal guard then you are a little more than good.”


  Rika shrugged. “I suppose.”


  “I’m glad you didn’t approach Pride,” Ronan said


  “My father somehow knew how the archbishop felt about Ayralens. He knew he was dangerous, but he never thought his life was in jeopardy. I’ve got a horrible feeling he did something to my father.”


  “I’m sorry Rika. You’ve reason to worry. I watched him kill my mother in cold blood. He tried to kill me too.”


  “I’m so sorry Ronan.”


  “If he knew I was still alive, he’d come after me.”


  “Do you have any idea where he might have taken my father?”


  “Pride has many friends. He could be hiding him anywhere.”


  “I don’t know what to do. If I leave, I couldn’t live with myself.”


  “I won’t stop until I see him dead for what he did to my mother,” Ronan said. “Maybe we could help each other.”


  “Like a partnership?” Rika took a sip from her mug. “How would that work?”


  “If you help me get to Pride. I’ll help you find your father.”


  “But, we’re just kids. I’m fifteen years old,” Rika said.


  “I didn’t say it would be easy or quick, but it’d be easier to work together than alone. And, a lot less lonely,” Ronan said.


  “I have one condition,” she said “We’re friends and partners only. Nothing more. That’s a complication we can’t afford.”


  “Agreed.” He held out his hand. “Shake on it?”


  Rika shook Ronan’s hand and sealed the pact.


  House Randal


   


  A steady flow of guests made their way through the high gates of House Randal. The four-story mansion laid on the outskirts of the Lord’s District where the power center had transferred since Queen Arianne’s assassination five years ago. Those new lords, who’d received their appointments during King Pride’s reign, flocked to the evening’s shard ceremony hosted by the right hand of the king, Lord Niles Randal himself.


  Ronan despised the banner flying above the gated entrance. Its insignia, an eye within a circle, flew on white banners above homes embracing a firm belief in pure Meranthian society. Every home inside Freehold’s walls had adopted the banner during Pride’s reign. Citizens not flying Pride’s banner invited a visit from the Ministry of Culture.


  “You’re sure the shard’s here?” Rika said.


  “Yes, it’s what we’ve worked for. We’ll get it. Stop worrying,” Ronan said.


  “I hope you’re right. Because wearing this uniform makes me sick.” She pushed a few errant strands of hair under the ministry officer’s cap.


  “We’ll ditch them as soon as we get inside,” Ronan said.


  Outside the high lord’s gates, nobles mingled awaiting their turn at the guard’s station. The orchestral harmony of Freehold’s Symphony Orchestra drifted outside providing a festive backdrop to the evening’s perfect weather.


  On their approach, Rika drew lingering stares from the gathered noblemen. They feigned interest in conversation as they tracked her movements approaching Lord Randal’s gate.


  Ronan suppressed a smile. He’d grown used to the attention she received, and he doubted she noticed the subtle glances that drifted her way. He had a hard time blaming the noblemen. She’d blossomed into a stunning young woman during their five year partnership.


  “Why are those nobles staring at us? Do you think their suspicious?” Rika said.


  “They’re not staring at me. I think they’ve got other motives besides suspicion.”


  Rika blushed. “Get your mind out of the gutter Ronan Latimer. Let’s just get inside.”


  Ronan walked past the nobles standing in line and headed straight for the guard checking invitations. “We’re here to inspect the lord’s manor by right of the Ministry of Culture. Stand aside,” Ronan said.


  The guard’s eyes bulged, and he moved several feet away from the gawking nobles. With his voice lowered he said, “But sir, there’s a shard ceremony taking place tonight. This post never received notification of an inspection. We have orders-”


  “That’s why it’s called a surprise inspection you idiot,” Ronan said raising his voice. “What’s your name and address soldier? I’ll need it for the report.”


  Fear blossomed in the guard’s eyes. “There’s no need for that sir.” He forced a nervous laugh. “I’m the first to support his majesty’s culture ministry. Please go inside.”


  Uneasy silence replaced the laughter and light conversation among the gathered nobles. Nobody wanted a visit from the Meranthian Culture Ministry.


  “If I discover the lord of the manor received warning of our arrival, I’ll make sure it’s included in the report.” Ronan kept his voice raised.


  The guests near the guard post avoided eye contact as Ronan glared.


  Ronan and Rika cleared the checkpoint and walked toward the manor’s towering entrance. A pair of servants wearing House Randal colors held open giant bronze engraved double doors.


  Ronan held his head high and haughty as he stepped into an expansive carpeted foyer.


  Knights, dignitaries, and nobles clogged the foyer making pleasant conversation before entering the party. Orchestral music drifted from the ballroom mingling with the idle chatter of arriving nobles. Servants entered through a side door carrying trays laden with champagne, pastries, and various appetizers. They weaved through the foyer offering guests refreshments as they entered the great house.


  Ronan leaned in close to Rika and whispered in her ear. “The servant’s entrance.”


  She kept her expression neutral as she give a quick curt nod.


  A tall wiry man wearing House Randal’s crest emblazoned on his formal jacket appeared in front of Ronan. “Welcome to House Randal.” He bowed with a formal stiffness reserved for the upper crust. “My name is Simmons. I’m Lord Randal’s personal steward, and I’m privileged to offer my assistance on behalf of his lordship.” A greasy smile slid across his thin face. “Officers of the cultural ministry are always welcome, and his lordship’s home is open for inspection.” He extended both arms in a welcoming gesture. “In fact, Secretary Mathers himself is in attendance this very evening. I’m sure he’d be pleased to know his guard is turning over ever stone in pursuit of the work Elan intended. If you’ll wait here, I’ll find him right away.”


  A chill crept up Ronan’s spine. “There’s no reason to bother the secretary. We’re here to work, not intrude on the Secretary Mathers’ personal time.”


  “His Lordship would insist. Now, if you’ll wait here, I’ll return with Sir Mathers in just a few moments.” Simmons spun and disappeared among the throng of party goers.


  Sweat gathered on Ronan’s palms, and his thoughts froze. The sideways glances and hushed conversations of the surrounding nobles pricked his ears. The crowded foyer grew cramped, and he pushed away an urgent need to tear away the constricting ministry uniform.


  Three house guards stood straight-backed and stiff spread along the foyer’s perimeter. They ignored Ronan and Rika, and their blank expressions gave nothing away.


  Ronan moved toward the swinging door the servant’s used. As he brushed past a guard, his skin prickled anticipating a move to intercept him.


  Rika followed Ronan, and the guard remained motionless as they passed through the door unmolested.


  Ronan felt the guard’s icy glare bore a hole through his back as the door swung closed behind them.


  “I don’t think he believed us,” Rika said in a nervous whisper.


  The red carpet of the foyer gave way to a parquet covered hallway that stretched out thirty feet ending with a second swinging door. On the hallway’s left side, the final remnants of the late afternoon sun laid an orange glow across the hallway’s wood grained floor. On the hall’s right side, ornate double doors stood open. Near the hallway’s end a small ordinary door stood closed.


  “Rika, the last door on the right. Hurry,” he said.


  The double doors revealed a library empty of guests. Floor to ceiling bookcases crammed with thousands of books filled every wall inside the room. An inviting fire burned in a wide hearth on the library’s far wall.


  Ronan hurried past the library and yanked open the second door on the right.


  Sheets, pillows, and extra blankets lined the shelves of a tiny linen closet big enough for a single person.


  “There’s not enough room for both of us. You go,” Ronan said.


  “We’ll make it work. Come on.” Rika pulled him in behind her and shut the door.


  Dim light filtered through a transom leaving the room layered in gray shadow.


  Rika’s body heat sent flutters rolling through Ronan’s stomach leaving his knees weak and rubbery. As they fumbled in the small space, their bodies intertwined, and her thigh slipped between Ronan’s legs making his head spin.


  She worked the buttons of her ministry jacket and stripped it off revealing a black strapless ball gown underneath. Her tight uniform had forced the dress to slip down just enough to display her deep ample cleavage smashed against Ronan’s chest.


  Rika had remained modest during their years together, and Ronan had never seen her expose herself so freely. He tore his eyes away before the distraction overwhelmed him.


  Rika pulled off her hat and let her dark hair tumble over her shoulders. Her familiar fragrance of lavender and cinnamon filled the closet’s trapped air, and she gave the front of her gown a tug covering a fraction of her large bosom.


  Ronan’s head spun, and his knees slackened. He leaned against the wall for support and began unbuttoning his own jacket.


  “Hurry up Ronan. They’ll be here any second.”


  He pulled off his hat and jacket and wadded them into a ball.


  Rika ran her fingers through her hair doing her best to undo her hat’s damage. The action only accentuated her devastating curves. “Do I look passable?”


  How could she understand his feelings? He’d never broken his promise to her, even though he wanted her more with every moment they spent together. “I don’t think anyone would ever mistake you for a ministry officer.”


  A smile lit her face. “Thank you. You’re not bad to look at either.” She straightened his bow tie and smoothed out the creases in his white cotton shirt. “Ready?” She pushed the door open and light flooded the closet.


  Ronan gathered her uniform and added it to his own before stashing them both on the linen closet’s highest shelf. He straightened his jacket one last time and shut the closet door behind him.


  Near the hall’s end, the foyer door swung open toward them.


  Ronan’s stomach lurched as he prepared for the unavoidable confrontation.


  Rika pulled Ronan through the double doors and stopped before the library’s hearth. She leaned in close, and her lips brushed his ears. “Kiss me.”


  Her warm breath tickled his ear before curling behind his neck. His heart rate doubled, and his toes curled. A strange expression of longing he’d never seen crossed Rika’s face.


  Rika wrapped her arms around his neck, closed her eyes, and pulled his mouth onto hers.


  Her lips, soft and full, found his, and she tasted every bit as good as he’d dreamed. He halfway parted his mouth, and her tongue brushed his lips before intertwining with his. A jolt of longing lurched through his body, and he moved his hand to the small of Rika’s back pressing her harder into him. He devoured her moist full lips, and the kiss deepened growing more urgent and hungry with every passing second.


  “Excuse me please,” an unpleasant nasally voice said.


  Ronan’s head buzzed, but he forced himself to pull away. Rika’s eyes never left his and suggested a look of hunger that left him speechless.


  Her face flushed as she turned toward the voice.


  Ronan’s legs wobbled, and he fought the urge to collapse in the nearby armchair. Her performance had convinced him. He hoped they’d convinced the culture secretary as well.


  A short heavyset man with wisps of gray atop his balding head waited at the library entrance. His black and gold uniform gave away his station at the Culture Ministry, and the columns of decorations on his chest and shoulders dispelled any doubt to his identity. An enormous mustache covered the lower half of his face hiding his lips from view. He glared at Ronan and Rika with his hands clasped behind his back. Two of the three guards from the foyer flanked him. “This room is off-limits to guests.” As he spoke his mustache bounced leaving his lips hidden from view.


  “I’m sorry sir,” Ronan said. “We thought we might find privacy in this room. We didn’t mean any harm.”


  Sir Mathers stood in silent appraisal for a long moment. “What are your names?”


  “I’m Peter. Peter Hessell.” Ronan slid his hand across Rika’s back. “This is my fiancé, Holly Treadway.”


  Rika curtsied before Secretary Chalmers. “Good evening Mister Secretary. I hope you’ll accept my apology.” Rika had altered her accent to sound like a Meranthian born noblewoman. “My Peter can be somewhat insistent.” Rika squeezed Ronan’s hand holding him tight.


  “If you want such privacy, your bedroom might be a more suitable location. You can either find your way to the celebration, or these guards can lead you from the manor,” Sir Mathers said.


  “There’s no need for that sir. We’ll be on our way. Sorry again. Come on Holly,” Ronan said.


  Sir Mather’s glare followed them as they hurried out of the library.


  Ronan led Rika from the library, through the foyer’s swinging door, and disappeared among the arriving nobles inside the foyer.


  “Holly Treadway? Is that the best you could do?” Rika said.


  He shrugged. “Would you rather I’d named you Candy?”


  “Real funny.”


  They followed the flow of guests and wine into the ballroom where Merric Pride’s new world order gathered to witness the world’s newest knight receive his power. Laughter, music, and conversation layered the room with a festive ambience.


  Commander Renault, Tyrell’s successor at the citadel, led his wife in a minuet at the center of the dance floor. Clustered around Renault, a half-dozen shard knights, and their dance partners moved to the orchestral harmony of Freehold’s symphony.


  Most modern day shard knights came to power under Pride’s harsh rule. He’d forced knights loyal to Commander Tyrell to die or give up their shards. But, several young lords scattered around the ballroom attended citadel with Ronan.


  “Rika, I know a few of these lords. They’ll recognize me.”


  “They knew an awkward fifteen year old boy. Not a six-foot, two inch, twenty-year-old handsome man. You’ve changed quite a bit over the past five years, and your beard makes you harder to recognize. Besides, I wore this dress for a reason.”


  Ronan reached up and touched the stubbles of his beard. “I suppose you’re right.”


  “Of course I’m right. Now, stop talking and dance with me.” She took Ronan’s hand and dragged him toward the dance floor.


  Knights parted as Rika walked past, and their hungry eyes followed her every movement as she weaved through the dancers. Head’s turned following Rika’s trail as if she held them on an invisible leash.


  Of the knights Ronan recognized, none spared him even a brief glance. She’d covered every detail.


  He pulled Rika into his arms and led her across the dance floor as the orchestra played a slow waltz.


  “See? I told you this dress would work. They aren’t even looking your way.” She whispered into his ear for the second time that evening.


  Ronan leaned into her ear and whispered, “I can’t blame them one bit.” As the tempo of the music rose, he swept Rika across the dance floor, and they glided in perfect synchronization. He knew her love for dance. They’d spent many hours dancing at the Queen’s Heart, but never to a formal waltz. And never so close. She laughed when he spun her, and for a moment, Ronan forgot his thirst for revenge, Merric Pride, and the shard waiting on the third floor.


  They floated touching hands lost in the rhythm and grace of the dance. But, as happens with magical moments, the music stopped, and reality crashed home.


  Breathless, Rika swept her hair behind her ear, looked into his eyes and smiled.


  Ronan jumped when a hand tapped his shoulder.


  “May I cut in?” A voice said.


  Joy fled his heart replaced by a sickening tightness in his chest. He knew that voice’s owner, and he’d expected it. But, the man’s unwanted intrusion came as a personal invasion, and he wanted to rip out his throat.


  Without waiting for confirmation, Bryson Slater, soon-to-be shard knight, strode past Ronan and grabbed hold of Rika’s hand.


  A few weeks ago, the king’s council had ruled Ronan’s victory unlawful. They claimed, years later, the Prince had cheated in the tournament, and Bryson should receive the next available shard.


  That a shard surfaced a mere week before the council’s ruling only added to the seething anger fueling Ronan’s unwavering thirst for revenge. The shard came from a dwindling group of knights forever loyal to Patron Tyrell. Pride’s guard executed the knight after receiving a tip the man hid in a seaside village along Meranthia’s southeastern coast.


  She looked at Ronan with her bright gray eyes pleading.


  “Of course,” Ronan stepped away from Rika releasing her warm hand.


  She gave Ronan a slight nod and turned to Bryson flashing him a bright smile.


  The orchestra started playing again as Bryson slithered into her arms. He curled his hand around her back and yanked her into him.


  A kernel of rage simmered inside Ronan. He clenched his jaw and watched helplessly as the couple melted into the throng of dancers.


  Ronan lowered his head and walked off the dance floor, slipping past dining tables where guests devoured roast lamb and sipped on hot spiced wine. Without turning back, he moved farther into the ballroom working his way past the dais where the shard ceremony would take place.


  Atop the silver dais a velvet pillow with a hollow socket, adorned a golden pedestal. Later in the evening, Commander Renault would place the enhancement shard atop the gaudy pillow, and Bryson would absorb its battle magic thus joining the fabled Order of the Shattered Heart.


  Ronan touched the vile nestled in his breast pocket. He didn’t how she made it, but she promised it’d do the job. Her Ayralen heritage held many secrets that she shared with him when the need arose.


  Along the ballroom’s far wall, heavy velvet curtains hid the ebb and flow of the kitchen staff. Nestled in the back corner, a gold rope held back a single red curtain where servants exited carrying trays laden with food.


  Ronan followed a servant carrying an empty tray behind the curtain and through swinging double doors.


  Pots, pans, plates, and cutlery covered every available inch of counter space in the sprawling kitchen. Nestled in the hearth, apprentice chefs hand cranked spits roasting skewered lamb as sweat clung to white aprons tied around their waists.


  At the center of the chaos, a muscular man wearing a tall white chef’s hat and an apron stained with gravy, stood like a captain directing troops in battle. “Vivian, make sure that soup is warm. Lady Hancher has sent it back twice already,” he said to a young female chef.


  He spun on a teenage boy wearing a servant’s uniform. “Roland, those trays go to tables four, five, and six. Leave. Now.” He motioned the serving boy away with a wave of his thick arm.


  Ronan approached the chef. “Excuse me.”


  Chef wheeled on a young woman kneading a sticky mound of dough. “Jerrilyn, your pastries need to be ready in fifteen minutes. Forget the bread.”


  “Chef!” Ronan said.


  The harried chef jerked spinning on Ronan. “What?”


  “The knights on the third floor want to eat before the ceremony. Can you bring them dinner?”


  “Look around you. I don’t have time for that. If they want dinner, they can come to the dining room like everybody else.” Chef turned his back on Ronan.


  “I could bring it to them,” Ronan said.


  He turned back toward Ronan. “What? You?” Chef said. His eyes narrowed. “Who’re you? Aren’t you a guest?”


  “I’m a guest of sorts,” Ronan said. “I trained at the citadel. But, I washed out of three shard tournaments. After that, I didn’t qualify for officer’s training. Now…” Ronan dropped his head. “Now, I’m a runner for Commander Renault.” Ronan’s voice faded over the final few words.


  “A runner?”


  “I run errands for the knights. I help with the horses, do their laundry, sometimes I even get to spar with the younger recruits. All sorts of things really.”


  Chef nodded and rubbed his chin. “I see. Tell me boy, did they ever catch Tyrell?”


  Ronan’s skin prickled. “No Chef. They haven’t yet. You knew him?”


  “I ran the kitchen at the citadel many years ago. He’s a good man. I don’t believe the accusations.”


  “I don’t believe them either Chef.”


  “Here boy.” Chef reached under the counter and tossed a clean white apron to Ronan.


  The heavy scent of cornstarch washed over him as he caught the smock.


  “Wear that. You’ll get less trouble that way. Take these plates and put them on that silver tray.” He pointed to a row of plates filled with lamb, vegetables, and rice. “You’ll find water next to the kitchen stairs, be sure to grab some.”


  “Thanks Chef. I’ll do that.” Ronan lifted the apron over his neck and tied it around his waist.


  “One last thing. That tray’s heavy. Be careful.” Chef smiled and winked at him. He faced his kitchen staff and fired a barrage of instructions at a hapless soup chef tending a thick mixture of lentil and barley.


  Ronan paused and pondered the meaning of Chef’s words when a servant bumped him bringing him back to reality. He grabbed the tray, loaded the plates, and made his way across the kitchen toward the rear stairs.


  Near the kitchen’s winding stairway, a water barrel sat where Chef had promised. Above it, trays full of silver pewter drinking cups lined two long shelves.


  Ronan grabbed four cups and ladled water from the barrel. With a quick glimpse over his shoulder, he watched kitchen staff swarm around him, but no one looked his way.


  Ronan pulled free the vial and placed two drops of the brown liquid in each silver cup. Not taking any chances, he sprinkled the vial’s remaining mixture among the full plates of food. Taking one last peek around the kitchen, he tossed the empty vial into the hearth’s glowing embers.


  Ronan hoisted the tray to his shoulder and steadied it with his hand. He made certain he had a firm grip. If he dropped the loaded tray, his and Rika’s hopes crashed with it.


  Just past the water barrel, a set of stairs led upward. Ronan trudged across the kitchen and climbed toward his final destination on the third floor.


  On the second floor landing a pair of shard knights watched his approach with only vague interest.


  Under the heavy load, a few droplets of sweat clung to Ronan’s brow. “Good evening to you both. Chef ordered me to bring dinner for the knights on the third floor.”


  “It’s best you run along boy. You don’t want to keep them waiting,” the knight said.


  The shard knight appeared at least two years Ronan’s junior. Any humility the knights displayed under Tyrell’s command had seemingly vanished with him. “Yes sir. Thank you sir.” With his arm trembling, Ronan moved past the knights and climbed the stairs toward the third floor.


  On the third floor landing, an empty hall stretched ten feet before ending in a split. Doors on either side of the spacious hallway stood closed.


  As he worked his way along the short hallway, Ronan’s arm and shoulder throbbed under the continuous strain of the loaded tray. When he came to the intersection, a blur of motion sliced the air surrounding him, and a slight rush of air cooled his face.


  “Stop. No one save the king himself gets past me.” The battle knight’s shard blade remained sheathed, and he showed not the slightest hint of concern at Ronan’s sudden presence.


  “Of course sir. I meant no harm. Chef ordered me to bring your dinner.” He held his breath and waited.


  “It’s about bloody time. I’m starving.” The guard wrenched the tray from Ronan appraising him with contempt. “What’re you looking at? Get out of my sight errand boy.”


  “Yes sir.” He bowed low and started along the hallway. When he glanced over his shoulder, the knight had disappeared.


  Rika told him the drug took a few minutes to work. He’d need to wait at least ten minutes before checking on the guards. He turned the door handle nearest him, stepped inside the room, and eased the door closed behind him.


  A heavy maple desk dominated the room. It sat strewn with paper, ink, and several bulky books. Floor to ceiling shelves crammed with hundreds of books lined three walls. Hanging on the wall, a large map of Meranthia contained handwritten symbols and notes scrawled along the borders.


  Someone, presumably Lord Randal, used this office for scholarly research. Ronan walked to the desk and noticed several maps of Meranthia and Freehold tucked under a heavy book. He moved aside the book entitled Ayralen Lore and Fables and sifted through the maps. They ranged in size, accuracy, and age. Each diagram contained handwritten notes scrawled along the borders or the map directly.


  He picked up an ancient looking map of Freehold. Scribbles in an unfamiliar language littered the map’s edges with arrows and circles marking a location of importance.


  As Ronan moved the map aside he froze.


  An artist’s drawing of a ring lay atop the pile. The artist had beautifully captured every detail showing a golden band inlaid with silver and platinum swirls. The artist had painstakingly sketched layers of intricate vines weaving around the band.


  The gold ring belonged to Ronan, and it rested on a silver chain nestled beneath his dress shirt and bare chest. He couldn’t understand why Lord Randal owned a picture of his family’s ring. It carried great personal significance for Ronan, but nothing more. He flipped the drawing and discovered a handwritten message scrawled along the bottom. It said, Location: Unknown.


  Ronan slumped into the desk chair and stared at the drawing looking for additional clues. Without more information, he couldn’t draw any conclusions.


  He leaned forward and rifled through the piled notes, maps, and books searching for answers. Ronan’s heart raced when he noticed the clock perched on the edge of the desk. He’d burned fifteen minutes in the office without realizing it.


  Ronan leaped from the chair, untied the kitchen apron, and tossed it aside. He carefully folded the drawing and slipped it inside his breast pocket. As he opened the door, he held his breath and stepped into the open corridor.


  Distant noise drifted from the kitchen, but the hallway remained blessedly empty.


  Ronan eased the door shut and hustled along the hallway turning at the intersection where he’d come face-to-face with the shard knight a quarter hour earlier.


  Next to a door where the hallway ended, two knights sat slumped unconscious on opposite sides of the corridor.


  Ronan jogged ahead and stepped over the sleeping knights careful not to touch them.


  An icy shiver ran up his spine. If these men woke they’d ask questions after they sliced him open where he stood. He took a deep breath, and opened the door in front of him.


  Behind a four-poster canopy bed, double doors stood open revealing a balcony overlooking the Lord’s District. In front of a lit hearth on the room’s right side, sat an ornate cherry coffee table surrounded by a pair of stuffed leather chairs. Seated in each chair, unconscious shard knights lay slumped at awkward positions. The knight furthest from Ronan bore a captain’s insignia.


  Ronan’s pulse quickened as time condensed. His actions over the next five minutes would decide the course of his life. No matter the result, the Order wouldn’t relent until they had his head. Four disabled shard knights, one a captain, would result in his immediate execution.


  Atop the coffee table, the tainted half-eaten dinner plates rested on the silver tray. On the other end, a heavy steel lock-box sat closed and no doubt locked.


  Ronan ignored the lock-box. The Order used the trap laden box as a final defense against a shard thief. A poison-tipped dart waited on a coiled spring ready to kill the unlucky soul unfortunate enough to break the seal.


  He squatted before the stricken captain and rifled through his pockets. Under his armor he wore the navy blue dress uniform of his rank. Tucked into his top breast pocket, Ronan’s hand touched a cool smooth stone.


  He smiled. The shard leveled the playing field. Without its magic, he couldn’t defeat Pride. As he pulled it free, he looked into its luminescent core with awe.


  Inside the translucent shard, swirls of shimmering yellow and white light flowed like dancers on a stage. Ronan held the sixth enhancement shard in his palm. Before the Shattering, this shard rested closer to Elan’s Heart than the shard he’d won five years earlier. The strange yellow light inside its core moved toward his touch as if straining for release.


  Ronan’s vision flashed white, and his head snapped to the right. Needles of sharp pain erupted on the left side of his head and shot across his brain. He tumbled to the soft carpet coming face-to-face with the heavy boots of the unconscious captain.


  “You bloody thief,” Bryson said.


  Ronan’s skull throbbed as he rolled onto his stomach. He tightened his grip on the shard and found his hand held nothing. The shard had flown from his grip when Bryson kicked him.


  Bryson kicked Ronan’s upper back.


  Sharp pain rippled through Ronan’s back and forced air from his lungs. More pain streaked along his spine, and his mind locked in panic.


  “You think I’d let you steal from me?” Bryson raged intent on murder.


  Ronan rolled onto his back in time to see the sole of Bryson’s boot descend toward his nose. A moment before impact, he grabbed Bryson’s ankle and twisted.


  Bryson grunted and toppled forward crashing into the coffee table like an oak beneath a lumberjack’s ax.


  Pain arced along Ronan’s back when he pulled himself upright. His breathing came back in short painful pulls, and he scanned the carpet searching for the shard.


  Gravy soaked Bryson’s navy blue uniform, and rivulets of grease streaked his spiked blond hair. Dishes shattered while he struggled to free himself from the broken and splintered coffee table.


  The shard had rolled beneath the stuffed chair holding the slumped over unconscious shard healer.


  As Bryson continued to struggle, Ronan crawled toward the glimmering shard.


  Cold steel rang as a blade slithered from its scabbard, and a heavy chill rushed along Ronan’s spine raising the short hair on his neck. Ronan froze with his hand hovering over the shard.


  Bryson’s heavy boots crunched on the shattered remains of the dinner plate. “Did you think you’d get away with stealing a shard? Who do you think you are? Look at me maggot!” Bryson said.


  Ronan swiveled and stared into Bryson’s hate filled eyes.


  Bryson’s eyes went wide with shock, and his mouth hung open as recognition bloomed. “You…It can’t be…,” he said. “Impossible.”


  Ronan had to keep Bryson talking. While inching his hand backward, he maintained eye contact with Bryson. “Did you think I would die so easily?” The pulsing shard called him just a few inches away.


  Bryson’s expression twisted into a mask of rage and frustration. “I shouldn’t have listened to the old man. He begged me to let you live in that arena. I would have gutted you like a fish.”


  Ronan’s eyes flickered toward the blade in Bryson’s white knuckled grip. He wriggled his fingers beneath the chair but felt only empty carpet. “He wants you dead Bryson. You know that right? You know too many secrets.” The lie felt good leaving his mouth.


  “I don’t believe you. You’re a lying bag of vomit, and I’m going to enjoy killing you.”


  The shard touched Ronan’s fingertips, and he closed his eyes and opened his mind.


  Bryon lunged at the shard booting it ten feet away. Bitter hatred filled a short laugh. “You think I didn’t see you Latimer?” He shook his head. “You really are as stupid as you look.” Bryson stepped forward and towered over Ronan. “It ends here.”


  With his face twisted with hate, Bryson lifted his blade overhead.


  The memory of Bryson raising his blade amid a sea of blood thirsty Meranthians blurred with the deranged stranger standing over him now. Ronan knew this time he’d find his target.


  “I’m going to enjoy taking your girlfriend tonight. She’ll scream my name and beg for more.” His arm rocked downward as a flash of heavy silver descended from behind smashing into his spiked blond hair.


  Bryson’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he dropped the sword. His knees buckled, and he crumpled to the carpet in a limp heap.


  Rika stood over his unconscious body holding the silver tray Chef had given Ronan. “Are you okay?”


  Ronan forced himself to his feet. His head throbbed, and it hurt to breathe. “Never better. How did you get past the guards?”


  “Bryson insisted that I come to his room and see his shard.”


  “That’s a good line. Why didn’t I think of it?”


  She rolled her eyes. “How long since they took the drug?”


  “About twenty minutes ago,” Ronan said.


  “We have thirty minutes tops, but I don’t know how the drug interacts with a shard knight’s blood. They could wake anytime.” Rika said.


  “The shard’s here Rika.” He scooped the yellow shard from the thick carpet, and held it between his fingertips.


  Her mouth opened, and she stared at it wide-eyed. “It looks like an Ayralen shard, but the colors are different. Use it Ronan. Hurry.”


  A wave of nervous excitement fluttered through his body. “Drum-roll please.”


  She smiled. “Stop playing games.”


  “Okay. Okay. Here goes nothing.” The shard glowed resting in his palm with its light dazzling the bedroom’s limited space. Yellow and white light shifted moving toward the places where his skin contacted the shard as if willing a connection.


  Ronan focused on the light memorizing its movements and motions. His mind pulled on the translucent form, or maybe it pulled on his. Only Elan understood its secrets, and he never told anyone.


  The shard’s glassy form dissolved leaving its sharp edges blurred becoming indistinguishable from the yellow light surrounding it.


  A tickling sensation spread over his fingers and palms, and an invisible force pried open his mind. Arcane knowledge flowed from the shard allowing an inherent understanding of energy flows and how to use them. New wells of energy sprang forth inside him, and he understood how to tap that source just as he understood how to breathe.


  The energy moved outside its containment, dissolved, and light swirled around his hands moving up his arms.


  Calm spread over his thoughts as the shard imbued its gift. The world made sense in a way it hadn’t a few minutes earlier. The shard’s energy deadened the wounds inflicted only minutes before and granted him new strength. For the first time, he felt whole.


  The light encapsulated him in dazzling yellows and whites. The energy moved faster and grew brighter racing in rings until his entire body blazed with light.


  Power surged within him. Every cell in his body reshaped and reformed, sculpting something a dozen times stronger.


  The light outside him sank inward and took residence inside his body. He couldn’t see it, but he felt power awaken inside his body and could call it at his will.


  Rika’s mouth hung open. “Ronan, are you okay?”


  “Yes. I’m fine, but we’ve got to go. Guards are coming up the stairs,” he said.


  “How do you know?”


  “You have to whisper. I hear them on the second floor. If I can hear them, they can hear me. It’s time to go.” He lowered his voice as he spoke.


  “We can’t go back down there. They’ll kill us,” she said voice lowered.


  “We aren’t using the stairs. We’re going out that way.” He pointed toward the balcony.


  Her face turned ashen. “You can’t be serious. That’s a thirty foot drop.”


  He took a tentative step forward and slammed into the wooden door frame a dozen feet away. The wood under his shoulder splintered, but he felt no pain. “I’ve got to learn to control this power.”


  Rika crossed the bedroom and stepped onto the third-story balcony.


  Ronan focused on slowing his walk, and this time he managed a normal cadence joining Rika on the balcony.


  Outside, the night breeze brought with it sharp new scents. The river wreaked of rotting seaweed and dead fish, while the tannery’s acidic lime odor mingled with the aroma of fresh bread baking at The Queen’s Heart.


  His stomach growled. “Climb on Rika. Let’s go.” He bent forward and motioned toward his lower back.


  “Are you crazy? You almost ran into a wall a second ago. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”


  “Of course I don’t know what I’m doing, but in about two seconds we’re going to have every shard knight in Freehold after us. Quit arguing and hop on.”


  She climbed on him and wrapped her legs tight around his waist. “Am I hurting you?”


  “No. You’re light as a feather. Hold on.”


  She pressed into his body curling her arms around his chest. “Go, but don’t you dare drop me.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ve got you.” He reached behind him and tightened his grip on her legs and leaped off the terrace crossing ten feet of open-air before landing on a lower rooftop. She felt good pressed into him, and he held her steady as they flew through the air.


  The sensation of flying sent his heart soaring, and pure freedom flowed through his blood. The jump felt effortless. Ronan jumped from rooftop to rooftop working his way back across the Lord’s District following the smell of freshly baked bread.


  ***


  Light spilled from The Queen’s Heart’s frosted windowpanes. Genuine laughter, warm conversation, and upbeat fiddle music mingled with the aroma of fresh bread and lamb stew wafting from Mistress McClaren’s kitchen. The locals loved the inn for its specialty ale and home cooked meals, and nobles never stepped foot inside the Laborer’s District which made the inn an ideal meeting place.


  The smell of fresh bread and honest laughter eased the nervous tension Ronan amassed from the raid on House Randal. For the first time, he felt confident with his path, and the missing puzzle pieces snapped into place. He strode to the entrance and held the door open wide for Rika. “After you M’Lady.” He bowed and swept his arm inward as Rika stepped past him.


  Rika laughed. “Why thank you kind sir.” She walked through the door into the Queen’s Heart.


  Costa Cullen’s fiddle music roared, and the crowd clapped in unison. A red-haired harried serving girl dodged patrons as they sang along to the bawdy song Freehold Loves a Lady. In one hand she hoisted a tray laden with steaming plates of lamb stew, and, in the other, she held two pewter mugs brimming with Master McClaren’s finest.


  The serving girl’s mouth broadened into a wide smile. “Hello love,” Fiona said. “Wherever you can find a spot.”


  “Thanks Fiona. We’ll do that,” Ronan said.


  “Am I invisible?” Rika said. “I swear every time we come in here she pretends I don’t exist.”


  Ronan pointed to a cozy booth across the crowded room. “Over there’s a table.”


  Long leering looks preceded catcalls as Rika strode through the crowded inn still wearing her ball gown. Drunken patrons gave her enough room to squeeze past but no more.


  He followed in her wake trying to control his new power, but the blaring music and boisterous singing sounded twice their normal volume.


  The crowd parted, and a well-worn booth sized for two appeared.


  “I should’ve changed before we came in here.” Rika slid into the booth.


  Ronan’s head throbbed from the shard heightened noise booming around him. He had to regulate the sound before he lost his mind. He focused on the crowd’s roar turning it into a steady buzz and tapped the massive reservoir of power simmering inside him.


  Silence, instant and maddening, surrounded him, but the action around him didn’t. People sang, laughed, and talked. The fiddler played his music, but he heard nothing.


  Panic washed over him, and he pushed away the power he’d tapped. He jumped from his seat as the crowd noise jolted his eardrums, but at a normal level. When he released the bound energy, he returned to normal. As he channeled the river of magic flowing inside him, he nudged the room’s bubble of sound.


  Rika furrowed her brow with a mask of concern. She moved her mouth, and her voice became indistinguishable with the rest of the crowd noise.


  Ronan lowered the room’s ambient sound and focused on Rika’s mouth and her voice.


  Her eyes widened in alarm, and she snapped her fingers in his face. “Ronan, what’s wrong?”


  Ronan jumped in his seat startled at the clarity of her voice as the crowd noise faded to a low hum. “It’s these bloody powers. The citadel provides training for new knights, but I don’t have that luxury. Where’s Master Tyrell when you need him,” he said. “I think I’ve got a handle on bits of it. Hold on a second.”


  Halfway across the room, two men sat at a table sipping on tankards of ale with lecherous eyes locked on Rika. The taller of the two men gazed at Ronan with contempt oozing from his expression. The man’s lips moved, but his voice blended with the low-level buzz filling the inn.


  Ronan tapped into his power and pulled at their conversation. The sound of their voices blared in his ears, and he covered his ears. He released a fraction of his channeled power, and the sound faded to a normal tone.


  “It looks like his sister,” the fat sweaty man said.


  “Whatever. She shouldn’t be wasting time with that scab.” The tall man smoothed his stringy hair over a gaping bald spot. “Tonight’s the night. I’m going to make my move.”


  “Give it up Brock. She’s out of your league,” the fat man said.


  He’d touched a tiny fraction of power to make this happen. The potential of the power flowing through him left him speechless.


  “Ronan. Hey Ronan,” Rika said. She waved her hand in front of his face. “Remember me? You in there somewhere? What’re you staring at?”


  He drew in a sharp breath. “I’m a bit overwhelmed. Sorry. I think I’m okay now.”


  Seated at the table next to Ronan and Rika, two couples sat chatting when Fiona arrived with a loaf of bread and four ales. As she worked, the men watched with open appreciation as she wiped the table and served ale to the women seated with them. Her red hair spilled over deep jiggling cleavage bursting from the front of her dress. The view gave the men, and their dates, front row tickets to a free show. The women didn’t appear as enthralled with Fiona’s serving skills as their male companions.


  Ronan adjusted the sound level and tuned in Fiona’s conversation without any problem.


  “Can I get you boys any napkins?” Fiona said.


  “Excuse me?” The man said.


  “I said, can I get you boys any napkins, so you can wipe the drool from your chin.”


  The men’s faces turned scarlet, and they jerked their leering gaze from Fiona’s low-cut dress.


  The women howled with laughter as Fiona sauntered away smiling.


  Fiona stepped up to Ronan and Rika’s table, leaned over, and began wiping the table in front of Ronan. She placed her cleavage inches from Ronan’s face. “Let me clean this table for you Peter. I don’t understand how some people can make such a mess.”


  Ronan forced his gaze from Fiona’s cleavage. “Thanks Fiona, but I saw Master McClaren wiping it down when we came in.”


  A smile spread across her sweet freckled face as she looked at Ronan and winked. “Oh? He must’ve missed a spot.” She stood without taking her eyes from Ronan. ”What can I get you tonight?”


  “I’m starving Fiona. I’d like some hot bread with butter and an extra-large bowl of lamb stew. Also, I’ll have an ale. But bring me the stuff Master McClaren keeps in the back, not the regular house brew.”


  She tilted her head and ran her fingers through Ronan’s dark hair. “You look delicious tonight. Did you get a new haircut?”


  Ronan blushed. “Nope. Same old me.”


  Rika’s brow narrowed, and she glared daggers at Fiona.


  “There’s something different about you, but I can’t put my finger on it.” Her gaze wandered over his face and chest. She sighed. “Okay then. I’ll have your supper in a minute.” She spun and moved to leave.


  “Hey,” Rika said. “You forgot to take my order.”


  “Oh, I didn’t see you there. I’m sorry love,” Fiona said.


  Rika buried the serving girl with her cold stare. “Bring me the same as Peter.”


  “Suit yourself.” Fiona turned up her pert nose, spun, and sauntered away disappearing into the crowded inn.


  “If that girl could undress you with her eyes, she’d have you naked right this second,” Rika said.


  “I think she likes big tips more than she likes me,” Ronan said.


  “If you believe that, you’re blind.”


  Ronan shifted in his seat. “Rika, I found something tonight at House Randal I’d like you to see.” He fished in his breast pocket and produced the folded drawing.


  “What’s that?” She said.


  “When I was waiting for the drug to affect the guards I ducked into a study. There were all sorts of books and papers on Lord Randal’s desk. I found maps for both Freehold and greater Meranthia. There were some notes written on the Freehold map, but I couldn’t make out the language.”


  She pointed to the folded paper laying on the table. “Is that the map?”


  “No. I found this under the map.” He unfolded the drawing spreading it wide open across the table.


  She picked it up, and her eyes widened in surprise. “It’s your ring.”


  He nodded. “I’m as surprised as you are.”


  When Rika flipped over the drawing, her brow furrowed. “It says here location unknown.”


  “I can’t make sense of that. It’s been in our family for generations. My mother never mentioned it had any significance beyond sentimental.”


  “Do you think Lord Randal is using those maps to try and find your ring?”


  “I don’t know. Lord Randal is searching for something. Maybe the drawing is a coincidence, but my gut tells me otherwise. Lord Randal is Merric Pride’s right hand man and that’s enough reason to keep it away from him.”


  “Who can we ask?” Rika said.


  “Sir Alcott might know something, but only Elan knows where to find him.”


  Fiona reappeared with a tray full of bread, stew, and ale. She served the food then faced Ronan smiling. “Grab me if you need anything else love.” She paused staring at Ronan with parted lips. “Anything.”


  “We’re good. You can go now. Shoo.” Rika waved her hand in a dismissive gesture.


  Fiona glared at Rika then stormed away.


  Ronan picked up the drawing. “I want to unravel this mystery too, but we’ll have to deal with it later. Right now, we need to plan our next move.”


  “What did you have in mind?” Rika took a bite of her stew.


  “We won’t find safe haven in Freehold after tonight. Commander Renault won’t stop until he sees us dead.”


  “We can’t run. I need to understand what happened to my father, and I’m not going anywhere until I know if he’s dead or alive,” Rika said.


  “We’re not running. We’ve worked for the last five years to get this far. I have the power to destroy Pride, and we can use it to find your father.” He ripped off a chunk of warm bread, dunked it in his lamb stew, and swallowed it whole.


  Rika laughed so hard she choked on her ale. She leaned over the table and lowered her voice. “You think because you took on a shard’s power that you have everything you need to kill the king? How do you propose we do that? At least a dozen shard knights would be on us before we made it fifty feet near Pride. We have to give this careful consideration and planning.”


  Ronan leveled his gaze. “I know secrets Rika. Secrets that nobody else knows.”


  Rika sighed. “What secrets Ronan? Tell me.”


  “I know another way into the palace that will take us straight to the royal wing. Besides Master Tyrell, I’m the only person alive who knows about it.”


  “I don’t know Ronan. It’s a rash move. Let’s sleep on it.”


  He took a deep swig from his tankard of McClaren’s finest. “Trust me. If it starts going bad, we’ll get out.”


  “How will we do that?” She said.


  “The same way we got in. I know secret passages that lead to every important room in the palace.”


  Rika wore an expression of doubt on her face. “Fine, fine. Let’s finish eating, go home, and we’ll plan it out in the morning. I’m exhausted.”


  “In the morning? We can’t wait that long. Every shard knight in Freehold is after us. They’ll turn over every rock looking for us.” He swallowed the last bite of stew and settled back. “No. We’re going now.”


  Her eyes widened. “Now! You’ve gone mad.”


  “The way I see it, the palace is the last place one of Pride’s thugs will think to search for us. They’ll be searching everywhere but there. I expect two or three shard knights at most, and they won’t be guarding the king.” He tipped back the tankard of ale finishing off the last few drops and wiped his face with his sleeve. “Tonight, Rika, is the night. You’ll get your answers, and we take down Pride.”


  Gulley’s Surprise


   


  The wrought iron gates to Freehold’s largest cemetery stood open giving way to a shroud of darkness. Fang shaped spikes protruded from each iron bar like a collection of spears, and twenty foot stone walls extended along its perimeter dissuading vagrants and grave robbers.


  A slight breeze stirred carrying the scent of dead grass and the sound of dry rustling leaves. Crickets chirped behind the stone walls, but no other sign of life stirred in the midsummer night.


  Ronan’s stomach rolled, and his skin prickled. He didn’t want to enter the graveyard. Nobody did which made it the ideal place to hide a secret entrance. “It’s in there.” He pointed toward the gate.


  “Why am I not surprised?” Rika said.


  He moved through the gate and kept a steady pace walking past row after row of headstones, gravestones, and empty plots.


  The moonlight’s glow showed mausoleums sprinkled throughout the vast landscape of the cemetery grounds.


  Ronan continued deeper into the graveyard searching for the ancient crypt of a man long since forgotten in Meranthian history, Jerryl Gulley. Gulley designed and built Freehold’s Royal Palace over a thousand years ago.


  Many renovations, expansions, and repairs made the palace a far different building than its original design, but its bones remained intact. The original palace Gulley built a millennium ago still held secrets. Secrets held only by royalty. The secrets of hidden passages, shadowed hallways, and secret rooms passed from generation to generation.


  Ronan passed through an old rusted gate into the oldest section of the graveyard built during Gulley’s lifetime.


  Ancient headstones with faded epitaphs sat next to mounds of unrecognizable crumbled rock. Freehold’s original sons took their final rest beneath these ancient burial plots, but nobody mourned for those buried here. The names on the tombstones provided history lessons instead of providing any emotional sentiment.


  Ronan found the ancient mausoleum he sought near the graveyard’s rear stone wall and stopped in front of its entrance.


  The well-tended crypt appeared out of place surrounded by abandoned mausoleums and crumbling tombstones. A thick stone door sealed the small stone building.


  “This is it,” Ronan said.


  “How do we get in? That door doesn’t look easy to open,” Rika said.


  “You’re right about that. It’s a foot thick and sealed with wards constructed by ancient shield knights. You couldn’t get through it with a battering ram.”


  Rika sighed. “You wouldn’t drag us into the middle of a graveyard and not have a way inside. Don’t keep me in suspense.”


  He smiled and bowed. “Yes M’Lady. As you command.”


  Rika giggled. “Stop it Ronan. Just open it. I hate graveyards.”


  He circled the mausoleum and scanned the ground.


  A patchwork of stones circled the tomb stretching several feet in every direction.


  Recalling Tyrell’s instructions, Ronan counted the fourth stone from the left.


  Decades of dormancy left the rock entrenched in the ground leaving a flat time-worn part of its surface exposed.


  Ronan pulled his belt-knife from its sheath, knelt, and loosened the soil surrounding it.


  “What’re you doing?” Rika said.


  He pried the rock loose with his blade. “Believe it or not, I’m getting us inside.”


  “Why didn’t the royal family just put a regular lock on the door?”


  He lifted the rock yanking it free from its decade’s long slumber and smiled. “Where’s the fun in that?”


  A smooth, flat, featureless stone sat beneath the weathered rock Ronan pulled from ground.


  A buzz of excitement flashed through Ronan, and he smiled. “This is it.”


  “Did you hear that?” Rika whispered. Her mouth hung open, and her head pitched forward as if straining to pick up any sound.


  Ronan laughed. “Rika. I’m listening to anything that moves out here. Other than a few squirrels, we’re alone.”


  “You can’t hear something that doesn’t make any noise.”


  Ronan stretched his palm wide over the cool mud-covered stone. “I’ve got to admit you look pretty cute when you’re all worked up.”


  Rika folded her arms and scowled at Ronan. “Are you making fun of me?”


  He leaned his weight into the stone and inched it downward. “Me? I’m innocent.” He grinned with mischief.


  “Does that voodoo magic of yours let you see ghosts?” Rika said.


  He turned the stone counter-clockwise and raised an eyebrow “Ghosts? You’re afraid of ghosts?”


  Deep rumbling came from inside the mausoleum.


  Rika’s head snapped toward the noise. Her hands flashed, and a second later twin blades appeared in her hands gleaming under the moonlit night. She crouched and spun toward the noise ready for combat.


  “Easy killer. That’s just the door activating,” Ronan said.


  She relaxed and sheathed her blades. “This place has me on edge.”


  “At least we stopped long enough for you to change out of your ball gown. How would you feel without your blades?” Ronan said.


  “I didn’t hear you complaining. You changed too,” she said.


  Ronan covered the stone doing his best to make it look dormant and circled to the entrance.


  A thin dark edge appeared along the stone door, and a musty damp odor seeped from inside the crypt.


  “Be careful. It’s pitch-black in there,” Rika said.


  Ronan eased his shoulder into the door, and it inched forward. He stopped when he’d opened a foot-wide gap.


  Through the crypt’s murky opening, a pitch-black veil of darkness shrouded the building’s interior.


  Dread tugged at the back of Ronan’s mind as he imagined dead bodies resting inside the tomb. He channeled his power and heightened his vision.


  The darkness slipped away revealing several stone steps leading further into the vault.


  “Hang onto my belt. There are five steps going down. Then it flattens out.”


  She grabbed hold and pressed her other hand into his back. “Go slow. I can’t see anything.”


  As the warmth from Rika’s touch spread across his lower back, his dread faded. “Okay.” He descended into the darkness pausing after each stone step.


  Rika’s warm touch never left him as they pushed deeper into the tomb.


  “That was the last step. I see an oil lamp ahead. Stay here, and I’ll see if it works.”


  “Okay. Hurry,” she said.


  Entombed in the vault, a pair of chiseled sarcophagi contained the remains of old Jerryl Gulley and his late wife. Nestled between the matching tombs, a simple stone bench rested against the wall. Above the small bench, a dark dusty oil lamp sat on a wooden shelf.


  Ronan grabbed the oil lamp and lit it.


  The lamp flickered to life brightening the crypt with a faint yellow glow. Dark shadows twisted across the sarcophagi.


  Rika’s posture eased. “Hold on a second, and I’ll shut the vault door.” She climbed the stairs, pushed the stone door closed, and rejoined Ronan in the vault.


  “It feels good to say goodbye to that graveyard. Who’s buried in here?” she said.


  “Jerryl Gulley and his wife. He designed and built the palace.”


  “That’s funny. This piece of jewelry doesn’t look anywhere near that old.” Rika reached over and picked up a piece of carved silver in the shape of a bear’s head sitting atop Jerryl’s tomb. Her brow furrowed as she examined it. “It’s a cloak fastener.” She handed it to Ronan.


  The ruby eyes set into the silver bear’s head gleamed beneath the lamplight’s yellow glow.


  Goosebumps raised on Ronan’s arms, and his legs slackened. He slumped onto the stone bench and stared at the silver fastener.


  “Ronan, what is it. What’s wrong?”


  His hands trembled as he stared at the ornament. “This belongs to Master Tyrell. My mother had it commissioned for him.”


  “So why is it here?”


  “He left it for me. It’s the only thing that makes any sense. He knew I’d try to break into the palace using this entrance.


  “But how is it here Ronan? He didn’t come in the same way as us. We didn’t see any sign of that outside.”


  Ronan shrugged. “You can get here from the Shadow City. He might’ve come through that way.”


  She knelt in front of Ronan and squeezed his hands. “That means he’s here Ronan. He’s in Freehold at the very least. And, he believes you’re alive.”


  Ronan stood and tucked the fastener away in his pocket. “I wish he were here right now. But, I don’t know where to find him, and we didn’t make it this far to change our plans now. The longer we wait, the harder it gets.”


  “He could help us Ronan. We could leave him a note.”


  “No. We can’t do that. It’s too risky.”


  “I think you’re wrong. I think you’re rushing into this.”


  Ronan’s face flushed. “Too fast? It’s been five years Rika. Five years we’ve allowed that monster to play king. Five years without a word from your father. He’s stripping our freedoms and watching every move we make. For Elan’s sake, your own people aren’t allowed to practice their religion because of him. He’s a murderer, and I won’t let him get away with it a day longer.”


  Her eyes flashed with anger. “I know what Pride’s done, but we have to be smart.”


  “I watched him butcher my mother! She bled to death in my arms, and I couldn’t do anything to stop him. Stay here if you want, but I’m killing that bastard tonight.” He started to stand.


  She squeezed his hands. “Wait.”


  Ronan paused before easing backward and settling onto the stone bench.


  Rika closed her eyes and nodded. “I understand, and you’re not going to do this alone. I’m going with you.”


  “We’ll find Patron after we deal with Pride. I promise,” he said.


  “Okay. It’s settled. How do we get out of here?” She looked around the vault.


  He faced the stone bench. “We’ll have to crawl for this next part.”


  “Crawl?”


  Ronan dropped to his hands and knees, crawled forward, and placed his palms flat against the smooth wall under the bench. “I hope this works.” Ronan pushed applying steady, even pressure, and the wall gave way. “Just a little more.” With a final push, the wall fell tipping inward with a heavy thud.


  Cool damp air rushed over Ronan’s face.


  “Rika, you’ll want that lamp. It’s dark in here.”


  Rika took the oil lamp and placed it on the vault’s stone floor.


  Ronan dropped to his stomach and inched forward. With his shard heightened eyesight, he cut through the veil of darkness.


  Damp earthen walls lined a jagged tunnel that stretched twenty yards ahead.


  Ronan stood and tossed aside the section of wall making room for Rika. He knelt and extended his hand. “Hand me the lamp Rika.”


  She handed him the lamp and wriggled through the hole. Once free, she took Ronan’s hand and stood.


  “This passage joins with others that crisscross Freehold. Stay close. It’s easy to get lost,” he said.


  “What is this place?”


  “It’s called the Shadow City. A network of rooms and passages running beneath Freehold. For centuries, it’s been used in many different ways. Most of them for no good. Slaves used it to escape the city, and slave traders used it to smuggle in Ayralens during the slave era. Now it’s used by thieves, drunks, or people looking to disappear. Occasionally, the city guard comes down here to sweep out the criminals and vagrants. Sometimes, an unlucky fortune hunter sneaks down here and gets lost wandering the passages.”


  “Lost forever? You mean they die down here?”


  “There are stories of ghosts that live in the Shadow City. If you believe that sort of thing.”


  Rika’s eyes went wide. “Thieves I can handle. Ghosts I can’t. Do you know your way through here?”


  “Well, let’s put it this way. I know my way to the palace. If we wander too far off the path it might get tricky.”


  Rika inched closer to him. “Then don’t lose me in here. Got it?”


  “Got it,” he said. “Let’s go.”


  As they moved through the Shadow City, the passage twisted intersecting with small debris filled rooms. Forks in the passage forced decisions as did the occasional intersection. The tunnel’s floor shifted from stone to hard packed dirt. Trash heaps provided cover for beady-eyed rats that squeaked and scurried underfoot.


  “This way,” Ronan said. “We go down these stairs and follow the passage to the left. Just past the room ahead.”


  Rika placed her hand at the small of his back. “I’ll take your word for it.”


  He descended the stairs and turned left.


  Ahead, faint light came from the room around the corner.


  Ronan froze and perked his ears stretching to pick up sound.


  “Then I gave him to the count of ten, and you should’ve seen him run.” The man’s voice slurred heavy with drink.


  “What happened next Sculley?” A second voice said.


  “Shut up and let him finish,” another man said.


  Ronan whispered into Rika’s ear. “There’s at least three men in the room ahead. We need to move through as fast as we can. Are you up for this?”


  She placed the oil lamp on the ground and pulled her blades free. “I’m ready.”


  “I’d like to reason with them before it comes to violence. You hide here.”


  Rika’s eyes blazed with indignation. “Hide? What do you take me for? A girl? I can take care of myself Ronan Latimer.”


  Ronan sighed. “Fine, fine. But, put those blades away. I’d rather just move past them.”


  Rika sheathed her blades and picked up the lamp. “Alright, but at the first sign of trouble I’m bringing them out.”


  Ronan channeled his power and directed an energy flow into his skin making it tough as armor. His body shimmered with yellow light that lingered before sinking into his skin. “Let’s go.”


  The light grew brighter as the room came into full view. Huddled around a blazing fire, three men sat sharing a flask of liquor. The man holding the flask reclined in a makeshift chair built from broken crates and lined with dirty blankets. The other two men sat relaxed in similar chairs staring at the man holding the dirty flask.


  Bottles, old chicken bones, broken bits of wood, and other debris littered the room.


  Ronan relaxed. Vagrants. He strode into the dim firelight and paused. “Good evening gentlemen.”


  The man holding the flask jumped, and clear booze spilled dribbling over his hand. “You always sneak up on people?”


  “Sorry for the intrusion. We’re just passing through. You fellas can pretend like you never saw us,” Ronan said.


  Three sets of hungry eyes ignored Ronan’s words and directed their stares on Rika.


  “Look at her Sculley. I’ve never seen a woman that pretty. We can have some fun with her.”


  “Shut up Vince. Is that any way to treat a lady?” Sculley stood and offered the flask to Rika. “Would you care for a drink? Don’t mind the mess. We were just having a little party. Come sit by the fire and talk. We have plenty to drink.”


  “No. Thank you. As my friend mentioned, we need to pass through,” she said.


  Sculley’s eyes narrowed. “That’s not very hospitable. We’re trying to be friendly.”


  “Sculley, I don’t think we have enough drinks for everybody. How about we get rid of her boyfriend first. Then we can have some fun with the girl,” a voice from behind Ronan said.


  Ronan’s chest tightened as he felt a sharp pinch in his lower back. He spun as Rika screamed.


  A thin greasy man wearing an assortment of armor held a knife to Rika’s throat while another man lunged toward Ronan.


  Ronan pulled the knife free from his scabbard and faced his attacker.


  The hulking man attacking Ronan wore a mishmash of ill-fitting armor pieces that appeared scavenged from the depths of the Shadow City. He towered six inches over Ronan, but his expression conveyed one of shock as he stared with confusion at the broken blade in his hand. The dagger had snapped against Ronan’s shard toughened skin leaving bits of shattered blade scattered near his feet.


  Ronan channeled his power tripling his strength, speed, and coordination. “Tell your friend to let the girl go, otherwise, this won’t end the way you imagine. I promise you that.”


  The second thug ignored Ronan’s threat and joined the giant attacking Ronan. He jerked a steel short sword from a worn wooden scabbard and crouched into a fighting stance. “What happened to your blade Arvas?”


  “I dunno,” the big man said. “It must have caught up in his armor or something. It might’ve been cracked. I’ll take his blade after he’s dead.”


  Ronan’s hand blurred as he thrust his knife upward sinking into Arvas’s right eye. Before Arvas could react, Ronan yanked his blade free and spun on the bandit holding the short sword.


  Arvas screamed in agony clutching his eye as he dropped to the ground. Blood poured from the cracks between his fingers. “My eye! He stabbed my bloody eye!”


  The man holding Rika stared open mouthed as his friend writhed screaming on the ground. Rika reached for the blades sheathed at her legs, pulled them free, and sliced at the arm holding her neck.


  Rika’s blade whiffed, as the man moved his arm releasing her from his grip. Once free, she spun and confronted her attacker.


  The man leered, and a greasy smile spread across his stubbled face. “You like it rough. I like it rough too. Let’s see if you can use those blades.”


  Her eyes blazed with ferocity, and a wicked grin stretched across her face. “What’s your name?”


  “They call me Needles.” He pulled free a pair of poniards whose tips gleamed in the fire light.


  She cocked her head. “Well Needles, didn’t your mother teach you how to treat a lady? You need to learn better manners.” She jumped up swinging her foot in an upward arc toward his face.


  The tip of her boot connected with his mouth, and his head snapped back. Needles staggered backward as a gash of blood ran from his torn lip.


  Using her momentum, Rika sent a back roundhouse kick at the side of his head.


  Needles sidestepped the kick and counterattacked with a blade thrust to Rika’s chest.


  She dodged, and the blade missed her chest sinking through her leather armor landing a puncture wound to her shoulder.


  She screamed grabbing her shoulder as blood ran from the wound.


  In a blur, Ronan burst across the room leaping toward Needles propelling his heavy boots into Needle’s spine.


  A bone-jarring crack cut the air, and Needles fell in a heap as his legs no longer supported his weight.


  The attacker with the short sword stood wide-eyed staring at Ronan in fear. His forgotten sword arm trembled. “What are you?”


  “Run,” Ronan said.


  The man dropped his sword and bolted. He disappeared around the corner, and the sound of his rattling armor faded into the Shadow City’s murky depths.


  “Let me see your shoulder. Are you okay?” Ronan said.


  “I’m fine. It’s just a scratch.” She moved her arm around in its socket.


  “I think I’ve got a handkerchief we can use to tie it off.” He searched his pockets.


  “Ronan! Look out!” Rika said.


  Footsteps echoed behind him, and he dropped to the ground.


  Rika sent her blade spinning end-over-end at the giant named Arvas. Her dagger landed with a sickening crunch sinking into Arvas’s left eye.


  A guttural scream filled the small room. “I’m blind. You stupid bitch. You blinded me!” Arvas said.


  “Are you still interested in partying with her? She might leave you so drunk you can’t see straight,” Ronan said.


  Sculley stood motionless, the flask of booze still clutched in his white knuckled hand. “Look mister. I’m sorry for any trouble, and I sure don’t want any myself. How about you just pass through like you said earlier?”


  “You know what Sculley? That’s the best advice I’ve heard from you yet.” Ronan said. “I think your friends want to hear the rest of your story.”


  “Yeah Sculley. What happens next?” A vagrant seated by the fire said.


  “Shut up and maybe he’ll tell you,” the other vagrant said.


  Sculley stared in shocked disbelief and nodded. “Yeah. I think that’s a good idea.”


  Arvas writhed on the floor next to an unconscious Needles. “Please kill me. I can’t live like this,” Arvas said.


  Sculley staggered to his seat and sank into his chair. He stared motionless into the fire.


  Ignoring Arvas, Sculley, and the vagrants, Ronan tied a handkerchief around Rika’s wounded shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go.”


  Rika picked up the oil lamp and followed Ronan through a passageway beyond Sculley’s fire.


  They continued onward following a confusing maze of twists and turns for another quarter hour. The corridor sloped downward then narrowed forcing Ronan and Rika to crouch.


  “That’s it. Up ahead,” Ronan said.


  The earthen tunnel continued forward without a visible end in sight.


  “Up ahead where?” Rika peered into the darkness. “It just keeps going.”


  Ronan stopped and placed his palms flat against the ceiling. “There’s a trapdoor here. You have to be looking or you’ll miss it.”


  A wooden panel appeared under his hands blending in with the dirt ceiling surrounding it. Ronan pressed upward, and the panel loosened. He slid it sideways where it disappeared inside a hidden slot.


  Dim light streamed through the opening revealing a tube extending fifteen feet upward. With walls made of stone and built-in iron rungs, the tunnel provided secret access to the palace.


  “Leave the lamp. We should have enough light,” Ronan said.


  Rika extinguished the oil lamp leaving it on the ground.


  He grabbed an iron rung and pulled himself upward beginning the short climb. After the first few rungs, he whispered to Rika. “Stay quiet. Shard knights are always listening for assassins.”


  She nodded her agreement and followed him up the ladder.


  As they reached the ladder’s top, the light grew brighter revealing the beginning of a corridor.


  Ronan paused where the ladder intersected a shadowy corridor and waited for Rika.


  Torchlight filtering through cracks showed a passage curving from the ladder in a single direction.


  Ronan pulled himself upward, turned, and extended a hand to Rika.


  Pain etched Rika’s face as she took Ronan’s hand and pulled herself into the passage next to him.


  A heavy ache settled in Ronan’s chest. The wound she’d suffered in the Shadow City looked worse than she’d first admitted. He cupped his hand to her ear and whispered. “This passage circles the western guardhouse. We’ll follow this for a bit. Just go slow. Knights stand guard on the other side of this wall.”


  She nodded once. The blood soaked handkerchief wrapped around her shoulder dripped, and the droplets rolled along her armor before spattering on the wooden floor.


  His stomach writhed with worry. Her wound needed cleaning and stitches, but he’d never get this opportunity again, and she couldn’t go back without him. She’d never make it alone. With steel determination, he pressed onward.


  Beyond the stone wall, many plate mail boots rattled echoing from the rough guardhouse floor. The sound of creaking armor stopped, and a deep voice barked muffled orders.


  Ronan stood still as a statue and focused on the deep muffled voice.


  “The city is on full lock down. That means not a single citizen, wagon, boat, or soldier enters or leaves Freehold until we apprehend the criminals. You are to search all wagons and boats requesting entry or exit from the city.” The voice said.


  Ronan shuddered. He’d expected this, but watching the impact on real people left a bitter taste in his mouth.


  “The king has ordered a house-to-house search. As you pass by the exit, examine the sketch and memorize the faces. They should be considered armed and dangerous. One of them has stolen and used an enhancement shard. You should not approach them alone.”


  “Did His Majesty indicate where they might be hiding?” Another voice said.


  “Our sources believe the girl is Ayralen, so we’ll start with the Ayralen district. You’re to search every house inside and out, and conduct your search in any manner necessary to produce results,” the captain said.


  Ronan’s skin tingled, and his stomach sank. He and Rika had made friends in the Ayralen district, and they’d pay for his theft. He and Rika lived inside the Ayralen district, and Rika poured hours of love and care into building their home. That Pride’s barbarians would toss their memories like a trash heap both enraged and nauseated him.


  “What about Meranthian homes?”


  “Your search should not exclude Meranthian homes, but you’re to use minimal force during the inspection.”


  Rika’s hand pressed against his lower back signaling him to keep moving. His face flushed with anger, but he lowered his head and pressed forward.


  A heavy wooden ladder appeared ahead.


  Ronan moved beneath the rickety ladder and traced it upward.


  The ladder rose four floors straight up intersecting every floor along the way. Rika and Ronan wouldn’t stop until they reached the top floor.


  Ronan grabbed the ladder and climbed.


  Rika came after him, but she made slow progress. The right side of her leather tunic appeared soaked with blood, and her face looked a shade lighter than a few minutes earlier.


  His senses screamed at him to turn back. She looked ready to collapse, but they’d moved beyond the point of return.


  They reached the top floor without incident. The shadowy passage leading behind the royal wing stretched out empty and silent.


  Ronan crept along the corridor taking extra care with each step. He channeled his power listening for any sound near him and picked up nearby voices.


  Two rooms ahead, in the king’s private drawing room, two men carried on a placid conversation.


  Ronan recognized Pride’s voice. Like a snake slithering through a hole he didn’t wander far from the nest. He whispered to Rika. “I hear voices in the drawing room ahead. I think it’s him. We’ll wait until he’s alone. Are you ready?”


  Perspiration beaded her forehead, and lines of sweat streaked her face. “Let’s make this fast.”


  Her skin grew paler by the minute. She’d lost too much blood. He’d carry her over his shoulder when they left. “Why don’t you wait here? You look ready to drop.”


  She shook her head. “I’m not leaving you. Go.”


  Through cracks and watch holes, light flowed from the drawing room casting dim light in the tight passage. The sound of male voices carried through the thin wall without need of shard magic.


  Ronan eased into place behind a watch hole while Rika took position behind another hole next to his.


  The stately furnishings and decorations of the royal drawing room snapped into focus. The pasty white figures of Merric Pride and Lord Niles Randal sat across from each another engaged in easy conversation.


  “You can rest assured knowing the crown is turning over every stone. We’ll find them,” Lord Randal said.


  Pride nodded. “That’s good Niles. I’m confident Commander Renault will bring the pair to justice.” He picked up a wine glass and drew a sip. “Niles, what progress has The Order made finding the rings?


  “For now we still don’t know the location of either ring Your Majesty,” Randal said.


  Ronan’s ears pricked, but he hadn’t known of a second ring. His mother had never mentioned it.


  “What about the ruins located at the inland swamp? I thought you were looking there.”


  “We’ve searched the ruins but found nothing. Besides, Ambassador Finn’s work never pointed to that location,” Randal said.


  “Ambassador Finn is one step removed from an animal. Ayralens can’t process information the same way as you and I. They’re brains are incapable of assembling information at that level. Why do you think the ambassador came to Meranthia to begin with? He needed our scholars,” Pride said.


  The statement stunned Ronan. In the years he’d known Pride, he’d never said something so racist and inflammatory. How had he fooled his mother?


  “I agree Your Majesty, but we shouldn’t discount his work. He may have stumbled upon information made available by ancient Meranthian researchers,” Randal said.


  Pride’s brow furrowed, and he scratched his chin. “I suppose that might be possible. Has he given you any new information?” Pride said.


  Rika’s hand shot to her mouth suppressing a gasp.


  Ronan’s skin tingled with excitement. The news that Rika’s father lived might offer the adrenaline rush she needed to stay on her feet.


  “Not yet but we’ll keep up the pressure,” Randal said.


  “Did you ever locate his daughter?”


  “No Your Majesty. We believe she’s either dead or fled to Ayralen.”


  “I see. That’s too bad,” he said. “We could’ve used her as leverage.”


  Ronan smiled at Rika and nodded.


  Tears streaked her face, and she returned his smile with a crooked one of her own. She reached for his hand and squeezed.


  “Niles, what’s the progress with the colonies?” Pride said.


  “I’m pleased to report that they’re ready Your Majesty. We await your orders on how you’d like to proceed.”


  “How many savages can we fit into each colony?” Pride said


  “Ten thousand per colony Your Majesty. The southern colony will house the male of the species. The northern colony is for females and their offspring.”


  Time stopped, and Ronan’s blood ran cold. Pride had lost whatever sense he’d once held.


  “When are they old enough to breed? I don’t want any more of them running around. Elan knows we have enough of them already.”


  Lord Randal cleared his throat. “They follow the same reproductive track as Meranthians Your Majesty. So, about fifteen years old.”


  “Make sure you separate them as soon as their old enough. Let’s make it thirteen years. Better safe than sorry.”


  “Yes Your Majesty. We do have some complications. As you know, some Meranthians have taken to interbreeding with the Ayralens. How should we handle that situation?”


  “Round them up. Meranthian and Ayralen alike. Any Meranthian willing to breed with the savages is not welcome in this realm. Elan has expressed his extreme displeasure on this matter,” Pride said.


  “We don’t have enough colonies for that number -”


  Pride cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Then stack them together. It makes little difference to me. Maybe cramped conditions will help them find Elan’s light that much sooner. Regardless, you have my permission to proceed. Start with the Ayralen district. It’s time to reclaim our home.”


  Ronan clenched his jaw, and he trembled with rage. In his wildest imagination, he’d never considered Pride capable of genocide.


  Glassy-eyed, Rika stared straight ahead mouth agape. Blood dripped from her fingertips as her soaked tunic could hold no more blood. A moment later her eyes rolled back, and her legs trembled and gave out.


  Ronan channeled his speed and burst toward her lunging to intercept her as she fell.


  Rika collapsed, and her body pitched forward smashing into the wall.


  His best effort fell short. He’d missed by an inch.


  As her legs buckled, she slid down the wall and collapsed near the hidden door leading into the drawing room.


  The hidden door exploded in a spray of shattered glass, stone, and wood. Shrapnel flew over Rika missing her by a razor’s margin.


  Ronan, still imbued with speed, leaped away from the door, and debris bounced off his shard enhanced skin.


  Blue spirit energy burst through the space once occupied by the secret door blasting into the stone wall behind Ronan.


  Hot rage roared through every cell of his body as Ronan raised his leg and hammered the wall in front of him.


  The drawing room’s wall groaned and burst apart. Rock and wood flew outward at blinding speed. Shrapnel collided with the spirit shield surrounding Pride igniting shimmers of blue and white energy. Tiny pieces of splintered wood burned away while stone and glass ricocheted at wild angles. The debris ripped apart furniture, shattered expensive glass vases, and shredded upholstery.


  Ronan leaped through twisted wreckage rolling into a crouch in front of Pride. He stood and yanked his knife free of his belt sheath.


  Pride’s mouth fell open, and his eyes went wide with shock.


  With his knife held high, Ronan soared toward Pride traversing fifteen feet of empty air. He poured his strength into his arm, and plunged the blade into the spirit barrier surrounding the traitorous king.


  Pride’s shield blazed in a torrent of light. Smoldering energy poured from the fracture caused by Ronan’s knife, but, unlike a battle knight’s shard blade, Ronan’s dagger melted on impact. Molten steel dripped and flowed across the sphere’s blue surface, and black smoke billowed as the stink of burned metal scorched the air.


  Ronan sidestepped right as a wave of spirit magic unloaded from Pride’s outstretched palm.


  Pride’s blast burned a hole in the expensive carpet and charred the wooden floor beneath where Ronan stood a moment earlier.


  A half-dozen shard knights streamed from the paneled door standing open behind Pride. Shields sprang up surrounding Pride’s guards and Lord Randal.


  Ronan gaped at the disaster unfolding around him. How had his plans unraveled so quickly? The dream of avenging his mother’s death died, as she had, by Pride’s hand.


  Rika lay unconscious surrounded by a trio of shard knights. A detention shield appeared around her trapping her better than any prison cell.


  Three other knights flanked Pride with two wielding shard blades.


  “You should’ve used that fire to run away and save yourself.” Pride let out a deep sigh. “It didn’t have to end this way for you Ronan, but you’ve left me no choice. May Elan take mercy on your soul.” He motioned the guards forward. “Kill him.”


  The battle knights sent a bright torrent of yellow spirit magic coursing through their shard blades and leaped toward Ronan with murderous intent.


  Ronan hung his head and braced himself for the end.


  A streaking blur of steel and light leaped across the drawing room’s wreckage. As the first knight closed in, a shard blade flashed, and his head disappeared from his shoulders skittering across the plush carpet. His headless body tipped sideways and dropped as the yellow energy inside his shard blade winked out. Yellow light escaped the corpse and concentrated into a chunk of living glass.


  Patron Tyrell paused long enough to intercept the attack of the second battle knight.


  The battle knight sliced his shard blade toward Tyrell, but the shard master dodged it and sidestepped in front of Ronan. Tyrell’s weapon hand split the air at inhuman speed slicing the attacking knight’s arm just above the wrist. The knight’s arm, still gripping his shard blade, severed below the elbow and tumbled to the ground.


  Ronan froze in shock unsure of what he’d seen.


  “Ronan, we have to go right now. Leave through the back passage.” Tyrell dodged incoming energy attacks from Pride and the shield knight next to him.


  Ronan shook off his daze and reached for Rika. “I can’t leave her Master Tyrell.”


  “We can’t help her right now. We’ll die if we stay here.”


  “I promised her. I won’t leave her with this murderer.”


  “If we take her with us, she’ll die before we make it to the end of the hall. Now go!”


  Three more shard knights entered the room behind Pride.


  Ronan’s soul died as he stared with dark incomprehension at Rika’s unmoving body. “No!” He lunged toward her.


  Tyrell grabbed Ronan’s collar and tossed him.


  Ronan sailed past the shattered mirror and slammed into the stone wall.


  Spirit attacks flew from knight’s extended palms as they tried to stop Ronan and Tyrell’s escape.


  Tyrell dodged the incoming attacks with speed and quickness unrivaled by any battle knight in Meranthia. He jumped over piles of broken stone and splintered wood, grabbed Ronan by his collar, and pulled.


  Rika’s body, laying still and motionless, grew smaller by the second as the drawing room faded from view.


  Ronan’s stomach dropped, and panic gripped him. He fought against Tyrell’s grip but couldn’t muster the strength to overtake his master. He reached out for her and let loose a primal scream. “Rika!” He screamed her name again and again, but she never moved.


  Moments later he recognized the bleak surroundings of The Shadow City and, a few minutes after that, Gulley’s tomb.


  Tyrell reached behind Gulley’s sarcophagus and pulled a small lever. The massive stone coffin slid to the side revealing a stairway descending into the murky depths of the Shadow City.


  Pain washed over Ronan’s brain. After two thousand years, Gulley had one last surprise.


  The Heartwood


   


  Danielle Deveaux surveyed the forest canopy from the observatory platform outside Assembly Hall.


  The forest floor, hundreds of feet below, disappeared behind fifty-foot limbs bearing leaves as wide as a man’s arm. The rich green canopy extended hundreds of miles in every direction providing a sanctuary for thousands of exotic wildlife species across the Heartwood.


  Her stomach churned. She’d found sleeping impossible and picked at her breakfast. Today, she faced the biggest test of her young life and could think of little else.


  She ran through her speech for the hundredth time this week making sure she’d memorized every line. Thousands of lives hung on her ability to convince the Assembly to invade Meranthia.


  “No matter what happens, I want you to know I’m proud of you.”


  Danielle jumped letting loose a high-pitched shriek. “Papa, don't sneak up on me like that.”


  The prime guardian of Ayralen, Connal Deveaux, wrapped his arm around his daughter’s shoulder and squeezed. “I waited until your lips stopped moving.”


  She stretched on her toes and kissed her father on the cheek. “It’s okay. I’m a bundle of nerves. I’m sorry for snapping at you.”


  “How do you feel about your speech?”


  “I’d be more confident if I knew you stood with me,” Danielle said.


  “Danielle, it’s not so easy. What’s left to say?”


  “You still haven’t offered a good explanation.”


  “Let’s just enjoy the morning. Can you dote on me like a loving daughter for a few minutes longer?”


  A smile brushed Danielle’s face, and she leaned into her father. “I suppose I can do that.”


  The sea of amber tinted heartwood trees swayed in time with a light breeze blowing from the eastern morning sky. Lush green treetops wavered with the air’s twisting currents bringing with it a hint of cinnamon unique to the Ayralen forest. In the next moment, the sun kissed the horizon casting a brilliant hue of orange light across the entire valley.


  “I love the Heartwood this time of year,” Connal said. His gaze appeared distant and unfocused.


  The last five years had aged Connal, but his gloom had deepened during the past few months. Danielle had tried reaching out to him, but he kept his worries bottled up not wanting to burden her with his problems. “Papa, tell me what you’re thinking,” Danielle said.


  “Your mother loved the Heartwood Danielle. Did I ever tell you?”


  He’d made few mentions of her mother, and less so in recent years. “No. I don’t think you have.”


  “She’d rock you to sleep some evenings when the wind blew like this.” He stroked Danielle’s wavy golden hair and smiled. “When you were a newborn, you’d lay awake crying more interested in playing than rest. Your mother would pick you up and bring you out onto the deck. She’d snuggle with you in our old canopy swing and rock you listening to the wind sing in the trees. Then she’d sing while she rocked you, and you’d stop crying and listen to the sound of her voice.” Tears welled in his eyes. “I could listen to her sing for hours. You’d fall asleep, and she’d keep on singing. I never told her how much I loved her singing.” He paused for a moment as his eyes filled with regret. “I don’t know who loved her singing most.” Connal stared bleary-eyed into the swaying heartwood trees. “I think I did.”


  Danielle’s chest tightened. She wished she could ease his pain. “I wish I could hear her sing again Papa. I wish I could remember her at all.”


  “You look just like her you know.” He wiped the moisture from his eyes. “With your blond hair and blue eyes, and you’re every bit as headstrong.” Connal laughed.


  “I wish she could give me some advice. Maybe she could force the assembly to act.”


  At the observation deck’s far end, the door leading into Assembly Hall opened, and a page hurried toward Connal clutching a slip of paper.


  “Good morning Arnes. Slow down before you keel over,” Connal said.


  “Good morning to you sir.” He paused to catch his breath. “Mistress Colette asked me to bring this straight away.”


  Connal’s eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong Arnes? What’s the hurry?”


  “I don’t know sir. This note just arrived from a carrier pigeon, and she said you’d want to see it right away.” He handed Connal a sealed note.


  “Thank you Arnes.” Connal’s brow furrowed as he examined the seal.


  “Shall I wait for a return message sir?”


  “No Arnes. Thank you.”


  Arnes bowed and left the deck the same way he entered.


  Danielle didn’t recognize the seal securing the note. A growling bear etched in red wax.


  Connal broke the wax seal, opened the note, and scanned it for a few seconds.


  “What’s wrong Papa?”


  Connal’s mouth dropped open, and his brow furrowed as he stared with measured intensity at the message’s contents.


  A silent alarm went off in Danielle’s head. She’d seen this reaction from her father on few occasions, but it meant the note carried a message of extraordinary importance.


  He slumped onto a nearby wooden bench and stared into emptiness wearing a stunned expression.


  “What did the note say?”


  “He wouldn’t send this message on a whim, but it’s impossible.” Connal mumbled.


  Danielle stared at the note clutched in his hand as her curiosity flared. “Who’re you talking about? What’s impossible Papa?”


  A wide smile broke over his face. “He’s alive Danielle.” His voice resonated with a deep booming laugh that grew from a place of pure joy. “He’s alive.”


  The Assembly doors opened, and a short round man with a thin oiled mustache stepped forward and bowed to Connal. “Monsieur Prime Guardian.” He turned to Danielle and bowed. “Mademoiselle Deveaux.” The assembly awaits your arrival.


  “Thank you Julius. Tell Chairwoman Lord we’re on our way.” He tucked the note in his breast pocket. “We’ll talk about this later Danielle. It’ll take some explanation before it makes sense.”


  Whatever the news, it made him laugh which eased a small part of her tension. Danielle smiled, reached up and fixed his collar. “I won’t let you forget.”


  “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” A fresh spark lit the corner of his eye, and a few of the worry lines etched on his face faded before her eyes. Connal stood and strode into Assembly Hall.


  Danielle let go a deep breath trying to calm her nerves and followed her father inside the massive heartwood tree.


  Wardens carved Assembly Hall, as they did every building in the canopy, out of living heartwood. The tree stood three hundred feet tall, forty feet wide at the base, and had lived through countless generations of Ayralens. The wardens used shard magic to realize such astonishing growth and longevity. The magic inherent in wardens allowed them to form a unique bond that extended to every living plant on earth. Wardens could remove poison and cure disease present in any plant, and they controlled plants and trees of all shapes and sizes commanding them when necessary.


  Inside the living hall a buzz of conversation filled the chamber. Skylights formed as living wood moved aside high on each side of the room. Warm light and cool air bathed the room in vibrant yellows and greens.


  Danielle wore the mantle of the warden granted her by the Assembly on her fifteenth birthday. She’d taken the third nature shard, a powerful piece near Lora’s Heart, granting her potential rivaling any warden in the valley.


  She knelt and touched the heartwood sending energy flows through its trunk. The tree vibrated in return, greeting her with its internal song.


  “Good morning Isabelle,” she said with a whisper. Every heartwood tree bore its own unique personality. During her time in Lora’s Guard, Danielle made it habit to bond with every heartwood tree she met.


  Danielle ambled through the assembly and found her seat. She ran through her mental notes waiting for the assembly chairwoman to bring the hall to order.


  Assembly Chairwoman Diana Lord dropped the gavel on the lectern three times to signal the assembly to order. Hushed silence spread across the hall, and heads turned to face the dais. “Before I call the assembly to order, I’d like to welcome our special guest, Prime Guardian Deveaux. Thank you for joining us on this important day.” She set her gavel on the lectern and led the assembly in applause.


  Connal stood from his seat near the front and waved wearing a warm smile on his face.


  His smile sent Danielle’s heart soaring, and she jumped from her seat applauding. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him so happy.


  As Connal sat the applause faded. “Welcome assemblymen and women. I bring this special session to order.” She pounded the lectern with her gavel.


  Danielle’s stomach fluttered. She needed her best effort this morning.


  “As this hall knows, we’re gathered today to vote for or against sending Ayralen forces into Meranthia. Before we vote, we’ll hear final arguments from each side. A coin toss has determined that Eliot Rousseau will go first representing those against invasion. Monsieur Rousseau the floor belongs to you.”


  A tall slender man just starting to go gray at his temples stood and buttoned his jacket. He worked his way through the assembly nodding to colleagues as he ambled toward the lectern.


  Danielle enjoyed Eliot Rousseau’s company. He engaged in excellent conversation, and she learned something new every time they spoke. In addition, he used his mind for humanitarian efforts. His research on restoration via botanical agents saved the lives of thousands across the Heartwood. But, his cautiousness could cost an equal number of lives abroad.


  Rousseau nodded toward Diana Lord. “Thank you Madame Chairwoman.” He bowed toward Connal. “And, thank you Prime Guardian.” He rested his hands on the lectern’s sides and focused his attention on the audience.


  “Good morning members of the assembly. Thank you for giving me a few moments of your time. I promise to keep my remarks brief.” He perched a pair of glasses on his nose and pulled a sheet of paper from his breast pocket.


  “Over the last five years, we’ve seen an influx of Meranthian refugees pour across our borders. Their citizenry continue to flee the brutal regime established by Merric Pride since his ascension to the throne. Allowing safe passage for these refugees has placed an enormous burden on our troops, shard bearers, and the general population. Those opposed to invasion aren’t here to argue over King Pride’s despicable nature. We agree that his attitude and actions are disgusting.” He sipped on a cup of water and adjusted his glasses.


  “Ayralen forces hold supremacy here in the Heartwood wielding dominion over every plant and animal. We've nothing to fear from Meranthian invaders so long as we defend the Heartwood.”


  “If we commit forces to an invasion, we risk every Ayralen’s sovereignty. We face an opponent wielding their own lethal brand of shard magic, and we engage them on their home ground. There’s a good chance we’ll fail our liberation attempts. Ayralen will lose the troops we’ve committed, and the shards they drop. Our failure will kill those very souls we’re trying to liberate. With such staggering loss comes the inability to defend the Heartwood should Pride choose retaliation. If that happens ladies and gentlemen, we’ve lost Ayralen itself.”


  Seeds of doubt took root in Danielle’s mind. Rousseau argued with sound facts and eloquent speech.


  “We’ve managed to avoid confrontation with the Meranthian army for two thousand years. Let's uphold the policy set by our forefathers. There’s wisdom in that policy. I ask you to vote against committing our forces in Meranthia. Thank you for your time.” The assembly offered polite applause as he bowed toward the Prime Guardian, Diana Lord, and the general assembly.


  Rousseau left the dais and walked back to his seat amid muttered conversations.


  Diana Lord stepped to the lectern. “For the opposing argument, I call Danielle Deveaux to the assembly floor.”


  Danielle’s stomach did full back flips. She stood and made her way to the dais. As she faced the assembly, the room spun. She placed her prepared remarks on the lectern and took a deep breath.


  Danielle nodded toward Chairwoman Lord. “Thank you Madame Chairwoman.” She smiled at her father in the front row.


  Connal offered her a reassuring smile and a gentle nod.


  “Thank you Prime Guardian.” Danielle found the opening page of her speech and read through the first few lines. It read flat and uninspired, and she decided to improvise.


  The assembly fell silent as every member gave Danielle their full attention.


  “I want to thank Monsieur Rousseau for his well-argued speech, and I agree with him. He’s right.”


  Murmured conversation rippled through the assembly.


  Danielle paused allowing the assembly to digests her remark. “Instead, I’d like to share some intelligence gathered by our guardian spy masters.” She motioned toward two pageboys kneeling just offstage. “Jack and Drew would you bring out the map please?”


  The boys scrambled across the dais, unrolled, and hung a large detailed map of Meranthia.


  Danielle strode to the map and grabbed a wooden pointer. “I’d like to highlight two locations on the map. The first in northern Meranthia.” She pointed to a symbol just south of the Snowdrift Mountains. “The second location is due south of Freehold.” She marked a position midway between Freehold and the Southern Mountains near the city of Prynesse. “In the last two weeks, the Meranthian military finished construction on both facilities.” Danielle faced the assembly. “Each location has a series of large single room dormitories with combined space to hold ten thousand people. Each has a twenty foot tall reinforced fence topped with needle sharp spikes and barbed wire. The fence encloses the camp including the dormitories.” She moved to the map. “At both locations, Pride’s construction teams have dug broad shallow pits outside the eastern fence.”


  She faced the assembly. “In these internment facilities, or death camps, the Meranthian military will torture tens of thousands of Ayralen citizens living abroad.”


  Conversations buzzed among the assembly members.


  Danielle stood behind the lectern and reviewed her notes giving the assembly time to reflect on the information. After the conversation faded she continued. “I ask each one of you to close your eyes and travel in your mind to a Meranthian death camp. Look around you and see the fear, desperation, and pain etched on the faces of your friends and family. Picture your son or daughter locked away and left with no food for a month. Picture a Meranthian guard beating your son, and raping your wife and daughter. Watch as they toss your family into a shallow pit like a piece of rubbish. Feel your own fear as they close the bars in your face.”


  Every assembly member sat with eyes shut, several with tear-stained cheeks. The room remained quiet as Danielle's words hit home.


  Danielle’s nostrils flared as heat flashed through her face. “Can we stand by and do nothing because it’s safe? Can we rise each morning and face the dawn with a light heart and clean conscience knowing we held nothing back? How can we speak of justice and liberty inside our safe homes when we're unwilling to die saving those principles when the road grows bumpy?” She moved to the dais’ edge and glared at the stunned assembly members. “As an Ayralen citizen, I demand action! I demand your action!" She pounded her fist. "I’ll fight for every Ayralen life no matter their location. Vote for what's right not for what's safe. Vote with your heart." She held the rapt attention of every assembly member. "Thank you for your time.”


  As Danielle walked off the stage her footsteps echoed across the silent chamber. Not a single assembly member stirred for an entire minute.


  Diana Lord rose and crossed the dais to the lectern. “Thank you Mademoiselle Deveaux. The assembly will cast their vote by public roll call. As the secretary calls your name, shout ‘For’ or ‘Against’. A ‘For’ vote signifies your support of an invasion. An ‘Against’ vote signifies your opposition.”


  Chairwoman Lord read the roll call, and as she did each member yelled their vote. The assembly secretary marked the votes in his ledger near the assembly floor.


  A spark of hope burned in Danielle’s heart. As members voted, the side holding the majority vote became murky. Before her speech, she held the support of a small minority of assembly members.


  As the final assembly member voted, Diana Lord, who voted ‘For’, walked to the secretary’s desk. She reviewed the tally sheet, and a private discussion took place between the two.


  Diana Lord took the tally sheet, walked across the dais, and stopped behind the lectern. She faced the gathered assembly. “We’ve a tie vote.”


  Murmurs erupted from the gallery. The assemblywoman raised her voice above the noise. “When the assembly cannot reach consensus, the Prime Guardian casts the deciding vote.”


  Danielle’s heart sank. She had never intended to place her father in such difficult position.


  Every head swiveled toward Connal Deveaux.


  Connal stood and faced the gathered assembly. “Despite Miss Deveaux's stirring speech, I must consider the millions of lives in the Heartwood. With a heavy heart, I vote against invasion.”


  ***


  The sound of gurgling water rose above the urgent chirping of two red breasted robins jumping from limb to limb. Insects scurried for cover under a fallen tree, and water splashed as a giant bullfrog leaped from a river rock into the pond’s calm water.


  The source of the panic, a giant red falcon, circled the glade overhead in a lazy figure eight.


  Danielle cocked her head and glared skyward. “You may as well land. You’re scaring away half the forest.” She shifted in her seat on the edge of the small bridge, and let her feet dangle in the cool stream.


  The stream ran over a half dozen smooth uneven stones before emptying into the Deveaux family lily pond.


  Danielle’s stomach sank as she braced for the conversation to come. Her father had made no secret of his Meranthian position, but it still left her boiling.


  A shadow shaped like a giant falcon glided overhead in a path that intersected the bridge.


  Danielle felt the air stir as the falcon landed next to her on the bridge.


  Connal Deveaux shifted into his human form and moved behind his daughter. “Mind if I take a seat?”


  Danielle shrugged. “It’s your bridge.”


  “Are you going to stay mad at me forever? It’s been three days.”


  “I don’t understand Papa. Why won't you take a stand? I never believed you a coward.”


  Connal lowered himself easing onto the bridge next to Danielle. “Danielle, it’s not so simple.”


  “You doomed thousands of lives with your vote. You’re the Prime Guardian. It’s your job to protect our people no matter where they live.”


  Connal scratched his chin and paused. “I don’t believe an invasion is the best way to help our citizens abroad.”


  Heat flashed through Danielle’s body “Do you think letting that madman kill thousands is what’s best?”


  “Danielle, what do you suppose Pride would do if I sent an army across the Meranthian border?”


  She breathed out. “What do you mean? Pride would send out his armies.”


  Connal nodded. “Go deeper. Think like a madman willing to slaughter thousands of men, women, and children.”


  Her eyes grew wide. “He’d slaughter our people outright. In cold blood.”


  Connal nodded. “Yes. Now you're using your head, and he’d claim it Elan’s will.”


  “You can’t let it end now. You can’t hide in the forest and leave thousands alone with no hope,” Danielle said.


  Connal laughed. “If you think I’d let those people die then you’ve underestimated me.”


  Her brow furrowed. “But the vote -”


  “I voted against an invasion. I didn’t say anything about not lending aid.”


  Danielle pulled her feet out of the water and turned to face Connal. “Tell me more.”


  “I’m sending in an elite force from the Guard to take out Pride,” Connal said.


  “So a new madman replaces the old madman? Are you going to rely on Pride’s successor to set our citizens free? Until Queen Arianne, Meranthian royalty has shunned our country for centuries.”


  Connal sat motionless and stared at the coy pond’s glassy calm surface.


  A golden coy fish broke the surface devouring a water bug before returning to the murky depths.


  Danielle waited for her father to speak. Had her words upset him?


  “Come walk with me Danielle.” Connal stood and extended his hand.


  Danielle grabbed hold and pulled herself to her feet.


  Connal crossed the bridge and walked along the muddy shoreline. “Do you remember skipping stones across this pond? You were maybe five or six years,” Connal said.


  “Yes. I remember trying to skip stones. I never had much luck. You told me to keep trying, and one day I'd find the other side.”


  “Do you think today’s that day?” He smiled.


  Danielle grinned. “No problem.” She picked up a jagged stone and threw it side armed the way he’d taught her.


  The stone skipped twice and sank.


  She laughed. “I stink at skipping stones.”


  “You’re just rusty. Twist your body while you throw. Watch me.” He picked up a stone and moved his body in time with his arm as he threw it.


  The stone skipped five times over the pond’s surface before landing on the opposite shoreline.


  Danielle smiled. “You make it look so easy.”


  The tone of Connal’s voice turned serious. “Danielle, I need to tell you something.”


  “What’s wrong Papa?”


  Connal pulled a note from his pocket.


  Danielle’s stomach twisted. She recognized it. Connal had received the note prior to the assembly meeting.


  “First, I’d like you to read this. A man your mother knew and trusted sent it to me. I’d trust him with my life. His name is Patron Tyrell.” He handed her the note.


  Her chest tightened. She remembered his reaction the morning before the vote. “Are you sure you want me to read this?”


  “Yes Danielle.” Connal nodded toward the note. “Go ahead.”


  She opened the note and read the contents.


  The hawk flies free. Send help.


  Danielle’s brow furrowed. “Papa, this doesn’t make any sense to me. Who’s the hawk?”


  “That’s what I need to explain.” He sat on a worn stone bench near the pond’s grassy bank.


  Danielle followed and eased onto the bench next to him.


  “Your mother is from Meranthia -”.


  “I know that Papa. You’ve told me she was Meranthian and died when I was a baby.”


  “Yes, but I haven’t told you the whole story.” He let out a short breath. “The true story.”


  Danielle’s legs slackened. “I’m listening.”


  “Your mother came to Meranthia about a year before she gave birth to you. We met, fell in love, and we had you. That’s all true.” Connal said. “But, I’ve left out specific details of her life. When she came to the Heartwood, your mother was Meranthia’s princess.”


  “Princess? I don’t know of a princess from Meranthia. I know of the queen…” Danielle’s last words faded as the realization struck her. “Queen Arianne was my mother? Oh Papa why -”


  Connal held up his hand. “There’s more Danielle. Let me tell you the whole story, then we'll talk.”


  She nodded. “You’re scaring me.”


  A sad smile touched Connal’s face. “When your grandfather died, your mother felt compelled to return to Meranthia and claim the throne.” Connal held Danielle’s hands and squeezed. Tears glimmered in his eyes.


  “What’s wrong Papa?”


  “When she left the Heartwood, she took someone special with her. Someone I love as much as I love you. You see, when Arianne gave birth, you weren’t alone. She gave birth twice that day. You have a twin brother Danielle.”


  A torrent of blood rushed through Danielle’s head, and she steadied herself on the bench. She pulled in short ragged breaths, and her world rocked.


  Connal wrapped his arm around Danielle and steadied her. “Take deep breaths Danielle. I’ve got you.”


  Danielle shook her head. “That’s not possible Papa. You would’ve told me before now. I would know him.”


  “We did it to protect you and your brother. The Meranthian princess marrying an Ayralen man and having his children would’ve made her an outcast. The church would’ve shunned her. We feared for you and your brother’s safety.”


  Hot tears streaked down Danielle’s cheeks, and white heat flashed behind her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me? Is he dead?”


  “I thought he was. For the last five years I believed he died in a fire the same night your mother died.” He pointed to the paper clutched in Danielle’s hand. “That note tells me he’s alive, and he needs my help.”


  “What’s his name Papa? Is he safe?”


  “Ronan. His name is Ronan. When Merric Pride murdered your mother, Tyrell came here, and I expected to see Ronan with him. But, when he arrived alone my heart broke. I'd hoped to meet my son.” Connal choked out the last words.


  Danielle couldn’t imagine the pain he’d endured the day he lost his wife and son. Yet he kept it hidden to protect her. He did it so she didn't have to experience the pain of a loss she couldn’t understand. It explained five years of her father’s moodiness, withdrawal, and depression. Connal grieved.


  “Tyrell told me that he didn’t believe Ronan died in the fire. He never found his body in the ashes, and he never found his ring. I’ve long carried a spark of hope, but after five years with no word, it felt like a desperate dream.”


  Danielle’s hand moved toward her chest. She touched her ring where it lay nestled in the swell of her breasts. It hung from a simple silver necklace Danielle had received from her father on her tenth birthday. She never removed it. “Does he have a ring like mine?”


  Connal nodded. “Yes. His ring is similar to yours. We’ve held the rings in the Deveaux family for generations.”


  “What does he look like?”


  Connal shook his head. “I haven’t laid eyes on him since he was an infant.”


  Danielle’s chest tightened. He’d hidden the past to spare her the same pain, and he’d done it alone. “What’s next then? What’s your plan for rescuing him?”


  “It’s Ronan who can rescue us and thousands of Ayralens trapped inside Meranthia. He’s the rightful heir to the throne Danielle. He’s the true king.”


  Connal’s plan crystallized in her head. “I see what you’re scheming.” Her eyes narrowed. “You want to rescue Ronan and install him as king after the Guard kills Pride.”


  Connal winced. “It sounds harsh and calculated when you lay it bare. I want to find Ronan. He’s my son and I love him, but yes, he can put a stop to the whole mess once he’s king.”


  “What if Ronan doesn’t want to rule Meranthia? Maybe he hates his country. As far as he’s aware, Pride killed the only family he’s ever known.”


  “It’s his choice Danielle, but I know your mother and how she raised him. He’ll make the right decision.”


  “What’s your plan?” Danielle said.


  “I’m assembling a team to rendezvous with Tyrell and Ronan. They’ll assassinate Pride and raise Ronan as king.”


  “Are you going?” she said.


  “I want nothing more, but I can’t leave Ayralen with refugees pouring over the border. Pride could send his army against them.” Connal said.


  “Then I’m going.” Danielle said.


  “No. I won’t risk -”


  “It’s not your choice. I know you want to protect me, but he’s my brother. He needs me, and I won’t leave him alone a day longer than necessary. I’ll go alone if you try to stop me.”


  Connal nodded. “I figured you’d react this way. You’re a grown woman, and you’ll do as you please. Not to mention, you’re the strongest young warden in the Guard. Putting my feelings aside, I would’ve picked you for the job anyway.”


  She smiled. “It’s settled then.”


  “It’s settled.”


  Danielle stood and walked to the pond’s muddy bank. She knelt and found just the right stone. She moved with the toss this time, twisting her body the way her father taught. The flat stone skipped the surface four times and nestled into the muddy shoreline on the far bank.


  Reunited


   


  Merric Pride teetered along the palace corridor supported by his solid silver cane. He paused outside iron double doors and pulled on a circular brass door handle. The thick door shuddered and groaned as it swung outward on creaky hinges.


  At the palace’s core, nestled in weaves of spirit, Elan’s Heart floated at the room’s center. Unlike the jagged shards that imbued magic, Elan’s Heart spun in a perfect sphere. Yellow, blue, and white energy intertwined within its walls in a complex dance of twists and bursts.


  On entering the room, Pride locked his gaze on the sphere, dropped to a knee and bowed his head in reverence. Elan’s Heart, the holiest of relics, represented everything good and pure in Meranthia. Elan’s blessed hand created the sphere and gave the world the gift of magic. It embodied everything he’d fought for and gave his life purpose.


  Aligned in a triangular pattern at points of equal distance from the heart, a triumvirate of shard knights held watch. Each knight represented one of three branches of Meranthian magic, and they remained on duty and alert twenty-four hours a day. The trio’s combined strength provided a nearly invulnerable defense against any thief that tried to steal the realm’s most precious artifact.


  Although the heart received the best defense possible, its power remained dormant and inaccessible. The secrets Elan’s Heart contained remained a mystery to cleric and scholar alike.


  Pride studied Elan’s Heart as it hung in suspension.


  Layers of interlocking spirit shields crafted by the realm’s most powerful shield knights provided its first layer of protection.


  In his role as monarch, Pride held authority to handle the heart any time he wanted. He’d tried countless times, without success, to take the power within him and found his failure humiliating. Unlocking its mysteries had turned into his obsession during the last five years. He believed the secret to immortality lay at its core, although he kept that belief private. Once he held full control of Elan’s power, he could rule Meranthia forever in a way Elan could only dream. He envisioned using its magic to wipe out the Ayralen race forever.


  Pride had never considered the power attainable until a visit from Ambassador James Finn of Ayralen. Ambassador Finn wanted to share information with the queen and gain access to Meranthian documents that could provide leads toward uncovering Lora’s Heart.


  Finn claimed he’d found a bond between Elan’s Heart and Lora’s Heart. Unlike Elan’s Heart, Lora’s Heart remained undiscovered in Ayralen culture, and countless treasure hunters still sought the artifact.


  Finn claimed Lora’s Heart lay buried somewhere within Meranthia itself. He said a pair of rings linked both hearts, but he didn’t know how. Beyond those clues, Pride had gained no further information from Finn despite years of his confinement.


  Lord Randal’s own attempts had uncovered a drawing of a ring, maps, and odd notes left by earlier ancestors. Ancient Meranthian researchers had uncovered the barest handful of details surrounding the rings.


  After Finn had relayed these details, Pride arrested him on charges of heresy. To this day, he remained locked in the palace dungeons. Pride could never find the leverage necessary to pry more details from Finn, but he’d an inkling he might find that leverage today.


  A knock on the iron doors echoed through the chamber disturbing Pride’s reflections.


  “Enter,” Pride said.


  Lord Randal entered the room with an Ayralen woman in front of him. The detention shield surrounding her surged with rippling energy confining her with no hope for escape.


  “I present you the prince’s girlfriend Your Majesty.” Lord Randal bowed with a flourish.


  “He’s no prince.” Pride spat out the words. “He’s an outlaw who belongs cold and dead swinging from the executioner’s noose. Don’t call him that again. Am I clear?” Pride said.


  “My apologies Your Majesty. I won’t repeat the offense,” Lord Randal said.


  “And, I know her identity Niles. I was present in the room when she and her boyfriend tried to kill me. I’m not senile.”


  Lord Randal’s face flushed. “I apologize again Your Majesty.”


  “Leave me with her. You can go,” Pride waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.


  Lord Randal bowed and left the room letting the heavy doors clang shut behind him.


  Pride stared at Rika for several moments, but she refused to meet his eyes. “Lord Randal tells me you’ve been less than cooperative. I’ve been a good host haven’t I? Have I mistreated you in any way?”


  “Besides letting me rot in your filthy dungeon?” Rika said.


  “I can’t have you running around trying to kill me again can I? Another king in my position would’ve already had you executed.”


  Rika stared at him with revulsion etched on her face.


  “You’d almost died from blood loss when we found you. You survived by Elan’s mercy alone, and without my intervention, He wouldn’t have intervened. I don’t want to mistreat you. It’s in your best interest to cooperate.”


  “What’s your full name?” Pride said.


  Rika’s face showed no sign of fear or hesitance. “My name is Rika Tally. I’m an Ayralen citizen.”


  “Why did you and the boy attempt to kill me?” Pride’s voice took on an edge of impatience.


  “I wasn’t with a boy. I was with a man named Ronan Latimer, the rightful king of Meranthia. But, you already know that. You murdered his mother in cold blood.”


  Heat flashed like a geyser behind Pride’s eyes, and he whirled on Rika. “Lies! You’re a dirty Ayralen liar.”


  The three shard knights on duty stood stone faced giving no reaction to the exchange.


  He let the hot anger roll over his body and paused to collect himself. He couldn’t allow this creature to play on his emotions. He controlled the events, not her.


  The room echoed with three loud knocks clanging against the iron doors.


  Pride smiled. Elan knew the right course. “Enter.”


  The iron door creaked open, and a tall thin gray haired man bound by a detention shield staggered into the room ahead of Lord Randal. His wrinkled face appeared haggard and drawn beneath the golden complexion that marked him an Ayralen. He stared downward beaten without bothering to look up.


  “Ah…Ambassador Finn. I’m so glad you could join us.”


  Rika’s eyes widened, and her eyes registered a flicker of suppressed recognition.


  Pride picked up on her reaction and smiled. He now held the lock and key. “Miss Tally do you recognize your Ayralen countryman here?”


  “Of course I recognize him. He came to Meranthia on a diplomatic mission and vanished. The Ayralen Assembly warned anyone traveling abroad of his disappearance and offered a reward for any information that might help the Prime Guardian locate him,” Rika said.


  Finn’s head shot up at the sound of her voice. His mouth fell open, and his lower lip trembled. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen anyone from Ayralen,” Finn’s voice sounded harsh and unused.


  Pride barked out a short laugh of mocking contempt. “The girl means nothing to you? Just another Ayralen?” Pride said. “I think I’ll test that theory.” With a gesture, he flicked his wrist in Rika’s direction, and the shield surrounding her vibrated, constricted, and lit with jagged lines of crackling blue light.


  Rika screamed and dropped to her knees. As the shield compressed, shocking pain lit up every inch of her skin. Her jaw dropped open, and her face twisted into a grimace of agonizing pain.


  “No! Stop hurting her!” Finn lunged for her and screamed as his hand met a wall of blue spirit magic.


  Pride lowered his hand, and the shield returned to its normal color and size.


  Rika pulled in short ragged breaths through clenched teeth and remained on her hands and knees.


  “I’m happy to keep this up,” Pride said. “Can we drop this charade? Or should I keep going?”


  “No! Please don’t hurt her again,” Finn said.


  Rika’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I never stopped looking for you father. I never gave up.”


  Finn’s face sagged. He looked like he’d aged ten years in mere minutes. “Why didn’t you go back to Ayralen Rika? I never wanted this for you.”


  “While I’m all for family reunions, I’m a busy man. Ambassador Finn, I believe it’s time for you to share all you know of Elan’s Heart.” Pride held out his palm and let spirit energy gather. “Where have you hidden Elan’s rings?”


  “I’ve told you, I don’t -”


  The shield surrounding Rika surged to life, and her body convulsed as blue energy crackled around her crawling across her skin as if alive. Her eyes bulged and rolled back in her head. She drifted on the edge of consciousness as her body seized.


  “You’ll kill her Pride. Stop!” Finn said.


  “It’s you killing her Ambassador. I’m willing to let the girl die. You can make it stop.”


  Rika’s mouth hung open as her self-control slipped away.


  Finn’s eyes widened with panic. “Stop and I’ll tell you everything I know. She’s dying.”


  Warmth spread through Pride’s body. Elan had prevailed. He released the ball of spirit in his palm and smiled. He’d brought these dogs to heel.


  Rika’s body went limp as the torrent of energy ceased, and she lay motionless with only the restraining shield holding her in place.


  Pride snapped his fingers and motioned to the shard healer on duty. “Corporal, I need her awake if you please.”


  The knight knelt next to Rika and placed her hand on Rika’s back. A white glow spread from her hand across Rika’s back before enveloping her entire body.


  Rika gasped and snapped her eyes open. She sat back on her knees dazed.


  “Ambassador Finn. If I’m forced to do that again, I won’t stop until she’s dead.”


  Finn nodded. “I’ve seen one ring in Ayralen. I thought I’d find the second ring here in Meranthia.”


  “Fine. Tell me what you know,” Pride said.


  “Father no!” Rika said


  “I won’t let him kill you Rika. Not like this,” Finn said.


  “He’ll kill us both anyway,” Rika said.


  “You’re right about that Miss Finn, but if I receive cooperation from both of you, your death won’t happen today. Perhaps you’ll find salvation in one of our new colonies. Your immediate survival depends on the information I receive. If it satisfies Elan’s curiosity, I’m not without compassion for your plight,” Pride said. “Please proceed Ambassador.”


  “One ring belongs to Danielle Deveaux. She’s the Prime Guardian’s daughter. She wears it on a chain around her neck,” Finn said.


  “Have you shared all your secrets? Anything about Elan’s Heart that you haven’t mentioned? Please be aware, if you lie, I’ll know, and your daughter will pay with her life.”


  Finn’s eyes widened darting from left to right. “I believe the rings interact with Elan’s Heart in some way, but that’s just a theory. That’s all I know. I’ve told you everything,” Finn said.


  Pride glared at Rika. “Miss Finn, your father’s life depends on straight answers to my questions. If you attempt to deceive me in any way, I’ll kill him where he stands. Elan knows, his life no longer serves a purpose.”


  Rika’s face went ashen. “You’re a monster.”


  “Those who follow Elan’s law, I treat with love, kindness, and respect. I confess to upholding Elan’s Word. I’m trying to remove the blight your species has inflicted on our realm.”


  Rika’s jaw clenched. “What do you want to know?”


  Pride put on his best smile. “That’s the spirit! Maybe there is potential for you Miss Finn. I need information about the boy. Where’s he now?”


  “I’ve no idea. I was unconscious when he escaped. Don’t you remember?”


  “Yes, but you must’ve planned an escape.”


  “Ronan and I planned to escape through Gulley’s tomb. We’d made no plans after that. Lord Randal told me Patron Tyrell rescued him which I thank God for.”


  Pride flinched. “Elan is God, and He had no intention of rescuing that vile traitor.” His voice rang with contempt. “Where’s Tyrell? He’s wanted for murdering the queen. Did you concoct this plan with him? Remember, your father’s life depends on the answer.”


  “Ronan thinks Tyrell fled to Ayralen. He assumed Tyrell thought he died in the house fire. I’m sure Tyrell’s appearance surprised him.”


  Pride crossed the room and stood within arm’s reach of Finn. He stretched out his palm and gathered a ball of pure spirit. Pride inched the crackling blue orb toward Finn’s nose until it hummed a hair’s width away.


  Rika’s eyes went wide with shock. “I’ve told you everything. You promised to spare his life.”


  “Remember Miss Finn, if I find out you’ve lied today. I’ll kill you both.”


  Sweat beaded on Finn’s brow, and his body trembled.


  Pride dropped his hand, and the ball dissipated into nothing. “Niles, send the Ambassador and his daughter to the colonies. I have no further use of them.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” Lord Randal said.


  A Prince’s Regret


   


  Eight hundred yards away the six-horned buck took its final drink from the cool mountain stream. It reacted too late, mere moments before impact. Feral instincts that had kept the beast alive, didn’t work against a shard imbued hunter firing a bow from half a mile away.


  The arrow struck the beast broadside just behind its front leg sinking to the arrow’s fletching. The buck whined and gave a brief struggle, but the fatal shot struck true. The deer collapsed after running a few steps.


  As Ronan came on the buck, he drew no satisfaction from the act. He ate or died, and thought the latter a fitting end. He drew his belt knife and dropped to a knee beside the fallen deer.


  Patron Tyrell crouched next to Ronan bearing his knife and helped with the field dressing. “That was fine shooting Ronan. Clean and quick.”


  Ronan grunted as he worked. He didn’t want or deserve the praise. He could rank dropping a defenseless deer as his highest achievement during his entire dismal life.


  Tyrell went about his business without further conversation. They dragged the deer carcass to the river’s edge and secured it on a rocky overhang letting the blood drain.


  Ronan had forced Tyrell to endure three weeks of silence and one-sided conversation. He didn’t want to talk and needed no reminder of his utter failure. That disastrous night haunted his memories every moment of the day.


  His recklessness and arrogance had placed Rika’s life in jeopardy, or worse, death. Hindsight made the choices that night obvious. She’d followed him because she trusted him. Even though she bled from a wound far more serious than she said, Rika never complained.


  How had he missed the evidence Tyrell left him? His cloak fastener marked the entrance to the passage beneath Gulley’s tomb like a painted arrow, and Ronan had ignored the sign.


  She had urged him to find Tyrell and take a few scant minutes to think about their plan. He’d yelled at her like a fool and plunged ahead running his life on a mixture of rage and revenge. Ronan couldn’t remember a time when he’d ever placed another person ahead of his own selfish desires. Why had she paid for his blind arrogance?


  Tyrell’s cabin lay a day’s walk through the foothills and pine trees of Kipley’s Vale. From there, Freehold lay another three days south. They hadn’t seen another person for days, but a dozen villages surrounding Freehold had posted generous rewards for information leading to their capture or death.


  “Let’s make camp here tonight,” Tyrell said.


  Making camp had turned into a daily ritual. Ronan gathered enough wood to fuel the fire for the entire night while Tyrell prepared camp.


  They worked without speaking each man going about his routine.


  Ronan set the last piece of wood atop the pile he’d made on the swept earth Tyrell had prepared for the fire. He carved venison from the deer carcass they’d dragged to the edge of camp.


  As the sun’s last light set over the evergreen forest, the heavy scent of campfire smoke blended with the mouthwatering aroma of roasted meat. The perfect evening temperature accentuated the eastern moon rise under a field of stars replacing the orange and yellow hues of sunset.


  Glassy-eyed, Ronan sat staring into the embers. Not bothering with a knife, he gnawed free a chunk of venison where it sat skewered atop a dirty stick. He chewed without any thought to taste as grease coating his lips dribbled down his chin becoming trapped in his thick beard. The grease ran through his beard spattering droplets on the ground between his legs. He didn’t bother to clean his face.


  Tyrell sat across the fire staring at Ronan with concern deepening the lines etched in his face. “How long are you planning to live like a vagabond? It’s time to take control of your life.”


  Ronan leveled a dull-eyed stare at Tyrell. “Master Tyrell, with all due respect, everything I touch turns to ash. I’m a horrible decision maker, and honestly, I’m not that bright. Rika will be better-off without me mucking up her life.” Ronan’s shoulders sagged. “Besides, she’s probably dead by now or worse,” he said, voice trembling.


  “So you’ve decided?” Tyrell stood and stretched. “We’ll pack up and head to Ayralen tomorrow. Traveling by night will be safer, so pack any supplies -”


  Ronan glared at Tyrell. “I’m not leaving.”


  “You said you weren’t willing to help Rika, and I came to save you,” Tyrell said. “Rather than live like bandits, we should head to a country that won’t hang us on sight.”


  “I want to help her. If I could save her this second…I don’t know how Master Tyrell.” His voice shook with desperation. “I’m afraid she’ll die if I intervene.”


  Tyrell settled back into his seat and nodded. “I see. Mind if I ask you a few questions?”


  Ronan shrugged. “Go ahead.”


  “Do you think I’m stupid?” Tyrell said.


  Ronan’s eyes narrowed. “Have you lost your mind? Of course I don’t. You’re the smartest man I know.”


  Tyrell nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate that.” He picked a stick from the wood pile and prodded the campfire’s embers. “If I’m so smart, why did I allow your mother to die on my watch?”


  Ronan froze and set aside his venison. “Master Tyrell, what happened five years ago was beyond your control. My circumstance was far different. I could’ve stopped anytime. Instead, I made one bad decision after another.”


  “Ronan, I lost you for five years.” His voice trembled. “Do you know how many times I’ve replayed that night in my mind?”


  Ronan stared straight ahead into the fire afraid to breathe.


  “I made a series of bad decisions that day. Had I changed a single one, your mother would live today. I should’ve uncovered Pride’s plot before it got that far, and I never should’ve ignored my instincts after your match with Bryson. The lies Pride told us in the changing room narrowly convinced me of his innocence. Looking back, Bryson’s message appears an obvious decoy when combined with everything we knew. I should’ve done my job and protected you and your mother when you needed me most, and I never should’ve left you alone in that townhouse.”


  Ronan held Tyrell’s gaze for several moments before he spoke. “You made the best decisions you could with the knowledge you held at that moment. It’s easy to second-guess yourself.”


  Tyrell stared at Ronan for a long moment letting his advice linger above the crackling fire.


  The realization struck Ronan like a battle knight’s backhand. Running away made Rika’s problems worse, and he could no longer afford self-pity. Wallowing in his own misery couldn’t help Rika and served to make him feel worse.


  Tyrell’s steel blue eyes bored a hole through Ronan. “Ronan, it’s not the mistakes we make that define our legacy. It’s how we react to those mistakes that give us character.”


  Heat spread through Ronan’s face. He’d acted a fool long enough. He used his sleeve to wipe away the grease smears from his beard. “I don’t know where to start Master Tyrell.” His shoulders sagged.


  “It starts with one good man Ronan. One good man can change the world.”


  Ronan met his master’s gaze, and an ember of determination warmed his chest.


  “Stop punishing yourself,” Tyrell said. “Rika needs you to be Ronan Latimer. Trust her.”


  Ronan winced. Could the man read his mind? “You sound like Rika. She’d have a few choice words for me right now.”


  “She sounds like a smart woman.”


  “I love her Master Tyrell. I’ve never told her, but I do. She has no idea.”


  Tyrell stared into the fire wearing a thoughtful expression. “I’m sure she knows, but the next time you see her, you can tell her yourself.”


  Ronan let out a deep breath. “Thank you…for everything.”


  Tyrell shrugged. “Someday your son will need the same advice. When that day arrives, you’ll know what he needs to hear.”


  “What do we do? I’m open to ideas,” Ronan said.


  “I’ve thought of little else.” Tyrell swallowed a chunk of venison. “We need to head north.”


  “North? Why head north?”


  “There’s a couple of good reasons. We can’t rescue Rika or stop Pride alone. To the north we’ll find friends to help us.” He sipped from a tin cup filled with water.


  “Friends?” Ronan took another bite of venison.


  Tyrell nodded. “Friends. Sir Alcott -”


  Ronan sprang to his feet. “Sir Alcott! Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I haven’t seen him since…” Ronan searched his memory. “Since just after the tournament five years ago.”


  “You haven’t exactly been a wellspring of conversation the past few weeks. But yes, Sir Alcott is alive and in good health. We escaped Freehold the morning of the fire and traveled west.”


  “The night of the fire you mentioned friends in Ayralen,” Ronan said.


  “That’s why we’re headed north.”


  Ronan furrowed his brow. “But, Ayralen is southwest of Kipley’s Vale.”


  “That’s true, but the Meranthian resistance is north.”


  “The Meranthian resistance?”


  “There’s a growing group of Meranthians that don’t care for Pride’s rule. A couple of shard knights and a fair number of soldiers deserted the king’s army following the assassination. We’ve formed ranks in Redkeep.”


  “Doesn’t your brother live in Redkeep?”


  “Yes he does. Devery Tyrell, renegade Lord of Redkeep. It’s the second reason we need to head north. My brother is one of two remaining shield knights that can smith shard blades, and you need a shard blade.”


  “Master Devery doesn’t need to go to that trouble for me.”


  Tyrell laughed. “It’s not just for you Ronan. We’ve four shard knights in the resistance including you. We need to make sure you’re well equipped. You saw what happened to your knife when it hit Pride’s shield.”


  “It melted,” Ronan said.


  “That’s right. A blade infused with shard energy can crack a spirit shield without melting.”


  “The night you rescued me, why didn’t you take a shard blade from one of Pride’s knights?”


  “Those blades won’t work for you,” Tyrell said. “A shard blade forms a unique bond with the knight. Part of its construction comes from the battle knight’s magical essence. It draws power directly from the battle knight’s own supply.”


  Ronan stood and stretched. He felt as if he’d just woken from a long slumber. He reached for his pack and pulled free a clean shirt.


  Tyrell lifted a single eyebrow. “What’re you doing?”


  “I’m getting cleaned up. We need to break camp and head north to Redkeep. Rika needs me.”


  ***


  The chestnut mare chose her steps with precision as she leaped over the narrow fissure nearly invisible among the miles of rocky sediment.


  Ronan rubbed the mare’s neck with a reassuring touch. “Easy girl. No need to rush.”


  The journey northward brought with it new terrain and cooler temperatures. Over the last week, lush evergreen forests had given way to the sparsely populated rocky lowlands of northern Meranthia. A few miles ahead, the Snowdrift Mountains loomed like an impenetrable wall.


  Ronan ran his fingertips along the jaw line of his now beardless face. The cool air bit his exposed flesh, but brought with it a feeling of rebirth.


  While traveling, they had avoided roads, towns, and villages choosing a slower slog through the hills and forests of untamed Meranthia. Using their inherent powers, Ronan and Tyrell had an easy time hunting and trapping game during their push northward.


  Tyrell reigned in his stallion and skittered to a halt next to Ronan. “Ronan, we’ve a choice to make. Redkeep lies on the northern face of the Snowdrift Mountains.” He pointed northward toward the mountain range with its snow-tipped peaks disappearing into atmospheric haze. “Winter Haven lies to the west, a half hour away. There’s a mountain pass just beyond Winter Haven, but the road takes us through the village center. Or, we can travel east. There’s a hidden pass that way leading to Redkeep. But, that route will add three weeks of hard travel.”


  Ronan’s heart sank. He didn’t know if Rika had three weeks. “What do you know about Winter Haven?”


  “It’s a small village. I’ve been to Winter Haven’s inn several times. It’s run by an Ayralen man who’s friendly enough.”


  “He’s Ayralen? I thought Pride outlawed Ayralen businesses,” Ronan said.


  Tyrell shrugged. “Different rules apply to those living in the Lost Valley, and it’s far enough from Pride’s reach that they’re left alone. Normally I wouldn’t take such precautions but, if we’re spotted, it places the entire resistance in jeopardy.”


  Ronan raised an eyebrow. “I’m not following,” Ronan said.


  “Few villages exist on the northern side of the Snowdrift Mountains. If we’re recognized in Winter Haven, the Order begins their search at Redkeep.”


  “I don’t see that we have a choice,” Ronan said. “Rika doesn’t have three weeks. I think we should go through Winter Haven.”


  Tyrell nodded. “Winter Haven awaits.”


  Over The Trinity Range


   


  Danielle’s stomach sank, and her breaths came in short hard pulls as the motion from the wind currents wrecked her equilibrium. She loved the thrill of flight but couldn’t adjust to the constant motion.


  Hundreds of feet below, the northern edge of the Heartwood slid from view giving way to the Trinity Range, a series of three towering snow-capped peaks. Beyond the mountains, northwestern Meranthia awaited with its unknown challenges.


  Three wardens and an equal number of guardians made the journey with Danielle to Redkeep where they’d rendezvous with Patron Tyrell. The team made slow progress traveling through the northern Heartwood. The guardians chose the harrier hawk form while flying over the forest canopy. It didn’t allow for speeds achievable in eagle form, but the smaller hawk form preserved their strength. Strength they needed to pass through the rugged mountains.


  Danielle relaxed atop Arber Stroman’s winged form. He’d gone through guard training with her father and protected Danielle as he would his own daughter. She raised her heartwood staff signaling the other teams to begin the ascent. She gave a quick peek over her shoulder and watched for the confirming signal from Brendyn and Maura. “Arber, do you need a break before we cross the range?”


  The guardian shifted into the form of a giant snow eagle allowing him to ride the updrafts with his massive wingspan. “I’m fine. Let’s cross the range, and we’ll take a break on the Meranthian downslope.”


  She thought her stomach might come out her throat as the updraft sent them soaring hundreds of feet upward in seconds. The bitter freeze of the high altitude set her body shivering. She wrapped her arms around her body for warmth and channeled power. A thick suit of rich green moss formed across her entire body leaving no flesh exposed. She added layer after layer of thick moss until the shivering disappeared.


  Arber cleared the smallest peak and shifted into a giant cliff falcon for its excellent gliding ability. He broke free of the updraft and settled into an eastward glide across Trinity Range. Ahead, three monstrous mountain peaks formed an imposing barrier that had cost the lives of many Ayralens over the centuries.


  As the mountains came into view, Salem’s Peak, the largest of the three mountains, carried a dark jagged streak along its western face like a patch of soot staining a white tunic.


  “What’s wrong with Salem’s Peak?” Danielle said


  “An avalanche caused that damage, but I’ve never seen one that size,” Arber said. “But, I’m more worried about those storm clouds ahead.”


  Blackish-Grey clouds obscured the view of the three summits along Trinity Range. The clouds signaled blizzard conditions.


  Danielle’s brow furrowed. High winds and heavy snow could devastate her team at this altitude. She tightened her grip on the saddle strapped to Arber’s back. “Let’s head for that break in Salem’s Peak. We might find shelter in the exposed rock.”


  Arber angled toward the massive outcropping of rock.


  Danielle glanced back at her team and made sure they followed Arber’s lead.


  As Arber drew closer to Salem’s Peak, details on the cliff face sharpened. Arber held up and flapped his mighty wings fighting the wind currents to hover before the cliffs. “Do you see that opening Danielle? Look under that rocky overhang in the peak’s damaged section.”


  Her eyesight couldn’t begin to match his while he remained in the body of a falcon. She scanned the peak, and noticed the dim dark section Arber pointed out.


  In an instant, the storm clouds caught Danielle’s team, and the snow swept over them in a rush. Deadly wind pushed the snow sideways into the team’s face and threatened to send the guardians smashing into the rocky outcroppings. Thick waves of driving snow would quickly drain the guardians sapping their energy reserves.


  Icy spikes stung Danielle’s exposed eyes as the wind, and frozen snow drove with gale force strength. She buried her head into the feathers at Arber’s neck and yelled over the high winds. “Fly hard for that cave.”


  Arber battled the howling wind fighting for every inch of airspace. “I can’t last much longer Danielle. Can you see Keely and Alana?”


  She glanced over her shoulder, and saw only a wall of blinding white. “I can’t see either team in this storm.”


  Loosing a falcon’s screech, Arber pushed hard and flew under the rocky overhang. It provided a slight windbreak a dozen feet from a square man-made entrance built around a natural cave. Arber coasted into the gaping entrance, extended his talons, and stuttered to a stop.


  Danielle slipped from the flight saddle, unhinged it from Arber’s chest, and tossed it aside. She hurried to the cave entrance and scanned the airspace for her crew. The hollow cavern amplified the wind’s roar, and Danielle screamed for Arber to hear her. “I don’t see them Arber!”


  Arber shifted into his natural form and joined Danielle at the entrance. “Signal them Danielle!”


  Danielle tightened her grip on her heartwood staff and planted it into the snow piling up at the cave entrance. She sent energy through her staff, and green light snaked upward around the shaft until its tip shone like a bright green beacon amid an ocean of white.


  Fifty feet away, pinpoints of green light flickered in response shifting and swaying on currents of wind.


  A ripple of excitement fluttered in Danielle’s chest. “Arber!” She gripped the guardian’s shoulder and laughed. “I see them! They’re alive!”


  The pinpoints grew brighter and larger as the guardians battled the storm drawing closer to the cave’s opening. A moment later, the winged forms of Alana and Keely appeared through the driving snow fighting the driving wind.


  Far below, near the base of Salem’s Peak, distant light pricked the storm’s dark belly.


  Danielle squinted at the light trying to detect movement. “Arber, what’s that light near the base? Do you see it?”


  Arber shook his head. “I don’t remember seeing it before. I can’t tell for certain, but I think it’s a campfire.”


  “Is someone climbing Salem’s Peak?” Danielle said.


  Arber shrugged. “I don’t know, and I’d prefer to be gone long before we find out.”


  Alana reached the windbreak first gliding into the cave with Keely right behind her. Maura leaped off Alana’s saddle and pulled it free while Brendyn removed the saddle strapped around Keely.


  The guardians shifted into their natural human form and collapsed on the ground pulling in deep ragged breaths.


  Danielle pulled a few seeds from her belt pouch and placed them in the snow near the cave’s entrance. She sent a flow of energy into the seeds, and a few moments later, a latticework of thick twisted vines provided respite from the howling wind.


  Maura reached into her pouch and pulled free a vial filled with a thick glowing yellowish green liquid. “Alana, drink this.”


  Alana took the vial and drank the thick fluid in a single gulp. Her breathing returned to normal, and her face gained some lost color. “Thank you Maura.”


  Maura knelt next to Keely, produced another vial, and handed it to the exhausted guardian.


  Keely pushed herself to a seated position and slammed back the healing agent. She sighed with contentment as the restoration elixir’s rejuvenating effect provided instant relief.


  Maura turned to Arber. “Arber, do you need any?”


  Arber stooped to avoid scraping his bald head on the cave’s rocky ceiling. “No. Thank you Maura.” His baritone voice echoed through the small cave. “I’d prefer to save it. We’ll need it later I’m sure.”


  Brendyn whirled on Danielle, his face a mask of rage. “I told you flying through the Trinity Range was too dangerous! We nearly died in that storm! Now we’re trapped!”


  Heat spread through Danielle’s face. “You know why we took this route, and everyone agreed. The Meranthian military would’ve spotted us flying over Sun River Pass. We saved a week taking this route.”


  “I never agreed to serve under inept leadership,” Brendyn said.


  “No more Brendyn!” Arber said. “We’re safe. Let it go.”


  The warden’s lips drew a thin line over his flushed red face. He pointed an accusing finger at Danielle. “I’m keeping detailed records for the Assembly, and they’ll read my full report.”


  “Let it go already. You sound like an old woman.” Keely stood and brushed the snow from her leather leggings. “We’re alive aren’t we? I’ve had closer calls tree jumping back in the Heartwood.”


  Danielle took a deep breath, and the anger ebbed. The team needed her to keep a level head. “These mountain storms pass through fast. It won’t delay us long. Let’s get some rest.”


  Alana investigated the rear of the small cave. “Did anybody notice the engraved border etched around the entrance? I couldn’t make out any detail.”


  “I’ve traveled through the Trinity Range a half dozen times, but I’ve never seen this cave before. It’s always covered with snow,” Arber said. “I saw the etchings, but I couldn’t read them either.”


  Danielle scanned the small cave. “Is it just me, or does this place feel odd? It’s like someone went out of the way to make this cave appear natural. It’s too round.”


  Brendyn snorted. “It’s a cave for God’s sake. There’s no grand mystery. I’m just glad it’s here.”


  “I agree with Danielle,” Maura said. She ran her hand along the rough surface of the cave wall. “It does feel odd. Besides, that engraved border wouldn’t exist in an ordinary cave.”


  “It’s a conspiracy.” Brendyn said in a mocking tone. “We stumbled on an ancient secret.” He shook his head, slouched against the cave wall, and sunk to the floor. “I’m going to get some rest while you play investigator.” He folded his arms and closed his eyes.


  “This looks strange.” Arber pointed to a dark crack near the rocky floor.


  A long thin crevice ran eighteen inches across the rear wall of the cave.


  Danielle knelt and inspected it. “It’s a near perfect straight line. It looks man-made.” She lowered her palm within an inch of the space. “I feel air. Warm air.”


  Brendyn cracked open an eyelid and stared at the group. His feigned attempt at sleep fooled nobody.


  Alana rushed over and knelt next to Danielle. “She’s right!”


  Danielle scanned the cave wall. “I don’t see any other cracks.”


  “I know one way to track the source of that airflow,” Keely shifted into a tiny white mouse and scurried away disappearing into the crack.


  “Well that was stupid,” Brendyn said. “Why can’t we wait here until this bloody storm passes?”


  “I thought you were asleep?” Alana said. “Aren’t you the least bit curious?”


  Arber shifted into a snake. “I’m not letting her go in there alone.” He slithered forward disappearing under the wall.


  Sweat trickled along Danielle’s spine, and she removed the moss coat allowing the crisp air to cool her body. “I agree with Brendyn. If they don’t come back, we’re stranded.” She lowered herself to the cave floor and pressed her lips to the crack. “Arber and Keely come back!”


  Heavy silence filled the cave as the group waited for a reply that didn’t come.


  “Look!” Alana pointed to the dark crack in the cave wall.


  Hairline cracks streaked the wall where the gap started, and the rumbling sound of rock scraping rock echoed through the cave. Pieces of sharp rock crumbled and fell from the deepening cracks crisscrossing the wall.


  Danielle leapt to her feet and readied her staff in a defensive position. Thorn covered vines and branches twisted around her into a suit of living armor.


  Dust clouds billowed around the team while Brendyn and Maura readied their armor and staffs.


  Alana shifted into a snow leopard and sat back on her haunches prepared to strike.


  The hairline cracks widened into large gaps forming the outline of a door.


  Danielle scattered seeds in front of the door and extended her arm. A green aura surrounded her hand as she held it out palm facing downward. “Arber! Keely! Can you hear me?”


  The scraping sound stopped, and the dust settled revealing a stone door swinging inward away from the team. Alana roared, and the cave amplified the bone chilling sound.


  The hair on Danielle’s neck stood on end, and hard goosebumps raised on her flesh.


  The door stopped moving and Keely, in her human form, jumped backward and shrieked when she saw the team ready to strike. “Hey! It’s me!” She held out her arms in a defensive posture. “I told you I’d be right back. Are you trying to kill me?”


  Arber towered behind her. “The room’s clear.”


  Tension drained from Danielle. She relaxed, lowered her staff, and released her power. “Keely you can’t go running off like that!”


  Keely ignored the rebuff. “You guys have gotta see this. Let’s go!” She waved the group into a pitch black room where the smell of dank, musty, stale air drifted through the doorway.


  Pitch blackness showed nothing of the room’s interior. While the guardians could improve eyesight in animal form, wardens couldn’t see through the darkness without normal light.


  Danielle sent power into her staff. An orb of bright green light blossomed at its tip cutting the surrounding darkness, but left a large swath of the room layered in murky shadows.


  The light from the heartwood staff showed a smooth man-made stone floor beneath the team’s feet.


  “Maura and Brendyn, can you help light the room?” Danielle forced more energy into her staff increasing its brightness.


  Maura and Brendyn complied sending energy into their staffs bathing the room in green luminescence.


  The square room, now awash in flickering green light, revealed a dozen lumpy mounds of human bones scattered in a random pattern around a large square room. The strange engravings that marked the cave entrance appeared on every square inch of wall space.


  Danielle gasped, and her eyes scoured the room for anything moving.


  Arber knelt before a pile of bones nearest the group. “These are human remains, and he wore steel armor.” Arber picked up a sword. “The blade is still razor sharp.”


  “What’re these warriors doing halfway up a mountain entombed in a forgotten room? It doesn’t make sense.” Alana said.


  “Punishment?” Maura said.


  “I think they were guards,” Arber said.


  “Whatever they protected, they died to keep it safe,” Brendyn said.


  Keely knelt examining the sword then pointed toward the room’s center. “What’s that dark hole?”


  Danielle zigzagged past grisly skeletal remains and stopped at the edge of a short stairway.


  The stairway descended to an odd shrine lining a shallow pit. Centered in the shrine, a raised lectern stood. Atop it, an ancient book sat closed covered with a thick layer of dust.


  The group stood frozen staring at the thick book from atop the stairway.


  “There lies the item worth the lives of a dozen souls,” Brendyn said.


  “I think we should leave it alone,” Maura said.


  “I agree,” Brendyn said.


  “But, aren’t you the least bit curious?” Alana said.


  “Let’s run through the checklist shall we?” Brendyn held up his index finger. “We’re halfway up a remote mountain trapped in a hidden cave by a raging blizzard.” He held up two fingers. “In this hidden cave we found and opened a secret door meant to remained sealed and undiscovered.” He held up three fingers. “In the hidden room, an ancient book sits alone untouched for hundreds of years where a dozen people died protecting it. Call me a little paranoid, but I’ll heed these warning signs.”


  “I can’t believe I’m about to utter these words, but I agree with Brendyn. I love adventure, but that book and this room give me the chills,” Keely said.


  “The knowledge contained in that book could save lives,” Danielle said. “We should take a look. We don’t need to take it with us.”


  The group waited for Arber’s opinion. He stood lost in contemplation staring at the book with a furrowed brow. “These dead soldiers.” He motioned around the room. “Their armor and weapons don’t look Ayralen. Even ancient Ayralens never wore steel like that. These people were Meranthian soldiers. Why would Meranthian soldiers die to keep this book hidden?”


  “If a Meranthian is keeping secrets, there’s good odds it’s information we could use,” Brendyn said.


  Arber nodded. “I think we should see what’s in the book.”


  “I change my vote. I agree with Arber,” Brendyn said.


  The team awaited Danielle’s decision. As the expedition leader, she made the final call.


  Danielle let out a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s take a look.” She descended the short stairway and stood before the lectern.


  The crew remained in place keeping a safe distance from the shrine, lectern, and book.


  “Be careful Danielle. The book could crumble to dust when you open the cover,” Alana said.


  Danielle leaned over the thick book and blew away a thick layer of caked-on dust. “I can’t decipher the book’s title, but the lettering looks like the same language etched on the walls.”


  “It’s not a language I’ve ever seen, but I’m no scholar,” Arber said


  Danielle ran her fingertips along the smooth worn cover. “The cover looks wooden, but it’s a grain I’ve never seen.”


  “What do you mean? Let me take a look,” Brendyn said. He descended the steps and examined the cover. “That’s odd. I’ve never seen this species of wood either.”


  “It must’ve gone extinct at some point,” Maura said.


  “Just like the language filling the book,” Brendyn said.


  “There’s one way to be sure,” Danielle held her breath and peeled the cover open.


  Danielle gasped, and her eyes widened in shock. “There’s a drawing covering the first page.” She couldn’t stop her voice from quivering.


  Brendyn shook his head as the color drained from his face. “This shouldn’t exist.”


  “What do you see Danielle?” Arber said.


  Danielle’s heart hammered. The drawing changed thousands of years of Ayralen history. “It’s a picture of Lora. She’s holding hands with Elan and smiling at him. They’re touching a large glowing orb. He’s leaning in to kiss her.”


  Loud gasps preceded stunned silence from the assembled team.


  Meranthians considered Lora a heathen at best and fictitious at worst. Merric Pride labeled Ayralen shard magic a myth, and the Ayralen assembly preferred it that way. The Assembly had long believed that once Meranthia discovered the full extent of Ayralen shard magic, their king would declare Ayralen a threat to Meranthian sovereignty and invade the Heartwood. Like most Meranthian monarchs, Ayralens believed Merric Pride feared recognizing shard magic outside that granted by Elan. Doing so would cast doubt on Elan’s divinity.


  Schools across the Heartwood taught a far different story about Lora and Elan. Ayralens never viewed Lora as a God. They recognized her role as the Ayralen matriarch, and she joined the people of the Heartwood under a united assembly. Lora died as the last Ayralen to understand nature magic and could control its flows. That knowledge disappeared with Elan and Lora’s death.


  Ayralens believed Elan lived during Lora’s time as her equal and had enslaved thousands through brute force. He preached hatred, intolerance, and taught that peace came through domination and control. They held him responsible for the end of magic’s limitless reign among humanity. Elan’s tyrannical thirst for power caused the shattering of the orbs controlling the flows of magic in Meranthia and Ayralen. Elan’s contemporaries had created a fictitious religion propping up his stature among Meranthian descendants.


  Danielle jerked her hands from the book and took a step backward.


  The team took turns looking at the picture.


  “Just because there’s a picture of Lora and Elan doesn’t mean it’s real,” Brendyn said.


  Danielle forced a laugh. “Look around you Brendyn. Do you believe that? Somebody powerful went out of their way to make sure nobody ever saw this book.”


  Brendyn’s face flushed. “I don’t know what to believe.”


  “The book’s an important discovery. We need to take it to Ayralen scholars for translation,” Arber said.


  “I’m not touching it,” Keely said. “Let’s just close it and pretend we never saw it.”


  “This discovery goes far beyond challenging our beliefs,” Maura said. “This book could hold lost secrets of magic, and it’s irresponsible to leave it rotting.”


  Danielle nodded. “You’re right Maura. We can’t leave it here.”


  “I’ll take it. I talked us into opening it.” Arber said.


  “No. I’m the team leader. It’s my responsibility,” Danielle stepped forward and lifted the book from its cradle of dust.


  Behind the team, rattling bones and clanging armor echoed off the stone walls.


  Danielle spun as a robed skeleton came to life a foot behind Alana. “Alana! Look behind you!”


  Alana shifted into a red striped forest tiger, but before she could pounce, the skeleton extended its bony fingers. The skeletal hand swirled with black mist and touched Alana.


  Alana’s body convulsed, but she remained locked in place by the ghoulish touch. She shifted into human form as the dark mist congealed around her body.


  Throughout the camber, bone piles stirred to life. Tattered robes hung from several skeletons while others carried sword and shield. A skeletal warrior, surrounded in an aura of shifting black mist, ambled toward Maura.


  Maura’s armor sprouted to life, and the skeleton rushed toward her with blade raised. As the dark mist covered the vines surrounding her, they wilted and died leaving her exposed. Maura screamed in panicked horror as the skeleton raised its blade and whipped it across her neck with blinding speed. Maura’s head toppled from her body and bounced like a ripe melon skittering across the stone floor. Shard energy escaped her body forming a green and yellow glass shard next to her corpse.


  Danielle’s blood drained from her face as she watched her friend die. Her mind raced with panic, and her instinct told her to run away fast. Then she remembered the book. Danielle dropped the book onto the lectern, but the skeletons kept charging forward. Whatever she’d started by picking up the book, opened a one-way door that she couldn’t close.


  Arber shifted into a red-backed river gorilla and swung a muscled arm at a robed skeleton stretching its bony finger toward him. His meaty gorilla hand crashed into its rib cage, and the skeleton burst apart disintegrating into a thousand splintered bone fragments.


  Danielle grabbed seeds from her pouch and flung them beneath two skeletons surrounded by the black mist. She forced magic through them, and they burst forth twisting upward toward the skeletal warriors.


  When the spiked vines touched the black mist they recoiled refusing to enter.


  Icy fear ran along her spine as she watched horror stricken at her useless power. She commanded the vines to enter the mist, but they refused her best effort.


  Brendyn’s living armor spread across his body. “Danielle, your staff. Use the heartwood!”


  As Danielle’s armor solidified around her body, she readied her staff. She sent flows of magic coursing through its amber grains unleashing its unique properties. The heartwood twisted in Danielle’s hand racing toward the dark mist of the nearest skeleton. The gold and silver grains inlaid in the wood shone with an intensity she’d never seen.


  The heartwood battered the dark aura surrounding the oncoming skeleton, but the mist retreated refusing to touch the beacon of life. The staff’s liquid-like tip smashed the skeletons head like a hammer on an anvil, and battered bones flew in a thousand directions ricocheting against the far wall.


  Without Danielle’s prompting the heartwood tore into the skeletons rib cage, spine, and legs tearing it to tiny bone fragments that bounced like marbles off the stone floor.


  Flesh knitted around the bones of the skeleton that held Alana frozen in place while her flesh withered and sagged inward. Her face collapsed while her skin shriveled to the bones of her hands and arms. As the skeleton drained her life force, eyes formed in its skull, and flesh grew around its hands and arms.


  Alana’s eyes bulged, and her body caved inward like a rotten pumpkin. Shard energy flowed away from her gathering in a single point before re-forming as a dark green shard.


  Alana’s lifeless remains dropped to the ground while the skeleton touching her formed a beating heart nestled in its half-covered rib cage. New flesh formed on its legs and torso partially covering its skeletal frame. The grotesque creature whirled in surprise and found the waiting jaws of Keely shifted into a saber-toothed forest jaguar.


  With a violent side-to-side shake of her jaws, Keely ripped the arm from the creature’s body. She pounced on the half-formed corpse tearing it to bloody ribbons. Blood dripped from Keely’s protruding saber teeth amid a mass of torn flesh and broken bones.


  “Keely! Jump!” Danielle said as she finished off the second skeleton with her staff.


  A dark misted warrior lifted its blade behind Keely and charged, but Brendyn's heartwood staff connected in time sending its bones skittering like hail on a frozen pond.


  Arber bounded across the stone floor and slammed into the last skeleton sending bits of bone fragments skittering.


  Amid the silence, Danielle released her armor, and surveyed the damage.


  Two crew members lay dead with glowing shards on the floor near their bodies.


  She knelt next to Alana and hung her head. “I’m sorry Alana.”


  “I’ll add this escapade to the Assembly’s report. You’ve mismanaged this entire expedition from the start,” Brendyn said.


  “Shut up Brendyn!” Keely shifted into human form. “This isn’t the time to start throwing accusations and playing political games. We need to work together.”


  Arber shifted into human form and knelt before Maura. Tears filled the old guardian’s eyes. “I’m sorry I wasn’t fast enough old friend. I’ll hold your vigil in the Heartwood.”


  “Danielle, we need to secure their shards. Can you carry Alana’s?” Keely said.


  Danielle nodded. “Yes. I’ll carry it.” She scooped up Alana’s shard and held it near her staff. The staff turned liquid, opened, and surrounded the shard before sealing shut.


  “I’ll hold Maura’s. I’m not letting her keep two valuable shards,” Brendyn picked up Maura’s shard and secured it with his staff.


  “Brendyn, I’d like to remind you that conflict serves to weaken the group,” Arber said. “Danielle didn’t act alone. You voted to open the book. Remember?”


  Brendyn’s face flushed. “I’d change my vote now.”


  “And you think Danielle wouldn’t?” Arber said.


  “As the team leader, she should’ve known better,” Brendyn said.


  “It’s fine Arber. He has a right to speak his mind,” Danielle said. “I accept responsibility.”


  “I’ll hold the book.” Arber said.


  “Don’t touch it Arber.” The words came out harsher than she’d intended. “We’ll leave the book here and send a full crew for it after we return to the Heartwood,” Danielle said.


  “We need to secure Maura and Alana until we can recover them,” Arber said.


  Danielle nodded. “Yes, but we’ll not leave them surrounded by this horror. Let’s carry them into the cave.”


  Danielle and Keely picked up Alana while Arber and Brendyn carried Maura. They left the book room and carried their friends’ remains into the small cave.


  As she entered the chilly cave, Danielle froze in astonishment. Her day had taken a marked turn for the worse.


  At the cave entrance, six shard knights, surrounded by spheres of pulsing blue light, glanced toward her at the same time. Two more knights entered through the shredded lattice work of vines at the cave entrance.


  Beyond the company of knights, bright sunshine blazed through a brilliant blue sky.


  The Last Resort


   


  “Damn!” Tyrell said.


  A half mile away the tiny village of Winter Haven reached out a welcoming embrace. Beyond the village, on the muddy lane leading upward through the pass, a dozen tents sat arranged with military precision. The Meranthian flag flapped in the stiff breeze from the small camp’s flagpole, and several columns of smoke curled into the afternoon sky.


  Ronan’s stomach sank. “Roadblock.”


  “I’m afraid you’re right,” Tyrell said.


  “We’ll turn back,” Ronan said.


  “No. It’s too late for that,” Tyrell said.


  Ronan whirled on Tyrell. “It’s too late? We can’t enter Winter Haven with the army stationed there.”


  “Stay calm Ronan, and keep Betty moving toward Winter Haven. I’ll explain.”


  Ronan tugged on the reigns. “Come on girl.”


  Betty, his chestnut mare, walked up the mud covered mountain road.


  Reggie, Tyrell’s stallion, pulled even with Betty snorting his satisfaction. “At least two shard knights will command that company. If we can see them, they can see us. If we turn around, we’ll draw their attention. We’ll stop at the village inn and see if Monsieur Marez has any useful information.”


  Dread and relief battled for supremacy in Ronan’s gut. Weak-kneed he gripped his saddle to keep from falling.


  Winter Haven consisted of a blacksmith’s shop, a quaint inn, and a smattering of thatch-roofed cottages.


  Ronan guided Betty to the hitching post outside the inn. He gave thanks to Elan for the crisp autumn-like day and pulled tight on his black hood. If shard knights commanded the soldiers near the pass, they’d have to come inside the inn to see his face.


  Tyrell dismounted Reggie, secured him next to Betty on the hitching post, and crossed the short distance to the inn’s entrance. The sign hanging above the door read The Last Resort.


  The aroma of hot cinnamon bread and the warmth from a crackling fire lifted Ronan’s spirits as he entered the inn.


  A short round-faced innkeeper swept the already spotless floor. His eyes went wide, and a friendly smile lit his sun-drenched skin when her recognized Tyrell. He set the broom aside and scurried across the room spreading his arms wide. “Ah, Monsieur Tyrell. It’s wonderful to see you. It’s been far too long.”


  Tyrell clasped the innkeepers extended hand, and a warm smile stretched across his face. “It’s good to see you too Monsieur Marez.” Tyrell gestured toward Ronan. “I’d like to introduce you to my apprentice, Ronan.”


  The bald innkeeper’s eyes went wide with delight. He opened his arms and embraced Ronan in a bear hug. “Please call me Jacques. Welcome to my inn Ronan.” He released Ronan and glanced toward Tyrell. “This is the boy you mentioned during your last trip through Winter Haven? You found him?” Marez said with a heavy Ayralen accent.


  Tyrell’s smile broadened to include the creases around his eyes. “Yes Jacques. I found him.”


  Ronan pulled back his hood and relaxed. “Thank you for the warm welcome. It’s good to see a friendly face.”


  Monsieur Marez’s mouth dropped open, and he gasped. “Monsieur Tyrell, you didn’t tell me the boy was Ayralen! But, he sounds like you!” He turned wide eyes on Ronan. “I so miss the Heartwood. Tell me, have the leaves changed color yet?”


  “I’ve heard that I look Ayralen Monsieur Ma-, I mean, Jacques, but I’m Meranthian. I grew up here,” Ronan said.


  Bewilderment speckled Monsieur Marez’s expression. “You must excuse me Monsieur. I see so few Ayralens, and I miss the Heartwood. I thought…well…never mind.” He motioned toward a smooth round table near the hearth. “Please, come in and relax. Let me bring you some food.” Monsieur Marez rushed off and disappeared through a swinging door behind a polished bar made from a stunning redwood streaked with traces of gold and silver.


  Tyrell caught Ronan staring at the bar. “It’s heartwood. It’s native to Ayralen. The warden’s council must grant permission before the smallest piece can leave their country. Monsieur Marez has important friends back in the Heartwood.”


  “Rika’s told me stories about the Heartwood.”


  Monsieur Marez backed through the swinging door carrying a tray laden with food enough to feed the entire company of soldiers stationed up the hill. As if reading their expressions he said, “You look hungry, and you never know when you’ll eat again.”


  Ronan’s mouth watered, and his stomach growled as Monsieur Marez arrayed the feast on the table near the hearth.


  Monsieur Marez unloaded roast beef, warm buttered rolls, goat cheese, and baked cinnamon apples. He spread the dishes across the polished round table. “Eat. Don’t be shy.” He placed the empty tray on a nearby table and sat with Ronan and Tyrell.


  “Jacques, what do you know about the king’s soldiers camped near the pass?” Tyrell said as he dug into the stew.


  Monsieur Marez grimaced. “Please, don’t get me started with those soldiers. They come in here and eat and drink, and they don’t pay me a single copper penny.”


  “Why don’t they leave?” Ronan said between bites of bread.


  “They tell me nothing, but they’re searching for someone I think. I see them searching wagons and talking to every person traveling the pass.”


  “Have you seen the officers? Who’s in charge?” Tyrell said.


  Monsieur Marez’s brow furrowed, and he stared upward with a look of concentration. “I don’t know which soldier’s in charge. He’s a big blond brute and wears strange armor. A second soldier wears the same armor, but he takes orders from the blond man.”


  “Did they give their names?” Tyrell said.


  “I don’t remember their names. They’ve come inside my inn a few times. They use mean words,” Monsieur Marez said.


  On cue, the door swung inward, and a pair of shard knights stepped inside. Strapped to the battle knight’s shoulders the jeweled pommel of a shard blade glittered in the inn’s warm glow. A shield knight came in behind but carried no weapon and wore a thin layer of chain mail. Emblazoned on the knights’ breastplates, the tell-tale crest of the Order gave notice of their station.


  The battle knight’s spiked blond hair and smug smile gave him away.


  Ronan’s stomach sank as he laid eyes on Bryson Slater. He didn’t know how Bryson managed to find a shard during the last few weeks, but he could hazard a guess. Ronan shifted his chair angling his back to the knights.


  Bryson staggered toward the heartwood bar and plopped onto a barstool. The second knight gave Ronan and Tyrell a sideways glance as he took measured steps across the inn before settling onto the stool beside Bryson.


  “Barkeep! We needs ale now.” Bryson glared at Monsieur Marez from behind a pair of bleary blood-shot eyes, and he swayed on the stool.


  Monsieur Marez jumped from his seat and scurried behind the bar to fill the order.


  Ronan prayed Bryson didn’t recognize him or Tyrell. He had a full beard when he’d last seen Bryson at Lord Randal’s manor, and the hood Ronan wore shadowed his face. The layers of grime from weeks spent traveling with Tyrell completed the disguise. As he chewed on a warm roll, Ronan channeled his power and listened in on the knights’ conversation.


  “What do you think Bryson?” The shield knight said. “The younger one looks Ayralen.”


  Bryson took a long drink of his ale wiping the foam from his upper lip. “I think this is some damn fine ale. I swear to Elan it’s good, but I’m afraid to know how that fat little barkeep makes it.” His words came out slurred.


  “Come on, you know what I mean,” the shield knight said tipping back his own mug.


  “The younger one is Ayralen. I can smell his tree stink a mile away.” Bryson said. “The older one looks familiar somehow. Do you recognize him?”


  Ronan’s jaw clenched. He gripped the blade at his belt and braced himself.


  “No. Let's question them. We should separate-”


  “I think I’m tired of letting Ayralens run around this village like they own the place. I’ve left the fat little innkeeper alone because the ale tastes so good, but these two are a different story. Let’s have some fun”


  Ronan held his breath and shot a glance at Tyrell seated across from him.


  With subtle shake of his head, Tyrell signaled to stay put.


  Ronan let spirit energy wash over his flesh giving it the same protection as a suit of plate armor. His skin flashed with a faint yellow glow, and the energy sank into his flesh applying its magic.


  Bryson drained the last drops from his tankard, slammed it on the bar and stood. “Come on Jeremy. Let’s show that tree-hugging bastard how it’s done Meranthian style.”


  Ronan prepared for the humiliation he’d endure to protect those living at Redkeep.


  Metallic boot steps thumped against the finely polished wooden floor as the knights approached their table.


  He channeled more shard energy and used it to deaden the nerve endings throughout his body.


  The sound of rattling armor stopped as the knights towered over Ronan’s table. “Well look here Jeremy. We’ve found ourselves a forest fungus,” Bryson said.


  Ronan steadied his breathing and faced Bryson. “Monsieur. I mean no offense to either of you. If we’ve done something to offend the king’s guard, we will leave you alone.” He pitched his voice to carry an Ayralen accent.


  Bryson carried an overpowering stench of body odor and heavy alcohol. “You being alive offends me tree boy.”


  “I’m most sorry. We will leave. We meant no trouble,” Ronan said.


  Behind Bryson, Jeremy stood with a calculated expression on his clean-shaven face. “Where did you travel from?” Jeremy said.


  “We traveled from the east. From Brighthurst,” Tyrell said. “We’re headed north to Ironbarrow. The smith in Brighthurst said they need miners.”


  “Brighthurst you say?” Jeremy said. “How’s old man Sherman doing these days?”


  Tyrell met the shield knight’s cool gaze with one more penetrating. “I’m sorry to tell you Sir Knight, Sherman died a couple of years ago, and his son took over the smithy. Do you know Codell?”


  Jeremy’s expression flattened. “I’m done with these two Bryson.”


  “We’ll leave you alone.” Ronan stood.


  Bryson pushed on Ronan’s shoulder slamming him back into his seat. “I didn’t say you could go. Sit your ass down.”


  A loud crack split the air as Ronan’s chair splintered and sent him sprawling onto the inn’s wooden floor.


  Bryson howled pointing at Ronan. “Look at him Jeremy. What’s the matter tree boy? Can’t sit in a chair?”


  Ronan turned a pleading expression toward Tyrell.


  “Gentleman, my friend meant no offense. I’ll take him, and we’ll leave,” Tyrell said.


  Bryson spun on Tyrell pointing his finger. “Shut your mouth old man. When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it.”


  Ronan started to pull himself free of the ruined chair.


  Bryson spun and kicked Ronan’s stomach with his steel plated boot. “I told you to sit down.”


  Despite the shard magic’s protection, Ronan’s stomach lurched, and his lunch threatened to spill. Bryon’s kick should’ve killed him, but he doubted Bryson had learned enough about his power to understand the inherent strength of a battle knight.


  Bryson gripped Ronan’s ankle. “Jeremy, have you ever seen a tree toad jump? I want to see this tree toad climb a tree. Come on Jeremy.”


  Ronan feigned pain from the kick, but if Bryson struck him that hard again, he wouldn’t need to fake it.


  Bryson dragged him like a tainted corpse across the floor of the inn, threw open the door, and tossed him into the muddy lane leading through village.


  Ronan suppressed the urge to strike. “Please Knight Bryson. I’m begging you to stop.”


  Bryson lifted Ronan by his collar ripping his cotton tunic. “Get up you lazy sod!” He pointed toward a fifty foot blue spruce tree next to the inn. “I want to see you scramble to the top of that tree, Tree Boy!” He shoved Ronan's back.


  Ronan pitched forward and caught himself before his face struck the ground.


  A few inches from Ronan’s nose, a steaming pile of horse dung sat in the muddy lane.


  The stink of hot dung curdled Ronan’s sore stomach, and his throat constricted as nausea swept over him.


  Bryson’s meaty palm cupped the back of Ronan’s skull like a ripe melon. “Eat shit you rotten maggot.”


  Ronan channeled shard magic and removed his sense of smell and taste a moment before Bryson shoved him eyeball deep in the stinking pile. Slimy heat from the dung seeped into Ronan’s eyes, nose, and mouth.


  Bryson roared with laughter, and several villagers gathered around the spectacle.


  “Okay Bryson, why don’t you let him go now? You’ve made your point,” Jeremy said.


  “Piss off Jeremy. I’m just getting started. Why don’t you carry your skirt back to camp if you’ve a problem?”


  Ronan pulled his face from the dung and gasped for air.


  “Why don’t you take your friend’s advice Bryson? You have several witnesses,” Tyrell motioned toward the gathering crowd.


  Bryson wheeled around noticing the villagers. “Like I give a whore’s pimpled ass about this rabble. I’m a knight of the Order.” He glared at Tyrell. “And I thought I told you to shut your damn hole anyway.”


  Ronan sat back on his haunches and wiped the excrement from his face.


  Bryson turned back to Ronan sliding his shard blade free of its sheath. “You picked the wrong day to visit Winter Haven Tree Boy.”


  A chill ran up Ronan’s spine. He had taken this charade as far as he dared. He drew his hand toward his belt knife and braced for a fight.


  Gripped in Bryson’s gloved hands, a two-handed sword radiated yellow light in an aura bright enough to blind a man. He barked out a short laugh. “You think you can run from me boy?”


  A flutter of seeds drifted through the air rustling over Bryson’s dirty blond hair before settling in place at his feet.


  “Seeds? Are these yours Tree Boy? Do you think a few seeds will stop this blade?” He ripped the blade through the air at speeds so fast tracers of light scorched the midday sunlight.


  “Those aren’t his seeds. They’re mine,” a strange voice said from the crowd.


  A man standing at the crowd’s edge extended his left hand toward Bryson. In his other hand he tightened his grip on a thick heartwood staff. A greenish glow surrounded his outstretched palm, and a layer of glowing vines, flowers, and leaves wrapped around his body in a protective sheath. The vegetation stretched and twisted writhing into a suit of living armor.


  The seeds beneath Bryson burst open, and thorny black vines as thick as a man’s leg erupted from the ground. They curled and wrapped around Bryson locking him in a vice grip. More vines sprouted from those confining him and encased his arms while the thorns burrowed into exposed flesh.


  Bryson howled with shock and rage as the vines locked around the shard blade gripped in his trapped hand. Exposed atop a tangle of black twisted bramble, Bryson’s bloodshot eyes blazed with fury. He twisted and pulled in a futile effort to gain his freedom. “Jeremy! Cut me loose!”


  Jeremy stared in shock as the vines wrapped Bryson like a horde of hungry pythons.


  Bryson’s eyes rolled back, and his head hung to the side. Drool and the froth of white spittle oozed from his open mouth as he slipped into unconsciousness.


  Ronan had never seen a warden, but Rika had described them in detail. Wardens and their shape-shifting brethren called guardians used Ayralen shard magic. He gave silent thanks to whatever God sent the warden to Winter Haven.


  The warden turned a ruthless gaze on Jeremy showing not the slightest trace of fear.


  Jeremy lifted his palm, and pure blue energy flashed around him encasing him in a glowing barrier of protective light.


  “I wouldn’t bother doing that Jeremy,” Tyrell said.


  Jeremy extended his hand toward the warden as more energy formed in his palm.


  A flash of dim light surrounded the warden encasing him in a shield intended to lock him in place.


  The living armor surrounding the warden exploded outward displaying gleaming sharp tips at the end of protruding spikes. Dozens of the needled spikes rammed into the detention shield. The barrier shattered, and globules of blue energy shot skyward before scattering and fading.


  Jeremy’s eyes widened with fear, and he eased backward stepping away from the warden. “That’s impossible.” His slack jaw hung open in amazement.


  The warden raised the polished burgundy staff and pointed it toward Jeremy’s chest. “It’s not impossible. Your king has simply led you astray.”


  Ronan watched the exchange with growing fascination, and he’d forgotten the dung clinging to his face. He’d listened to Rika’s stories, but thought she’d exaggerated.


  The heartwood stave shimmered under the warden’s direction. Green flows of energy circled the stave causing the wood beneath to appear as red liquid. The warden directed his staff toward Jeremy, and its end shot forward racing with a crossbow bolt’s speed before smashing into the knight’s shield. Jeremy’s spirit shield blazed with blinding blue energy but held strong.


  Ronan covered his eyes as the sphere’s light flashed across the village.


  The heartwood staff’s tip lodged into the knight’s shield like a harpoon, and its liquid form began oozing across the surface.


  Fear touched the corners of the shield knight’s eyes as he staggered backward. Knights often sparred with each other to hone combat skills, but never faced enemies with equal strength intent on harm. Jeremy lost his footing in the mud covered lane and slipped landing on his backside.


  The heartwood spread like hot wax over the spirit shield until it covered the entire surface like a red eggshell.


  The warden raised his left arm toward the sky, palm open, and squeezed.


  A muffled boom rattled Winter Haven causing the gathered crowd to flinch in unison.


  “I tried to tell him,” Tyrell shook his head staring at Jeremy.


  Ronan hadn’t even noticed Tyrell’s approach. “That’s a warden?”


  The heartwood surrounding the sphere sagged inward losing its circular shape. It collapsed and oozed over the shield knight wrapping him in a heartwood sheath. The heartwood retreated from Jeremy’s face allowing him to breathe.


  Tyrell nodded. “A warden carrying a fair amount of strength and experience. Poor Jeremy never stood a chance.”


  The warden strolled toward Jeremy with his staff extended, and it shortened as he approached. With a flick of his wrist he tossed a few seeds beneath Jeremy.


  A mass of twisted black vines burst from the seeds wrapping Jeremy in a prison of tangled weeds. Unlike the ones containing Bryson, these vines carried no thorns.


  Jeremy’s ashen complexion and sunken eyes signaled a knight sapped of energy. The act of holding his shield drained him like a barrel with a hole drilled in the bottom.


  “Do you know him?” Ronan said.


  “No. Although I know a few of Lora’s Guard, and it’s been several years since I visited the Heartwood,” Tyrell said.


  The inn’s front door burst open. Monsieur Marez scuttled outside wearing a look of concern. “Oh, Monsieur Ronan. I’m so sorry. I watched everything from the window.” He held out a warm wet towel to Ronan. “Please. Take this cloth. You are welcome to clean up further inside.”


  He took the towel from Monsieur Marez and gave a slight nod of thanks. “Thank you Monsieur Marez, and you have nothing to apologize for.”


  “I insist that you and Monsieur Tyrell stay at the inn tonight.”


  “We can’t do that Jacques.” Tyrell motioned toward the trapped knights. “When these two escape those vines, they’ll be plenty angry. I think it’s a good idea you come with us. These knights might give you trouble after we leave.”


  He stared open mouthed at Tyrell. “I can’t leave my inn.”


  “While Merric Pride is king, this country isn’t safe for Ayralens,” Tyrell said.


  Ronan finished mopping the dung from his face. “You saw what they did to me. We can’t leave you behind with these thugs.”


  He nodded. “I love my inn, but if you say it’s too dangerous to stay in Winter Haven then I trust you. I’ll need a few minutes to gather my belongings. Please excuse me.” Monsieur Marez bowed and disappeared into his inn.


  The warden walked over and offered his hand to Ronan. “Are you okay?”


  The warden spoke with a light Ayralen accent that reminded Ronan of Rika’s accent. He shook the warden’s hand. “Yes. I’m fine. Thanks for intervening. I’ve never met a warden let alone see one do that.” He gestured toward Bryson and Jeremy. “My name is Ronan Latimer.”


  He bowed and offered a warm smile. “It’s an honor to meet you. I’m Kelwin. Kelwin Finn.”


  Ronan’s stomach fluttered.


  “Are you okay? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost,” Kelwin said.


  “I’m sorry. It’s your last name. It caught me off guard. My best friend shares the same last name.”


  Kelwin’s expression softened. “Is your friend a young woman?”


  A tingle ran along Ronan's spine. “She’s Ayralen. I’ve spent every day of the last five years with her. Her name is Rika. Rika Finn,” Ronan said.


  Kelwin’s eyes widened with shock, and he gripped Ronan’s shoulders. “That’s my sister. You know my sister!”


   


  Redkeep


   


  Betty began trotting as Ronan and Tyrell rounded the corner. Ahead, the banner of House Tyrell danced in the brilliant blue of the afternoon sky.


  Ronan stroked her neck with a warm touch. “You know home when you see it. Don’t you girl?”


  Betty snorted and whinnied her approval.


  Ronan’s stomach fluttered as Redkeep’s garrison loomed ahead. He would’ve spurred Betty into a full gallop, but the mare had pushed hard with little rest traveling from Winter Haven. “Does he know I’m alive?”


  Tyrell raised an eyebrow. “Sir Alcott? He never believed you were dead, but he doesn’t know that for fact. I feared sending word ahead. No need to take chances.”


  The clip-clop of Betty’s horseshoes echoed on a wooden bridge traversing Deer Lick Run. Behind the mare, Monsieur Marez drove a wagon laden with food, supplies, and his famous ale. He waved to the soldiers atop the battlements, and several soldiers hustled down a ladder.


  “Monsieur Marez will have half the garrison waiting on those kegs,” Ronan said.


  “Jacques’s as famous for his food as his ale. I think he’ll have plenty of customers,” Tyrell said.


  Kelwin pulled his stallion even with Reggie. “Master Tyrell, you’re sure Redkeep will welcome an Ayralen warden?”


  “Rest easy Kelwin. My brother Devery runs Redkeep. Relax and take time for rest. You’re among friends.”


  Kelwin eased back in his saddle. “I apologize for asking again, but I’ve grown wary of Meranthian soldiers during my travels.”


  “There’s no need for apologies Kelwin. I understand,” Tyrell said.


  Ronan had spent hours talking with Kelwin while traveling from Winter Haven. He’d detailed the events spanning the last five years holding nothing back. Ronan told him of Rika and the friendship he’d formed with her. He relayed the information Rika and he had gathered about Kelwin’s father, James Finn.


  Kelwin told Ronan of his own journeys. He’d searched for news of his sister and father’s disappearance in villages friendly to Ayralen travelers. Kelwin avoided cities, especially Freehold, declaring them too dangerous for any Ayralen. But, he’d never stopped searching for his lost family.


  Betty trotted under the portcullis taking a direct course for the warm stables. A stable boy took Betty by her bridle and led her toward several stacks of fresh hay.


  Ronan searched the courtyard for any sign of Sir Alcott but didn’t see him. As Betty sank her teeth into a fresh pile of hay, Ronan spoke with the stable boy. “Is Sir Alcott here in Redkeep?”


  “Yes M’Lord. I saw him in the great hall at breakfast.”


  Across the courtyard, a door burst open, and a long familiar voice filled the courtyard’s air.


  “Is he with you Patron? Did you find him?” Sir Alcott strode past Ronan without bothering to glance in his direction.


  Ronan’s chest tightened, and warmth radiated throughout his body. An involuntary grin spread across his face as he laid eyes on Sir Alcott Agers for the first time in five years. “Sir Alcott.” Ronan’s voice trembled as the unsteady words left his lips.


  Sir Alcott froze mid-stride pausing in the middle of the courtyard.


  Tyrell grinned with a sly smile nodding to a spot over Sir Alcott’s shoulder.


  “Patron if you’re joking, I swear to Elan, it’ll be the last one you ever tell,” Sir Alcott said.


  Tyrell’s stark white teeth cut a swatch through his dark close-cropped beard. “Don’t believe me? Look behind you.”


  Sir Alcott’s shoulders sagged as he circled in place to face Ronan. His eyes brimmed with tears, and he stumbled the short distance until he stood before Ronan. He reached out with shaking hands and touched Ronan’s shoulders as if he might disappear. “Ronan? Is that you lad?”


  Ronan let go a short laugh and nodded as Sir Alcott’s face blurred through a filter of his own tears. He reached out and pulled his teacher into his arms and let the years melt away. “I thought I lost you old man. It’s me Sir Alcott. I’m okay.”


  Sir Alcott squeezed Ronan in a great bear hug and slapped him on the back. “I knew you were alive. You’re a fighter. Just like your mother.” The words came out rough and laced with heavy emotion.


  The familiar scent of pipe smoke lifted from Sir Alcott’s jacket, and years of tension drained from Ronan’s shoulders. For the first time since his mother’s death, he felt safe. Ronan had found his way home.


  Sir Alcott took a step back and glanced over his shoulder at Tyrell. “I told you Patron! I told you he lived!” Sir Alcott’s smile spread across his face, and he appraised Ronan from head to foot. “You’ve grown into the man I knew you’d become. It’s wonderful to see you lad.”


  “It’s good to see you too Sir Alcott,” Ronan said.


  “Alcott, I’m sorry to cut this short, but we haven’t much time. I expect a company of shard knights to arrive at Redkeep within days.” Tyrell said. “Where’s Devery?”


  “He’s working the forge.”


  Tyrell turned to the stable hand. “What’s your named lad?”


  The stable boy snapped to attention. “Fitz M’Lord. Fitz McNichol.”


  “Well Fitz, can you do me a favor?” Tyrell flipped the stable hand a coin.


  Fitz snatched the spinning coin in midair. His eyes widened when the golden coin flashed in his palm. “Yes M’Lord.”


  “Send word to Lord Devery that we’ve arrived. Ask him to meet us in the great hall,” Tyrell said.


  “Yes sir. Right away!” Fitz spun and dashed from the stables.


  Sir Alcott slid his arm around Ronan’s shoulder and steered him toward a set of double doors leading into the great hall. “Let’s get you fed. You’re skin and bones!” He glanced over his shoulder at Tyrell. “Patron are you starving the lad?” He motioned to a nearby steward. “Master Salford, have dinner prepared. The prince has come home.”


   


  ***


  Redkeep’s Great Hall buzzed with hungry soldiers, clattering silverware, and busy servants hoisting pitchers of ale and unloading trays stacked with hot food for the evening meal. Ronan, Patron Tyrell, Sir Alcott, and Kelwin Finn sat at the Lord’s table awaiting Devery Tyrell.


  Monsieur Marez shuffled through the kitchen door carrying his own tray filled with piles of fresh venison, hot dinner rolls, sautéed onions, and roast garlic. He sidestepped tables filled with officers from Devery Tyrell’s Lost Valley Militia and set a course for the Lord’s table.


  Ronan’s mouth watered as the tray clattered to a halt on the worn oak table. “I’m glad you found the kitchen Monsieur Marez. That food smells delicious,” Ronan said.


  “Thank you Monsieur Ronan. The head chef at Redkeep is an old friend and let me work in his kitchen.”


  The double doors leading into the great hall swung open, and a tall, well-muscled man wearing a trim gray beard entered the dining room. A smile touched the face of Devery Tyrell, the lord of Redkeep, as he caught sight of Monsieur Marez serving the guests seated at his table.


  “Monsieur Marez, what a rare treat having you at Redkeep.”


  A warm smile radiated from Marez’s face. “I thank you for your hospitality Monsieur Tyrell. If there’s anything you need while I’m a guest at Redkeep simply ask.”


  “You didn’t happen to bring any of your signature ale did you?”


  Marez beamed. “Of course! I wouldn’t travel to Redkeep empty-handed. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll bring some out right away.” The round little innkeeper bowed and disappeared through the kitchen door with the empty tray tucked under his arm.


  Patron Tyrell stood and shook his brother’s hand. “Devery, I’d like to introduce you to Prince Ronan Latimer.” He gestured toward Ronan.


  Devery gave a slight bow toward Ronan. “I’m happy to see you alive and with us today Your Highness.”


  Tyrell gestured toward Devery “Ronan, this is my brother, Devery Tyrell, Lord of Redkeep and Commander of the Lost Valley Militia.”


  Ronan stood and offered his hand to Devery Tyrell. “Lord Tyrell, thank you for extended me an invitation. I know it comes at great personal risk, and it’s a pleasure finally meeting you.”


  Devery shook Ronan’s hand. “I find Merric Pride a much greater risk, and you’re welcome.” He nodded in appreciation.


  Kelwin, Sir Alcott, Tyrell, and Devery Tyrell stared at Ronan as if in expectation.


  Ronan’s mind froze as he stared around the table in confusion. Had he overlooked some strange custom unique to people in the Lost Valley? Until Devery invited him to sit, he felt it polite to wait on Redkeep’s lord.


  His stomach fluttered as the realization struck home. As their rightful prince, these men deferred to his leadership. Ronan eased into his seat, and the other men followed suit.


  Slow heat simmered in his cheeks. Ronan hadn’t considered himself royalty in such a long time he’d forgotten people’s expectations. The men and women gathered inside Redkeep’s walls considered him the rightful king of Meranthia. He’d hidden in the shadows for so long, driven by revenge, he never considered his responsibility to the kingdom. That others relied on his leadership for their own well-being made his past actions appear petty and selfish. His mother would’ve expected more than he’d shown. He felt her disappointment like an iron weight around his shoulders.


  Amid murmured conversations and clattering silverware, Ronan straightened his back and leveled his gaze at each man around the table. “I believe I owe you gentlemen an explanation for my whereabouts over the past five years.”


  Conversation ceased as every eye and ear turned attention to the young prince.


  As dinner progressed, Ronan spent the next hour detailing for Sir Alcott, Devery, and the others every significant life event since the night of his mother’s murder five years ago.


  “The two shard knights at Winter Haven would travel south to Torr’s watch before engaging us in Redkeep,” Devery said. “Patron, how fast can a battle knight make the trip to Torr’s Watch?”


  “Three days if he traveled alone using his entire energy reserve,” Tyrell said. “Double the time for the return trip including a full company of troops.”


  “Add three days traveling from Winter Haven to Redkeep,” Sir Alcott said.


  “With the wagon slowing us, we made the trip in five days,” Ronan said.


  “Which means they’d arrive at Redkeep in a week,” Kelwin said.


  “I’d make that six days in case our calculations are off,” Tyrell said.


  “I want every person garrisoned at Redkeep ready to leave five days from now,” Ronan said.


  “Devery, have you received any word from Ayralen?” Tyrell said.


  “I’ve received no messages.” Devery said.


  “Damn.” Tyrell slumped back in his chair. “I sent word to the Prime Guardian seeking aid, but I’ve no way of knowing his response. If Lora’s Guard were coming, I would’ve expected their arrival days ago.”


  “The last message I received came a few weeks ago,” Kelwin said. “Lora’s Guard remains entrenched in a defensive position around Elan’s Gap. They’re protecting Meranthian refugees fleeing the country. I’ve heard no word of providing aid to the Meranthian Resistance.”


  “We can’t change the past. It’s time to forge ahead with a new plan. Devery, what do your scouts know about the northern detention camp?” Ronan said.


  “The Meranthian army holds Ayralen women and children in the northern camp. It’s the likely location for Miss Finn,” Devery said.


  “I’ll not leave Rika in that death camp a day longer than necessary, but we also need to stop Pride’s slaughtering of more innocent people. We need to remove him from power, and I want your ideas,” Ronan said.


  The men seated around the table remained still and silent while Ronan waited in uncomfortable silence. “I rushed ahead without careful planning the first time, and it resulted in my best friend’s capture. I want to find the plan with the greatest chance of success, and I need your help.” Ronan glanced at Sir Alcott. “Sir Alcott, what’re your thoughts?”


  Sir Alcott shifted in his seat. “Pride attends church every Saturday. We could plan an assault on his carriage?”


  “He’s under heavy guard inside his carriage and at the cathedral,” Ronan said. “He’s surrounded with a spirit shield anytime he leaves the palace.”


  “We could feed false information to Lord Randal about your ring. When Pride takes the bait, we spring a trap.” Tyrell said.


  “There’s no guarantee he’d leave the palace to follow the lead. Pride doesn’t like putting himself in any danger, and he’d send Lord Randal or another of his worms after the ring,” Ronan said.


  Redkeep’s servants refilled wine and ale glasses then cleared away empty plates while the men at the table went silent.


  “I’ve an idea Your Highness.”


  Ronan’s gaze darted around the table. “Kelwin, did you say something?”


  “I said it sir.” A pimple-faced teenage boy carrying an armful of dirty dishes stood behind Kelwin’s chair.


  Ronan’s brows furrowed. “You’re the stable hand that took care of Betty.”


  “Yes sir. My name’s Fitz.”


  “What’s your idea son?” Tyrell said.


  “My aunt works evenings as a palace maid,” Fitz said. “She sees the king…that is…” The boy’s face flashed red.


  Ronan smiled. “It’s okay Fitz. Please continue.”


  “My Aunt Lilah said the king visits Elan’s Heart alone every night at ten o’clock sharp.”


  Sir Alcott sighed. “Even if we could break into the palace, three shard knights guard Elan’s Heart twenty-four hours a day.”


  A sly smile crept across Ronan’s face. “Three knights…a healer, a shield knight, and a battle knight.”


  Devery laughed. “You can’t be serious. That’s brash.”


  Tyrell rubbed his chin. “If the guard rotations haven’t changed, it stands a chance.”


  “Whatever you’ve planned, count me in,” Kelwin said.


  Sir Alcott narrowed his eyes and gazed around the table. “Did I miss something?”


  “We’re going to impersonate the three shard knights that guard Elan’s Heart,” Ronan said. “But first, we’re going to free Rika from the death camp.”


  “Devery, can you and Sir Alcott move the militia south toward Freehold and set up an advanced base?” Tyrell said. “Ronan, Kelwin and I will travel to the northern camp before we meet you.’


  Devery leaned back and scratched his gray beard. “Yes. We’ll scout guard rotations at the citadel.”


  “How do you plan to sneak a full militia through Winter Haven undetected?” Ronan said.


  “We’ll use the gap in the mountains east of Redkeep,” Devery said. “Pride’s regular soldiers don’t know it exists.”


  “It’s settled.” Tyrell said. “Devery, I’ve a favor to ask. Ronan needs a shard blade. Can you craft him a sword before we leave?”


  Devery grimaced. “I should have time to finish a new blade before we leave, but I should warn you they’re growing weaker.”


  Tyrell’s eyebrows narrowed. “Weaker?”


  “Shards are growing weaker or my smithing skill is declining. In the last decade, I’ve forged four shard blades, each weaker than the one before. They’ll work better than regular steel, but they’re nothing like blades created a hundred years ago. Even blades made twenty or thirty years ago were stronger. But, Ronan can’t fight shard knights swinging a dinner knife.” Devery met Ronan’s eyes. “At first light find me at my forge, and we’ll see what we can do.”


  “Thank you Devery. I’ll be there,” Ronan said.


  ***


  The thick steel door slammed shut followed by the sound of a heavy bar sliding into place. Heavy booted footsteps echoed and retreated growing fainter until they disappeared.


  Danielle’s stomach churned, and she grappled with rising panic for outright control of her reactions. She leaned against the steel door frame and forced even breaths in her through her nostrils and out her mouth. They’d removed her belt pouch and her staff. With leering eyeballs and roaming hands, Meranthian guards had stripped her naked, searched her, and assigned her a standard striped colonists uniform. Her imagination devised far worse scenarios they’d enact in the days ahead.


  She felt for the ring and necklace she’d worn every day for a decade, and hot tears welled in her eyes. With their merciless act of thievery, they’d torn away her family connection. Rage and sorrow battled for her emotional control, and she couldn’t allow either to win.


  “I can’t sense any animal life around us. I’d expect insects at least. Can you feel any plant life?” Keely said.


  Danielle reigned in her thoughts and wiped the streaking tears from her face. “I’ll try.” She channeled power and searched for any living plant or seed that might offer assistance.


  The stone floors and walls offered nothing in the form of plant life. A thick oaken water barrel sat in the room’s center with a rusty ladle hooked to its side. Where the walls met the ceiling, tiny slits, a few inches wide, allowed sunlight and air to reach the inmates.


  Danielle slid down the cell door, and her shoulders sagged. “There’s nothing around us Keely.”


  Small groups of Ayralen women and children sat huddled in clumps around the room. Their frail bodies and hollow sunken eyes shone light on the despondency, horror, and lost hope inflicted on them all. The beaten groups of Ayralens didn’t bother to look toward Danielle or Keely as they entered the cell.


  “Did they blindfold you?” Danielle said.


  Keely nodded. “I couldn’t see anything.” She looked around the prison cell. “You warned the Assembly about these death camps. Didn’t you?”


  “Yes I did,” Danielle said. “But, dwelling on their decision won’t serve us now.”


  “I suppose you’re right.”


  “Keely, why didn’t you escape when you could? I don’t want you to die in this God-forsaken hole,” Danielle said.


  “I won’t leave you Danielle,” Keely leveled her warm green eyes at Danielle. “I don’t strand my friends.”


  Danielle’s chest tightened, and she took Keely’s hand and squeezed. “Thank you Keely.” Fresh tears rimmed her eyes. “You’re a good friend.”


  Keely looked away and rubbed moisture from her eyes. “Don’t go all mushy on me. We’ll find a way out. I’ve escaped from tighter spots than this dump.” She looked around the room. “This place feels like paradise compared with kitchen duty back at the academy.”


  Danielle laughed, and the foreign noise bounced from the cell’s cold stone walls.


  Several Ayralen women shifted cowering away as if Danielle and Keely carried an infectious disease.


  A young woman slumped alone in the cell’s far corner jerked her head toward the sound of laughter. She pulled dry cracked raven colored hair behind her ear and stared at Danielle through haunted gray eyes.


  A flicker of recognition sparked in the young woman’s eyes.


  Danielle thought she knew the woman but dismissed the idea. Although many beautiful women lived in Ayralen, she’d remember a woman so striking. This young woman carried an innate beauty that went beyond her appearance. Her aura commanded attention like kittens to a saucer of cream. Danielle felt an immediate bond with her, and she knew she’d seen those gray eyes somewhere. “Keely. Do you recognize that young woman?” Danielle said holding her voice to a whisper.


  “No. I’ve never seen her, but it looks like she recognizes you,” Keely said.


  The young woman’s eyes opened wide in recognition. With intense effort she pushed herself to her feet and staggered across the room.


  Danielle’s breath caught in her throat, and her stomach twisted. She recognized her, but this woman had died years ago. As the name came to her, Danielle leaped to her feet and met the young woman halfway across the room. “Rika? Rika Finn?”


  Rika threw her arms around Danielle and hugged her. Her knees wobbled, and she fell slack in Danielle’s arms. “Danielle Deveaux? Am I dreaming?” Her voice came out harsh and raspy.


  Danielle held Rika upright. Spikes of alarm flashed through her head as she felt Rika’s sharp ribs beneath her colonist’s uniform. Rika’s skeletal frame consisted of little more than skin and bone, and Danielle feared she’d break her spine should she hug her. “Please Rika, come sit with me.” She and Keely guided her to the floor, and Danielle sat on the hard stone floor next to her.


  Keely slid in next to Rika, and shifted her body to keep Rika seated upright.


  Rika leaned her head against the wall. “I’m so tired.” The words sounded harsh crossing her dry cracked lips. Rika closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.


  “How do you know her?” Keely said.


  “I played with her when we were children, but I thought she died,” Danielle said. “Do you remember Ambassador James Finn?”


  “Didn’t he disappear inside Meranthia years ago?” Keely’s eyes widened as recognition bloomed. She examined Rika as she dozed. “Is she Finn’s daughter? The teenage girl that went missing with him?”


  “Yes. It’s her. Help me make her comfortable.” Danielle held Rika as gentle as a newborn babe easing her head into her lap.


  Keely stretched Rika’s legs outward in a comfortable position and stood giving Rika space to stretch out.


  Danielle stroked Rika’s dry cracked hair. “Keely, do you think you can help her? I’m not sure she’ll live the night.”


  Keely glared at Danielle. “Of course I can help her. Do I look like a novice guardian to you?”


  “But, she’s so frail,” Danielle said. “Can she survive the channeling?”


  “Absolutely. It’s no different from saving a half-starved jaguar nursing a gimp leg.”


  Danielle knew the strain such magic placed on a guardian. Keely wouldn’t return to full strength for a week, but she’d never admit as much. “Thank you Keely.”


  Keely knelt and placed her palms on the sides of Rika’s head.


  A little boy no older than six stood where he sat alone across the room. On spindly emaciated legs he wobbled over to Danielle like a babe taking his first steps.


  Through a dark twist of flat matted hair, Danielle noticed his handsome features.


  His hazel eyes betrayed nervous anxiety before he spoke. “You’re not hurting Miss Rika are you? She’s real nice.”


  Danielle smiled. “What’s your name?”


  Keely closed her eyes, and green mist rose in a shroud around her.


  The boy’s eyes widened in shock. “My name’s Ferris ma’am. Please don’t hurt Miss Rika.” His words came out pleading.


  Danielle held out her hand. “We aren’t hurting her sweetheart. We’re helping her. Come sit with me, and you’ll see.”


  He stepped backward from her outstretched hand and shook his head. His eyes flickered to her hair. “No ma’am. I’ll stay right here. I don’t want them to take me like they did my ma last week.”


  Danielle touched the locks of her golden hair. He didn’t trust her. Not with her blond hair and blue eyes. “Ferris, look at my skin.” She rolled up her sleeve and held out her tanned arm. “It’s golden just like yours. I’m from Ayralen. I would never hurt you.”


  Sweat beaded on Keely’s forehead as the mist surrounding her centralized in a mass covering her hands. “Hold still Rika. We’re almost done.”


  Rika remained motionless with her dry flaky lips parted open, and her lungs filled with hard uneven breaths.


  Ferris took a step forward and stared with awe as the mist flowed into Rika through her ears, nose, and mouth. “I saw a healer fix a cut on a soldier’s leg once, but I never saw them do that.”


  The sunken pits in Rika’s cheeks lifted and firmed with new muscle and healthy tissue. Her lips, once dry and cracked, now appeared luscious, moist, and full. Her skin tone had changed from a dry mottled brown to a smooth honey glow free of any blemish. Rika’s colony uniform, once saggy and oversized, now appeared too small as sold muscle and normal tissue re-formed over her entire body. Her hair, once dry and brittle, transformed into a thick weave of raven luster cascading over her shoulders. Her full breasts strained against the colony uniform as her chest raised and lowered with a smooth even rhythm.


  Danielle gasped, and a smile rippled across her face. “Keely. You’ve done it!”


  Keely slumped against the wall as beads of perspiration rolled down her face, and her sweat soaked colony uniform clung to her skin. “Of course I did.” Her words came out hoarse.


  Rika’s eyes flickered open, and she jerked her head from Danielle’s lap springing to her feet. Her clear gray eyes widened in fear as she crouched in a defensive posture and extended her arms ready to fight.


  Danielle stood and held out her palms. “Rika, it’s okay.” She placed a hand on her chest. “I’m Danielle Deveaux. Do you remember me? You saw me just a moment ago.”


  “I dreamed that.” Her brow furrowed. “How do you know Danielle?” Rika said.


  “Take a minute and relax. You’re a prisoner at a Meranthian internment camp. My name’s Danielle, and that’s Keely.” Danielle gestured toward Keely sagged against the wall. “A group of shard knights locked us in here with you a few minutes ago.”


  Ferris appeared next to Keely carrying a ladle full of water. “She’s right Miss Rika. Miss Keely healed you.” He knelt next to Keely and held the ladle of water to her dry lips.


  Keely drained the ladle in a single gulp. “More water please.”


  Rika stared at her arms and legs and touched her face brushing her fingertips over the succulent flesh of her cheeks, nose, and lips. She stared wide-eyed at Keely. “You’re a guardian.” Excitement laced the tone of her words.


  “And a damn good one I don’t mind saying,” Keely said.


  Rika relaxed and lowered her arms. “I can never repay what you’ve given me. Thank you doesn’t seem adequate,” Rika said.


  Keely waved off the thanks. “Enough gushing Rika. You’re welcome.”


  “Rest Keely. Save your strength,” Danielle said.


  Ferris returned holding a fresh ladle of water and offered it to Keely.


  “Rika, what happened to you? We thought you died with your father years ago,” Danielle said.


  “My father isn’t dead. At least he wasn’t a few weeks ago. Pride’s holding him captive at the southern death camp,” Rika said. “You came from Ayralen?”


  Danielle nodded.


  “Have you seen my brother Kelwin? Is he okay? I never meant to cause him so much pain.”


  “The Prime Guardian gave him leave to search for you and your father. He left the Heartwood a year ago,” Danielle said. “As far as I know, he’s traveling Meranthia searching for you and your father.”


  Rika flashed a smile. “He’s been stubborn his whole life. What’s your story Danielle? How did the Prime Guardian’s daughter land in a Meranthian death camp?”


  Danielle didn’t know what to say. She knew battle knights had exceptional hearing, and anyone of these women could trade her secrets for food. Even worse, camp guards could torture the prisoners for information. “Our team traveled through the Trinity Range when a freak storm overwhelmed us. We took cover in a cave, and Meranthian shard knights surprised us, captured us, and brought us here.”


  Rika gasped. “You’re a warden!”


  Danielle’s face flushed. She leaned in and placed her lips near Rika’s ear and whispered. “Rika, can the shard knights hear us? Can we trust the people locked in this prison cell? I don’t want to place them in more danger.”


  Rika nodded. “Let’s go sit over there.” She pointed toward an empty area opposite the water barrel.


  Danielle offered her hand to Keely. “Let’s go. We’re setting up camp in the far corner.”


  Keely pushed away Danielle’s hand and stood. “My legs aren’t broken. I can walk.”


  “Ferris, can you give us some privacy while we talk? I’m fine. I promise,” Rika said.


  Ferris smiled. “Yes Miss Rika.” The frail boy huddled on the stone floor taking the spot Keely occupied.


  Keely dropped to the dirty stone floor and sagged into the corner. “I’m exhausted. Give me twenty minutes, and I’ll be good as new.” She propped her head against the wall, closed her eyes, and sleep took her within seconds.


  Danielle slid down the wall and positioned herself beside Keely.


  Rika found a spot next to Danielle.


  Danielle huddled near Rika and whispered. “Yes, I’m a warden. The story I told a minute ago is true. Our team entered a mission that brought us to Meranthia, but shard knights captured four of us, and we lost two others in the cave. I believe the knights took the two men traveling with us to the southern death camp.”


  “Do the shard knights know you’re a warden?”


  “They don’t know the extent of our abilities, but they believe we’re dangerous.”


  “That explains why they locked you in here,” Rika said. “The camp guard reserves this cell for dangerous prisoners. We’re isolated from the camp’s general population. Even if they watched you channel magic, they’d refuse to admit its existence. They believe Elan ordains all magic, and mentioning Ayralen magic is blasphemous in the eyes of the king.”


  “Why aren’t they feeding you?” Danielle said.


  “Merric Pride believes that once we’ve found Elan, He will provide nourishment for our bodies.”


  Danielle’s eyes widened. “That’s madness. They’ll die without food.”


  “Hundreds already have. They’re buried in shallow pits east of camp. Downwind of course,” Rika said. “Pride believes their death serves the greater good, and those that haven’t died may still find a path to Elan.”


  “Why do Meranthians allow this barbaric torture?” Danielle said.


  “He’s used an avalanche of propaganda against regular Meranthians. They’ll believe anything he says. He’s convinced thousands he sits at the right hand of Elan himself. He’s explained that he’s offered Ayralens a chance to redeem their souls in these colonies, and they’ve accepted in droves.” She gestured toward the wretched souls huddled together. “What you see is his grand vision fulfilled. He believes Ayralen’s path to Elan comes through isolation and contemplation. Living in communal harmony, so close to Elan’s touch, is Pride’s great gift to our people. It’s a chance for us to purge our wicked beliefs. At least that’s the story he’s sold the masses.”


  A simmering rage boiled inside Danielle. This animal had the blood of hundreds, maybe thousands of people, chained to his soul. She shook her head. “Haven’t stories leaked?”


  Rika shrugged. “The death camps are off limits for regular Meranthians, and, as far as I’ve heard, nobody has escaped. But, the camps just opened, and last I heard, the camp isn’t finished.”


  “Where’s Ferris’ mother? He said they took her away,” Danielle said.


  Rika’s face darkened, and hot rage raced across her face. “Ferris’ father is Meranthian. The Culture Ministry caught him organizing resistance against the unfair treatment of Ayralens. The Order arrested Ferris and his mother before sending them here two week ago.”


  “She’s considered dangerous because of her husband?” Danielle said.


  Rika nodded. “They dragged her from this cell when they discovered her pregnant, but Ferris doesn’t know. I haven’t seen her since, and I’ve no idea where they’re holding her.”


  “Would the guards kill her outright?” Danielle said.


  Rika shrugged. “I doubt it. Pride considers that murder.”


  Danielle stared open-mouthed searching for the right words. “Does he believe women and children are choosing death?” She swept her arm around the room.


  “Justice. Elan’s judgment. You pick the phrase. He doesn’t count this as murder,” Rika said.


  “We can’t stay here. We’ll die.”


  “Do you have a plan?” Rika said.


  “Keely can fly through those window slits, find my belt pouch, and bring my staff.”


  “We’ll have to sneak past the shard knights and the camp guard,” Rika said.


  “You said the camp was still under construction,” Danielle said. “Keely can find breaches in the camp’s fortifications. She can scout the camp’s perimeter reporting locations and patrol patterns for the troops stationed there.”


  “We can’t leave these people to die,” Rika said.


  Danielle nodded. “We need to escape first, and then we’ll work on freeing the hostages. Right now, I’m going to follow Keely’s lead. If we’re planning to escape, we need sleep.”


  A New Blade


   


  Sparks sprayed beneath Devery’s hammer as he pounded and shaped a wavy molten blade against his anvil. Sweat beaded his flexed biceps while the occasional droplet traveled his arm and splattered onto his iron anvil.


  Ronan stepped through the open door of Devery’s forge.


  Heat waves radiated from the coal furnace distorting the sparks of molten steel giving the room a surreal presence.


  “I’ve never seen a coiled blade like that,” Ronan said.


  Before Devery answered, another voice spoke behind Ronan. “It’s called a kris. The Tyrell family believes it transfers good fortunes to its true owner.” Patron Tyrell entered the forge and stopped beside Ronan.


  “Its true owner?” Ronan said.


  Devery paused his hammer. “There’s a true owner for every blade created with a smith’s care. Battle knights bond their sword with blood. A craftsman’s blade not bound by blood seeks its owner.” He gripped the curved blade with iron tongs and plunged the red-hot steel into a nearby barrel of water.


  “When the kris bonds its true owner, it imbues the blade’s unique gift. That gift gives the owner a great advantage,” Tyrell said.


  Devery lifted the blade free of the water and inspected its edge using light from the forge’s orange glow. The blade coiled like a gleaming silver snake at the end of the blacksmiths tongs.


  “What alloy are you using?” Ronan said.


  “That’s ironbarrow steel. It’s used to forge shard blades and only shard blades under penalty of death.”


  “So you’re making a shard blade?” Ronan said.


  Devery shook his head. “I’m not creating a shard blade,” he said. “Ironbarrow steel is superior to any known alloy, and I’m creating a great blade.” He carried the warm blade to his workbench and placed it atop a thick slab of slate. “Ironbarrow steel’s superior hardness and flexibility make it the best. An ironbarrow blade won’t break. But, as I mentioned yesterday evening, shard blades are growing weaker.”


  “What makes you believe that?” Ronan said.


  “I don’t think the blade is the problem. Ironbarrow steel has changed little over the centuries. I believe the shards themselves are growing weaker. I don’t have proof, but Patron and I have shared a few theories,” Devery said.


  “Centuries of reuse have caused the shard’s power to become diluted,” Tyrell said. “Each time they’re absorbed the magic thins for the next bearer.”


  “Another theory holds that shard magic is fading. We don’t know how shard magic works, but after twenty centuries the fragments could be losing intensity,” Devery said.


  “Every shard is unique,” Ronan said. “Maybe you’ve experienced a string of weaker shards coming through your forge,” Ronan said.


  Devery shook his head. “I’ve crafted multiple weapons from the same shard. The blades grow weaker with each new forging. For thirty years I’ve made blades using the same method. The blades could’ve grown weaker for centuries before I started making them. I’ve heard stories of blades crafted a thousand years ago carving through solid stone like it was paper. In the past, I’ve discounted those stories as legend, but maybe there’s truth behind them.”


  “Have you created a shard blade from the sixth enhancement shard? Ronan said.


  Devery nodded. “I used that shard during my first year smithing shard blades. It belonged to your father.”


  “Even if shard magic is dying, we can’t change the result with speculation. Time is short, and we need to start crafting the blade,” Tyrell said.


  Devery nodded and picked up his iron tongs. He lifted a cylindrical block of ironbarrow steel sitting next to the forge and nestled it atop the orange hot coals of the furnace. Flames burst to life around the cylinder, and reddish molten heat glowed from its surface. “A shard blade contains the essence of magic granted by the knight’s blood. The blades remain impressive, but dwindle with every new crafting. Modern day knights can’t produce blades as powerful as their predecessors.”


  “Who knows magic is fading besides us three?” Ronan said.


  “I’m sure Calder Pullman has to realize something’s wrong,” Devery said. “But, he’s so deep in Pride’s pocket, I doubt he’s told anybody. The last news he’d want to share with Merric Pride is that Elan’s magic is fading.”


  “He’s been crafting blades for fifteen years?” Ronan said. “Do you think he’s noticed yet?”


  “I think he knows,” Devery said. “Pride’s forced dozens of knights to release their shards or die, and I’ve not crafted the new blades.” He pulled free a second smaller block of red metal and slid it into the furnace next to the glowing chunk of Ironbarrow steel.


  Ronan tilted his head and squinted at the strange red metal. Its reddish color intensified as the hot coals softened its surface. “I’ve never seen that alloy. I thought you used ironbarrow steel to craft shard blades?”


  Devery met Tyrell’s gaze, and he nodded. “Go ahead. Tell him,” Tyrell said.


  “During my first year holding the shard, old Torr Latimer ordered me north to the village where Redkeep now stands. Instead of a real working village, I found a scattered hodgepodge of farms.” Devery lifted the red-hot block of ironbarrow steel with his tongs and turned it over. “The king ordered me to oversee Redkeep’s construction and secure the flow of ore out of Ironbarrow.”


  “After my first few weeks, I traveled from Redkeep to Ironbarrow through the back country. No roads joined Ironbarrow to Redkeep in those days.” Devery reached into the furnace and adjusted the smaller cylinder of red metal before continuing.


  “It came on a perfect cloudless night with a million stars twinkling overhead.” Devery’s eyes glazed over as he stared without focus into the orange heart of the coal furnace. “The pinpoint of light sat motionless on the distant horizon bobbing atop an ocean of stars. It started moving, and I watched it cross the sky growing bigger as it drew closer. I held my breath as I watched a giant ball of flame a half mile away flash across the midnight sky.” Devery’s blue eyes sparkled with amusement. “I thought I might need my spare underclothes stashed in my saddlebag. When it hit, I thought the whole world burned.


  “The star hit the ground?” Ronan said


  Devery nodded. “I’ve never seen anything move that fast. A few seconds later, the ground beneath my feet rippled. The tremors tossed me ten-feet backward, and if I hadn’t had my shield ready, I’d be dead. Rocks, branches, shrubs, and anything not entrenched in the ground hit my spirit shield harder than a knight’s shard blade.”


  Ronan stared open-mouthed in disbelief. “That’s the Sheba Crater. You saw the Sheba Crater form? My mother told me she watched that fire cross the sky from the palace in Freehold.”


  Devery nodded. “As soon as the dust cleared, I waded through ankle high ash and a forest of charred trees. When I reached the impact site, the crater stretched a half mile wide and fifty feet deep.”


  Ronan’s gaze lingered over the hot coals, and he stared at the molten metal glowing like a cherry in its belly. “You’ve held the answer that’s eluded investigators for decades. I’ll assume that metal,” he pointed to the cylinder of ore heating in the furnace, “created the Sheba Crater. Am I right?”


  Devery nodded. “I had a larger chunk thirty years ago. That’s the last piece. I’ve experimented with the crater ore many times over the past thirty years. I believe the alloy you see in the furnace will work best. It’ll be the first shard blade ever created using it.”


  “And the last,” Tyrell said.


  Ronan snapped his head toward Devery. “I can’t accept it. It’s too important.”


  Devery shook his head. “We need you well armed. Besides, there’s no guarantee it’ll work.”


  “What do you mean?” Ronan said.


  “I think this metal will hold more shard magic than ironbarrow steel alone, and it’ll improve the strength and flexibility of the sword. I’ll stretch the crater ore along the blade’s center. The sheba metal will spread shard magic through the steel faster and with greater intensity.”


  “Ronan, there’s no telling if it’ll work, but it could give us the advantage we need,” Tyrell said.


  Ronan nodded. “Thank you. I’ll do my best. What do I need to do?”


  Devery lifted the molten chunk of steel from the furnace. He gripped his smith’s hammer and placed it on his anvil. “Be ready when I call you.” Sparks flew as he beat on the glowing chunk of steel flattening and shaping it. “I make broadswords for the strongest battle knights, and that’s what I’ll make for you.”


  Devery’s hammer rang against the molten steel for a few minutes, quenched the blade in saltwater, and reheated the steel.


  As Devery cycled the steel from hot to cold, a blade took shape. The sword-smith concentrated on his task, and his attention never wavered.


  Devery pulled red-hot sheba ore from the furnace and placed it on the anvil atop the flat blade. He hammered the red metal molding it along the blade’s core. A shimmer of blue shard energy appeared around Devery’s body enveloping him in translucent light. The energy moved from his head and feet toward his shoulders and hammer arm. The energy twisted and ran along his arm before coalescing around his hand swinging the smith’s hammer. A bright ball of blinding light moved from his hand and floated to the face of his hammer. “Now Patron,” he said without breaking focus.


  “Ronan, fill yourself with as much spirit magic as you can hold, and give me your hand,” Tyrell said.


  Ronan pulled a massive amount of power from the vast reservoir of energy resting at his core, and his body sprang to life. He had a hard time believing knights from centuries ago held far more power. The magic flowed deep and vast within him, and his skin radiated a halo of yellow energy filling the room with a spectral aura.


  Tyrell’s eyes widened as he watched the light emanate from every pore and crevice of Ronan’s body. He pulled his shard blade from its sheath and sent his own energy surging into the steel. The sword sparked to life as yellow energy ran along the blade’s edge.


  Ronan held out the palm of his hand over the red-hot sheba alloy.


  Tyrell’s hand never wavered as he eased the glowing shard blade over Ronan’s outstretched palm.


  A thin line of blood formed under Tyrell’s blade as it moved along Ronan’s palm. Ronan turned his palm over and spread droplets of blood across the sheba alloy.


  As droplets fell, the enhancement magic they contained settled on the alloy’s surface hissing and steaming from the intense heat.


  Devery’s blue spirit magic spread across the face of his hammer as he continued to pound on the blade. The energy settled over the molten alloy and mingled with Ronan’s yellow enhancement energy.


  Ronan continued moving his palm across the blade’s surface until directed to stop. The energy stored in his blood combined with Devery’s blue shield energy, and the sheba alloy produced an effect unlike any he’d seen. Red light glowed from the sheba alloy, but Devery remained steady and calm. Ronan assumed it a part of the blades normal construction process.


  Devery spoke breaking the hypnotic pounding of his hammer. “The blade chooses the dominant attribute from the power present in your blood and fuses it lending added power during battle.” Ronan’s blood sizzled beneath the onslaught of the smith’s hammer sinking deep into the sheba alloy. “That’s enough Ronan. You may remove your hand.”


  Tyrell handed Ronan a clean towel. “I’ve never seen a knight display that much power. How did you do that?”


  Ronan wrapped his hand with the cloth. He worried that he’d disturbed the process. “Master Tyrell, I channeled my power as you directed.”


  “I’ve seen battle knights with decades of experience unable to summon a fraction of your power. Channeling that much magic lies beyond my ability,” Tyrell said.


  Devery’s pounding ceased, and energy flowed away from his hammer. He dunked the blade into the quenching barrel, and steam billowed from bubbling water near the hot sword. Devery left the sword to soak in freshwater. “I won’t need your assistance for the rest of the process. I’ll take another block of steel and meld it atop the first half. Then I’ll attach the guard, grip, and hilt, polish the surface mirror smooth, and the sword is yours. I’ll have it ready before we leave Redkeep.”


  “Thank you Devery,” Ronan said.


  Devery waved away the appreciation. “Don’t thank me yet, but I think the sheba alloy worked. I’ve never seen a blade react that way during the crafting.” He pulled off his heavy leather gloves. “But, I’ve never seen a knight channel that much power.”


  “I thought you said magic was waning from the shards?” Ronan said.


  Devery wore a puzzled expression and nodded. “Yes. And as I said, I’ve crafted that shard before, and he held half your power. I can’t explain it.”


  “What did you mean when you said the sword picks the knight’s best attribute?” Ronan said.


  “Yes. Every battle knight has greater aptitude enhancing one attribute. Some knights have proficiency increasing their quickness and reaction time.” Devery nodded toward Tyrell. “Patron’s gift is increased accuracy. Knights with great innate strength channel that attribute. Your blade will use characteristics of that defining attribute,” Devery said.


  Tyrell extended his blade. “This blade alters its course before striking an enemy finding the best angle. It moves by an inch or less seeking flesh rather than armor.”


  “Strength causes a blade to hit much harder than other shard blades,” Devery said.


  “When we saw Bryson in Winter Haven, infused speed caused his blade to move faster. A knight can already swing his blade fast, but a shard blade infused with speed moves with innate quickness,” Tyrell said.


  “Which attribute did my sword take?” Ronan said.


  Devery shrugged. “We won’t know until you send your power through it in battle.”


  “Until then, we need to prepare for departure,” Tyrell said.


  ***


  Merric Pride knelt before the life-size sculpture of Elan staring in resplendent glory toward the heavens. He lifted his white cowl over his gray hair and forced his gaze downward as a wave of deep inadequacy washed over him.


  He’d let down the great Lord. So many lost Ayralen souls in the colonies would never find His salvation. He’d given them every opportunity to find Elan’s guidance, but, instead, buried hundreds that refused to find the way. He clasped his hands together, closed his eyes, and prayed to Elan for spiritual aid.


  Save for the king, the Queen Mother’s Chapel behind the royal palace stood empty. A candlelight’s glow flickered from the altar providing the sole source of illumination in the tiny worship hall. Twin stained glass windows behind a statue of Elan shone dark in the dead of night. When dawn arrived, golden sunlight would fill the chapel with a rainbow of colors, but dawn wouldn’t come for hours.


  Behind the prostrate king, double doors creaked open, and tentative footsteps shattered the blessed shroud of silence.


  Pride raged at the interruption, but he kept it contained. He focused on his prayers, and ignored the barbaric intrusion of the interloper. He would finish his genuflection before he dealt with the disruption. He needed all of Elan’s guidance for the obstacles ahead.


  The footsteps grew louder and stopped a few feet away. The intruder cleared his throat and waited for the king’s attention.


  Pride resisted the urge to strangle the intruder. Elan wouldn’t tolerate violence in his place of worship. He let go a heavy sigh without turning. “What do you want Niles?”


  “Pardon the interruption Your Majesty, but I felt this news couldn’t wait,” Lord Randal said.


  “Do your concerns somehow outweigh Elan’s need to guide me?” Pride stood and faced Lord Randal.


  Traces of fear rimmed the corners of Lord Randal’s eyes, and his grip tightened on an old wooden book. His shoulders stooped, and he shrunk from Pride’s wrath. “Of course not Your Majesty. I apologize for disturbing your reverie.” Lord Randal turned to leave.


  Pride held up a hand. “Wait. You’ve already destroyed my concentration. Speak your mind so I may return to my meditation.”


  Lord Randal’s shoulders eased, and a twinkle of excitement replaced the fear in his eyes. “I’ve news about the girl.” He said, voice peppered with energy.


  Pride sighed. “What girl Niles?”


  “Miss Deveaux Your Majesty. Danielle Deveaux.”


  “Ah, yes. The Ayralen creature holding my ring. What news do you bring?”


  “We may have located her Your Majesty.”


  “What do you mean you may have located her? Either you did or you didn’t.”


  “Goat herders near the base of Salem’s Peak reported a massive avalanche several weeks ago and told stories of a strange opening exposed in the aftermath. I sent a team of knights to investigate -”


  Heat flashed behind Pride’s eyes. “Why wasn’t I told this news?”


  Lord Randal’s eyes widened. “I felt it beneath your attention.” The words tumbled from his mouth. “I didn’t want to bother you without definitive news.” His eyes flickered downward unable to hold the king’s gaze. “The knights located the cave and arrested a small group of Ayralen tomb raiders looting the ruins. Our knights killed two Ayralens during the robbery. We’re holding the rest for questioning.”


  “Miss Deveaux was an accomplice?” Pride said.


  “Yes. A girl fitting her description helped the barbarians. I know few blond haired Ayralens Your Majesty.”


  “Where did the knights take her?” Pride said.


  “To the northern colony Your Majesty. I -”


  “Did she carry the ring?” Pride said interrupting the twit.


  “I don’t know what items she carried. I received news of her capture minutes ago and came straight here. Should I order her brought to the palace Your Majesty?”


  “Why would I allow Ayralen thieves to disgrace the glory of Elan’s capital? Leave them in the northern colony. I’d like to inspect the place anyway. We’ll travel north for the interrogation. Have the Order’s Freehold battalion travel with us.”


  “Yes Your Majesty. The other piece of news -”


  “Have you found the boy?”


  Beads of perspiration glistened on Lord Randal’s forehead. “No Your Majesty. When the knights entered Redkeep they found it abandoned.”


  Lord Randal’s incompetence knew no bounds. “Did you at least leave a blockade at Winter Haven?”


  “Yes Your Majesty. Commander Renault left a full battalion behind at Winter Haven. The Order controls the Lost Valley.”


  Pride nodded. “Have Renault send the company north to Ironbarrow. Elan will guide us to them.”


  Lord Randal nodded. “Yes Your Majesty.”


  “You may go Niles,” Pride said.


  “Your Majesty have you given any thought to Knight Slater’s report?” Lord Randal said.


  Pride’s brow furrowed. “If I wanted to see fiction, I’d go to the theater.”


  “The Ayralen that detained Knight Slater and Knight Jeremy commanded plants and vines to suffocate them,” Lord Randal said.


  Pride smirked and shook his head. “Please Niles. Don’t tell me you fell for their story. I think young Bryson drank too much ale, passed out, and allowed Ronan and Tyrell to sneak past.” Waves of pity and contempt washed over him. “Honestly Niles, you’re as gullible as a schoolgirl.”


  Lord Randal smiled. “I’m sure that’s it.”


  “Good evening Niles, I must return to my meditation.”


  “I’ve another item to discuss if it pleases Your Majesty.” He lifted the ancient book cradled beneath his arm. “The knights found this book inside a room littered with skeletons.”


  Pride narrowed his eyes examining the book. “What does the book say?”


  “I don’t know the book’s contents Your Majesty. I haven’t opened it. The knights found it atop a lectern inside the ruins.” Lord Randal held his breath. “I believe it’s the Book of Order.”


  Pride’s stomach fluttered. “What evidence makes you believe that Niles?”


  “I don’t know Your Majesty, but if it’s the Book of Order, the information it contains could change the world.”


  “Did the Ayralen thieves overlook it?” Pride said.


  “They said the book held no value for them. They were seeking artifacts,” Lord Randal said.


  Pride nodded. He expected no less from the forest pagans. They needed religion and the discipline it brought. They would live under Elan’s strict doctrine soon enough. He smiled and placed a hand on Lord Randal’s shoulder. “You’ve done well recovering this artifact Niles. Do you see how Elan works? The avalanche revealing the cave. Elan’s blessed knights arriving in time to stop the barbarians. Elan guided this book into our hands tonight. He works in mysterious ways, but you can bet He has a plan.”


  Lord Randal beamed with satisfaction. “Yes Your Majesty. I believe Elan has led us to this moment.”


  Pride guided Lord Randal toward the dais. “Let’s open it and take a look shall we?” Pride patted the top of the oak lectern. “Set it atop the pulpit.”


  Lord Randal placed the book where directed and stepped backward. He faced the king and using words dripping with reverence and solemnity bowed and said, “Your Majesty, Elan’s Book of Order awaits your holy ministration.”


  Pride stepped forward and gazed awestruck at the book before him. He ran a trembling hand over the wooden cover. “With this book, I can restore Elan’s glory. I can feel Him guiding me.”


  Lord Randal folded his hands in prayer lifting them to touch the tip of his nose. “In Elan’s name be praised Your Majesty.”


  Pride opened the book’s cover, and his head spun. He gazed horror stricken at a drawing depicting Elan smiling at Lora. His mind went numb with shock unable to believe the reality that lay before him. Blood drained from his face, and the room dimmed behind blurred vision. He grabbed hold of the pulpit bracing himself from collapse.


  Lord Randal rushed to the king’s side and grabbed Pride’s shoulders holding him steady. “Your Majesty. Should I fetch a healer?”


  Pride pulled in sharp ragged breaths, and hot saliva welled up from the back of his constricted throat. “How dare you mock me!” He struggled to choke the words from his dry mouth.


  Lord Randal’s face went ashen as a look of terror rippled across his face. He shook his head. “No Your Majesty. I can assure you it’s no joke. I would never try to fool you.”


  Flashes of red rage cascaded behind Pride’s eyes like a burst damn after a spring flood. “You blasphemous weasel! How dare you suggest this…whore would sit in Elan’s presence!” Spittle flew from his dry mouth as he gestured toward the image of Elan and Lora clasping hands. “Remove this filth from Elan’s holy place of worship! I want it burned. Nobody can see that filthy book of lies. Do you understand me Niles?”


  Lord Randal’s mouth opened wide as droplets of Pride’s spittle oozed from his short gray beard. “Your Majesty, I beg you to reconsider. The book could reveal a treasure trove of lost knowledge. Ancient secrets of life, death, and powerful magic lay within these pages.”


  “It contains a wealth of lies Lord Randal and could destroy Meranthian culture forever.” Pride turned his back on Randal and felt the hideous book mock him.


  Lord Randal gripped his handkerchief and dabbed the spittle from his nose and beard. “Yes Your Majesty. But no one need discover the book. Once we learn its secrets, we’ll destroy it.”


  “Can you read the text? I don’t recognize any of those words,” Pride said.


  “I can’t read the book Your Majesty, but I’m confident, given time, I can have it translated. With Elan’s magic restored, you can rule in a way even Elan couldn’t imagine,” Lord Randal said.


  Pride closed his eyes and forced calm soothing breaths into his lungs. Niles could’ve stumbled on the right conclusion. He’d achieve greatness his predecessor’s had never dreamed possible. The book could give him immortality. “I want you alone working on the translation. I’ll expect a daily report, and the moment you’ve translated the book, I’ll watch it burn by my own hand.”


  Lord Randal bowed. “Thank you Your Majesty. You’ve ruled with wisdom tonight.”


  “You’ll translate the book as we travel north. We leave this week,” Pride said.


  North Camp


   


  After splitting from Devery and Sir Alcott a week ago, Ronan, Tyrell, and Kelwin traveled southwest from the Snowdrift Mountains toward the northern death camp. The forest of towering pine trees provided excellent cover and a constant supply of food during their journey. As the towering pines gave way to flat lowlands, the group encountered the tides of change.


  Through a shroud of thick fog and dark night skies, yellow light glowed on the north Meranthian horizon.


  Ronan brought Betty to a halt at the forest’s edge. “Wait. I see light across the open ground.”


  “Which direction Ronan? I can’t a quarter mile through this fog,” Tyrell said.


  Ronan pointed southwest. “A mile ahead I see a faint glow of light on the horizon.”


  “I’ll take your word for it. I can’t see past the tip of my nose,” Kelwin said.


  “Devery’s lead scout said we’d find the camp at this location. Ronan, can you see the eastern entrance? The scout reported that portion of the wall remained unfinished.” Tyrell said.


  “It’s too far away Master Tyrell. I won’t know until we move closer.”


  “I’m grateful you can see ten-feet beyond your nose in this fog.” Tyrell said.


  Since the day at Devery’s forge, Ronan’s power had intensified. He’d not sent energy through his new shard blade, but the act of holding it amplified his power. “Master Tyrell, the first time you held your shard blade, did you feel any change with your magic?”


  Tyrell furrowed his brow and paused as if thinking. “The blade itself offered a great advantage, but I don’t recall changes with my inherent magic. Why do you ask?”


  “I’m gaining strength with my shard magic, and I can’t explain why.”


  A look of confusion crossed Tyrell’s face. “Knight’s gain more control of their magic with time and experience, but I’ve never heard a knight mention an increase in raw power.”


  “Look at the fog surrounding us,” Ronan gestured at the wall of white fog blanketing their view. “When I channel shard magic it disappears. Three weeks ago, I’m certain I couldn’t have done that.”


  Tyrell focused on the billowing fog surrounding the men. “When I studied at the citadel, the oldest knights would share stories with new students. They’d recall feats of magic performed by legendary knights such as Byron the Black or Sir Jager of Bramblethorn. I discounted them as the tall tales of old knights trying to delight shard knights in training.” He shrugged. “Maybe, their stories were true. I’ve never met a knight that could penetrate a fog bank this thick even on his best day. I’m afraid I don’t have a reasonable explanation, but I’m grateful it’s happened.”


  “I just wish the bloody fog would let up,” Kelwin said.


  Ronan shook his head. “We’ve a mile of open ground to cover before we reach the camp’s fortifications.”


  “Which means we need to move,” Tyrell said. “The fog and darkness provide the best cover we could hope for, and come dawn, the sunlight destroys our biggest advantage.”


  “Agreed,” Ronan said. “But we can’t take the horses any further. Battle knight’s patrolling the eastern wall will hear them half a mile away.”


  “Can you see guards patrolling the eastern wall?” Kelwin said.


  “No, it’s too far,” Ronan said. “We’ll have to get closer.”


  “Can you see guards patrolling outside the camp’s walls?” Tyrell said.


  “I don’t see any patrols ahead,” Ronan said.


  “Gather any necessary belongings.” Tyrell dismounted and led Reggie a hundred yards into the pine forest’s thick cover. “I want us traveling toward Freehold before sunrise.” He placed a few items in Reggie’s saddlebags and walked back to the forest’s edge.


  Kelwin secured his horse and checked his belt pouch. He counted several vials of glowing green liquid before nodding. Tightening the grip on his heartwood staff, he stepped up beside Tyrell. “I’m ready,” he said in a hushed voice.


  After securing Betty and tightening the straps of his plate mail armor, Ronan touched the sheba blade strapped to his shoulders. He chased away a wave of flutters brewing in his stomach and let go a long breath. “I wish I’d had time to draw this blade and give it a thorough test.”


  “Devery said it’s the finest blade he’s ever crafted. If we’re careful, you won’t need it here either,” Tyrell said. “But if you do, I’ve every confidence it’ll work as Devery intended.”


  Ronan felt the tension build in his shoulders, and tried to relax. “Okay, let’s go.”


  Tyrell gestured toward the impenetrable wall of fog lying before them. “Lead the way Ronan. We’ll follow.”


  Ronan disappeared through the fog bank with Tyrell and Kelwin following on his heels.


  The gnarled ground proved difficult to cross as the camps construction had consumed hundreds of pine trees leaving the soil broken and furrowed. After several hundred yards, the tree stumps gave way to large swaths of mud and dead pine needles littering the ground ahead.


  Ronan raised his hand and stopped.


  The glow of disembodied shields moved atop the eastern wall.


  Ronan had expected shielded guards, but their presence strolling the top of the eastern battlement signaled completion of the camp’s construction. They’d have to find a way past those fortified walls. Ronan crouched and swiveled toward Tyrell and Kelwin. “The camp’s finished. I see shielded guards patrolling the eastern wall,” he said whispering.


  Tyrell gave the okay followed by a confirming nod from Kelwin.


  Ronan spun and took a tentative step forward onto a pile of dead pine branches.


  The ground beneath Ronan open, and he dropped.


  Ronan’s stomach turned inside out and, he suppressed a scream as he descended. He flailed groping for the pit’s edge, but his fingertips missed the edge by a hair’s width.


  Tyrell lunged forward at inhuman speed and grabbed empty air as Ronan disappeared into the dark ground.


   


  ***


  A red-chinned sparrow fluttered to a halt perching just inside a three-inch slit leading into the prison cell. The makeshift window provided air, light, and a means of sustaining life for fifteen Ayralen prisoners trapped inside.


  The tiny sparrow dropped the seed and chirped.


  Danielle jumped to her feet and made her way to the wall slit where the silhouette of a small sparrow sat perched against a backdrop of dark gray fog. “It’s clear.” She whispered


  The sparrow grabbed the flat black seed in its beak and hopped forward. With a rush of beating wings, the tiny bird extended its claws and landed atop the cell’s stone floor. Keely dropped the seed at Danielle’s feet and shifted into her human form. “It took me twenty minutes to find the window. The bloody fog’s as thick as a heartwood tree snake.”


  Danielle collected the seed and placed it in her palm. She closed her eyes and channeled flows of magic into the kernel. Her face lit with a smile. “Keely! You found a watermelon seed, and it’s healthy!”


  Keely beamed with approval. “No sense letting those fat guards be the only ones to enjoy some fresh fruit. I managed to pick one off a plate while he had his back turned.”


  Danielle placed the seed next to the water barrel “Gather ‘round everyone. Tonight’s menu includes watermelon with a side of squash and tomatoes.”


  Ferris jumped off his feet and pumped a fist. “I love watermelon.” He wrapped his arms around Keely. “Thank you Miss Keely.” Ferris and the cell's other prisoners, had made a marked recovery over the past three weeks feasting on a nutrient rich diet of fruits and vegetables.


  Keely looked as comfortable as a long tail cat doused with a bucket of water. “Uh…no problem kid.” She placed an awkward hand on Ferris’ shoulder. “I’m glad you…um…like it.” She gazed at Danielle with pleading eyes begging for rescue.


  Danielle shut her eyes and extended her open palm toward the seed lying on the cold stone floor.


  Ribbons of green energy twisted around the seed, and thick vines burst from the shell casing. Within moments, a long corded vine stretched across the cell’s hard floor. Every few feet a plump watermelon sat ripe and juicy atop a tangle of twisted vines.


  Rika leaned into the water barrel and pulled free arm loads of squash and tomatoes dropping them in a heap near the watermelon plant. She held the last tomato in her fingertips and said, “Danielle, would you bless our feast?”


  Heat flashed through Danielle’s cheeks. She’d never led a prayer and felt unprepared for the request, but she understood the importance for these desperate Ayralens. “I’ll try.” Danielle bowed her head and closed her eyes extending her palms outward. Warm soft hands joined hers, and she squeezed.


  Ayralen women and children gathered around heaping piles of produce.


  “Thank You God for providing this generous feast, and thank You for providing comfort during our darkest hour. Amen.” She raised her head and opened her eyes. “Start eating before a guard crashes the party, and I make it go poof.”


  A buzz of quiet conversation hummed among the souls gathered in the prison cell as the colonists grabbed tomatoes and split open watermelon.


  “What did you find this time?” Danielle said.


  “You don’t want to know,” Keely said.


  A twinge of dread rippled through Danielle’s chest. “Tell me.”


  “Merric Pride just slithered into camp. I saw a convoy of royal carriages arrive from the south.”


  “What do you think he wants?” She knew the answer, but hoped Keely would offer an alternative opinion.


  Rika stepped in to answer first. “He’s imprisoned the Prime Guardian’s daughter in his camp of horrors and came to interrogate you.”


  “I agree with Rika,” Keely said. “But, I’ve brought good news to go with the bad.”


  Danielle perked up. “Oh? I love good news.”


  “I found your seed belt and your staff. They’re right here in camp.” Keely said as she stuffed her mouth full of watermelon.


  A wave of relief washed over Danielle, and she turned a hopeful expression on Keely. “Did you see my ring? Where did you find them? Can you bring them to me?”


  Keely stepped backward. “Take it easy.” She took another bite of watermelon as her face writhed in pleasure. “This is good watermelon Danielle. You’ve a real knack for growing this stuff.”


  Danielle sighed. “Keely!”


  “You’re ring and necklace are next to your pouch and staff. They’re sitting on a desk in the guard’s office,” Keely said.


  “In camp headquarters?” Danielle said.


  Keely nodded. “Pride and his minions are staying on the second floor.” She dragged a dirty sleeve across her face wiping away a smear of watermelon juice dripping from her chin.


  “Can you bring my staff, pouch, and ring?” Danielle said. She’d lost her appetite as the prospect of Pride’s interrogation nauseated her.


  Keely stopped chewing and stared at Danielle with a blank expression. “Yes, of course.” She chuckled and shook her head.


  Rika swallowed a bite of tomato and accepted a chunk of watermelon offered by Keely. “Have you seen him? Merric Pride I mean.” Rika said.


  “Yep. The old bastard is a hundred yards from where we stand,” Keely said.


  “Shard knights will surround him. Maybe we should wait until he leaves to make a move on your staff and pouch,” Rika said.


  Danielle shook her head. “I can’t take the chance. At worst he’ll kill us outright. At best he’ll steal my staff, pouch, and ring.”


  “Guards! Guards coming!” Ferris said. The boy stood with his ear pressed to the cell door.


  The colonists tossed tomatoes, squash, and watermelons chunks into the barrel.


  Danielle knelt before the watermelon vine. “Take your positions.” She channeled magic into the vine and watched it shrink before disappearing altogether. A single watermelon seed laid at Danielle’s feet as the only remaining sign.


  The heavy iron doorknob turned as prisoners scrambled for their seats.


  Danielle grabbed the seed and slipped it inside her pocket as the steel door creaked opened. She scrambled across the stone floor lunging into position beside Keely and Rika.


  The camp guard entered the cell and stood near the water barrel gazing to his left and right. He narrowed his eyes and sniffed the air scanning the dimly lit room.”


  Danielle’s stomach rolled as her gaze halted on a puddle of watermelon juice beside the barrel. She prayed the guard’s stupidity would lead him past the spill.


  Around the room, colonists sat huddled in bunches leaning against the wall with stooped shoulders and faces staring downward.


  Danielle’s heart raced, and she held her breath waiting for the guard’s next move.


  His heavy footsteps echoed as he circled the cell inspecting the matted hair of each prisoner.


  As the footsteps grew closer, Danielle thought her heart might pound through her chest.


  The guard stopped and glared at Danielle through bloodshot eyes. “You.” He pointed his sausage-like index finger at Danielle.


  Danielle shifted her gaze upward and stared at the fat stubble-faced guard.


  “The king has demanded your presence at his breakfast table for reasons only Elan can guess.” He tossed a yellow garment at her feet. “Wear this. You can’t take breakfast with the king wearing that flea trap you’ve got on now.” He tossed two more dresses at Keely and Rika’s feet. “He’s asked for you two as well. I’ll come back in ten minutes.”


  The guard offered the women a final look of disgust and muttered under his breath as he left the cell locking the door behind him.


  Danielle released her held breath, but the anxiety remained. “I’m sorry for dragging you into this Rika.” Her hands trembled as she stood and picked up the dress.


  Rika let her colonist’s uniform drop to the floor and stood exposed wearing nothing but her undergarments. “I’ve a long history with that snake Danielle. You’ve done nothing wrong. We won’t leave you alone with him.”


  Danielle loosened the buttons on her colonists uniform and slipped it off. “Rika, there’s something I need to tell you.”


  Rika froze and traces of worry flickered in her eyes. “I don’t like your tone of voice Danielle.”


  Danielle held Rika’s gaze and paused. She knew Rika could live up to her expectations. “Nothing’s wrong, but we need your help with a special request.” She slipped the yellow dress over her head. “In my heartwood staff, I’ve hidden the shard of a guardian we lost inside Salem’s Peak. If I reach my staff, I want you to use the shard.”


  Rika shook her head. “Oh Danielle. I can’t. That’s wrong. It’s against Ayralen law, and I haven’t gone through any training.” Rika buttoned her new dress.


  “Ayralen law gives a commanding officer authority to direct the use of a shard dropped in combat.”


  “But, I don’t know how to channel a guardian’s magic,” Rika said.


  “It’s easy Rika,” Keely said. “For a guardian to take a beast’s form, she must’ve already connected with its soul.” Keely finished fastening the last button on her dress.


  “There aren’t many beasts roaming inside a Meranthian death camp,” Rika said.


  “I know one. Me.” Keely smiled and twisted inspecting her dress. “I rarely wear dresses, but when I do, I sure can pull it off.”


  “Rika, if you get a chance to take the shard, just follow Keely’s lead. When she shifts, focus on her eyes, and the magic will find you. Trust it,” Danielle said.


  “Depending on your strength, you can alter a beast form making yourself larger or smaller. I love sneaking up on people as a giant rabbit. It’s good for cheap laughs at the autumn festival,” Keely said.


  “Rika, the shard is going to waste trapped inside my staff,” Danielle said.


  The lock on the cell door rattled, and the heavy steel door swung open. The overweight guard returned entering the room surrounded by a spirit shield’s blue glow. Standing in the corridor, a pair of shard knights stood watching. “Follow me. You whores won’t make the king wait.”


  ***


  As he fell, Ronan pulled on his reservoir of enhancement magic and channeled it through his skin, bones, and muscle.


  Carved wooden spikes closed in on Ronan like the teeth of an enraged beast.


  He curled into a ball and waited for the unavoidable collision.


  A loud cracking sound echoed through the empty confines of the sunken pit followed by a muffled scream.


  Tyrell’s voice filled the silence in the moments following impact. “Ronan! Are you okay?” His whispered voice came fast and urgent.


  Ronan froze afraid to move a muscle as his heart slammed in his chest. He cracked open his eyes and cried out.


  The glassy-eyed stare of a dead mountain lion met Ronan’s gaze inches from his nose. Thick wooden spikes protruded from three different entry points, the last one through the beast’s throat.


  Behind the cat, dozens of chiseled wooden spikes provided a latticework of death stretching six-feet across the pit.


  Ronan’s stomach churned from the stench of rotting flesh, and his throat constricted as he fought the urge to vomit. He channeled shard magic and deadened his sense of smell.


  Beneath Ronan, two sharpened spikes intended for him had, instead, taken the worse of the exchange. The spikes snapped like dry kindling against his shard enhanced body, and he found himself wedged between broken and unbroken spikes.


  Tyrell and Kelwin’s silhouettes peered over the edge staring into a wall of thick fog.


  Ronan scanned his body for cuts, scrapes, or broken bones. Large gashes appeared in the leather armor near his shoulders and mid-thigh. Jagged tears penetrated the leather but left his skin unmarked. He exhaled with relief. “I’m fine Master Tyrell. Kelwin, can you lend a hand?”


  “No problem. Stay put, and I’ll send down a vine.”


  Ronan rolled his eyes. “You’re real funny Kelwin.”


  Green light flickered off the gray fog, and a thick vine appeared like a rope ladder slapping against the chiseled head of a nearby spike.


  Ronan grabbed hold of the vine, gave it a quick pull testing its stability, and shimmied upward. At the top, Tyrell and Kelwin grabbed his shoulders and pulled him clear of the edge.


  Tyrell extended a hand. “Glad to see you’re okay.”


  Ronan took Tyrell’s hand and pulled himself up. He brushed bits of mud and leaves from his armor.


  Scattered across a mile of open ground, mud, pine needles, and dead branches obscured any sign of hidden pits leading to the camp’s wall.


  “This looks like a happy jaunt across Merric Pride’s field of fun and surprises. What’s next? A snake pit? Boiling oil?” Ronan shook his head. “I’d rather not volunteer my flesh to every horror lurking across this plain. I’d love hearing ideas.”


  “I can help a bit.” Kelwin extended his arm palm facing downward. A green ball of faint light coalesced under his fingertips. With a twist of his wrist, the energy divided into dozens of miniature light streams flying away in different directions.


  Several feet away the sound of rustling branches rattled through the heavy fog. The branches moved exposing four gaping pits spread out five yards ahead. “Never let me doubt you Kelwin. Thanks.”


  Kelwin smiled. “I can’t have you dirty up your armor. You’ve a reputation to preserve.”


  Ronan moved ahead and stopped at the next pit. A shiver ran along the nape of his neck as every few feet a pit stood open like a grave awaiting an occupant. “Only four pits?”


  “I’ll uncover them as we go. Just take it slow,” Kelwin said.


  Ronan nodded. “Slow and steady. No problem.” He inched his way across the open field as orbs of green light fluttered with abandon flushing out pits and collapsing the brush used to cover them.


  As the eastern wall of the death camp loomed ahead, shielded figures patrolled the ramparts.


  Fingertips tugged at Ronan’s shoulder, and he paused glancing backward.


  “There’s no more pits Ronan. The way is clear,” Kelwin said using a light whisper.


  Ronan nodded. “After the guards enter the tower, run hard, and don’t stop until we touch the wall.” He matched Kelwin’s whisper.


  Heavy stone bulwarks stood at the camp’s four corners towering above the ramparts of the formidable wooden walls. Atop every tower, archer’s armed with heavy longbows stood guard. Under normal conditions, the bulwarks allowed them to spot the slightest movement a mile away.


  As the patrolling guards disappeared inside the northeast tower, Ronan, Kelwin, and Tyrell scrambled up the slope.


  At the wall, Kelwin yanked open his belt pouch and pulled free several seeds. He placed a hard red seed in his palm and flattened it against the wall. Seconds later, vines raced from his open palm twisting and weaving upward finding the top edge of the rampart.


  Kelwin nodded signaling the go-ahead.


  Ronan placed his foot in Kelwin’s vined ladder and hoisted himself skyward. The vines held firm as he raced his way to the rampart.


  Tyrell and Kelwin followed and joined Ronan atop the eastern rampart. Kelwin touched the vined ladder with a single fingertip, and it withered falling from the wall.


  At the camp’s center a two-story stone building radiated the sole source of light in an otherwise grim camp setting. Next to the camp’s main building a short stone roof extended a few feet from the earth with several small slits gouged out near the top like air holes in a paper sack.


  Spreading outward from the main building, dozens of dark wooden barracks housed thousands of dying Ayralen women and children providing the reason for the camp’s existence. The barracks sat silent and bleak offering no music, light, or sign of life. The unmistakable scent of death hung thick and still on the foggy mist.


  Outside each wooden building, piles of emaciated lifeless bodies lay stacked in heaps. Near the camp’s western wall, two men grabbed bodies from a pile and tossed them into a horse drawn cart. They flung the corpse of a small child atop the lifeless remains of a young woman that looked like the child’s mother.


  Ronan’s stomach twisted in knots. Women and children lived their last days in those dark desolate barracks, alone and forgotten. They’d committed no offense. Wronged no person.


  A kernel of rage flared deep in his core. He clenched his jaw and faced Tyrell. “There will be a reckoning for this atrocity.” He clung by a razor’s edge over control of his emotions. “I promise you that.” His whispered voice trembled with rage.


  Tyrell’s steel blue eyes held Ronan’s never wavering. Thinly veiled anger shrouded his expression, and betrayed his contempt. “Use the anger Ronan, but don’t let it consume you. Sharpen it like a weapon.”


  Kelwin’s mouth hung open, and his face contorted into a mask of horror. He shook his head and turned away from the dead surrounding them. “Why? Dear God why?” His voice trembled, and tears rimmed his eyes.


  “We need to move,” Tyrell said in a hushed whisper. He pointed to the stone building at the camp’s center. “That’s the guardhouse.” He pointed to the small flat building dug into the ground. “That’s the prison. It’s the most likely place they’d hold Rika.”


  Ronan let his anger simmer, and he focused on the prison’s roof. “We’ll go through the guardhouse. I don’t see another way inside.”


  Tyrell nodded and pointed to a small metal door behind the guardhouse. “That door’s our best chance.”


  “Kelwin, can you make another rope?”


  Kelwin nodded. Without further instruction he dropped a seed atop the wall, and a thick vine lurched over the rampart’s edge and disappeared into the dark gray fog.


  As Ronan slid down the vine, the sickening stench of death grew heavy laying like a thick blanket across camp. When he touched ground, the foul odor forced him to hold his breath, and his stomach contracted with nausea. He needed all five senses working for him and couldn’t afford to cut off the horrific odor. With watering eyes he forced short hard breaths through his nose and crouched waiting for Tyrell and Kelwin.


  First Tyrell then Kelwin landed near Ronan. Kelwin moved his hand near the vine ready to release it.


  Ronan touched his shoulder and said in the barest whisper. “Leave it Kelwin. We need a quick way over the wall.”


  Ahead, the dark outline of a ramshackle wooden barracks loomed. The building had no door and provided nothing for warmth. Winter’s first freeze would kill any souls lucky enough to survive that long.


  Ronan scrambled forward sidestepping a pile of debris. As he approached the nearest barracks, he paused signaling Tyrell and Kelwin to stop.


  A horse’s whinny filled the strange silence of the predawn air. Atop a creaky wagon, a gaunt white haired driver sat with stooped shoulders guiding a team of horses through the impenetrable wall of fog.


  “I don’t know how you’re steering this wagon. I can’t see past the tip of my nose in this damn fog.” The voice came from the wagon’s rear end.


  The toothless driver pulled the reigns hard, and the wagon stopped. “I’ve driven this route a hundred times. I could do it blindfolded. If you’re done squawking, there’s work to do.”


  A barrel-chested guard slipped from the wagon’s rear seat. “Come on Briggs. Time to work.”


  A short stocky guard groaned as he eased from his seat, and shambled toward a pile of dead bodies. “Why can’t we just leave these stacked? We stopped by this barracks two days ago.”


  A few yards away, a neat pile of thin corpses lay stacked like logs awaiting a fire.


  “You know what the captain said. The king arrived late last night, and he doesn’t want him to sick up with the dead piled sky-high near his breakfast plate,” the big man said.


  Ronan’s blood ran cold. Why would Pride visit the northern death camp? He could’ve killed Rika any time in the past. He glanced over his shoulder at Tyrell.


  Tyrell shrugged and shook his head.


  The guards heaped the lifeless bodies of women and children atop the corpses already filling the wagon bed. They flung the remains with all the solemnity used to clean a dirty chamber pot. After a few minutes of silent work, the guards climbed aboard the wagon. The larger guard smacked the side of the wagon, and the ancient driver flicked his reins. Moments later, the wagon disappeared into a bank of dark fog.


  Ronan forged ahead weaving around piles of broken bodies and discarded debris. As he traveled past the barracks, the occasional child’s cry or the moan of a woman’s grief raised the hair on his neck.


  He hurried through the fog disconnecting his mind from the horror surrounding him. If he allowed his thoughts to linger on the black grief blanketing the camp, it would consume him.


  Through the dense fog, the guardhouse slipped into view a dozen paces ahead. Light poured from windows on the building’s eastern half, and at its peak, guards patrolled the building’s roof line.


  If he snuck through the guardhouse and found Merric Pride, Ronan could end relentless suffering fed by thousands of souls. That prospect sent a rush of adrenaline pumping through his blood.


  Ronan closed his eyes, and forced his thoughts toward their designed goal. He couldn’t risk the lives of Tyrell, Kelwin, Rika, and himself. The team’s capture and death would end the Meranthian resistance effort and kill hope for a brighter future. He wouldn’t repeat his mistake at the palace.


  Ronan chased away those thoughts and darted a dozen steps ahead reaching the guardhouse undetected.


  Kelwin reached Ronan first, and Tyrell followed. The three men flattened themselves against the building’s stone wall and snaked ahead slipping around the guardhouse’s northeast corner.


  Halfway along the building’s northern face the small steel door waited.


  Ronan inched his way along the wall until he felt the door beneath his extended hand. He glanced toward Tyrell and Kelwin and nodded.


  Kelwin and Tyrell held Ronan’s gaze, and each man nodded in turn.


  Ronan let out a held breath, pushed off the wall, and spun around to face the door. As his fingertips touched the iron door handle, it began turning from the building’s interior.


  Ronan froze, and a fresh wash of adrenaline raced through his body. He slipped the sheba blade free from its scabbard strapped to his shoulders.


  Steel rang as the sound of Ronan’s blade cut the predawn silence. The metal door creaked open, and light poured outward exposing Ronan, Tyrell, and Kelwin.


  A pair of startled shard knights stared wide-eyed and frozen as they witnessed the first flows of energy race through the new blade.


  The sword glowed like a red-hot beacon as Ronan sent flows of rage induced magic pouring through its core.


  The enemy knights raised their forearm blocking the blinding scarlet light pouring from Ronan’s blade.


  Dawn came early to northern Meranthia that day as the illumination from Ronan’s blade split the fog like a red alien sun signaling the arrival of the righteous king.


  Breakfast With The King


   


  Two shard knights stood behind the king’s dining chair as a servant unloaded the last tray of breakfast food. The servant scooped hot eggs and bacon onto a fine white china plate, bowed, and placed it before the king.


  “Thank you Monty, it smells delicious,” Pride said.


  Monty bowed. “Very good Your Majesty.” He left leaving Pride and the shard knights alone with the three Ayralen colonists.


  Four thick slices of bacon sat atop a mountain of golden scrambled eggs blanketing Pride’s breakfast plate.


  His mouth watered as his eyes devoured the feast. He took a sip from a steaming mug of coffee and licked his lips savoring the rich flavor of the beans. Elan favored those who favored Him, and this generous breakfast proved the perfect example.


  The three women sat silent at the opposite end of the long cherry table. Unlike Pride, their plates remained cold and empty. They stared with hungry eyes at heaping plates of food like vultures circling carrion.


  Pride’s stomach growled as the aroma of hot biscuits hit his nose. “Ah, but those biscuits smell delicious. Don’t they?”


  Keely licked her lips and eyeballed the biscuits.


  Pride grinned and couldn’t help but find amusement at her plight. He twisted open the flaky biscuit and let the aroma roll down the table toward the starving women. Steam billowed from the fresh biscuit, and Pride set it on his plate.


  He picked up a carafe loaded with pure honey and drizzled it atop the biscuit letting the excess ooze onto his plate. These women hadn’t eaten in weeks, but it struck him odd the ravages of hunger should’ve taken a greater toll on their physical health. Ronan’s girlfriend had served penance for months yet she appeared fresh as a daisy. “Tell me Miss Finn, you’ve spent two months without Elan’s nourishment yet you sit at my table looking as if you ate just yesterday?” Pride said as he inhaled a large bite of scrambled eggs.


  Rika shrugged. “I can’t explain it.”


  Pride’s anger flared. He demanded respect. He pounded his fist on the table. “Your Majesty. You will address me as Your Majesty. Do you understand me?”


  Rika flushed. “I…ah…yes Your Majesty. I can’t explain it Your Majesty.”


  Keely stifled a grin staring at her empty plate.


  “Do you take me for a fool? You three live only by Elan’s grace. If I listened to my darker thoughts, I’d pile you…women atop a trash heap with the rest of this colony’s rubbish. Answer my question Miss Finn.” He bit into a thick strip of bacon gobbling half in a single mouthful.


  “Through prayer and meditation, Elan has spared me the wrath of famine Your Majesty.” Rika clasped her hands together and nodded her head in prayer.


  The bitch dared mock him. He’d have answers before breakfast ended. He had more important questions, and the company of these three Ayralens made him nauseous. “I see. Perhaps I’ll post guards within the cell? They might benefit from your meditations.”


  Rika didn’t flinch. “Yes. I think the camp guards would gain great insight. Thank you Your Majesty. What do you think Danielle?”


  “Huh? What?” Danielle’s gaze focused on her personal items piled up on the breakfast table. Her pouch, staff, and ring laid inches from Pride’s reach.


  Pride grinned. Like a lamb to slaughter, she couldn’t resist. “Miss Deveaux, are you feeling okay? You seem…distracted,” Pride said.


  “I’d like my ring back Your Majesty. It’s a personal item and returning it would bring you no harm,” Danielle said.


  A thin smile spread across Pride’s pasty cheeks. “Oh? What’s special about the ring?” He gulped a mouthful of coffee washing away a chunk of bacon stuck in his teeth.


  “As I said, its value is purely sentimental. It’s a Deveaux family ring.”


  Pride furrowed his brow. “How do I know you didn’t steal it from the Meranthian dig site in Salem’s Peak? You and your friends did untold damage to the most important discovery in centuries.”


  Danielle’s face reddened. “We took nothing from those ruins. We found a dusty old book and left it alone.”


  He didn’t want to hear about the damn book. He’d burn the bloody book and every tree in the Ayralen forest one day soon. He picked up the gold ring and placed it in his outstretched palm. “Do you know what this ring is Miss Deveaux?” He stood and pushed his chair away.


  Danielle’s cheeks grew red. “Like I said, it’s been in my family for years-”


  Heat swelled in his neck, and flashes of rage thumped in rhythm with his heartbeat. He’d not tolerate this insolent child to sit before the Meranthian king and spew lies. “Lies!” He swept his hand across the table sending his breakfast plate flying.


  Pride’s breakfast plate smashed against the stone wall near the hearth sending eggs, bacon, and shattered bits of china skittering.


  Danielle recoiled and covered her face in a defensive posture.


  Waves of anger washed over him. She’d pay for her insolence. Pride stormed around the table and stood towering over Danielle. “How do the rings interact with Elan’s Heart? Tell me!”


  Her eyes went wide with panic. “I don’t know, I -”


  He reached his arm back and swung. His hand went numb as his diamond ring drove into the soft flesh of her cheek. “You’re a dirty liar!”


  The impact sent Danielle flying backward. Her chair tipped over, and she rolled across the rich woven carpet of the dining room floor.


  Rika jumped to her feet reaching for her nonexistent belt knife.


  Keely flung her chair back, jumped to her feet, and whirled on Pride.


  Danielle’s hand moved to her cheek, and she turned panic-stricken eyes on Keely and Rika. “No Keely! Stop!”


  He controlled these women. Their Ayralen submission sickened him. At least the Queen fought for her life. “I’d listen to your friend Miss Bouchard. You’d not enjoy the result.”


  Danielle held onto her cheek and sat upright. “I don’t know anything about Elan’s Heart. My father gave me the ring on my tenth birthday. Beyond that, I know nothing. I promise on all I hold dear.”


  “Tell me of the second ring. Where’s it hidden?” He said.


  Danielle’s face twisted in confusion. “I don’t know about another ring. I swear.”


  Pride slipped the ring into the pocket of his white silk robe and turned his back on Danielle. He gazed at the bigger shard knight standing at the ready. “Bryson, I’ve lost my appetite. Do as you please.”


  A greasy smile slithered over the knight’s stubbly jaw. “Thank you Your Majesty.” His smile faded as the dining room doors crashed open.


  Pride spun, and a thick shimmering shield flashed around him an instant later.


  The servant, Monty, skidded to a halt just inside the doorway. “Your Majesty.” His breathless words came in short bursts as he struggled to catch his breath. “The camp’s defense has failed. Intruders are battering the doors. Please! Hurry!”


  “Your Majesty, we need to take you to the safe room,” Bryson said.


  In Elan’s name he didn’t need this distraction. Another colony uprising? He thought he’d seen the last of those. Pride nodded. “Yes, of course. Bryson, come with me. Jeremy, shield these women, and hold them until I return.”


  Jeremy extended his arm, and detention shields appeared around the Ayralen women. “They won’t escape Your Majesty.”


  Pride brushed past the trapped women and left the dining room with Bryson and the harried servant in toe.


   


  ***


  Danielle waited for the dining room doors to close then spun on the shard knight. “I’m giving you fair warning. Drop the shields or I’ll respond with violence.”


  Jeremy doubled over laughing. “I mean no offense.” He held up his armored hand. “Really I don’t, but you’re an unarmed, half-starved, slip of a girl. I’m sorry the king hit you. It’s wrong to hit a lady, especially one with your spectacular beauty.” He held up both hands in a pleading gesture. “There’s nothing I can do to prevent it. Whether it’s right or wrong, I pledged an oath to uphold the king’s law.” He shook his head “No, you’ll stay here until the king returns.”


  “I don’t have time to argue. It’s your choice.” Giant black thorns sprouted from Danielle’s body and rammed into the detention shield.


  Jeremy’s eyes bulged. “Dear Elan, here we go again.” He extended an open palm and flicked his wrist. “Hold on miss, it’s not worth my life.”


  The shields flickered then disappeared.


  Danielle released the black thorns and wrapped a sheath of protective vines around her body. The tight corded plants provided a snug layer of protection.


  “Can every Ayralen control plants like you?” Jeremy said.


  She smiled. “Not all Ayralens sir Knight.” She flicked her wrist, and her belt and staff flew off the table. She caught each in midair then strapped her belt pouch around her waist.


  Keely shifted into the form of a golden saber-toothed forest cat and sprang forward pouncing on a terrified Knight Jeremy.


  Jeremy clattered to the floor landing flat on his back. Keely planted her forelegs atop his chest pinning the knight to the ornate carpet.


  Jeremy screamed as he stared with terror-stricken eyes into the beast’s toothy grin. He held up trembling hands. “Please. I did as you asked. Don’t kill me.”


  Danielle removed a seed from her pouch and flipped it atop Jeremy’s chest. “Keely, the man surrendered. Stop scaring him.”


  A low rumble emanated from the saber cat’s throat, and Keely stepped off the fallen knight.


  Danielle extended her palm toward Jeremy and channeled nature magic toward the seed.


  Green flows of energy snaked across the room and sank into the seed atop his chest. Dark scaly vines wrapped Jeremy as tight as a caterpillar in a cocoon.


  Danielle stood over Jeremy’s constrained body and flicked her wrist.


  A small gap opened above Jeremy’s nostrils allowing him to breathe while the rest of his body remained covered in a spider web of vines.


  “He won’t escape those vines anytime soon.” She stepped away and tightened the grip on her heartwood staff.


  Danielle’s staff warped with an aquamarine flash and opened to reveal a glassy shard swimming with flows of green and red energy.


  She caught the shard as it dropped from the hidden space inside then heartwood staff.


  Rika flashed a wary expression and shook her head as she stepped away.


  “Rika, we don’t have time to argue.” She extended her arm toward Rika holding the shard in her palm. “Go ahead, and take the shard.”


  Rika’s brow furrowed, and she glanced at the glittering shard. “It feels wrong, but I won’t die rotting in that cell.”


  Danielle nodded. “I’m glad that’s settled.” She dropped the shard in Rika’s palm and stepped backward.


  Rika closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened them, her gaze locked on the shard nestled in her palms.


  Danielle never grew tired of watching magic fill a human soul. “That’s it Rika. Open your heart to the magic, and let it embrace you.”


  Rika’s eyes concentrated on the shard’s core as her eyes took on an out-of-body expression.


  The shard’s light burst outward in a thousand directions. Yellow, green, and red streamers raced across the room in razor sharp lines, crisscrossing each other at wild angles.


  Danielle froze not daring a breath as the magic took hold.


  The light slowed and hung frozen in mid-air. At that moment, time stood still as the shard energy firmed and imprinted on Rika’s soul.


  Danielle stood awe-struck at the shard light’s grandeur. What mind created such wonder?


  The light reversed course and rushed inward slamming into Rika’s flesh embedding its core within her mind and body.


  Rika gasped and snapped her head upward staring toward the heavens as if receiving the answer to a long wondered question.


  Green and red light flowed into her open mouth, eyes, and nose. Shard magic seeped into her hair and through the pores of her skin.


  Rika’s stance slackened, and she stumbled before finding her footing. She leaned over and placed her hands on her knees regaining her equilibrium.


  Keely sat silent, watching, and waiting. A low purr rumbled from her throat, and her saber cat tail batted the floor in playful strokes.


  “Rika. Remember what Keely told you. Look into her eyes and join her soul,” Danielle said.


  Rika stood as she regained full control of her body. She met Danielle’s gaze. “Thank you Danielle. No matter how this night ends, you’ve given me a gift I can never repay.”


  “You owe me nothing Rika. I’m honored to call you a friend,” Danielle crossed the room and embraced Rika. “There’s more we need to discuss. I couldn’t tell you everything in the cell.”


  Rika held her embrace. “There’s more I need to tell you too.”


  Danielle squeezed Rika’s hands and stepped back. “Time’s short. We need to go.”


  Rika faced Keely and stared into her flecked saber cat eyes. A moment later, her body shifted, transforming into a saber-toothed forest cat. Her ebony coat gleamed with a dark rich sheen. She padded across the thick carpet with her cat form as liquid and feminine as her human body.


  “Okay, let’s go.” Danielle left the dining room through the same door Pride used minutes earlier.


  Keely and Rika bounded after her following close behind.


  A smaller utilitarian dining room crammed with a half-dozen tables sat in scrambled chaos. Silverware and napkins laid atop plates of half-eaten breakfast. Empty tables and pushed back chairs signaled a hasty departure.


  A faint whimper came from the far corner of the abandoned dining hall.


  Curiosity pulled Danielle toward the noise, and she weaved through the mess of fallen chairs and dropped napkins.


  A small frail man with a sunken face and a close-cropped gray beard sat huddled and trembling on the floor. Smashed against his chest he protected a thick book. As Danielle slid into view, he shoved himself deep into the room’s corner. “I’m warning you. A dozen shard knights are fighting right outside.” His voice quivered with fear. “If you leave now, I’ll forget I saw you pass.” He tracked the stalking saber-cats with fear riddled eyes.


  The gold and black saber cats glided through table legs and stopped on Danielle’s right and left.


  A high-pitched shriek escaped the man’s throat as his trembling body deteriorated into a full-out quake. “Keep those ghastly beasts off me. I’ll give you whatever you want.”


  Danielle recognized the strange book from the ruins. The spindly man appeared willing to die protecting it. She didn’t know what it contained, but she wouldn’t allow Merric Pride access to its secrets. “Hand me the book.”


  The man’s mouth fell open. “No!” He twisted his body sideways and looked ready to scratch a hole through the wall.


  Danielle sighed. “Your boss stole my ring, so I’m taking the book. I’ll call that a fair trade.” She motioned to the cats. “Rika. Keely. Bring me the book please.”


  Keely bounded toward the trembling man with her jaws stretched wide and canines gleaming. She reared up on her hind legs and roared.


  Silverware shook and plates rattled, and the man screamed in blood curdling terror.


  He threw the book behind him at Danielle’s feet and buried his head in the corner violently shaking. “Take the book! Just don’t kill me please.” His body shook with sobs.


  This man stood idle while thousands died. Danielle felt no sympathy for him, but she wouldn’t slaughter him in cold blood either. “That’s enough Keely.” She spoke the words with little urgency in her voice.


  Keely settled onto four legs and retreated.


  Danielle picked up the discarded book. She tucked it under her arm and turned to go. “You’re lucky to leave this room alive. I wonder if your employer will offer the same compassion? Somehow, I don’t think he’ll be very happy with you.”


  The man offered no response and remained cowered in the corner trembling like an injured fawn.


  Danielle, Keely, and Rika dashed through the guardhouse’s abandoned hallways. The sounds of fighting grew louder and echoed from the rear entrance. Primal screams of combat mixed with cries of terror and pain.


  A slight tingle of apprehension tugged at Danielle’s conscience. The intense sounds of combat wouldn’t rise from a simple rebellion of a few unarmed women, and she heard no female voices. Camp guards and shard knights fought for their lives, and they sounded desperate. Who would fight a dozen well-armed shard knights and expect victory? Had Pride’s knights stumbled on Arber and Brendyn attempting a rescue?


  The women kept moving until they reached the guardhouse’s front entrance. The room sat silent and unoccupied.


  A hollow feeling of victory washed over Danielle. “Ladies, wait. Does it strike you odd that every guard and shard knight in camp would abandon their post to quell a rebellion of unarmed starving women?”


  Rika changed to her human form. “You’re reading my mind Danielle. What do you think we should do?”


  Keely switched into her human form. “We should leave fast and thank our lucky stars for the guardian angel who created that distraction.”


  “I don’t feel right doing that Keely,” Danielle said. “What if it’s Arber and Brendyn trying to save us?”


  Keely sighed. “I never considered that. Count me in. What’s the plan?”


  “If we stay inside, we run the risk of guards trapping us from behind. Let’s go out the front door and circle behind the guardhouse,” Danielle said.


  Keely nodded. “If we run into trouble, we’ll take flight.”


  “Okay. Let’s hurry,” Danielle said.


  “Agreed,” Rika said.


  Danielle opened the front door and left the guardhouse.


  A blanket of fog shrouded the small muddy lane leading from the camp’s front gate to the guardhouse. On the horizon, the first streaks of dawn penetrated the darkness turning the fog a dim pale gray.


  Keely and Rika changed into twin saber cats and prowled through the heavy fog. The wild saber-toothed forest cat controlled vast sections of the Heartwood and stood as an apex predator in the forest’s food chain. Besides its obvious ferocity, the cat held other unique attributes. Its eyesight rivaled the Heartwood’s winged predators that held dominion over the forest floor.


  “I’ll follow, but don’t move too fast,” Danielle said. “I can’t see three-feet in this fog.”


  Keely led the way slinking along the guardhouse’s stone wall. The deadly sound of fighting grew louder with each step.


  As Danielle rounded the rear corner, the cats stopped.


  Ahead lay a field of chaos. Tangled vines trapped five guards just a few feet away.


  Danielle recognized the warden’s vines. The thorn’s barbed tips produced a toxin that warden’s used to disable or kill an enemy. Brendyn and maybe Arber fought for their lives against Pride’s forces.


  Beyond the tangled vines came the sound of desperate fighting. The din of steel colliding with steel rang through the predawn mist, and glowing light from hazy blue spirit shields marked the locations of shard knights pitched in battle. Streaks of ethereal light from active shard blades danced in time with the clash of swordplay. Shielded knights buzzed like hornets around a hive engaged with an unknown enemy obscured by the mist and the building’s edge.


  A slick layer of filmy sweat coated Danielle’s palm as she locked her hand around her staff. Arber and Brendyn didn’t use swords. Had they enlisted a rogue shard knight for help?


  A half-dozen bubbled knights bounced like ricocheting marbles. A knight’s silhouette leaped ahead claiming the surrendered ground. An amber streamer of light blurred like a scythe in a wheat field shattering the nearest translucent spirit shield. The blue shield light flickered then disappeared. Scarlet blurred, and a shriek of agony pierced the morning mist.


  Rika changed into her human form. Her lower lip trembled, and she reached for the scarlet knight with a shaking hand. Tears streaked her face, and a desperate scream crossed her lips. “Ronan!”


  Danielle’s chest tightened, and a sharp tingle ran along her spine. Had she understood Rika? Could she mean her Ronan? She wanted to believe with her whole heart she’d heard correctly. She grabbed hold of Rika’s arm and stopped her from running headfirst into the fray. “Rika!”


  Rika pulled from Danielle straining toward the scarlet knight as if her life depended on reaching him. Danielle needed to calm her. “Rika. Stop and think. You’ll die if you run in unarmed. Who’s the knight bearing the red sword? I need to know.”


  Rika spun on Danielle. Tears ran in a river down her bleary face. “He’s the prince and Meranthia’s true king. He’s my best friend, and I love him. Don’t stop me Danielle. I’ll die before I see him harmed.”


  Danielle stood frozen too stunned to react. Her brother fought in the fog of the morning light. She could almost touch him. “Rika, use your cat form.” Her words came fast and urgent. She slipped the book into a harness in her belt pouch. “He won’t die Rika.” She held her staff toward the heavens and embraced a raging river of magic flowing through her body. “Today we fight!”


  Unleashed


   


  Warmth radiated through Ronan’s body, and a surge of adrenaline raced through his blood. He’d heard Rika’s voice cry out his name. Power surged inside him, and he faced the onslaught of attackers with fresh determination.


  Kelwin’s barbed vines ringed the trio lashing out at charging attackers like a den of poisonous vipers.


  Never ending volleys of energy blasts blew apart chunks of the warden’s defense spraying woody shrapnel like enraged hornets.


  Kelwin held firm replacing destroyed plants and wrapping up battle knights as they burst through thickets of venomous vines.


  A pair of battle knights paced Kelwin’s ring of death searching for an opening against the snapping vines. The knights focused yellow shard blades on a single section of vines reducing it to ash with a few swings. The first knight rushed through with his blade flashing and swung with blinding speed at Ronan’s head.


  Ronan ducked the swing of the shielded knight. With perfect balance, he planted his feet and swung his blade upward angling his blade toward his attacker’s waist.


  The sheba blade hummed like a blur of crimson lighting popping the knight’s spirit shield with mocking contempt. The red blade showing the hallmark signs of speed, strength, and accuracy never slowed as it melted through the knight’s plate armor. It vaporized steel and sought out the shard knight’s soft flesh. The molten blade continued its path of destruction severing the battle knight along a line from his waist to his shredded rib cage.


  An expression of horror froze on the warrior’s face as he looked down and watched his body slide apart. His torso slipped away dropping to the soft earth beneath. A moment later, his legs followed teetering and falling like a freshly cut pine.


  Shard energy swirled and fled the fallen knight’s lifeless corpse coalescing into the familiar glass shard. It tumbled forward joining five other shards scattered across the battlefield.


  “Did you hear that Patron?” Ronan said whirling to avoid an incoming blast of energy. “She called my name! Rika’s in camp!”


  Tyrell’s focus never wavered as he parried an attack from the second knight through the breach. “I heard it lad.” He spun counterclockwise to avoid the thrust of a knight attacking from his rear. “Watch your back Ronan!”


  A blade hummed, and Ronan whirled catching a flash of the knight’s blade in motion. Ronan dodged but the blade adjusted tracking his path.


  Like a thief in the night the black saber cat leaped slashing its extended claws across the knight’s chest. The beast locked onto the battle knight’s throat sinking its razor sharp canines deep into the warrior’s neck.


  The blade’s swing turned erratic and drifted off course whizzing past the tip of Ronan’s nose missing by an inch.


  Ronan jumped backward and crouched. He jerked his blade up in a defensive position ready to take on the black cat.


  The big cat pulled the knight down and tightened its massive jaw around his throat. The battle knight screamed and flailed trying to break loose from the cat’s death grip.


  Ronan fought the urge to flee and watched in fascinated horror as the predator performed its grizzly work.


  With two neck-popping shakes the knight swung limp like a giant play toy from the jaws of the enormous cat. The warrior shrieked in helpless terror followed by the bone crunching snap of his neck


  A frozen shiver ran along Ronan’s spine, and he tracked the beast with a wary eye.


  Shard energy escaped the lifeless body of another fallen member of Pride’s guard. The big cat stood atop the knight’s corpse and stared down Ronan.


  Ronan pulled in short shallow breaths and stared into the soul gripping gaze of the gray eyed cat. A spark of recognition flickered in the cat’s eye and tugged at his subconscious mind. He knew the cat, but couldn’t understand how.


  A roar from a second cat shattered his moment of reverie and raised the short hair on his hand. He’d never seen beasts like these in Meranthia.


  Beyond Kelwin’s thicket of barbed vines, somewhere lost in the fog, a second beast hunted. A feral scream of desperation marked the beginning and end of the second cat’s attack.


  Ronan held his breath and tracked the ebony cat with his sword. He’d swear the beasts fought on his side, but didn’t understand how.


  Kelwin’s staff glowed with green fury as its shape melded into a heavy battering ram. He sent it screaming toward the spirit shield of a battle knight attacking Tyrell’s left flank. It smashed into the shield cracking it open like an egg leaving the knight’s backside exposed.


  Ronan sensed intelligence in the cat’s decision making. It picked its path using careful deliberation and waited for Kelwin’s staff to split open the knight’s shield.


  The dark cat surged forward locking its jaws around the battle knight’s sword arm the moment Kelwin’s attack destroyed the protective shield.


  The knight screamed and flailed his arm trying in vain to pull it free of the cat’s fangs.


  Kelwin’s face lit with a rapturous smile. “Guardian!” He raised his gloved hand, and a vine twisted around the knight’s neck. “Ronan! Tyrell! She’s a guardian. She fights with us!”


  Sharp tingles spread across Ronan’s arms and back, and he stared awestruck at the black cat. Rika had told him stories of Ayralen guardians, but he never dreamed he’d meet a shape-shifter, much less fight alongside one. “There’s another guardian beyond Kelwin’s defense? She’s alone?”


  “Go help her,” Tyrell said. “We can manage these two.”


  Beads of sweat rose on the brows of Pride’s ashen faced battle knights, and a mask of dread descended on their wide-eyed faces.


  Ronan leaped ahead, rolled through the burned opening in Kelwin’s defensive ring, and crouched.


  The golden cat sidestepped right as an energy blast opened a gaping hole in the soft earth near its front paws. As chunks of wet mud flew, the guardian whirled tracking the source of attack. She sprang off her hind legs and disappeared around the guardhouse’s corner.


  The air surrounding Ronan crackled and grew heavy with the stench of burned oranges.


  Ronan’s nostrils flared from the bitter stench, and he froze.


  A low humming sound started low and grew louder by the moment.


  By some ancient instinct Ronan pitched hard to his right and rolled.


  A stone walkway next to Ronan exploded in a spray of flying rocks and ricocheting debris. Hundreds of granular bits of stone lodged into Ronan’s leather tunic while many more found soft flesh beneath.


  Adrenaline surged and panic rose as he scanned the fog seeking his attacker.


  The surrounding air filled with the telltale stench of burned citrus, and a blue globe of light streaked inbound towards Ronan.


  Ronan sidestepped the attack and channeled more shard magic increasing his vision. The first touches of fatigue set in from overuse of his shard magic. He’d spent an enormous amount of energy, and he’d have to conserve his strength if expected to find Rika and escape.


  A dozen yards from Ronan, a shield knight crouched behind piles of refuse. He squinted through the fog, but went without his spirit shield. Five yards behind the knight, the familiar green glow from a warden’s outstretched hand extended toward the oblivious knight.


  Ronan’s mind raced wondering how Kelwin had beat him across the courtyard.


  Thick vines raced around the hapless knight as his frightened eyes went wide with shock. Each vine thickened, and shiny black barbed thorns glistening with deadly venom pressed against the knight’s armor.


  The panicked knight tried to pull free, but the plants wrapped around his arms and neck locking him in place. His plate mail armor groaned under the assault as the vines tightened and squeezed inward.


  An agonizing scream filled the courtyard as the thorn’s lethal venom pierced the shield knight’s flesh and injected its deadly dose. The knight’s armor popped like hail on a tin roof, and thorns drilled through steel tearing open tracks of exposed flesh.


  Ronan stared slack-jawed as he watched the savage attack wreck the shield knight.


  Convulsions wracked the knight’s body, and foamy white froth poured from his gaping mouth. A harsh gurgle escaped his throat, and his face went rigid from the poison’s effect. The knight’s neck slackened. Life fled the warrior’s body as blue light swirled from the corpse forming a sparkling glass shard near the tangled heap of vines.


  A cold shiver touched Ronan’s neck. The vines moved with speed and ferocity he’d not seen Kelwin deliver. The size of the poisonous barbs and their incredible power of destruction left Ronan stunned.


  Stillness fell over the battlefield as the fever pitched screams fell silent. Morning light broke over the camp’s walls burning away the dense fog that had carried Ronan’s party so far.


  Ronan slowed the flow of shard magic, and sharp pain flared in his ribs.


  A spray of jagged rocks had embedded into Ronan’s armor and blood oozed through open flaps of ripped leather.


  Ronan channeled shard magic siphoning his already strained reserve and deadened the pain throbbing in his side.


  Through the fog a golden haired goddess appeared like an apparition. She carried at her side the ever-present heartwood staff marking her station as a warden of the Heartwood.


  Ronan stumbled staggering backward away from the ghost. Had he taken a blow to his head? The woman standing before him died five years ago. “How…are you real?” A harsh strain peppered his voice as he choked out the words.


  The blond woman’s brow wrinkled, and her eyes flickered toward the wound in Ronan’s side. A pained expression washed over her face. “Are you okay?”


  Visions of his mother’s bloody body lying in his lap haunted his memory for the first time in years. He stood anchored unable to move and tried to find a logical reason explaining his mother’s presence. He reached out, hand trembling, and touched the young woman’s cheek.


  Warmth radiated from her soft skin and spread through Ronan’s fingertips.


  He gasped, and his heart raced. The woman before him consisted of real flesh, and relief washed over him. His sanity remained intact.


  She trembled beneath Ronan’s touch but made no effort to push him away. Her mouth parted as if to speak, and she stopped. Her eyes found Ronan’s and held his stare. Tears welled in her deep blue eyes, and she blinked once sending a fresh tears cascading down her flawless skin.


  Heat from her teardrops rolled over his fingertips, and he eased his hand from her face. “If this is some trick, I -”


  “No.” She shook her head, and her voice quivered. “It’s no trick. I promise.”


  His thoughts froze before he collected himself enough to speak. “You must know you look exactly like my mother.”


  She let the tears roll unfettered down her face. “I’ve heard, but I had no idea…”


  A deep voice resonated with compassion behind Ronan. “She’s here to help us Ronan. She’s a friend.”


  Ronan whirled to find Tyrell standing a few paces away.


  On Tyrell’s left, a young woman with short cropped dark hair stood wearing a tattered dress. Long rips in the midsection exposed lean abdominal muscle beneath.


  Kelwin stood on Tyrell’s right with a grin plastered to his face. His arm stretched around the shoulder of a young woman next to him. A beautiful smile stretched across her face exposing her gleaming white teeth.


  Ronan’s heart drummed, and heat spread like a brush fire through his face. His knees weakened as he tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come.


  Rika’s eyes danced as she sprinted toward Ronan with a smile stretching so wide it touched the moon.


  His legs wobbled as she approached, and a two-ton weight fell from his shoulders. Genuine laughter bubbled up from a space he’d thought long dead. He opened his arms, and she leaped wrapping her legs around his waist.


  Rika embraced Ronan with an urgency and need he’d never experienced. As her arms wrapped around his neck, she pulled him into her. Ronan’s insides turned to butter as he held her and breathed in her intoxicating scent of lavender and cinnamon.


  She ran her fingers through Ronan’s dark wavy hair. “I love you with all my heart Ronan Latimer. I’ve loved you since the day we met, and even if you don’t love me back, I’ll still love you.” Rika’s breathy words came fast and urgent as she embraced him.


  The sweet sound of Rika’s voice sent chills running along his neck, and his toes curled. Those words he’d longed to hear sent him drifting on a cloud. Ronan understood, in that singular moment, the depth of his love for Rika. Without her, he lived half a life. He pulled her tight and whispered. “Rika, you’ve my entire heart, top to bottom, and I love you with the whole thing.”


  Rika pulled her head back and found Ronan’s lips.


  Her lips, soft and full, sent a jolt through his body and nearly overwhelmed him. Ronan closed his eyes and returned her kiss while time stopped.


  An impatient sigh cut short their reunion. “I’d love to sit and watch you lovebirds trade slobber, but we’ve worn out our welcome. We need a way out of camp.” Keely said.


  Heat spread through Ronan’s face as he and Rika took a step back. “Uh…” He cleared his throat. “Sorry.”


  A deep red blush covered Rika’s face. She gazed downward staring at her camp issued shoes, but she kept a tight grip on Ronan’s hand. “I guess I got a little carried away.”


  Ronan faced the blond woman and extended his free hand. “I’m Ronan Latimer. Thank you for saving my life.”


  Danielle took his hand and smiled. “I’m Danielle Deveaux.” She tipped her head. “You’re welcome.”


  “Miss Deveaux -”


  “Please. Call me Danielle.”


  Ronan nodded. “Danielle…I’m afraid to ask how you so closely resemble my mother.”


  “I’ll answer all your questions. I promise. But, first we need to escape camp,” she said. She gestured toward Keely. “Ronan, this is Keely Bouchard.”


  He turned toward Keely and extended his hand. “Thanks for your help Keely. I doubt we’d of made it otherwise.”


  Keely shrugged. “I’m glad we made it in time.” She shook his hand. “Good to know you.”


  A smile tugged at Ronan’s lips as knowledge bloomed in his mind. “Those gray eyes,” he faced Rika. “You’re the dark cat aren’t you?”


  Rika nodded.


  Ronan gave her a slight bow. “Then I owe you a debt of gratitude Guardian Finn. You’ve saved my life…again.”


  Rika smiled and flashed a slight smile. “Keely and Danielle helped me.”


  Tyrell scooped up the dead shield knight’s shard and dropped it in a sack already bulging with shards. “No sense letting Pride have these.”


  He tightened the drawstring and strapped the sack to his belt. “Miss Deveaux, I apologize for the trouble your team met on your way to Redkeep. I hope Connal won’t hold it against me.”


  “Not to worry Master Tyrell. I knew the risk when I accepted the mission,” Danielle said.


  “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but it looks we need a new escape route,” Kelwin said as he gazed at the eastern wall.


  The morning sun had burned away sections of fog revealing dozens of archers lining the eastern ramparts. The line of bowmen disappeared into scattered fog banks in the camp’s north and south corners.


  Ronan peered through the fog and scanned the north, south, and western walls. His stomach lurched. “I see archers lining the entire camp. We’ve no escape over the wall without fighting hundreds of warriors.”


  “Keely, can you and Rika fly us out?” Danielle said.


  Keely’s expression turned grave. “To clear the archer’s bow range, we need to gain enough altitude straight up. Carrying Danielle and one man is possible, but we’ll never make it off the ground carrying two grown men.” She gestured toward Rika. “No offense toward Rika, but she’s never experienced flight let alone carrying two grown men on her back.” She shook her head.


  “I’ll try,” Rika said.


  “What happens when your power burns out three hundred feet in the air? Where does that leave you and the lives you’re protecting?” Anger flared in Keely’s eyes.


  Ronan sighed. “We’re running out of time. We need a solution.”


  Rika gasped. “Look!” She pointed toward the eastern wall.


  Grim silence descended as shields by the dozen flared near the eastern wall’s base.


  Ronan sharpened his vision and appraised the soldiers.


  Five hundred yards away warriors by the score lined up in tight formations. Well trained Meranthian infantry stood at attention as a half-dozen shield knights barked orders from horseback as they applied their craft. Globes of blue light sprang up around pike men, archers, and cavalry.


  “We’ve got trouble,” Ronan said.


  “There’s soldiers lining the base of every wall in camp,” Tyrell said.


  “There’s no sense for all of us to die,” Ronan said. “Rika, carry Kelwin. Keely can take Danielle and Tyrell. I’ll stay.”


  Rika barked out a short laugh. “I’m not leaving you behind. If you stay, I stay.” She folded her arms and glared.


  “I’ll stay.” Kelwin said. “I didn’t come all this way to watch my sister die.”


  “For crying out loud, nobody’s staying behind,” Keely said. “Kelwin pass me one of those fancy potions in your belt pouch.”


  Kelwin grinned handing Keely a glass tube filled with a murky green liquid.


  Using her teeth, Keely ripped off the cork stopper and slammed back the dark elixir. “Patron and Kelwin, you’re with me.” Grim determination etched her face. “Rika, you carry Ronan and Danielle. Remember, focus on me. Don’t fight your instincts.”


  Along the eastern wall, battle cries erupted from the Meranthian infantry, and they began a steady march toward the guardhouse. Distant shouts came from the south, north, and west as troops lining all four walls marched.


  “Patron, you’ve been too quiet.” Ronan said.


  Tyrell shook his head. “I think the young guardian has it right.” He squinted toward the soldiers marching from the eastern wall. “The lives of thousands hinge on decisions made during the next few minutes. Should we fall here, thousands fall with us.” Tyrell’s steel blue eyes held Ronan’s for the span of three heartbeats. “Remember that Ronan.”


  The lead shield knight barked orders as the soldiers closed half the distance to Ronan’s group.


  Ronan’s gaze darted to toward the incoming soldiers, and his stomach churned. “Yes sir. I understand.”


  “We don’t have saddles so hang on tight. Good luck everybody.” Keely shifted into the form of a giant hawk and spread her giant wings.


  Ronan gave Rika a quick kiss. “I love you Rika Finn.”


  She bit her lower lip and let her gaze linger. “I love you too.” She stared into Keely’s round hawk eyes and transformed into an enormous black and silver hawk.


  A shield knight bellowed an order, and a wave of arrows flew from the rear formation landing a few feet short of Ronan’s group.


  “Hurry, climb on!” Danielle said. “Ronan, move to the front. It’ll be easier for Rika.”


  Ronan climbed on Rika’s back and slid behind her wings.


  On Keely’s back, Kelwin moved forward followed by Tyrell.


  Danielle climbed onto Rika and slid forward until she pressed into Ronan’s back.


  “Danielle, wrap your arms around my chest. I won’t let you fall,” Ronan said.


  She wrapped her arms around his leather armor and clung to him. “You’re hurt Ronan.”


  Sticky blood oozed from the wound at his side. “The shard magic should hold awhile. I’ll be fine.”


  Rika beat her massive wings and pushed straight up off the ground. She wobbled pitching Ronan and Danielle as she gained her balance.


  Ronan tucked his knees beneath Rika’s wings and placed a hand behind Danielle holding her steady.


  Rika found her balance and flapped her wings at a furious speed.


  Keely strained making slow progress skyward, but she inched a few feet off the ground.


  A second volley of arrows flew through camp finding the spot the group had left behind moments earlier. The commander bellowed, and the soldiers moved into a quick march closing to fifty yards.


  A shield knight barked a short command, and a chorus of cheers erupted from the eastern force. The foot soldiers broke ranks and sprinted toward the struggling Keely.


  Rika battled the force of gravity but managed to open fifty feet of airspace on the converging soldiers.


  The archers, lagging twenty yards behind the infantrymen, settled to one knee and pulled arrows free from quivers.


  “Let me slow those archers. Hang on to me Ronan.”


  “I won’t let go,” he said.


  Under the extreme load, Keely made twenty feet of progress, and strained to gain more altitude. She let loose an ear piercing screech causing the foot soldiers to falter with their attack.


  Danielle poured magic through her staff and held it beneath Rika’s exposed belly. The staff flattened spreading into a large round disk. She angled the disk toward the archer line providing maximum coverage from the incoming arrows.


  Kelwin followed Danielle’s lead creating a flat disk of his own protecting the soft flesh beneath Keely.


  Arrows flew inbound with many clattering off the protective disk. A few managed to skirt Danielle’s defense whizzing past the heartwood at wild angles.


  A rogue arrow whistled past the defense on a collision course for Rika’s flapping wing.


  Ronan leaned over stretching his arm beneath Rika’s exposed wing.


  Rika let out a high-pitched shriek in protest, but she increased the furious pounding of her wings pushing higher.


  Ronan’s vision dimmed as he channeled his fading power reserve strengthening the muscles and flesh in his arm.


  The arrow scuffed Ronan’s forearm and ricocheted away from Rika.


  Ronan released the extra power and held onto enough shard magic to stave off the pain flaring in his ribs.


  Hundreds of soldiers weaved between barracks racing toward the mass of foot soldiers and archers already converging beneath Rika and Keely. Archers settled into position beneath the guardians aiming their bows skyward. Volleys of arrows streamed upward as the archers opened fire.


  Keely gained another ten feet managing a thirty foot gap from the ground.


  Arrows by the dozen clattered against Kelwin’s flattened staff, as other whizzed inches from Keely’s tiring wings.


  She emitted a high-pitched screech of desperation as her wings slowed and she sank a few feet lower.


  Cold sweat rippled across Ronan’s brow as he watched helpless to act. He willed Keely upward, but the guardian fought a losing battle. “Fight Keely!”


  She inched a foot hire as a shield knight scrambled from his horse and settled in place beneath Keely. The knight raised his palm and sent a blue orb coursing toward Kelwin’s flattened staff.


  Ronan’s stomach twisted as he watched the tragedy unfold. Then he met the gaze of the only father he’d ever known, and he understood Tyrell’s final message. “No!” He screamed and reached toward his dearest friend.


  The shield knight’s spirit attack slammed into Kelwin’s staff forcing the heartwood to retreat to its original shape. The soft flesh of Keely’s underbelly laid open to attack.


  Steel determination set in Tyrell’s fearless blue eyes as he held Ronan’s gaze for one final moment. The great man nodded once bidding his farewell. Tyrell ripped the pouch from his belt and slipped it around Kelwin’s heartwood staff.


  Numb shock spread over Ronan’s mind, and he stared wide-eyed as he watched Tyrell’s final act of heroism.


  Tyrell lifted his leg over Keely’s back and perched sparing a final glance for Ronan. Without another word Patron Tyrell leaped.


  Kelwin twisted reaching for Tyrell, but missed by an inch.


  Waves of heat flashed through Ronan’s cheeks, and he screamed. He wrenched to his side twisting and lunged for Tyrell.


  Danielle grabbed Ronan’s chest and held him firm. “Ronan, No!”


  Ronan clenched his jaw and stared horror-struck as Tyrell sailed through the air.


  Keely surged skyward as a wave of arrows whistled through the air inches below her extended talons.


  Tyrell unsheathed his shard blade, and it blazed with yellow light. He sailed toward the shield knight as he readied a second blast of spirit magic.


  The shield knight stared with a shocked expression as the greatest commander the world had ever known slammed his leather boots into the knight’s spirit shield. The knight never stood a chance as the force of impact cracked open his shield like a cheap glass bottle.


  Tyrell’s heavy boot flew forward and hammered into the knight’s jaw.


  The stunned knight’s neck snapped backward broken, and he dropped in a lifeless heap.


  Tyrell brought his sword to bear and with a mighty swing, cleaved the shield knight’s head from his shoulders.


  A dozen shields fell at once from the warriors surrounding Tyrell as shard energy escaped the dead knight.


  Hundreds of warriors poured through the camp’s gates converging on Tyrell’s position.


  Ronan’s stomach churned as any hope of Tyrell’s escape died.


  Tyrell swung his blade in a wide arc before the infantry descended swallowing him like a pack of jackals picking at a wounded lion.


  Ronan turned from horror, and his body shook with unfettered grief as hot tears streamed down his face.


  Danielle rested her head against Ronan’s back and slipped her arms around his chest. “I’m sorry Ronan. I’m so sorry.”


  Rika and Keely climbed to heights unreachable by any Meranthian archer. The guardians glided over the camp’s western wall leaving behind the horrors of Merric Pride’s death camp.


  Twins


   


  Rika coasted into a clearing nestled inside a forest of towering pine trees two-miles from North Camp. As Rika touched down, Keely glided in behind her settling onto a matted bed of pine needles.


  Danielle hadn’t let go of Ronan during the short flight and wanted to linger near him. She felt a natural affinity toward him, an instant bond.


  Instead, she released her grip and climbed off Rika’s back. After twenty years apart, she wanted her brother nearby.


  Kelwin climbed from Keely’s back, and she shifted into her human form. Exhausted, she dropped to the thick carpet of pine needles and hung her head pulling in deep breaths.


  Rika followed suit shifting into her human body and collapsing in a heap next to Keely.


  Ronan knelt near Rika and examined her from head to toe. “Are you okay? Were you hurt?”


  She shook her head and squeezed his hand. “I’m not hurt, just exhausted.”


  “Keely, are you okay?” Danielle said.


  Keely’s head snapped up, and her eyes blazed with fury. “Am I okay? What do you think Danielle? My weakness cost a man his life today. I failed.” Her chin quivered, and her eyes filled with tears. She hid her face between her bent knees and wiped the tears from her eyes.


  Danielle flushed. “You’ve nothing to apologize for. You volunteered for an impossible task.”


  Keely waved her hand without looking up. “Leave me alone Danielle.”


  “Kelwin, I need to fetch the horses,” Ronan said. “Can you stay and make camp?”


  “Yes, of course.” As Ronan turned to leave, Kelwin rested a hand on his wrist. “I’m sorry for your loss Ronan. In the short time I knew Patron, it was clear you meant a great deal to him. He thought of you like his own son.”


  Ronan nodded. “Thank you Kelwin.”


  Kelwin nodded once and turned to leave.


  “I think he planned it. The jump I mean,” Ronan said.


  Kelwin paused and lifted an eyebrow. “How do you mean?”


  “His last words carried such finality. He was saying goodbye.”


  Kelwin’s eyes pooled with grief. “I think you’re right.”


  “He couldn’t allow one of us to die while he lived. He’d already lived five years carrying that burden…it would’ve destroyed him,” Ronan said.


  “Then he died on his terms. He found peace, and we can honor his sacrifice.” He smiled at Ronan.


  Danielle’s chest tightened. She felt wrong eavesdropping on Ronan’s conversation. “Ronan, I’ll help with the horses.”


  “You don’t have to come Danielle. I can manage. You stay here and rest.”


  Her heart nearly stopped when he turned those sea green eyes on her. She’d of sworn Connal Deveaux just spoke those words. Ronan had the same penetrating gaze and wavy dark hair. If Connal Deveaux subtracted twenty years from his face, he and Ronan could pass for twins. “No. I want to go. We need to talk.”


  Ronan smiled and tipped his head. “In that case, thank you. I’d love your company.” He turned toward Kelwin. “We shouldn’t be gone long.”


  Kelwin nodded. “We’ll rest here. Travel safely.”


  Ronan left camp heading west through the dark pine forest.


  Danielle fell in next to him as they walked through the forest underbrush.


  Soft pine needles lined the forest floor as the chatter of squirrels echoed against the sea of pine trees surrounding them. They continued without speaking for several minutes before Danielle broke the silence.


  “Ronan, I’m sorry my appearance caught you off guard. I never met the queen, but I’d heard mention that I bear a striking resemblance to her.”


  “Your appearance startled me, but you’ve no need to apologize,” Ronan said. “What strikes me the deepest goes beyond appearance. You sound like her, you walk like her, and you have many of her mannerisms. It brings me comfort.”


  Danielle’s vision blurred, and she fought back tears. “Why do you suppose I look so much like her?”


  “I think you must be her daughter,” he said.


  Her stomach fluttered. She’d never get the chance to touch her mother or hear her voice. Merric Pride had cheated her. Danielle locked away the pain and forced a quick nod. “You guessed right.”


  “She never told me I had a half-sister.”


  They continued strolling through the forest. A woodpecker’s beak hammered on a nearby tree filling the silence.


  She kicked a pine cone and stepped over a rotten tree stump. “Did Master Tyrell ever speak of me?”


  “No. I suspect he felt it wasn’t his place.”


  “I’m not your half-sister Ronan.”


  Ronan frowned as confusion descended on his face.


  She stopped and took his warm rough hands in her own and pulled him around to face her. Danielle found her father’s strength in his eyes and relaxed. “A few days before I left for Meranthia, I found out a secret hidden from me my whole life.”


  “You’ve lost me Danielle,” Ronan said.


  A slight smile touched Danielle’s lips, and she squeezed his hands. “Ronan, I’m not your half-sister. I’m your twin sister.” His hands grew cold and still beneath her own.


  His eyes widened as shock spread across his face. Ronan shook his head. “My father served as a battle knight in the Order of the Shattered Heart. He died before I was born.”


  “I know this is overwhelming. Come sit with me, and I’ll help you understand.” She guided him to a fallen tree and sat.


  Ronan settled in beside Danielle wearing a blank expression.


  “Your mother…our mother, I mean, came to Ayralen the year before our birth,” Danielle said. “That’s where she fell in love.”


  “She mentioned her trip to Ayralen,” Ronan said. “My father accompanied my mother. He captained the soldiers charged with her protection.”


  Danielle nodded. “When she arrived in Ayralen, she came with a company of shard knights. Patron Tyrell commanded the force.”


  “Yes, that’s where he met the prime guardian, Connal Deveaux. He -” Ronan froze mid-sentence as understanding came with his words. “You’re Connal Deveaux’s daughter, aren’t you?”


  Danielle placed her hand on his shoulder. “And you’re his son Ronan.” Her words came out soft and compassionate.


  Ronan shot to his feet and stormed ahead.


  Danielle jumped up and followed. “Ronan, please listen to me.”


  “My father died a hero Danielle. He’d never abandon me. I’m sorry, we aren’t twins.”


  “He thought you died in that house fire Ronan. It destroyed him.” Hot tears blurred her vision.


  He froze and whirled on Danielle. “If that’s true, why isn’t he standing here right now?” His eyes flashed with anger. “Why did he abandon me again?”


  Tears rolled unfettered down her cheeks. She wanted to take his pain. “He’s the prime guardian Ronan. He carries the burden of protecting millions of lives. Ayralens need him to defend the Heartwood, and Meranthian citizens need protection too. Refugees are streaming across our border fleeing Pride’s insanity.”


  Tears formed in his green eyes. “For five years, Rika and I were utterly alone. Why didn’t anybody try to find me Danielle?”


  She shook her head. “We didn’t know. I didn’t know you existed until a month ago. The moment my father received word from Patron Tyrell, he sent a team to find you. That’s why I’m here today. I insisted on coming.”


  Ronan stared through bleary eyes holding silent for a long moment.


  “Ronan, if you need further proof, you’ll get it when you see Connal Deveaux. You could pass for his twin.”


  Ronan looked at her through wet green eyes. “Why did they separate us Danielle? Weren’t we a family?”


  A heavy ache settled inside Danielle’s chest, and her chin quivered. “I feel that same ache Ronan. I feel cheated and angry with papa.” She paused to compose herself. “He said they did it to protect us. Meranthian monarchs had sealed their borders for two thousand years. Hate and intolerance filled Meranthia, and they didn’t think it safe to reveal their relationship. When King Torr died, mother seized the chance to change hearts and minds. She couldn’t bear to leave us both in Ayralen, so she took you with her. Ronan, she invented the story about the knight. He existed, that’s true, but he played along out of duty.”


  “Why did they wait so long? Relations were good between our countries when mother ruled,” Ronan said.


  Danielle nodded. “She planned to tell you after the shard tournament, and then papa would tell me. But…”


  “But Merric Pride murdered her.” Ronan said finishing off her sentence.


  “Yes. Papa couldn’t bear telling me after that. He wanted to spare me the pain. These last five years have taken a hard toll on him. They never stopped loving each other Ronan. I’ve seen the letters. Hundreds of them. He lost his wife and son on the same day, and he couldn’t tell a soul.”


  “You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t see his side of it. I cradled our mother’s head while she bled to death Danielle. I was a fifteen year old boy.” His voice trembled over the words.


  Danielle’s stomach hardened, and she fought back tears straining for release. “I’m so sorry Ronan,” she said in a hoarse whisper.


  “Mother tried to tell me. The day of the shard tournament I mean. She never got the chance,” Ronan said. “Rika Finn alone has made life worth living. Without her I’d be dead. Please spare me lectures about Connal Deveaux’s hard times,” he said.


  “Ronan, please don’t hold this against Connal. The day he received word from Patron Tyrell that you lived was the happiest I’ve ever seen him. It’s like he’s reborn.”


  “I’m so glad for him,” Ronan said.


  Danielle sighed picking up on the sarcastic tone. “Do you honestly think he would’ve allowed me to come here if this weren’t important to him? His wife died, and his only two children are directly in harm’s way. He’s gambled everything.”


  Ronan sighed and slumped onto a moss covered log. “I’m numb right now Danielle. In the last three hours, I’ve rescued Rika, lost the only father I’ve ever known, and discovered I have a family.”


  She wrapped her arm around him and leaned her head against his shoulder. “Life’s funny that way I suppose.”


  “Thank you,” he said.


  She lifted her head and stared at him. “For what?”


  He smiled. “You came here. To Meranthia I mean. You could’ve sent someone else. I’m a stranger to you.”


  “I’d never send someone else, and you’re not a stranger. You’re my brother, and I love you,” she said.


  “But, you don’t even know me. I could be some crazed killer.”


  She barked out a short hard laugh. The laughter started deep in her belly, where everything good starts, and came up as easy as summer afternoon. “Come on Ronan. Let’s go get the horses.” She stood and offered her hand.


  He pulled himself up and placed his arm around her. “I’m glad you’re here Danielle.”


  Warmth spread through her chest and along her legs. She smiled and squeezed his hand as a missing piece of her soul snapped into place. “Me too.”


  ***


  Reggie snorted and shook his head as he cantered through the pine trees and entered the clearing. Cocoa, Kelwin’s dark brown mare, followed without complaint.


  Ronan stroked the skittish stallion’s ebony-maned neck. Reggie never carried anyone but Patron Tyrell. He considered it a minor miracle the stallion had carried him this far without throwing him. “Easy boy. I know. I feel the same way.”


  Betty whinnied as she came through the thicket with Danielle astride.


  At the clearing’s center, a campfire crackled under a pine canopy sending wisps of smoke drifting into the crisp afternoon sky. Seated around the blazing fire, Rika, Keely, and Kelwin glanced toward the noisy horses as they trotted into the clearing.


  Ronan dropped Cocoa’s reigns and dismounted as Kelwin and Keely approached. “Are Rika and Keely okay?”


  “Yes. I treated their exhaustion with restoration elixir, but they need sleep.” Kelwin picked up Cocoa’s loose reigns. “I’m glad to see you return safely,” Kelwin said.


  Keely spoke in whispered undertones as she stroked Reggie’s neck, and the horse calmed. He nestled his dark nose in the crook of her shoulder and snorted.


  Ronan nodded. “Thank you Kelwin.” He gripped Betty’s bridle and ran his gloved hand along her white striped nose. “You did well Betty. Thanks for going easy on her.”


  The mare whinnied and snorted her approval.


  Danielle struggled to free her feet of the stirrups, and she wobbled losing her balance.


  A radiant smile lit Rika’s face as she watched Ronan standing by the campfire. Her color had returned to her cheeks, and her gray eyes sparkled from the yellow glow of the campfire’s light.


  A mischievous grin spread across Ronan’s face, and his pulse quickened. He took two steps toward Rika when he noticed Danielle’s struggle from the corner of his eye. Without thought, he slid to Betty’s side and reached up slipping a hand on either side of Danielle’s thin waist just above her curvy hips.


  Danielle braced herself on Ronan’s wrists, and he eased her to the ground as if she weighed nothing. “Thank you Ronan. I’m all thumbs around horses.”


  “I’m just glad I caught you when I did.” Ronan smiled as he turned his gaze toward Rika.


  Rika stared ahead stone-faced before crossing her arms and plopping down. The campfire blazed a hundred degrees hotter as Rika stared daggers into the crackling pine logs.


  A smile crept across Danielle’s face. “Uh oh. Looks like you’ve got some explaining to do.” She nodded in Rika’s direction.


  Cold sweat beaded Ronan’s forehead, and his mind raced. He scratched his head. “Explain what?”


  Danielle sighed. “You really can’t be that thick can you?”


  “Danielle, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about. Did I do something wrong?”


  “You caught me when I stumbled. She’s jealous. Go talk to her.” Danielle shoved Ronan toward Rika.


  Ronan could summarize his amassed knowledge of female relations on the upper-half of a single piece of torn paper. He took two tentative steps toward Rika.


  “Good luck.” Danielle said from behind him. She snickered and cleared her throat.


  Ronan eased onto a flat tree stump across from Rika. He stared into her face, but she ignored him finding deep interest with something burning inside the fire. “Hi,” he said.


  “Hello.” Icy disdain dripped from her tone. She didn’t bother to look at him.


  If not for the fire’s heat, he’d swear on Elan’s Word the temperature dropped twenty degrees. “I’m not sure what you think you saw, but -”


  She whirled on Ronan eyes blazing with fury. “I pour my heart out to you, and the second you see a pretty girl I’m yesterday’s news? Is that it?” She wagged her finger at him not waiting for a response. “If you think you can treat me with such blatant disregard, you don’t know me very well. I saw the way you looked at her.”


  Ronan stared at Rika jaw agape. “Rika, if you’ll give me a chance to explain, I -”


  “What?” Her dark wavy hair cut a crisp shadow across her full pink lips, and she glared. “Explain what?”


  Danielle came into the firelight and sat facing Rika. “He’s my twin brother Rika. I came to Meranthia to find him. When we went for the horses, I told him. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you back at the camp. I had no idea you and Ronan were a couple.”


  Rika’s mouth hung open as she sat stunned unable to speak.


  “It’s true Rika,” Ronan said.


  A flush crept across Rika’s cheeks, neck, and ears. She let go a deep breath, and her shoulders eased. Rika glanced sideways at Ronan and smiled. “I guess I look pretty silly right now.”


  Danielle’s eyes sparkled. “I don’t know. When you started wagging your finger at Ronan, I’ve got to admit, I found that pretty funny.”


  Rika’s face split into a grin, and she chuckled. “Yeah. That felt good.”


  Ronan looked between Rika and Danielle straight faced. “I didn’t think that part was funny at all.”


  Danielle looked at Rika and burst into laughter.


  Rika erupted with laughter and rolled backward falling off the log.


  Danielle laughed harder, and she clutched her stomach as her body shook with soundless laughter.


  Rika’s legs stuck straight up as her body disappeared behind the log.


  A smile split Ronan’s face, and rich laughter rolled up from his belly. “Now that’s funny.” He pointed at Rika who writhed in laughter struggling to her hands and knees.


  Ronan shook with laughter, and he slapped his knee. A twinge of pain rippled from the wound in his rib cage, and he flashed his hand to his side inhaling a quick sharp breath. “I forgot about this wound.”


  Danielle stared at the dark red stain spread across Ronan’s armor. “It’s time we take a look at this. Rika, can you help me with his armor?”


  “I can manage my -” Ronan said.


  “Stop Ronan. I’ll do it.” Rika knelt before Ronan and unfastened the hooks holding his leather vest closed.


  “Rika, you don’t need to do this,” he said. “I can manage.”


  Danielle nudged Ronan with her foot.


  He glanced at Danielle and furrowed his brow.


  She shook her head and mouthed the words, “let her do it.”


  He decided to take her advice. “Thanks Rika.”


  Rika smiled with satisfaction and twisted free the last hook of Ronan’s leather vest. She slid around behind him.


  “When did you turn into a guardian Rika?” Ronan said.


  Rika eased the armor over his shoulder keeping it clear of Ronan’s wound. “Just this morning. Danielle had a shard hidden in her staff, and she insisted I use it.”


  Pain flared in his side as the armor came free. He winced. “I’m glad you listened. You saved us today. Thank you.”


  She nodded, and a slight smile tugged her lips. “You’re welcome. Besides, I’ve got to keep up with you somehow don’t I?”


  He chuckled. “I think it’s the other way around.”


  She eased the vest clear of his body leaving a grimy white cotton tunic covering his torso.


  Danielle gasped. “Ronan, look at your shirt.”


  A quick burst of adrenaline shot through Ronan. He’d used magic to keep him up and running, but, he never expected a wound this bad.


  Blood soaked a large swath of the cotton shirt. Wet stains started under Ronan’s armpit and extended halfway around his body.


  “Keely, bring me my belt pouch. It’s in Betty’s saddlebag. Hurry.” Danielle shouted across the clearing.


  Rika pulled Ronan’s blade free from his belt and sliced open his bloody shirt. She ripped the tunic from his body revealing his tanned muscled torso.


  Dozens of jagged wounds scattered the side of Ronan’s body where rock spray had cut through his armor. Two deep cuts near his hip extended for several inches. Blood glowing with yellow shard magic oozed from the sticky wounds.


  “See. It’s not bad,” he said.


  “Not bad?” Rika glared at him ashen faced. “Those cuts worry me Ronan.” She pointed to the wounds near his hip. “Those wounds look deep, and infection may have already spread. Your magic won’t help you against an infection.”


  “Sir Alcott can fix it,” he said.


  Keely appeared with the belt pouch and glanced at Ronan’s wound. “What’s the fuss? That’s not so bad.” She tossed the belt pouch to Danielle and sat by the crackling fire.


  Ronan glanced at Rika raising an eyebrow.


  She glared at Ronan as if daring him to speak.


  Kelwin appeared a moment later carrying an envelope and sat next to Keely.


  Danielle opened her pouch and pulled free a large yellow seed. “We don’t need Sir Alcott. Plants in the Heartwood are miracle workers. You just have to ask their help.” She nestled the seed under the pine needles blanketing the forest floor, and channeled nature magic.


  From the ground a green plant emerged sprouting a rosette of large, thick, fleshy leaves. Small sharp spines covered each leaf warding off potential threats.


  “Danielle, I’m not sure that plant can help with these cuts,” Ronan said.


  “Rika, can I borrow that knife please?” Danielle said ignoring Ronan’s remarks.


  Rika handed Danielle the knife and sat next to Ronan.


  Danielle sliced through the plant’s meaty leaf and placed it in her palm. A thick clear gel oozed from the leaf. She channeled a tiny amount of nature magic into the leaf, and it came alive.


  The gelatinous material glowed with translucent green light as it seeped from the severed leaf.


  Ronan’s mouth hung open as he looked on awestruck. “What did you do?” Ronan said.


  “Used alone, the plant’s gel produces an excellent healing agent. I sort of supercharged it.”


  Ronan raised an eyebrow. “Well, that’s good news for me then isn’t it?”


  Danielle smiled. She scooped the medicine from her palm, and knelt next to Ronan. She moved to place the medicine on his wounds and froze.


  The hair on Ronan’s neck stood on end, and he held his breath. “What’s wrong Danielle?”


  Danielle gazed past Ronan’s wounds staring at the ring dangling on his gold necklace. “Nothing’s wrong. I just noticed your ring.”


  Ronan exhaled as relief flooded through him. “Oh that. You had me worried.”


  Danielle blushed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” She eased her hand toward the worse of Ronan’s two cuts and dabbed medicine around the wound’s edges.


  “It’s okay.” He held the ring staring at it while Danielle worked on his cut. “My mother gave me this ring on my eighth birthday. It’s been in our family for generations. Why did it surprise you?”


  Danielle finished with the first cut and scooped more ointment from her palm. “My father gave me a ring nearly identical to yours. He told me you had one too, but it caught me off guard.”


  “A ring for each twin,” he said. “Can I see yours?”


  “It was stolen,” Danielle said.


  Ronan sighed. “Pride?”


  Danielle nodded. “I’m afraid so. He knew about it somehow.” She moved her hand to the red welt raised on her cheek. “He’s looking for your ring, but I told him I didn’t know where it was. I think he believed me.”


  Rika shifted on the log next to Ronan. “My father told Pride about your ring Danielle.”


  Ronan’s head jerked toward Rika. “Rika! You found your father. That’s wonderful!”


  Rika’s expression soured. “He’s not well Ronan. Pride sent him to the southern camp,” her voice quivered. “I don’t know how he could survive.”


  “Rika, why did your father tell Pride about my ring?” Danielle said


  “Pride was torturing me, and my father told him about your ring to save my life. I’m sorry Danielle,” Rika said.


  Danielle held up a hand. “Please Rika. There’s no need to apologize. If you weren’t alive to use that shard this morning, those knights would’ve killed us.”


  Ronan slid his arm around Rika and drew her close. “I can’t imagine a life without you. Nothing more needs said.”


  Rika’s eyes glistened, and she nodded managing a weak smile. She rubbed away the teardrops and squeezed Ronan’s hand. “My father believes the rings can control Elan’s Heart.” Her eyes shifted to Danielle. “And Lora’s Heart.”


  “That’s a legend Rika. Lora’s Heart was lost or destroyed,” Danielle said. “Crackpot treasure hunters have chased it for centuries. It’s a myth.”


  Rika stiffened. “My father believes Lora’s Heart is real Danielle. He said Ayralen magic couldn’t exist without it.”


  Danielle finished applying medicine to Ronan’s second cut. She scooped ointment from the leaf and smeared the spray of jagged wounds littering Ronan’s side. “What you’re saying makes sense. I’ve heard Ayralen scholars defend that same idea. But, in two-thousand years, they’ve found nothing in the Heartwood to suggest it’s real.”


  “My father doesn’t think it’s in the Heartwood,” Rika said.


  Danielle’s hand froze, and her eyes narrowed. “Where does he think he’ll find it?”


  “The prime guardian sent my father to Meranthia five years ago. He believes Lora’s Heart is here.”


  “I may have evidence to support his claim. I need to show you something.” Danielle finished treating Ronan’s wounds and wiped the remains on her dress. “Our team uncovered this inside Salem’s Peak.” She unstrapped the book from her belt pouch. “A company of shard knights captured us in an ancient ruin. They looted this book, but we managed to recover it from a thin weaselly man in the camp dining hall.”


  “Lord Niles Randal. That’s his name,” Rika said. “He’s Pride’s lackey.”


  Danielle handed the book to Ronan. “The book’s cursed. When I lifted the cover, a group of skeletons came alive and killed two of our crew members.”


  Ronan’s eyes widened. “Skeletons? Are you sure?”


  “I’ve never seen anything like it. They used a strange black magic I’ve never seen.” Danielle shivered. “Randal must’ve opened it dozens of times. He’s not dead…yet.”


  Ronan shrugged. “I’ll take your word for it.” He opened the cover, and his mouth fell open. “That’s Elan and Lora? This picture undermines the foundation of Meranthian religion. The church would never recover. Is this book real Danielle?”


  Rika looked over his shoulder and gasped covering her mouth. “Kelwin, come look at this.”


  Kelwin moved behind Ronan and shook his head. “I don’t recognize the language.”


  “Judging by the location and the protection surrounding the book, I’d say it’s real,” Danielle said. “I’ve never seen the language either. Ronan, can you read it?”


  Ronan studied the words recalling Sir Alcott’s linguistic lessons. “It looks vaguely Meranthian. An ancient dialect maybe? I’m sure Sir Alcott could read it.” He leafed through the remaining pages of the handwritten book and couldn’t find any more illustrations.


  “That book might tell us where to find Lora’s Heart,” Danielle said.


  “Ronan, I’ve been waiting for the right time to share this with you,” Kelwin said. “I found this in Master Tyrell’s saddlebag.” He handed an envelope to Ronan.


  Red wax imprinted with House Tyrell’s growling bear sealed the envelope closed. The word ‘Ronan’ scrawled in Tyrell’s handwriting graced the front.


  Heavy silence descended as all eyes lingered on Tyrell’s envelope.


  Rika rubbed Ronan’s back. “You don’t need to open it.” She spoke the words with compassion filling her voice.


  He handed the book to Rika and broke the wax seal. “It’s okay Rika. He wanted me to read this.”


  Inside, a thin piece of white paper contained a short handwritten note.


  With trembling hands, Ronan removed the paper, unfolded it, and scanned the contents. He looked around the campfire. “It reads…”


  Dear Ronan, if you’re reading this note, it means I didn’t make it out of North Camp. But, it warms my heart knowing you did. There are a few pieces of information you need as you proceed with your journey.


  First, seek out the Prime Guardian of Ayralen, Connal Deveaux, at your earliest convenience. He has information for you that’s personal in nature. I’d not revealed this information to you directly as I didn’t feel it my place.


  Second, I’ve thought a great deal about your ability with shard magic. I believe it’s influenced by your lineage. I dare not say more, and I’ll leave it in your capable hands to decipher my meaning.


  The last piece of information has to do with the meeting location. You’ll find the parties you seek in the southern city of Prynesse. Find the master priest as he’s sympathetic to our cause.


  On a final personal note, I’ve long considered you the son I never had. But, I think you know that. You’ve brought great joy to my life during my golden years, and these last months especially have meant the world to me. You’ve grown into a splendid man, and I only wish I had the chance to watch you tap into your full potential. I’m sorry I never had the chance to meet your Rika, but I can see how much you love her. Life passes you by in the whisper of a moment. If you find happiness grab hold of it with both hands, and don’t let go. Never let it go.


  It’s been a sincere honor knowing you,


  Patron Tyrell


  P.S Send my regards to Little Athena


  Ronan’s chest tightened as he carefully folded the letter and placed it in the envelope.


  Rika and Danielle stared at Ronan through red-rimmed eyes and tear streaked faces. Neither spoke as they stared into the fire’s glowing embers.


  Ronan fought back tears. That emotion wouldn’t serve him. He’d grieve Patron in his own time.


  “Thank you for sharing Ronan,” Kelwin said.


  Danielle used the sleeve of her dress to dab at her eyes and nose. “Who’s Little Athena? She must’ve been important to Patron.”


  “She was Master Tyrell’s goddaughter. I’d imagine Athena’s not so little these days. She worked the citadel’s kitchens when I trained there. Master Tyrell knew her parents and looked after her for them.”


  “So, we’re going to Prynesse?” Keely said unmoved by the note.


  “No. We won’t be going to Prynesse,” Ronan said.


  “Why not?” Danielle frowned. “Tyrell’s note said we’d find your friends there. We can’t do this alone.”


  A sly smile touched Ronan’s lips. “Even in death, the old fox still plays the game.”


  “Why’re you speaking in riddles?” Rika said.


  Ronan chuckled. “Tyrell’s letter is a riddle. Master Tyrell had a special relationship with the Prynesse priest. He’s an extreme zealot. It’s no coincidence the southern death camp is located near Prynesse. The priest insisted Pride build the death camp near his city so he could watch the heathens suffer. Tyrell detested the man.”


  Danielle smiled. “If Pride stumbled on the note, he’d search Prynesse first. He’d proclaim the priest a traitor.”


  “Precisely,” Ronan said.


  Rika’s shoulders sagged. “The note doesn’t help us.”


  “Master Tyrell told us where to go. You just have to looks for what’s hidden,” Ronan said.


  Rika sighed. “Spill it Ronan.”


  “The Golden Tap,” he said. “He used those words in his letter.”


  “What’s the Golden Tap?” Danielle said.


  “It’s an inn unlike any you’ve ever seen. When I was a boy, Sir Alcott would take me with him when he visited the western regions, and we stayed at the Golden Tap.”


  “We can’t abandon Arber and Brendyn.” Keely said.


  “And my father,” Rika said. “He’s held in the southern camp.”


  “When we came to the northern camp, we used the element of surprise. Pride will expect us to hit the southern camp. He’ll have the place heavily reinforced.”


  “He knows our strength. He may publicly deny the power of Ayralen shard magic, but he’s seen the truth,” Danielle said.


  “Pride thrives on control. He’ll transfer your father Rika. And your friends Danielle. He’ll want them nearby,” Ronan said. “He’ll use them to draw us closer.”


  “So that leaves the Golden Tap,” Kelwin said.


  “Yes. Do you still have those shards Kelwin?” Ronan said.


  “I do,” Kelwin said.


  “Good. We’ll use the shards to reinforce our militia. Several former shard knights serve in the Meranthian Resistance. They already know how to use shard magic.”


  Danielle raised an eyebrow. “Former?”


  Ronan nodded. “Pride forced knights loyal to Tyrell to give up their shards or die. He wanted knights loyal to him serving in the Order.”


  “Ronan! Look at your wound.” Rika said.


  Rona stared wide-eyed at the flesh near his ribcage, and his jaw dropped. He ran his fingertips over smooth uninjured skin. Two small nearly invisible scars left the only sign of an injury. “Amazing.” He rubbed the twin scars raised on his hip. “You’re full of surprises Danielle.”


  Danielle grinned. “It’s warden’s work. Never underestimate Ayralen healing.”


  Ronan returned her smile. “I won’t.” He stood. “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.” He crossed the clearing to his saddlebag, pulled free a clean shirt, and slipped it over his shoulders.


  “Are we finished chitchatting?” Keely said.


  “Yes, we can’t keep Sir Alcott waiting.” He slipped on his leather tunic and secured the bindings. “Kelwin can you dose the fire please?”


  Kelwin scooped dirt onto the fire and broke camp.


  “Rika and Keely. If you two could scout ahead, we’ll have a much easier time avoiding unwanted travelers.”


  “No problem,” Keely said.


  Ronan secured the straps on Reggie’s saddle. “Let’s go. The Golden Tap awaits.”


  Pride’s Ally


   


  The triumvirate of shard knights stood at attention in the king’s heart room. They’d remained still as Merric Pride spent the last three hours trying to activate Elan’s Heart using Danielle’s ring.


  The orb hummed and danced with light as Pride cradled it in his palms, but Elan’s Heart never changed. Nothing overt came of his actions.


  “Perhaps if you try it on a different finger Your Majesty?” Lord Randal said.


  Pride rolled his eyes in disgust. “Why didn’t I think of that brilliant idea?” Sarcasm dripped from his words as he glared at Lord Randal. “Don’t you think I’ve tried you idiot! I’ve tried everything! Nothing works!”


  Lord Randal stepped back. “Perhaps we need the other ring Your Majesty?”


  “Of course! I’m so glad you’re here to dispense such sage advice. Why don’t you bring it to me, and I’ll try it.”


  Lord Randal blushed. “I just meant -“


  “What progress have you made with that cursed book of yours? We need answers.”


  Lord Randal removed a handkerchief from his breast pocket and dabbed his forehead. “I’m afraid progress has been slow Your Majesty.”


  Slow heat throbbed like a hot coal nestled at the base of Pride’s neck. “What’ve you discovered?”


  Lord Randal’s eyes shifted without returning his gaze. “I’m not sure it would interest Your Majesty. It’s tedious tidbits of information.”


  “Spit it out Niles. For Elan’s sake just tell me.”


  Lord Randal forced a nervous chuckle. “Well, for starters, according to the book, Lora’s Heart may in fact be real.”


  The throbbing heat in Pride’s head graduated to a dull ache. He crossed the room and laid Elan’s Heart in the suspension chamber.


  “That’s assuming the book’s real Your Majesty,” Lord Randal said dabbing the perspiration from his forehead.


  “I’ve no doubt Ayralen shard magic exists Niles. I witnessed it myself. That doesn’t mean it’s not an abomination. Whatever Lora could do with her magic, today’s Ayralen savages have no business using it.”


  Lord Randal’s head bobbed like a marionette on a string. “Yes, yes, Your Majesty. The book made it quite clear that Lora’s Heart controls Ayralen magic. Just as Elan’s Heart bestows its gifts on Meranthian citizens.”


  “You must’ve discovered more from the book,” Pride said.


  A thin smile stretched across Lord Randal’s bearded face. “If we find Lora’s Heart and destroy it, Ayralen magic dies.”


  Pride’s eyebrows raised. “That stands to reason Niles. What does the book say about its location?”


  Lord Randal chuckled and wiped trickles of sweat from his neck. “It’s funny you mention that Your Majesty. I haven’t yet discerned that particular smidgen of information.”


  He couldn’t take much more of Niles’ yammering. He barked out, “how much longer Niles?”


  Lord Randal flinched. “About that, I’m afraid at this exact moment in time, I’m not going to be able to gather that odd piece of information Your Majesty.”


  “And that’s because…,” Pride said.


  “It seems I no longer have direct hold of the book Your Majesty.”


  His head pounded as a torrent of heat rushed through him like a blacksmith’s furnace. “You lost it! In Elan’s name how? And give me a direct answer or I’ll have you imprisoned. I’ve heard enough of your rambling.”


  Lord Randal’s eyes bulged, and lines of sweat ran like a river from thin strands of hair plastered to his balding pate. “It was stolen Your Majesty.” The words spewed out as spittle flew from his mouth landing on Pride’s robe.


  Pride removed a pristine snow-white handkerchief from the deep recesses of his robe and unfolded it. He located Lord Randal’s spittle and dabbed it away. “Details you imbecile. I need the details!” He screamed the last word as he barely contained a burning urge to beat Lord Randal to death with his bare hands.


  Lord Randal squealed and hopped backward. “The girl Your Majesty! Miss Deveaux took it from me. Her friends transformed into those gigantic cats and threatened to kill me if I didn’t give it to them. I tried Your Majesty, oh how I tried, but they stripped it from me and humiliated me.” Tears fell down his face as his body shook, and he made no effort to contain his anguish.


  Pride held open his arms as if to welcome Lord Randal in an embrace. “Come now Niles, it’ll be alright.”


  Lord Randal melted into Pride’s awaiting arms and sobbed. “It was horrible Your Majesty. Truly horrible.”


  “There, there Niles.” He patted the smarmy snail’s back. “We won’t let something like this happen again will we?”


  “No, Your Majesty. Of course not.”


  As Lord Randal sobbed into his clean white robe, Pride jerked his knee upward connecting with the relaxed stomach muscle of the blubbering squid.


  Lord Randal let loose a guttural grunt and collapsed at Pride’s feet. He writhed and curled into a protective ball as his hands clutched his stomach.


  Dark energy swirled in Pride’s subconscious mind begging for release, but Elan willed restraint. He couldn’t kill Lord Randal as much as wanted to. Not yet. “How could you let that book of filth escape your hands? You should’ve died protecting it you vermin!”


  Lord Randal writhed on the floor gasping for breath.


  “What’s your plan for recovering the book Lord Randal? How do I stop the public outrage when the dirty lies inside its covers spread? I should’ve destroyed that damned book when I had the chance. Why did I let you talk me into keeping it?” A fresh blaze of anger swept over him, and he kicked the whimpering fool in his lower back.


  With a stifled wheeze, Lord Randal stiffened on the ground and remained motionless.


  Pride called forth energy enough to level a village and let it ripple along his outstretched fingertips. Ropes of dark blue shard magic sizzled between his fingers forming a spider web of horror. Dark energy danced and twisted sparking outward toward the immobile Minister of Internal Affairs.


  Lord Randal groaned twisting like an injured fawn dragged into the belly of the lion’s den.


  Pride pulled in deep calming breaths. This disaster never would’ve befallen him if the Ayralen shard weavers hadn’t meddled in his business. He’d make them regret their decision. “Niles, get up.”


  Pride released the thick strands of energy. A sad emptiness filled him as the shard magic receded into the depths of his subconscious mind.


  Lord Randal groaned and rolled onto his hands and knees. Unintelligible squeaks emanated from his throat as he tried to stand.


  Pride ran a hand through his thick gray hair, and regret washed over him like a man late for church. “For Elan’s sake Niles, I’m sorry I struck you. I lost my temper.” He reached down and helped him to his feet.


  “Don’t apologize Your Majesty.” He doubled over pulling in short breaths. “You’re right. I should’ve given my life to save the book.”


  “If you’d sacrificed your life, I wouldn’t know where to find the book.” Pride said. “No, I’ve another way Niles. Have the Ayralen prisoners arrived?”


  Lord Randal struggled to stand. “Yes, Your Majesty. All three arrived this morning.” Color crept into Lord Randal’s face as he straightened his uniform jacket. “Professor Finn and the two pagans we captured with Miss Deveaux.”


  “What’s their physical condition? Have they weakened from hunger?”


  Lord Randal shook his head. “Quite the opposite Your Majesty. They’ve managed to keep up their strength despite the…,” he cleared his throat, “conditions of colony life.”


  “Good. Make sure the biggest man is in the isolation cell. We can’t afford his escape, and bring me the thin weaselly man that traveled with Miss Deveaux. He carried the red staff.”


  Lord Randal winced, and he rubbed his lower back. “As you command Your Majesty.” He shuffled from the chamber, and shut the heavy iron doors behind him.


  A slight smile stretched across Pride’s bone white cheeks. Elan had shown him the way.


  Elan’s Heart rotated in the suspension chamber. The hypnotic tracers of shifting and swirling light begged Pride forward.


  He lost himself in the dancing light letting his conscious mind drift. The book. The damned book shook him to his core.


  For years he’d tried to keep the past buried, but the book brought it rushing forward. Why had she done it? His mother took great risk in that journey. But, she’d slipped past the Meranthian border and convinced the guards to allow her safe passage. Vague memories of his time in the Heartwood felt more like a dream than real life experience. Nonetheless, he remembered flashes of his time spent there decades ago.


  He never asked her why she’d made the journey, but looking back he could guess. He’d never fit in among the tree people. With his pale complexion and blond hair he didn’t belong, and his mother knew it. He’d long suspected his father’s Meranthian heritage, but he still didn’t know his identity.


  The church had welcomed her. Welcomed them both. He remembered her hushed conversations with the priests always careful to keep her voice low.


  He shuddered as he recalled the morning he woke to find her gone. He carried the agony contained in that singular moment every day, and he’d never forgiven her.


  The church accepted him from the start, and he embraced Elan with a fervor that separated him from his peers. Even among the elder deacons, he worshiped with exceptional devotion. His classmates sought out his advice treating him more like a rector than a peer.


  Pride had soared through the church ranks earning his shard at seventeen. Most disciples of Elan chose the healing path, but he had different plans. He vowed never to allow another control over his life. When a protection shard became available, he’d leaped at the chance. He’d discovered properties of spirit magic that surprised even the most advanced shield knights inside the Order’s ranks. But, he kept his most treasured discoveries hidden. When Archbishop Ewers died, Pride’s appointment surprised no one.


  He could’ve left his past alone. He would’ve obliged if not for Ayralen intrusion. Ambassador James Finn’s arrival changed everything. Pride didn’t know how the man knew his birth mother, but he did. The ambassador’s naivety of using that knowledge as a conversational icebreaker galled him. The man had earned his fate through his own stupidity.


  A sharp chill ran along Pride’s spine as he recalled the conversation with Finn. Had his enemies discovered the truth, the church and its parishioners would’ve shunned him. His life’s work ruined by an unwanted Ayralen visitor. How many Ayralens knew his secret? He’d long since dealt with the priest that spoke with his mother, and he thought he’d closed every loop.


  A loud banging on the iron door broke his trance.


  “Enter,” Pride said.


  Lord Randal peered through the door’s crack before pushing it wide. “Your Majesty, I’ve brought the prisoner.”


  “Very good Niles. Send him in.”


  A tall lanky Ayralen man entered wearing a fresh tunic, trousers, and shoes. The outfit stood in stark contrast to the filth covering his face and hands. His thin disheveled hair lay twisted in a tangled mass, and dark stubbles covered his face and neck. He kept his eyes lowered staring at his shackled wrists and ankles as he shuffled across the room not daring a peek at the king. He came on Lord Randal’s heels and those of a shield knight escorting him.


  The hum of a thin detention shield surrounded the greasy man. Its near invisibility marked the man’s threat level.


  “Prisoner, what’s your name?” Pride said.


  “My name is Brendyn Hartel of Lora’s Guard. Protector of the Heartwood and loyal ambassador of the prime guardian.”


  Pride snorted with contempt. “Ambassador is it? Is that what you call yourself?” He crossed the room and stood before the dirty Ayralen. “You’ll address me as Your Majesty while in my presence. Do you understand me?”


  Brendyn nodded. “I understand Your Majesty.”


  “That’s better. Have you forgotten how a visiting ambassador should address a king?” He shook his head. “You Ayralens have a great deal to learn about manners.”


  “I apologize Your Majesty.” Brendyn said speaking into the floor with his down turned face blank of expression.


  Pride extended his hand, and the shield surrounding Brendyn disappeared.


  The shield knight’s eyes widened with panic. He raised his hand, and blue light flickered in his fingertips.


  “Be at ease Derick. I intend to use my magic to interrogate this prisoner.” Pride flicked his wrist, and a shield thick enough to stop a stampeding bull flickered to life around Brendyn.


  “I apologize for the ineptitude of the shield Your Majesty. Collapsing it shouldn’t have been possible.”


  “Knight Derick, you’ll have to forgive an old man who’s still got a few tricks up his sleeve. You’ve committed no wrong,” Pride said.


  Tension drained from the knight’s shoulders. “Yes Your Majesty. If you wouldn’t mind my asking, how did you do it?”


  “I’ll leave you to figure that out Derick. Now, if you’ll excuse us, you may take your leave.”


  Derick bowed. “Thank you Your Majesty.” He spun on his heel and strode from the room.


  Brendyn’s gaze never left the floor throughout the exchange.


  “Mister Hartel, my patience today has been exhausted so I’m going to come straight to the point. I need information about your mission to my country.”


  “The avalanche on Salem’s Peak exposed an opening that raised the curiosity of an Ayralen guardian,” Brendyn said. “He sent word to the prime guardian, and he sent us to investigate.”


  Pride extended his hand and gave his wrist a slight twist.


  The shield surrounding Brendyn shrunk until spirit energy hovered above his skin like a second layer of skin.


  Pride flicked his index finger, and the shield descended by a hair’s width.


  A high-pitched scream resonated from Brendyn’s throat. “I’ve told you what I know.”


  Pride’s pulse pitched higher as the joy of the hunt poured through his body like warthogs running wild through a thicket. As he twisted his wrist, a tight smile tugged at the corners of his paper-thin lips.


  Brendyn’s body lurched as saliva ran unfettered from his slackened jaw. His eyes bulged, and his legs wobbled like a tub of raspberry jam as his self-control slipped away.


  Pride released the shield’s hold lifting it from the surface of Brendyn’s skin. “Please Mister Hartel, continue with the same tired story you told a month ago. I’m rather enjoying this process. When you’re ready to speak the truth, can you give some sort of signal to my minister of internal affairs?”


  Brendyn sagged, and his trembling legs bordered on collapse as sweat formed beneath the armpits of his tunic. He pulled in large rasping gasps struggling to speak the faintest whisper.


  This Ayralen scum would conform. Pride saw weakness in his eyes. He merely needed another tweak. “We’ve built a private cell for you at the colony Mister Hartel. I think you’ll enjoy your personal accommodations. No more troublesome visits from your friends. I wonder if you’ll have as much success staying alive? Or, perhaps you’d enjoy your own quarters here in the palace? All your meals prepared by my personal chef, and you’d enjoy the comfort of your own soft bed.”


  Brendyn struggled to preserve consciousness as his head lolled like a rag doll. He temporarily won the battle for self-control as his neck followed the sound of Pride’s voice. “What…is it…you want?” His words came broken and slurred.


  “Let’s start with the truth,” Pride said.


  “The truth?” A broken smile crossed his sunken face. “The truth is I never wanted to come on this Godforsaken mission.”


  “Oh? Why’s that?”


  “Danielle Deveaux lacks the experience and wisdom necessary to lead an expedition of this importance.”


  Pride resisted the urge to unleash another jolt of spirit energy. “Keep talking.”


  “If you’re serious about your offer, I’ll tell you…Your Majesty.”


  “Be careful Mister Hartel. You don’t control the flow of information in this conversation. I do. You’ll tell me because I want to know. If I’m feeling generous, I’ll reward you. Ask yourself if your life is worth it? I’ll not negotiate this point further. You can simply tell the truth or die.”


  Brendyn sagged and dropped his head nodding. “We never meant to enter the mountain cave. A snowstorm forced us to take cover.”


  “I see. Why did you leave the book?”


  “I’ll tell you the truth, but, honestly, I find this part unbelievably myself. The book had a magical trap embedded inside. When Danielle opened the book, piles of human bones littering the room came alive and unleashed strange black magic.” He shivered as he recounted the details. “We lost two team members. I wish we’d never seen that cave.”


  “And you left the book fearing further disaster?”


  “Yes. We planned on returning with a larger team once we contacted the prime guardian.”


  “Honestly Mister Hartel. I find the skeleton story a bit over the top, but I’m going to let it slide. Please continue.”


  “Our primary mission was to find Ronan Latimer and place him on the Meranthian throne.”


  Pride chuckled and shook his head. “What a foolish notion. Elan’s on my side Mister Hartel. Your prime guardian should know better. How did you know Ronan was alive?”


  “The prime guardian received a message. I wasn’t privy to the details. As far as I know, the only Meranthians Connal Deveaux knew came from Princess Arianne’s trip to Ayralen twenty years ago,” Brendyn said.


  Pride’s eyebrows raised as a realization struck him. “Ah, Patron Tyrell was no doubt involved. Elan saw to it that he met his final reward. He’s no longer among the living. It seems your mission has taken a decidedly bad turn.”


  “As I said earlier Your Majesty, Danielle’s decision to enter that cave proved disastrous. Patron Tyrell’s death makes little difference to me. I met the man once many years ago. I barely knew him.”


  “When did you meet Patron Tyrell?”


  “Princess Arianne came to Ayralen to establish a relationship with our country. Tyrell came as part of her team, and I served as ambassador during her time in the Heartwood.”


  “Tell me about Princess Arianne’s time in the Heartwood. I know she traveled to Ayralen against King Torr’s wishes.”


  Brendyn’s eyes shifted, and he licked his lips. “What do you want to know Your Majesty? That happened a long time ago.”


  This man tried to deceive him, and he wouldn’t tolerate insubordination. He shook his head and extended his palm. “Mister Hartel, you trifle with your life. So be it.” Energy gathered like a storm at the tips of his outstretched fingers.


  Desperation oozed from Brendyn’s face as he lifted his shackled hands as if to fend off the blow. “No wait! Please Your Majesty!”


  Pride contained the gathering ball of blue spirit energy and stared with contempt at the worm hunkered before him. “You’ll not lie to the king! Do you understand me Mister Hartel? Your life is forfeit. Tell me what you know without further prompting.”


  Brendyn’s head jerked “Yes! I’ll tell you everything. Just don’t kill me please.”


  Pride let the energy recede and lowered his hand. He wanted to decimate this pagan where he stood, but he needed the information first. “Talk, and talk willingly. That was your final warning.”


  Words flew from Brendyn’s mouth. “As I said, I was an emissary of sorts to the Queen during her visit to the Heartwood. I took care of her communications, set up her meetings, and attended her general needs. I came to know her rather well during that time.” Brendyn licked his lips and ran a trembling hand through the mess of hair atop his head. “She began a relationship with the prime guardian. An intimate relationship.”


  Pride raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t surprise me. The woman made many poor choices. Go on.”


  “She became pregnant during her long stay in the Heartwood, and I can’t imagine any other father but the prime guardian,” Brendyn said.


  Goose bumps raised on his flesh, and he shivered. How close they’d all come to an Ayralen king sitting atop the Meranthian throne. Disaster couldn’t begin to describe that scenario. “That confirms what I’ve long suspected. Her son is Ayralen, and her story a lie. If the country had known the truth, she would’ve hung and saved us many years of grief,” Pride said.


  “There’s more to the story,” Brendyn said. “The queen gave birth to twins Your Majesty. A boy and a girl.”


  “Miss Deveaux,” Pride said.


  “That’s correct Your Majesty.”


  “Miss Deveaux carried a ring with her. It’s an important Meranthian artifact. I need information about her ring,” Pride said.


  Brendyn scratched his head and stared toward the ceiling as if searching long forgotten memories. “I do recall overhearing a conversation between the queen and the prime guardian the day before she left. Connal Deveaux gave her a gift, but I didn’t see what. He asked Arianne to give it to Ronan on his eighth birthday. She was distraught, and I had a hard time understanding the entire conversation. He mentioned the phrase ‘each having one’. After that, she broke down, and I retreated.”


  He stood frozen in stunned disbelief as the news sent his pulse soaring. Had he understood the man correctly? Ronan held his ring. He’d had it his whole life.


  “The prince has the second ring Your Majesty,” Lord Randal said.


  “Yes Niles. I formed the same conclusion.”


  “Without the book Your Majesty we -“


  The whiny shrill of Lord Randal’s voice set his head throbbing. “Yes Niles. I know.”


  “That’s all I know Your Majesty,” Brendyn said. “I’ve kept my end of the bargain.”


  “Yes indeed you have, but I’m afraid I’m going to need another favor.”


  “But, Your Majesty I -“


  Pride gripped Brendyn’s manacled wrist. He reached inside his mind and gathered enough magic to kill a man several times over. He squeezed the spirit energy into a concentrated pinpoint no larger than a pebble. “No, Mister Hartel. I’m not quite finished with you.”


  Brendyn stared with wide-eyed fear at the compressed spirit energy drifting toward him. “I’ve fully cooperated. You promised.”


  Pride gathered the dark blue sphere above Brendyn’s wrist and willed it forward letting it sink into the Ayralen’s skin.


  Brendyn jerked away his hand as if he’d touched a hot stove. Panic locked his jaw shut, and his eyes widened with fear. “What did you do to me?”


  “Do you feel that Mister Hartel? Do you feel it working inside you?” Pride said.


  Brendyn shook his hand as if trying to shake loose a bug that had landed on his skin. “It’s moving. I can feel it moving inside my arm.”


  “It’s Elan’s spirit Mister Hartel. It travels through your veins and lodges deep inside your heart. It’ll remain small enough to cause you no harm for a week. After seven days, it expands at a rapid rate.”


  “But, but…I gave you what you wanted.”


  Pride put on his best smile. “There’s nothing to fear. I can remove Elan’s little gift when you deliver. But, if it takes longer than a week, give or take a day, well…just don’t take longer than a week. Okay?”


  The blood drained from Brendyn’s face. “Deliver what?”


  “The ring of course. Mister Latimer’s ring and the book. I need them both.”


  “But I don’t know where they are. I can’t begin to guess. I’ve never been to Meranthia.”


  “Then I suggest you find a way. If you deliver the book and the ring, I’ll remove the…gift, and give you everything else I promised earlier.” He held up a hand. “By Elan’s name, I do solemnly promise.”


  Brendyn shook his head. “You can’t do this to me.”


  “Niles, please return Mister Hartel’s staff and pouch before sending him on his way. I’ve a feeling he’ll be needing those.”


  “Yes Your Majesty. I’ll make sure he has them.”


  Brendyn trembled as he shuffled across the room led by Lord Randal.


  “Remember Mister Hartel, you’ve one week to return with the book and ring. I’ll be watching. You can bet your life on it.”


  Brendyn glanced over his shoulder. “Yes…Your Majesty. I’ll do it.” Brendyn’s words came out in a hoarse whisper.


  Pride’s headache had disappeared. He whistled the seventh hymn of Meranthia as he watched the beautiful lights swirl in Elan’s Heart.


  The Golden Tap


   


  At the road’s end, the legendary Golden Tap glistened like an emerald on the edge of Lake Latimer. Freehold’s upper crust visited the inn during summer retreat season. Its breathtaking views offered time and space for quiet reflection, but the music, dancing, and atmosphere kept people coming back season after season. Any socialite seeking attention vacationed at the Tap.


  Danielle pushed her palm against her bouncing golden curls. “How do I look?”


  “If I didn’t know better, I’d say I was talking to the queen herself,” Ronan said. “Don’t forget your accent. You have to sound Meranthian or they’ll toss us out.”


  “How do I sound now? Do I sound like you?” Danielle’s accent transformed from the flowing rhythmic tone common in Ayralen to the halted choppy Meranthian style.


  “You don’t sound like me, but you sound exactly like mother. It’s frightening,” Ronan said.


  Danielle blushed. “I just wish we didn’t have to steal gold from that caravan,” she said.


  “They were slavers Danielle.”


  Her expression soured. “You’re sure?”


  Ronan rolled his eyes and pulled his hat low on his head. “Remember, I’m your servant. Treat me like one. Come on let’s go inside.”


  Danielle waved overhead signaling to Keely the all-clear. “I’ll remember.” She tucked a small black poodle into her over-sized handbag and pushed open the shimmering door to the Golden Tap.


  Black and white marble tiles covered the spacious entryway floor. Gold paint covered the walls accented by polished oak molding. A large floor-to-ceiling mirror ran along the wall separating the entryway from the main dining room. Gold light fixtures mounted every few feet emitted a soft glow giving the room an air of magic.


  From within the Golden Tap’s main dining room, opera music tripped like wind drifting on a summer breeze. Looking up from a reservation book, a middle-aged man dressed in a formal suit and thin black bow tie smiled at Danielle and Ronan as they entered.


  He wore an expression of genuine warmth as he prepared to greet Danielle. “Welcome to the -” He froze mid-sentence, and his face turned as white as a bag of bleached flour. His eyes widened as he gawked unable to speak.


  Ronan cleared his throat. “Good evening, might you have a dinner table open for the lady?”


  The man shook his head emerging from the daze. “I’m sorry. I apologize for my rude behavior. It’s your appearance. You resemble…”


  “The queen? I hear that constantly.” Danielle waved him off with her white gloved hand. “It’s okay. With the looks I get, you’d think I was her long lost daughter or something.” Danielle scratched behind the poodle’s ear nestled in her bag. “Isn’t that right puppet.”


  He bowed. “Yes. Well then, let me be the first to welcome you to the Golden Tap. My name is Rory.”


  “I’ve heard so much about this wonderful inn, but I haven’t had the chance to visit. It’s a remarkable place.”


  “Thank you Miss…”


  “Miss Willow. Anna Willow,” Danielle said.


  “Rory,” Ronan said. “Miss Willow will require a table for two this evening.”


  “Yes. I’m afraid that won’t be possible. We sold out Marisa Madsen’s performance weeks ago. But, you’re welcome to visit the bar. I’ll add you’re name to the waiting list, and, should a table open, I’ll make sure you receive the first available.”


  Ronan produced a gold coin from his suit pocket and slid it onto Rory’s desk. “Thank you Rory, but could you double check your reservation log? Maybe there was a last minute cancellation.” He pointed toward the reservation book leaving the coin unattended.


  Rory’s hand flashed, and the coin disappeared as Rory feigned interest in the reservation log. His eyes gleamed as he nodded. “My eyesight grows worse every year. I do see a cancellation right here.” He pointed to some scribbles in his reservation book. “I’ve a table open near the veranda. Please follow me.”


  Danielle followed the gray-haired steward through the marbled entryway, around the mirrored wall, and into the inn’s crowded dining room.


  In the room’s center a young woman with a pitch perfect voice sang atop a raised circular stage. Beneath her, an orchestra performed accompanied her from a recessed pit playing in perfect timing with her voice.


  Along the room’s back end Lake Latimer glistened under a cloudless twilight sky. Shafts of orange and yellow sunlight spread across the veranda filtering into the dining room’s interior. The architect had taken advantage of the Golden Tap’s scenic outdoor view as the indoor seating merged with the exterior veranda giving the entire room the feel of floating on water.


  Danielle marveled at the Ayralen inspired design. Most buildings in the Heartwood took advantage of this architectural style.


  Guests lined every inch of available space along the sidewalls converging into the bar where people stood shoulder to shoulder. Dozens of tables filled the main dining hall stretching onto the veranda where every table held guests. The exterior portion of the Golden Tap came equipped with an outdoor bar crammed with people craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the beautiful opera star.


  Danielle couldn’t imagine where Rory planned on seating them. He’d spoken the truth about the sold-out show.


  All eyes locked on the captivating young woman singing a beautiful soprano. Tear streaked faces mixed with expressions of awe and rapture. An obese man near the stage sobbed openly dabbing at a river of tears running down his quivering jowls.


  Rory raised his hand and snapped his fingers. Three Golden Tap employees appeared from nowhere carrying a table and two chairs. He paused near the lone spot in the cavernous dining room that had space enough for a table and chairs. Within moments the inn’s staff had assembled the table complete with silverware, napkins, and a lit golden candle. He bowed with formal deference. “Your table M’Lady.”


  Danielle moved in front of the dining chair Rory held out for her. “Thank you Rory.” She sat, and Ronan took the chair beside her.


  “Your waiter will serve you shortly.” Rory bowed and drifted back toward his station in the foyer.


  Danielle shuffled her chair closer to Ronan and leaned in. “Any sign of them?”


  “None, although it’s hard to tell with so many people packed in here.” He kept his voice low.


  She hooked the over-sized bag on her chair back, and the dark poodle popped out its head. “I’d help, but I’ve no idea what they look like.” She whispered.


  “I’ll walk around and see if I spot a familiar face.” Ronan stood and pushed in his chair. “Yes M’Lady, I’ll fetch that for you.” He raised his voice loud enough for nearby guests to overhear and disappeared into the crowd.


  The aroma of seared beef drifting from the kitchen made Danielle’s stomach growl. Ronan told her the inn served the best steak in the western region.


  A moment later a waiter dressed in a short red coat, white shirt, and black tie appeared at the table. “Good evening M’Lady wel -“ The waiter froze mid-sentence.


  Danielle never imagined her appearance would create such a stir. “I just look a great deal like her. It’s okay.”


  The waiter blushed. “I’m sorry miss. I shouldn’t have stared. It’s just you look so much like our beloved queen, may Elan bless her soul.”


  “There’s no reason to apologize,” she said.


  The waiter cleared his throat and bowed. “Thank you, and welcome to the Golden Tap. My name’s Garr, and I’ll be serving you this evening. Will you take dinner after the show or hear our dinner selections now?”


  “Thank you Garr. I think we’ll wait until after the show for dinner, but I’d love a bottle of cold summer wine.”


  “Very good M’Lady. We’ve several excellent vintages. Would you care to see a list?”


  “I’m so bad with the names. Just surprise me.” Her lips curved into a flirtatious smile.


  “We’ve an excellent vintage that just arrived from Nefield. I’ll bring two glasses?”


  “Yes, thank you Garr.”


  Garr bowed. “I’ll return with your chilled wine shortly.” He spun and reversed course scuttling away toward the bar.


  Marisa Madsen hit a note so high that hushed astonishment rolled over the crowd. She continued without hesitation pinging note after note in breathtaking succession.


  The singer’s voice seeped into Danielle’s subconsciousness as she let the music take control of her. Her pulse rose and fell with the rhythm of Marisa Madsen’s voice, and her song grew faster and more complex.


  The crowd hushed as Marisa’s song built to a fever pitch nearing a crescendo. Marisa turned and faced the audience listening from the veranda leaving her previous location unoccupied nearest the stage’s interior portion. Sitting at a large table closest the famous singer, Merric Pride smiled with eyes closed moving his fingers in time with the music’s beat.


  Danielle gasped as she came face-to-face with the king. He had but to open his eyes, and he’d stare directly at Danielle. She held her eyes closed for a few seconds willing him away. When she opened them, Pride’s physical presence remained a nightmarish reality.


  Standing in the upper balcony, a shard knight scanned the audience with intense unwavering eyes. Another knight stood over Pride’s left shoulder glowering at nearby guests, and a third stood by the interior bar.


  Danielle needed to find Ronan. If she stayed any longer, the king or his guardsmen would discover her. She forced calm even breathing and wrestled the urge to stand and run. She stood with calm certainty grabbing her purse containing the toy dog and eased away from her table.


  She pushed through the crowd, but the guests ignored her. Their attention remained glued to the captivating singer ruling the stage. Danielle gave silent gratitude to Marisa Madsen for providing such a complete and thorough distraction.


  Scores of patrons crammed the interior bar as Danielle offered apologies and kept her face directed toward the floor.


  Danielle’s chest tightened as panic rippled through her head. What if the shard knights had already found and captured Ronan? She’d never forgive herself the stupidity.


  Flickers of the bar loomed ahead through a tangle of guests. Customers lined every inch of the long polished bar rail. A guest sat in every available stool straining to witness the performance of a lifetime.


  Bartenders bustled filling drink orders of the few patrons more interested in ale than song, but no sign of Ronan showed in the crowd.


  A hand locked onto Danielle’s elbow with a tight unwavering grip.


  Danielle jumped as gale force panic raced through her heart and flashed through the back of her head. She suppressed a scream. The room spun as she struggled for air, and her knees went weak and rubbery.


  Warm breath tickled her neck as whispered words came hot in her ear. “Danielle, it’s okay. I’m here,” Ronan said.


  Relief flowed through her, and she spun to find the welcome sight of her brother standing behind her. “Did you see him Ronan?” Her words came out low with desperate urgency.


  “Yes. And I’ve seen at least five knights guarding the room. The front door’s covered. We can’t get out that way. Maybe there’s another exit through the terrace. Let’s go.” He pulled his hat lower, took Danielle’s hand and led her through the crowded bar toward the patio.


  Danielle scanned the audience as she let Ronan pull her deeper through the inn. Cold fear tugged at her brain when she saw a face she recognized.


  Knight Bryson stood at the empty table Danielle left only a minute earlier. The waiter, Garr, returned to the empty table carrying a bottle of cold white summer wine and a pair of wineglasses. Bryson spoke a few words to the waiter, and his eyes scanned the room.


  Danielle tried to speak. She needed to tell Ronan about the shard knight, but the words failed her. They wouldn’t come through the fear locking her throat shut.


  Ronan strode through the inn with calm focused determination. The crowd parted for him like a school of mackerel before a marauding shark.


  She clung to Ronan’s hand not daring to loosen her grip. The over-sized bag swung from her shoulder as the poodle’s head peered out scanning the room. The floor changed beneath her feet, and the breeze coming off Lake Latimer cooled her face. They’d reached the veranda.


  Marisa Madsen’s song came faster and louder building toward a climax as Ronan searched for any sign of an exit. “There’s no way out Danielle. We’re twenty feet over the lake.”


  Bryson focused his gaze on the patio straining to see past the myriad of guests blocking his view. He bulled through the crowd moving toward the patio and pushed an elderly woman from his path.


  “He’s coming Ronan! Why would Tyrell send us here? We’re trapped,” she said.


  Wide-eyed, Ronan jerked his head toward Danielle. “What did you say?”


  “I said we’re trapped.”


  “Not that. What did you say about Tyrell?”


  Bryson stepped onto the patio a dozen yards away as Marissa Madsen’s song neared its climax.


  “Why would Master Tyrell send us here?” Her voice trembled. “He’s almost on us Ronan.” She gripped his hand squeezing with desperation.


  “That’s it Danielle.” Ronan dragged Danielle to the patio bar.


  The stunning blue-eyed female bartender looked at Ronan and tilted her head squinting as if trying to place him.


  Ronan stripped away his hat flashing locks of dark wavy hair and whispered to the young blond bartender. “Patron Tyrell sends his regards to little Athena.”


  Marisa Madsen’s song climaxed, and the singer’s trance-like effect ended. Every audience member leaped at once roaring approval and trapping Bryson in their wake.


  Bryson strained to look above the raucous crowd, but the wall of bodies blocked his view.


  The bartender’s eyes widened in surprise. “Ronan! This way. Hurry!” She motioned behind the bar.


  Danielle followed Ronan, and they ducked behind the bar where the young woman opened a trapdoor revealing a set of damp wooden stairs.


  Ronan plunged downward entering a wall of black darkness.


  Danielle followed eager to escape and grateful for her brother’s fast thinking.


  Ronan waited halfway down the stairway and reached for Danielle’s hand. “Take my hand Danielle.”


  She groped in the darkness until she found his hand and continued downward. The smell of damp musty lake water greeted her as she let Ronan lead her into pitch-black darkness.


  The trapdoor leading into the Golden Tap slammed shut, and a heavy bolt slid into place.


  “We’re in a small square room Danielle,” Ronan said.


  Danielle let her bag slink along her arm, and she placed it on the stone floor. She fumbled through the bag until she found her belt pouch. “Hold on a second.”


  The little dog jumped clear of the bag, and Rika shifted into her human form. “Do you think he saw us?” Rika said.


  “He saw something suspicious, but I don’t think he saw us,” Ronan said. “If he did, we’d have a squadron of shard knights pounding on that trapdoor.”


  Danielle sifted through her belt pouch in total darkness until she found the seed she wanted and tossed it onto the floor. She pushed magic into the seed, and a phosphorescent moss covered the ground emitting a soft green light. “That’s better.”


  The stone room offered no exit other than the door leading upward to the veranda. Four stone walls surrounded the trio with a damp stone floor beneath.


  “Who was the pretty blond girl working the bar? She knew you.” Rika said.


  “That’s Athena. Tyrell’s goddaughter. Although she’s changed quite a bit. I barely recognized her.”


  “What do we do now?” Danielle said.


  “We’ll wait until it’s clear, and Athena opens the door,” Ronan said.


  Somewhere deep under the stone floor, a loud click resonated, and a moment later, the stone floor shifted.


  Danielle’s stomach sank as the floor beneath her feet moved. “Is the floor moving?”


  “I’m not sure, but it feels like it,” Ronan said.


  A low rumble echoed through the small stone room as the floor continued to slide downward.


  “The walls aren’t changing,” Rika said. “I think the whole room is moving.”


  Danielle held her breath as the room vibrated, and the low rumble grew louder. The strange sensation of movement in a tight closed-off space sent flutters of dizziness through her head. Cold damp sweat covered her forehead, and she leaned against the wall.


  The room shuddered then stopped, but the low rumbling continued with its sound muffled.


  “It stopped.” Rika placed her hand against the stone wall and glanced toward the trapdoor.


  Ronan dashed up the wooden stairway and pushed his shoulder into the door, but it wouldn’t budge.


  “Don’t force it Ronan. We don’t know what’s going on here,” Danielle said.


  The room started moving, but slower this time, and the wall’s vibration decreased.


  “Agreed,” he said backing away from the trapdoor.


  “I don’t remember seeing water on the floor a minute ago,” Rika said. She pointed to small puddles of water stretched along the floor’s edges.


  “The air felt damp when we came down here, but I don’t recall seeing any standing water,” Danielle said.


  “Look at the puddle. It’s moving,” Ronan said.


  Water seeped in at a faster rate leaving no doubt about the room’s condition. The phosphorescent moss Danielle had brought to life a few minutes ago glowed green beneath an inch of standing water. Her bag floated on top.


  Panic gripped Danielle when she noticed the bag. “The book’s in my shoulder bag! This water will destroy it.”


  Rika grabbed Danielle’s bag and tossed it to her. “Can you protect it?”


  “I think so.” Danielle reached into her pouch and found the seed she needed. She pulled the dry book from the bag, placed the seed on top, and channeled nature magic.


  The seed burst forth enormous green palm fronds that wrapped the book in a cocoon of thick watertight leaves multiple layers deep.


  “That should keep it dry,” she said. “But it won’t stop us from drowning.”


  “Let’s not panic,” Ronan said. “Athena wouldn’t put our lives at risk.”


  “Really? How well do you know her Ronan? You haven’t seen her in, what, five years?” Danielle said.


  “Master Tyrell trusted her. That’s good enough for me,” he said.


  “Maybe she doesn’t know this room is filling with water. Maybe she thinks it’s watertight, and we’re safe,” Rika said.


  Conversation stopped as a loud clattering noise came from directly beneath the stone floor. A moment later, the room plummeted.


  Danielle braced herself as water sprayed like a geyser through cracks in the stone walls and floor.


  Within seconds, the water climbed to knee level.


  “Ronan, forget what I said. Break open the door. We’re going to drown in here,” Danielle said.


  Water sprayed through ceiling cracks increasing the rate of the rising water.


  Ronan set his shoulder against the door and pushed. The door’s frame bent under his shard infused strength causing water to pour in through the surrounding cracks.


  The water slammed into Ronan and sent him flailing backward. He splashed into the chest-high water still rising in the stone room.


  Danielle held the covered book above her head trying to keep it dry for as long as possible. As the water rose higher, she found herself treading water moving upward toward the stone ceiling only a few feet away.


  “Rika, can you transform into a fish? At least you could let someone know what happened here,” Ronan said.


  “I can’t. I haven’t bound any water creatures yet.” She spit out a mouthful of water.


  “Once the water pressure evens out, I’ll force open the trapdoor, and we’ll swim out.” He yelled to overcome the water’s roar.


  “If we can hold our breath that long,” Danielle said. “I’ve no idea how deep into the lake we’ve gone.” Danielle’s face pressed against the rough stone ceiling.


  An inch of breathable air remained as the water rose higher.


  “Take a deep breath and hold it!” Ronan gulped in air just as the rising water met the ceiling.


  Danielle sucked in a huge lungful of air and disappeared beneath Lake Latimer’s chilly waters.


  The Book


   


  Lake Latimer’s warm summer water filled the stone chamber from floor to ceiling leaving Ronan, Rika, and Danielle trapped with only the air in their lungs keeping them alive.


  Ronan’s heart raced as he surged through the murky water toward the trapdoor.


  Fear and desperation rimmed Rika’s eyes as she silently pleaded for him to hurry.


  Danielle hugged the ceiling next to Rika cradling the leaf wrapped book in her arms.


  He could hold his breath a long time under water. Shard magic would give him ten minutes before he ran out of breath, but the women couldn’t wait that long. He had three minutes, at best, to find fresh air for Rika and Danielle. If he didn’t, he might as well join them in their watery grave.


  Ronan jammed his body against the stairway and placed his feet on the trapdoor. He pushed with shard infused strength, and the door groaned.


  He floated up a step and pressed his body into a compact ball and readied his legs to push. Determination turned to shock as retreating water pulled him from the steps and sent him spinning across the watery room.


  Water fled the stone room from a missing wall depositing Ronan, Rika, and Danielle in a heap on a small sandy underground beach.


  Rika choked and spit out water as she rolled off the soaking trio. She sat up and pulled in deep lungfuls of fresh air.


  Danielle rolled off still clutching the leaf covered book sputtering mouthfuls of water.


  Ronan sprang to his feet and readied for a fight.


  Sir Alcott Agers and Devery Tyrell stood wearing stunned expressions a dozen yards away.


  “Of all the bloody times for a contraption to fail.” Sir Alcott ran a hand through his curly gray hair and spun on Devery. “I thought you fixed it Devery.” His words tinged with anger.


  “I forgot to fix it. With everything that’s happened I…it slipped my mind.” Devery sagged releasing a large iron lever attached to the stone chamber. “I’m sorry Ronan, if I’d known you’d need to come down that way, I would’ve fixed it. I apologize.” Devery’s puffy red rimmed eyes and sallow complexion marked a man grieving.


  “It looks like you’ve heard,” Ronan said.


  “Aye. We know,” Sir Alcott said. “When a man like Patron Tyrell goes down in battle, word spreads.”


  “I’m sorry for your loss Devery. I know how close you were to your brother,” Ronan said.


  Devery nodded. “Thank you Ronan.”


  “I never wanted Patron to sacrifice his life,” Ronan’s shoulders sagged, and he lowered his gaze to the sand.


  “The night Patron lost you and your mother he was a broken man Ronan,” Sir Alcott said. “Finding you alive and well after five years was all he ever wanted. Saving your life at North Camp let some old deep wounds of his heal. He died with honor just as he lived. Hold your head high lad. You’ve earned no shame from his death.”


  Ronan recalled his conversation with Tyrell during their trip north. Master Tyrell had brought him back from the brink when he’d lost hope. The sharp pang of loss spread through him like a fever. He wanted to mourn, but he couldn’t grieve the man as he deserved. Not yet. “Thanks Sir Alcott. I know, but that doesn’t make me miss him any less.”


  Sir Alcott placed a beefy hand on Ronan’s shoulder. “No lad it doesn’t. I’m sorry.”


  Rika and Danielle stood wet and dripping next to Ronan.


  Ronan gestured toward Rika. “Sir Alcott I’d like to introduce you to -”


  “The lovely Rika Finn.” Sir Alcott took Rika’s hand and bent to kiss it. “This boy’s been crazed with worry over you young lady, and I can see why. I’m glad to see you safe and whole.”


  Rika blushed. “Thank you Sir Alcott.”


  “You treat her like a proper lady Ronan. Do you understand me?” Sir Alcott said.


  “Yes sir,” Ronan said.


  “And this stunning fair-haired lass would be the queen’s own daughter. It’s wonderful to see you again Danielle. The last time you were but a babe in swaddling.” He put a hand on each of her shoulders and bent to kiss her cheek. “You’ve turned into a beautiful young woman, and you bear a striking resemblance to your mother. But…,” he tilted his head. “There’s something about you I can’t quite place.”


  “It’s my father. I inherited his stubborn streak,” she said.


  Sir Alcott shook with laughter. “Yes, I suppose that’s it.”


  “It’s an honor to meet you ladies,” Devery bowed. “I apologize for the bumpy ride.”


  “Rika and Danielle, I’d like to introduce Lord Devery Tyrell, High Lord of Redkeep,” Ronan said.


  “It’s an honor to meet you Lord Tyrell,” Rika said.


  “I’m not sure I deserve such a puffed up introduction, but thank you Ronan. And, it’s a pleasure to meet you Lady Finn,” Devery said.


  “I’m sorry for your loss Lord Tyrell,” Danielle said.


  “Thank you Lady Deveaux. It warms my heart knowing my brother’s sacrifice allowed such a wonderful young woman to live,” Devery said.


  “Sir Alcott, did you travel to the Heartwood with my mother before Ronan and I were born?” Danielle said.


  “I did indeed,” Sir Alcott said. “I’m glad you finally got a chance to meet your brother.”


  “Why didn’t anyone tell us?” Ronan said.


  “That was your parent’s place. No, I don’t meddle in family business unless I’m asked. And, I haven’t seen much of you these past five years,” Sir Alcott said.


  “That’s what Master Tyrell said,” Ronan said.


  “The important thing is that you’ve found each other, but how did it happen?”


  “A company of shard knights captured us on our way into Meranthia,” Danielle said. They took me and another member of my crew captive before sending us to North Camp. That’s where I met Rika.”


  “Rika’s brother Kelwin is outside with Keely. She’s the guardian that traveled with Danielle. They’re probably worried about us,” Ronan said.


  “I’ll take some men outside and find them,” Devery said.


  “Devery, how many of the Order’s former shard knights are with the resistance? The men Pride forced to give up their shards,” Ronan said.


  “Maybe a half-dozen,” Devery said.


  “Kelwin has a cache of shards. We took them from the fallen knights during our raid on North Camp.”


  A smile lit Devery’s face. “That’s wonderful news. We can certainly use them.”


  “Devery, if you use a mirror to reflect the sun, Keely can find you. She’ll be watching for that signal,” Danielle said.


  “Thank you Miss Deveaux. We’ll return shortly with your friends.” Devery turned and left the sandy beach disappearing into a well-lit tunnel inside a glittering cavern.


  “Sir Alcott, would it be possible to find a change of clothing? I’m soaked to the bone.” Danielle shivered and wrapped her arms around her chest.


  “Where are my manners? Yes, of course. Follow me.” Sir Alcott crossed the beach and continued into a large cavern.


  Ronan, Rika, and Danielle followed the scholar as he worked his way across the cavern floor. Soft yellow light spilled from oil lamps attached to the rocky walls giving the high-hanging stalactites a glistening magical effect. The lamplight revealed several tunnels that veered off in different directions.


  “What is this place Sir Alcott?” Ronan said.


  “It’s a base of sorts. Athena’s parents own the Golden Tap and suggested this location as a defensive outpost. It’s big enough to house several hundred troops throughout the various caves. Your mother approved construction seven years ago. We have barracks, guest accommodations, training facilities, working offices, and a mess hall in these caves. We’d just finished construction when…” His cheeks turned red above his thick gray bear. “I’m sorry lad, I didn’t meant to open old wounds.”


  Ronan waved off Sir Alcott’s inadvertent slip of the tongue. “It’s okay Sir Alcott. Why doesn’t Merric Pride know about this cave?” Ronan said.


  Sir Alcott dipped his head as he entered an airy passage leading from the beach. “Tyrell and I oversaw the facilities construction, and your mother knew how to keep secrets.”


  “I can attest to that,” Ronan said smiling.


  Sir Alcott chuckled. “I suppose you can. The men that built this outpost were loyal to your mother. We handpicked the crew for their discretion. Many of the men took up arms and are still an active part of the small force we’ve cobbled together. Honestly, we’ve never used the caves until now. We don’t have much of an army, but it came in handy today didn’t it?”


  Ronan smiled. “Yes, I’m grateful for the rescue. Had you anticipated Pride’s arrival at the Golden tap this evening?”


  “Yes, Athena told us. She offered to work the terrace bar in case you arrived. She’s a smart girl.”


  “She didn’t look like a girl to me,” Rika said.


  “Yes Rika, she must be eighteen by now. It all goes too fast,” Sir Alcott said.


  The shifting passage weaved and cut back several times before Sir Alcott stopped. On either side of the tunnel thick wooden doors stood attached to rocky cave walls. “Here we are. Ladies to the right. Ronan to the left. You’ll find everything you need inside. When you’re ready, follow this passage to the next door on the left. I’ll be waiting.”


  Rika and Danielle thanked Sir Alcott and disappeared into the room closing the door behind them.


  Ronan opened the door and walked inside. As Sir Alcott promised, the modest room had a tall maple wardrobe filled with spare clothing and boots of all sizes. He found a dark blue cotton tunic and matching pants his size and stripped off his wet clothes piling them in a heap in the room’s corner. He slipped on a sturdy pair of leather boots, combed his hair, and left the room closing the door behind him. Ronan made his way along the passage until he found the door Sir Alcott mentioned.


  He opened the door and stood before a spacious room bubbling with laughter and conversation.


  Everyone had assembled including Devery, Kelwin, and Keely. Ronan’s friends sat in a hodgepodge of different style chairs in an informal semi-circle around a stone hearth warming the room with a blazing fire. Worn tasseled rugs covered the small cavern’s rocky floor, and a long oak table sat just behind Ronan’s friends. An array of plates lined the table with samplings of meats, cheeses, breads, and fruit. Several round candles sat atop the table casting a warm glow over the piles of food.


  Flames from the hearth cast flickering shadows that tripped over the hand-woven rugs, and the firelight danced on the faces of Ronan’s treasured friends and family bathing them in warm oranges and yellows. Sir Alcott puffed on his pipe, and the smoke curled upward mixing with thin wisps of wood smoke drifting from the hearth.


  Genuine warmth spread through Ronan’s body, and his tension drained away. A smile tugged at his lips as he paused to watch from open door. He soaked in the warmth, laughter, and easy conversations taking place inside the room. In his wildest dreams, he couldn’t imagine a place in the world more special.


  Rika sprang from her chair, and her wavy dark hair bounced over her shoulders leaving her face partially shadowed. Her full pink lips curved into a half smile as she drew close to Ronan.


  His stomach fluttered, and he stopped breathing as she approached. Her beauty never ceased to leave him anything other than awestruck.


  Rika grabbed his shirt collar, stood on her tip-toes, and pulled his face even with hers. Their lips touched for only a moment, but her gaze lingered a second longer. “We were ready to send out a search party.”


  Ronan’s heart pounded, and his legs wobbled as she intertwined her fingers with his guiding him across the room.


  “I saved you a seat.” She inched his chair toward hers and sat with one leg curled beneath her body.


  “Sir Alcott just finished the most fascinating story about you Ronan,” Danielle said. “I’m learning all sorts of interesting information about your childhood.” A mischievous grin spread across her face.


  Ronan blushed. “I can only imagine.”


  “I do have one story about both of you,” Sir Alcott said.


  Ronan’s curiosity stirred, and he furrowed his brow. “What story?”


  “You mother told it to me.” He scratched his beard and set his pipe on a silver ashtray. “You and Danielle weren’t more than a few days old. Arianne told me your father built a crib for you and your sister. That first night she swaddled each of you nice and tight and placed you both at opposite ends of the crib. And, mind you, any crib Connal Deveaux built was never going to be tiny. When she came in later that night to check on you, she found you two side by side without an inch between you.” His eyes sparkled as he laughed. “She said you were pressed together like two slices of bread. Neither she nor Connal could figure out how you’d moved. She thought you’d spent so much time together it came natural. Like breathing.” Conversation stopped as Sir Alcott commanded the room’s attention. His dusty blue eyes grew distant and rimmed with moisture as he relived old memories. “Even though twenty years have passed, and many miles separated you from your sister, you’ve found your way to each other just like that first night in the Heartwood.” The moisture in Sir Alcott’s eyes gleamed in the warm firelight, and his gaze drifted toward Ronan and Danielle. “Arianne was right. You two fit together like two slices of bread.”


  Danielle wiped tears from her face. “Thank you for that Sir Alcott. I don’t have any memories of my mother, so the ones I hear I’ll cherish forever.”


  Keely stood and stretched before walking toward the long table lined with fresh food. She grabbed a fist-sized roll and bit off a chunk with her teeth. “I’m starving. Do you mind if I help myself?” Keely said as she chewed.


  “No, please do. That’s why it’s there. Everyone please eat,” Sir Alcott said.


  Plates rattled and silverware clanged as those assembled prepared plates from the food piled high across the oak table.


  Ronan prepared a plate with roast beef, smoked landfort cheese, and fresh apples. “Judging by the amount of food, I’ll assume Monsieur Marez is here?”


  “You’d assume correct,” Devery said. “He’s here and prepared the meal. He asked that I pass on his condolences at Patron’s passing.”


  “Thank you Devery,” Ronan said.


  “Sir Alcott, Ronan told me you may be able to shed some light on a book we located from Salem’s Peak.”


  Sir Alcott raised an eyebrow. “A book from Salem’s Peak?”


  Danielle retold the story of her team’s harrowing adventure through the Trinity Range ending with their narrow escape from North Camp.


  Ronan finished Danielle’s story detailing Patron Tyrell’s sacrifice that ultimately led to their escape.


  “I have the book with me Sir Alcott.” She removed the book from her leather belt pouch and handed it to the scholar.


  Sir Alcott’s brows furrowed as he ran his fingers over the front cover. He flipped it over, and his breath caught as his hand froze near book’s bottom left corner. “This can’t be.” He mumbled the words low to himself.


  “What’s wrong?” Ronan said.


  Sir Alcott’s hand trembled as he used a light touch to flip the book back so the front cover faced him. Through stunned eyes he stared at the book’s white cover. “This book doesn’t exist. It’s a myth. A legend so old as to be a joke among Freehold’s Historical Society. At least, if it’s the book I believe it to be.”


  “Care to explain?” Ronan said.


  “The cover is carved from the tusks of a great horned ice bear. On the back cover, here,” he raised the book and pointed to the bottom left, “the words have faded, but they’re here carved in the tusk.”


  Ronan raised an eyebrow. “Come on Sir Alcott. That bear, if it ever existed, went extinct at least a thousand years ago.”


  “They existed, and they still might today. I’ve heard rumors of sightings deep in the Adris Mountains,” Devery said.


  “What do the words say?” Rika said.


  “The language itself died a thousand years ago,” Sir Alcott said.


  Danielle’s shoulders slumped. “So you can’t read it?”


  “Oh, I didn’t say that. I can read it.” He ran his fingers over the bone white cover. “It’s called the Book of Order.”


  “What does it say?” Danielle said.


  “Patience young lady. Let’s savor the moment first. Some historians believe The Book of Order explains how Elan’s magic works and what happened during His life. Heilyn, Elan’s first disciple, wrote it in the years following the Shattering.”


  “It could help us restore Elan’s magic?” Ronan said


  “Well, yes. It might. It’s the kind of book that begins wars. It’s possible many people won’t like the information contained inside this book. Two-thousand years is a long time, and the words under this old cover may challenge much of what we Meranthians hold sacred.” He rubbed the book’s face with his fingertips.


  “We need the information in that book to stop Pride,” Ronan said.


  “There are no guarantees Ronan. It’s no cure-all, but we can hope. Sir Alcott peeled back the cover revealing the first page. His eyes widened and froze over the picture of Lora and Elan. Without emotion he studied the drawing for several long minutes before smiling. “I see.”


  “Sir Alcott, what does the caption say?” Danielle said.


  “The caption says ‘Elan and Lora celebrating her pregnancy on their first anniversary,” Sir Alcott said.


  Rika gasped.


  Ronan’s chest tightened, and his mouth hung open. He leaned back stunned at the revelation. This information would devastate the church’s long-held positions on every subject related to Elan’s beliefs. The church’s dogma about Elan’s purity thrown out like last night’s dinner. Pride would slaughter every man, woman, and child in his path to rid Meranthia of this manuscript. “Elan and Lora were married?”


  “Apparently so, and they had children,” Sir Alcott said.


  “What else does the book say?” Devery said.


  “The study of a manuscript like this is a lifetime’s work,” Sir Alcott said. “But, I understand the urgency. Give me until tomorrow morning, and I’ll have a general idea of the book’s contents.”


  Ronan nodded. “Thanks Sir Alcott.”


  Sir Alcott waved a hand. He pushed his nose into the book and flipped the page engrossed in Heilyn’s lost words.


  Danielle stood, stretched, and yawned. “I’m going to turn in.”


  Devery stood. “There’s a separate room for each of you. If you follow me, I’ll show you.”


  Ronan and the others followed Devery, and he shut the meeting room’s door leaving Sir Alcott alone engrossed in the Book of Order.


  Devery led each person to a separate room showing Ronan to the room he’d used to change clothes earlier.


  “Thank you Devery.” Ronan locked eyes with Rika as she slipped into the room next to his.


  His stomach fluttered when Rika flashed a heartbreaking smile and shut the door behind her.


  Ronan’s stomach sank as the door clicked shut, and the deadbolt slid into place. He hadn’t had a chance to spend five minutes alone with her since they’d escaped North Camp. “Good night.” He whispered to the closed door.


  Ronan entered his room and sat on the soft bed. He had to give Sir Alcott credit for the room’s quality. He hadn’t slept in a bed since Redkeep. Not since his days in Freehold’s palace had he spent the night in a bed this size. Ronan untied his boots and removed his socks. He slipped off his dark-blue tunic, trousers, and underclothes, peeled back the crisp white sheets, and crawled in bed.


  His naked skin tingled beneath the crisp cool sheets, and the soft mattress pulled him in like a long forgotten friend. He laid his head on the goose-down pillow and stared at the cave’s crystals glistening like a million diamonds in the soft yellow light of his bedside lamp. With a heavy sigh, he reached toward the lamp and froze.


  The brass doorknob turned, and the heavy wooden door inched open.


  His pulsed quickened, and he locked eyes on his sheathed shard blade leaning against the far wall. He pushed himself up ready to leap out of bed as the door inched wider creaking on its hinges.


  Rika slipped through the opening and eased the door shut behind her. She wore a white paper-thin cotton nightshirt that extended to her mid-thigh. She smiled at Ronan as she twisted the lock on the heavy door. “I couldn’t sleep.”


  Ronan’s heart beat so hard it threatened to jump from his chest. The golden light glowing from the oil lamp shone through her nightshirt’s wafer thin material silhouetting the full swell of her heavy breasts. He peeled his eyes from her chest and allowed them to drift downward. He stared with unchained desire at her long, lean, and very exposed legs honed through constant exercise. In their years together, he’d never seen her wearing so little. She’d always taken great care to cover herself never revealing too much. “That makes two of us.” His voice sounded hollow and foreign in his ear as he willed her across the room.


  Rika’s eyes wandered to Ronan’s exposed chest and flickered away. “Do you mind if I come in?” Her voice hitched and trembled with nervous tension.


  As much as he wanted Rika, he would never presume or demand her affection. “Of course not. Let me put some clothes on.” Ronan reached for his underclothes piled on the floor near his bed.


  She lurched forward as if to stop him. “You don’t need to do that.” Her words came out quick and urgent. “Unless you want to.”


  He stopped and shook his head using slow deliberate motions as his eyes never left hers. Ronan swallowed moistening his dry throat enough to speak. “Not especially.” Without thought, he offered his hand. “Come here Rika.”


  Rika let go a ragged breath and padded across the warm rugs toward Ronan. As she moved, the swell of her upturned breasts bounced and swayed beneath the nightshirt, and her nipples hardened straining against the thin fabric.


  Ronan’s skin tingled with anticipation. He dared not breathe for fear he’d wake up, and she’d disappear. Her clear excitement only increased his own desire. He’d waited so long to touch her in ways he never dreamed possible.


  She stopped in front of the bed, and her sparkling gray eyes held Ronan’s for five long heartbeats.


  “Rika, are you sure? I want you to be sure,” he said.


  Without taking her eyes from his, she reached down and grabbed the bottom of her nightshirt pulling it over her head in one swift motion.


  Ronan’s face flashed with red heat as she stood naked before him. He tried in vain to calm the hammering of his heart, and his head swam as he stared at the stark perfection of her naked body. Rika’s friendship, their history together, and his deep love for her only heightened the moment’s intensity. He moved over, making room for her and pulled back the warm blankets.


  She slipped in next to him and their naked bodies intertwined. Rika wrapped her arms around Ronan’s chest, and her lips found his. Their kiss started slow and tentative like their friendship then grew into something deep and intense.


  Ronan didn’t know at what exact moment Rika had fallen in love with him, but he’d loved her from the first second he laid eyes on her five years ago.


  Together, they passed through a one-way door that led to an unknown destination. A place they’d discover together as only young lovers could.


  He tasted a hint of cinnamon from her full wet lips, and as the tip of her tongue found his, the taste intensified. The warmth of her naked body pressed into his flesh activating a million nerve endings and awakening a torrent of feral desire. He breathed her in, and the hypnotic scent of lavender drifted from her hair and left him reeling. He opened his mouth to hers and devoured her lips with raw unbridled hunger. His hand moved to cup her large round breast, and her nipple hardened beneath his fingertips.


  Rika gasped moaning low and hungry as she ran her fingers through Ronan’s dark wavy hair pulling him into her.


  His hand moved downward traveling past her chest exploring her forbidden, exotic locations he’d never dreamed of touching.


  Rika shuddered beneath his touch as her hands explored his body in return. She wrapped her smooth leg over him and moved her body atop his. Her breasts dragged across his chest as she pushed herself up straddling him. She found him and gasped as goosebumps raised across her flesh.


  They moved together starting with a slow easy rhythm that built to a fevered climax.


  Afterward, Rika kissed him and nestled her head into his shoulder running her fingertips back and forth over his bare muscled chest.


  Ronan weaved his hand through Rika’s dark hair and relaxed feeling the rhythm of her heart beat against his chest slow and steady.


  As Rika drifted off to sleep, Ronan’s eyes grew heavy, and he pulled her in tight wrapping his arm around her naked back before sleep overtook him.


  ***


  Danielle opened the meeting room door, and the delicious aroma of bacon, eggs, and fresh biscuits set her stomach growling.


  Ronan spread an inch thick layer of apple butter atop a steaming biscuit before shoving it into his mouth. Rika and Sir Alcott sat across from him wearing awed expressions.


  “Ronan, that’s your fifth one!” Rika said.


  “I’m hungry,” he said as he shoved half a biscuit in his mouth.


  “Ronan’s always been a big eater Rika,” Sir Alcott said. “As a boy, I tested him for tapeworm, but the results were inconclusive.”


  Ronan gobbled the other half of the hot biscuit and licked apple butter from his fingers.


  Sir Alcott gave Ronan an appraising stare. “But, I’m beginning to wonder if I overlooked it.”


  Ronan shrugged. “A man’s got to eat,” he said with his mouth full of crumbling biscuit.


  “Save some for me.” Danielle elbowed her brother and took the seat next to him. She grabbed a plate and loaded it high with several heaping spoonfuls of scrambled eggs.


  Danielle’s stomach groaned with hunger pangs. “I’m so hungry.” She licked her lips and grabbed four slices of bacon and two biscuits. As she broke open the biscuit, she noticed all activity had stopped as they watched her assemble her breakfast. “What?” Danielle stared at Rika and Sir Alcott.


  “We can finally rule out tapeworm,” Sir Alcott said. “It’s a family condition.”


  Rika burst into laughter, and Ronan smiled.


  Danielle’s face reddened, and she shrugged. “Ronan, pass the apple butter please.”


  Ronan passed the dish to Danielle. “Danielle, Sir Alcott was about to go over what he discovered.”


  Sir Alcott rested the book atop the table and picked up a carafe filled with heavy cream. “I’ve been up all night reading, and the discoveries are incredible.” He poured cream into a steaming cup of coffee and stirred.


  “Don’t keep us in suspense,” Danielle said tearing off a chunk of crispy bacon.


  Sir Alcott sighed and scratched his beard. “Where do I begin?” He sipped his coffee. “I’ll say first that I’ve just scratched the surface. I skimmed the book and only read deeper the sections I thought might help us.”


  Danielle scooped up a heaping bite of eggs. “Good plan.”


  “The first revelation has to do with your Lora’s Heart. It exists,” Sir Alcott said.


  “There’s long been theories -“ Danielle said.


  Sir Alcott waved her off. “I’m sorry to interrupt Danielle. Let me explain. I’m not touting a theory. The book explains that Ayralen shard magic can’t exist without Lora’s Heart. It’s impossible.”


  “If Pride finds Lora’s Heart, he destroys Ayralen magic,” Ronan said.


  “It goes far beyond the loss of Ayralen magic Ronan. The consequences are more dire that any of us realized,” Sir Alcott said. “The book mentioned a bond between Lora’s Heart and Elan’s Heart. Their magic connects in a way I can’t understand. This connection may reveal itself later in the book, but it’s very clear on one point. If any harm comes to Lora’s Heart, Elan’s Heart withers and dies too.”


  “And with Elan’s Heart goes Meranthian shard magic,” Ronan said finishing his words.


  “Yes, but Heilyn’s words warned of something else. Magic contained inside both Elan’s and Lora’s Hearts are working to protect Meranthians and Ayralens alike against some greater force, but that text is beyond my skill level to interpret. Rest assured, I’ll discover its secrets. I can safely say, it’s critical that both hearts receive protection.”


  “So, we need to find Lora’s Heart first,” Danielle said.


  “I’m sorry to give you more bad news, but…” Sir Alcott sighed.


  “What is it Sir Alcott?” Rika said.


  “Magic in Meranthia is dying.” Sir Alcott said. “The book has confirmed Devery’s suspicion, and it explains why Ronan’s brand of shard magic is so powerful.”


  “How so?” Ronan said.


  “The practice of Meranthian isolation is thinning our blood. Lora’s Heart and Elan’s Heart require its practitioners to have bloodlines from a mixed Ayralen and Meranthian lineage,” Sir Alcott said. “Heilyn noted the first signs of Meranthian isolationism when he wrote the book and warned of its danger.”


  “We haven’t noticed any weakening of magic in Ayralen. It’s as strong today as it was a thousand years ago,” Danielle said.


  “The Assembly has long allowed Meranthians inside Ayralen borders,” Rika said. “The Meranthian monarchy has forbidden the return of those emigrants.”


  “Ayralen magic has thrived as a result,” Sir Alcott said. “Regardless, the strength of Ayralen magic won’t matter unless Meranthia ends its practice of isolationism. Elan’s Heart provides power to the shards, and through the shard knight’s life force, Elan’s Heart thrives. If the shard knight’s bloodlines weaken any further, Elan’s Heart can no longer sustain magic. If it’s allowed to continue for another generation, Elan’s Heart will wither and die.”


  Goosebumps raised on Danielle’s arm. “If Elan’s Heart dies, then so does Lora’s Heart. Without the warden’s protection, the Heartwood will die.”


  “Along with the thousands of protected animal species,” Rika said.


  “Ayralen and Meranthia cannot stand apart,” Sir Alcott said.


  “All of Ayralen is at Merric Pride’s mercy,” Danielle said.


  Ronan shook his head. “And so we circle back to Merric Pride.”


  “What can we do to stop him?” Rika said.


  “As I mentioned earlier, we need Lora’s Heart, but we also need the rings,” Sir Alcott paused and took a long sip from the coffee suppressing a yawn.


  “I was afraid you’d mention the rings,” Danielle said.


  “Lora and Elan created the rings as a safeguard. If either orb was shattered, the rings’ owner could use them to rebuild and restore magic. Elan and Lora passed these rings down to their children.”


  “How do the rings restore magic?” Ronan said.


  “Heilyn didn’t say exactly,” Sir Alcott said. “He said the rings act as a catalyst, and the holders must be ‘pure of blood and body’. He goes on to say that magic can’t be restored unless the hearts ‘beat as one’.”


  “I’m not sure how to interpret that,” Danielle said.


  “Pure of blood must refer to a mixed lineage of Ayralen and Meranthian bloodlines,” Ronan said.


  “You may be right Ronan,” Sir Alcott said. “Heilyn foresaw Meranthians cutting themselves off from their Ayralen counterparts.”


  “But what does ‘pure of body’ mean?” Rika said.


  Thick silence spread across the table as Rika’s question went unanswered.


  “It seems certain from the book’s text that whoever restores magic takes control of its power, but Heilyn didn’t make it clear how that happens.”


  “That makes sense,” Ronan said. “But Lora’s Heart could be anywhere. If nobody’s found it in two thousand years, how are we supposed to find it now?”


  “Oh yes, the book does give the location for Lora’s Heart,” Sir Alcott said. He let out an enormous yawn and took another swallow of coffee.


  Danielle coughed and sputtered as she choked on a half-eaten bite of scrambled egg. She grabbed a napkin and covered her mouth until she brought herself under control. “You know where Lora’s Heart is? And you didn’t tell us that first?”


  Sir Alcott rubbed his chin. “I’m sorry Danielle, I found the other information far more interesting. Besides, it doesn’t specify an exact location, but it does say Lora’s Heart can be found beneath the city of Freehold.”


  “An ancient aqueduct runs beneath the Shadow City,” Ronan said.


  “That would be an excellent starting point. The book says the entrance is hidden, but it can be unlocked by ‘those who are one with nature and its creatures’,” Sir Alcott said.


  “A warden,” Danielle said.


  “And a guardian,” Rika said.


  “We need to find Lora’s Heart before Merric Pride or life as we know it ends,” Ronan said.


  Rika chuckled and shook her head.


  Danielle’s brows furrowed. “What’s so funny Rika?”


  Rika leaned back. “I was just thinking, we need to go on a quest to recover Lora’s Heart, break into the royal palace and steal Elan’s Heart, retrieve Danielle’s ring from Pride, and unlock the lost secret to restoring an ancient magic system.”


  Danielle smiled. “And topple an insane tyrant. You can’t forget that part.”


  “I’ve got a plan for the rings. The rest will be as easy as buttering a biscuit.” Ronan grabbed the last biscuit from the basket and tore away half in a single bite.


  Sir Alcott raised a bushy eyebrow, and shot Ronan a dubious look.


  “Sir Alcott, if you and Devery can figure out how to get us into the heart room, the three of us will find Lora’s Heart.”


  “I think we can manage that request,” he said. “But how will we contact you.”


  “After you’ve made your arrangements, head to the Queen’s Heart,” Ronan said. “Master McClaren is a friend. He knows who I am and can hide us in Freehold for a short time.”


  “Be careful Ronan. I don’t know what power protects Lora’s Heart, but don’t rush in,” Sir Alcott said.


  “I’ve done enough rushing in for a lifetime Sir Alcott. We’ll be careful.”


  A Strange Meeting


   


  Ronan pointed toward a thick grove of trees shadowed beneath a rocky cliff. “It’s ahead. Just beyond that patch of trees.”


  He gave Reggie a nudge, and the stallion broke into an easy trot.


  Danielle channeled flows of nature magic and used her mind to close the distance with the cluster of birch, alder, oak, and maple trees. Her conscious mind traveled along the link, and she peered over the swaying treetops as if physically standing among them.


  The rocky cliff beyond the tree cluster hid a small opening in the rock face a dozen feet from ground level. Nothing moved near the smooth man-made entrance.


  Satisfied, Danielle prepared to severe the mental link when an enormous black and silver hawk screeched as it swooped over the tree line carrying a dirty disheveled man atop its back.


  Danielle broke the link. “Hold on Ronan. Rika’s back, and she’s brought somebody with her.”


  “Whoa boy.” Ronan pulled back Reggie’s reigns. His eyes drifted skyward as he watched Rika hug the treetops and fly straight for them.


  Rika beat back her massive silver-tipped wings, extended her talons, and touched down on the grass beside Danielle and Ronan. On her back sat the bedraggled form of Brendyn Hartel.


  “Brendyn!” Danielle leaped from Betty’s saddle and grabbed hold of the warden slumped forward clutching Rika’s neck. “Ronan help me.”


  Ronan and Danielle pried Brendyn loose from Rika’s back and lowered him to the ground. He wore the stained, torn, and dirty gray uniform assigned the Ayralen colonists and carried his belt pouch and heartwood staff strapped to his back. Brendyn dropped to a knee and pulled in deep rasping breaths. “Who is this idiotic guardian, and where did she learn to fly?”


  Danielle sighed. “Brendyn, are you okay? Where’s Arber?”


  “No, of course I’m not okay. Do I look okay Danielle?” He stood and brushed bits of dried dirt and grass from his soiled trousers.


  Rika shifted into her natural form. “I found him about a mile north of here. He signaled me using his staff as a beacon.”


  “I thought Keely might see me, not this, this…,” he waved a hand toward Rika, “girl!” Brendyn said.


  “Where’s Arber?” Danielle said.


  “Arber’s at the southern camp. I managed to escape, he wasn’t as lucky.”


  “What about my father, Ambassador Finn? Did you see him?” Rika said


  “Ah…you’re Finn’s spawn. I thought you were dead.” He unstrapped his staff and adjusted his grip on the handle. “He was alive the last time I saw him. Arber’s with him.”


  “How did you escape?” Ronan said.


  Brendyn made no effort to disguise his contempt as he sized up Ronan like a drunken vagrant passed out in an alley. “Well, it looks like you’ve found him Danielle. Congratulations. Mission accomplished. Along the way, you managed to get every single team member either killed or captured. Bravo.”


  Heat spread through Danielle’s cheeks, and she lowered her gaze. His words stung, but she couldn’t change the past and wouldn’t offer any apology for her actions. Every member of her team knew the risk involved when they volunteered.


  Rika turned a harsh glare on Brendyn. “Don’t speak to Danielle like that!”


  “Oh I’m sorry, did you spend the last month in a prison locked up with no food and left for dead?”


  “No,” she said.


  Brendyn smirked. “Then shut - “


  “I spent two months in a prison locked up with no food and left for dead. So did Danielle. You’re not the only one to suffer you…you miserable little man.” Rika stared daggers through the bedraggled warden.


  “It’s okay Rika. Don’t let him get to you,” Danielle said.


  “You still haven’t answered the question,” Ronan said. “How did you escape?”


  “My captors were stupid. That’s how.” He rolled his eyes and turned a mocking smile on Ronan.


  Ronan shrugged. “Danielle, Rika, let’s go. Brendyn, follow along if you like, just try not to get yourself killed.”


  Danielle’s blue eyes flashed with anger. “Brendyn, drop the sarcasm. We’ve all dealt with a lot, and you’re only making it worse. If you come along, play nice.”


  “So I’m supposed to follow this Meranthian? He’s a shard knight Danielle. We can’t trust him.”


  Rika lunged at Brendyn with death in her eye and swung a leather gloved fist at his hooked nose.


  Her punch missed Brendyn’s nose by an inch as he ducked beneath it. “Get this lunatic away from me!” He covered his head and crouched cowering away from Rika.


  Ronan grabbed Rika by her elbow and held her back. “Don’t let him anger you. Let’s go. He’s wasting our time.”


  “We can leave the horses in that cluster of trees.” Danielle said.


  Ronan secured Reggie on a low hanging branch making sure he had room enough to graze on a thick patch of nearby grass. He tied Betty alongside Reggie and met the group near the smooth round hole leading into the cliff face.


  “What is that?” Rika said


  “It’s the service entrance to Freehold’s first aqueduct. It supplied Freehold’s earliest citizens with water in the years after its construction. Workers would use this tunnel to perform maintenance or check for problems with the water flow,” Ronan said.


  Danielle pressed a few seeds against the rock face and sent nature magic coursing through them. A series of heavy brown vines twisted and spread along the cliff wall forming a living ladder that ended just below the round opening. “Let’s go.”


  Ronan climbed the ladder, knelt on the entrance’s rocky ledge, and reached for Danielle’s hand.


  She took his hand and climbed the ladder until she stood next to him.


  Rika shifted into a small bird and fluttered up next to Ronan before shifting to her human form.


  “Can you see anything down the hole Ronan?” Danielle said.


  “Smooth, slimy, wet rock like a giant slide, and a few bats.”


  “Bats?” Rika closed her eyes as focused concentration lined her face. She opened her eyes and shifted into a squeaky black cave bat before disappearing down the shaft.


  “A few weeks ago she would’ve walked a mile out of her way to avoid a bat, now she is one.” Ronan chuckled and shook his head.


  “I’m still firmly in the ‘go out of my way to avoid them’ camp,” Danielle said.


  Brendyn climbed the vine ladder before joining Ronan and Danielle inside the dark hole. “Danielle, before I follow you and Mister Wonderful here down this dark, bat infested cave, can you tell me what we’re doing here?”


  “Do you remember the book from the ruins in Salem’s Peak?”


  Brendyn licked his lips, and his eyes flickered down to her belt pouch. “Of course I remember. Do you have it with you?”


  “No. Sir Alcott has it. He’s Ronan’s friend.”


  “What?” Brendyn’s eyes bulged, and his face went ashen. “Why would you entrust such a priceless artifact with a barbaric Meranthian?”


  Anger flashed in Ronan’s green eyes. “There’s no person alive I’d entrust more with an item so rare and valuable,” Ronan said. “Who do you think translated it?”


  Brendyn scoffed. “Spare me your outrage shard knight.”


  “The book’s led us here Brendyn,” Danielle said. “It said Lora’s Heart lies beneath Freehold.”


  “Please Danielle, some greedy Meranthian treasure hunter would’ve long ago looted it.” Brendyn said. “You’re not going to believe some dusty old book are you?”


  “The Book of Order said Lora’s Heart can’t be found without a warden and guardian. Meranthia hasn’t allowed either inside its borders for two thousand years,” she said.


  “Rika’s reached the base of the shaft,” Ronan said. “Come on. The ceiling’s low, you’ll have to slide down the passage.” Ronan sat on the slimy stone surface and pushed off slipping downward disappearing into the dark shaft.


  Danielle lowered her bottom to the wet moss covered stone and slid ahead into the darkness. She pushed forward using her hands for the first few feet. She shuddered when the moss beneath her turned into a cold slimy ooze, and she began moving faster down the shaft.


  As Danielle built up speed, a bubble of panic bulged in her mind, and she pushed back the urge to reach out her hands to slow her momentum. She dispelled the idea as images of thick mounds of bat feces raced through her mind.


  Ronan’s body hurtled down the shaft in front of Danielle squishing through muddy slime.


  As she descended, the shaft grew darker until Danielle couldn’t see an inch past her nose. The air surrounding her thickened, and the musty stench of cave rot filled her nostrils.


  After what felt like an eternity, a warm pair of strong hands scooped up Danielle as the shaft ended abruptly.


  “I’ve got you,” Ronan said. He held Danielle in his arms as if she weighed no more than a babe before setting her down.


  A shrill high-pitched shriek followed as Brendyn shot from the dark shaft flopping against the slippery rock with the grace of a pregnant water buffalo.


  “Oh, sorry about that,” Ronan said with amusement sprinkled in his words.


  Brendyn groaned in reply and pushed himself to his feet.


  “This passage travels a long way in two directions,” Rika said.


  Trickling water ran beneath the team’s feet cutting through the pitch-black silence.


  “The passageway definitely slopes.” Danielle said. She channeled shard magic and probed outward with her mind searching for any living organism. Beneath the flowing water she found a growth of algae covering the stone floor.


  She raised her hand and sent nature magic outward toward the algae growth downstream. The passageway erupted with bright green translucent light causing the clean clear water to glow a phosphorescent shade of green. “That’s better.”


  Rika stared wide-eyed at the glowing green tube opening in front of them. “It’s so beautiful Danielle.”


  “Let’s follow the water downstream. It should take us deeper underground,” Ronan said.


  As Danielle moved further into the ancient aqueduct, she kept up a constant supply of light feeding off the algae and growing more to cover surface area as necessary.


  For the next thirty minutes Ronan led the team deeper into the heart of Freehold’s ancient aqueduct system until the stone around them lost any semblance of man-made origin. The smooth straight passageway gave way to natural rock formation created through the power of flowing water and eons of time.


  Ronan held up a hand. “I hear something ahead.”


  Danielle strained to listen, but heard only the lonely sound of running water trickling beneath her feet.


  “The stream drops off ahead. I think there’s a waterfall. Watch your step,” Ronan said.


  “Let me see what I can find out.” Rika shifted into the cave bat she’d bonded earlier and fluttered ahead disappearing around a rocky passageway.


  “This is a waste of time,” Brendyn said. “Why would Lora leave the most powerful artifact in Ayralen history in this place?”


  “Shh…I think I hear Rika coming back,” Ronan said.


  Rika fluttered around the corner and transformed into her human form. “The passage definitely drops off. But, I didn’t follow the waterfall downward. The bats living in these caves won’t go near the base of the falls, and they begged me not to go any deeper.”


  “Why?” Danielle said.


  “They said nothing comes back from beneath the waterfall,” Rika said.


  “That’s where we need to go.” Ronan said. “Come on.”


  Brendyn crossed his arms. “I’m not traveling off the edge of an underground waterfall based on a senile Meranthian scholar’s half-witted translation of an old book,” Brendyn said. “This is madness Danielle.”


  “Suit yourself,” Ronan said. “We came here for Lora’s Heart, and that’s where we’ll find it.”


  “I could order you to follow Brendyn. You volunteered for this mission,” Danielle said.


  Brendyn laughed. “I volunteered to find him,” he pointed to Ronan, “and put him on the throne. As far as I can see, Merric Pride isn’t anywhere near here.” He twisted his face in disgust. “I didn’t volunteer to throw my life away at your whim. You go ahead. I’ll be right here dozing if and when you return.” He slumped against the wall, laid his staff across his lap, crossed his arms, and shut his eyes.


  “We can’t complete the second phase of the mission without the heart,” Danielle said.


  “Then we need to go back to Ayralen and file a report. You’re pathetic attempt at leadership has led to one epic failure after another, and the assembly will hear about it. I promise you that. As far as I’m concerned, this team is officially dissolved. I won’t follow you another step, girl.” He spat out the last words with contempt.


  Danielle’s cheeks burned. He made excellent points, but returning to Ayralen right now would place the world at increased risk. She couldn’t allow magic to die simply because she lacked the courage to act. “I’m sorry you feel that way, but I understand. Do what you must. Let’s go Ronan.” Her words came out flat and unapologetic.


  Ronan set off again his feet sloshing through the ankle-deep water. “Rika how far ahead is the waterfall?”


  “Maybe another five minutes on foot. Just be careful Ronan, I couldn’t see the bottom of the waterfall.”


  Danielle followed Ronan using her staff to test the stone in front of her. She’d forced the algae to grow beneath the water providing a continuous light source. Without sunlight, no plant grew this deep inside the dark void of the crumbling aqueduct. “Ronan, have you explored this deep in the aqueducts before?”


  “No, but I’ve heard stories from shard knights who have. They mentioned finding the skeletal remains of lost treasure hunters, fish with no eyes, and plenty of bats, but that’s it.”


  The roar of water grew louder as the trio approached the end of the cave system and neared the waterfall’s edge.


  Danielle channeled shard magic, and the mass of luminescent algae spread in a thick coat to the edge of the waterfall revealing the drop-off a few yards away.


  Ronan inched his way ahead until he stood on the precipice. He leaned forward and peered into the pitch-black void beneath. “I can’t see any -“ With his body weight pitched so far forward, his feet slipped on the slick algae, and his momentum carried him ahead.


  “Ronan!” Rika shifted into her hawk form but the narrow passage allowed no room to maneuver, and she shifted back.


  Ronan lunged for the slick walls of the rocky passageway, and his fingers slipped on the muck covered rock.


  Danielle’s breath caught, and panic left her locked with indecision. She stared jaw agape in shocked disbelief.


  Ronan’s body went horizontal as his feet lost contact with the slippery ledge, and he began his plunge into the dark void.


  Danielle pushed away her shock and without thought sent a torrent of magic racing through her heartwood staff.


  Green energy wrapped around Danielle’s staff changing it into a malleable liquid form. The staff shot forward toward Ronan’s flailing body.


  Danielle felt the weight of his form tug on the staff as she ensnared him in a cocoon of heartwood. “Rika, grab some seeds from my pouch and throw them at my feet. Hurry, I can’t hold him for long.”


  Rika tore open the flap to Danielle’s belt pouch and grabbed a few seeds at random and tossed them at Danielle’s feet. She clutched the heartwood staff helping Danielle hold Ronan steady.


  Danielle sent a flow of magic through the seeds until thick vines sprang up from the crystal clear green water flowing beneath her feet.


  Heavy vines surged upward encasing the staff and locking it in place.


  Ronan perched on the makeshift platform provided by the heartwood staff. “Danielle, can you pull me in?” His voice echoed in the vast emptiness stretching out below.


  “Yes. Don’t move Ronan.” Danielle retracted her staff inch by inch until Ronan hovered over the streambed a few inches from her and Rika.


  Ronan slipped off the flattened platform and found his footing. “Thanks Danielle.” His shoulders sagged with relief.


  A loud cracking sound echoed inside the passageway’s narrow confines.


  Danielle’s stomach fluttered, and a sharp tingle pricked her spine. “What was that?”


  A series of splintering cracks rattled the surrounding rock, and Danielle’s stomach sank.


  Ground crumbled under them as their combined weight proved too great for the passageway’s thin layer of rock.


  Danielle’s stomach flip-flopped as the sickening sensation of falling left her mind gripped with raw fear.


  Pitch-black darkness spread around Danielle with only the distant echo of water slapping rock far below.


  Ronan plummeted beside Danielle. His arms and legs flailed as he struggled in vain to grab something to halt his free fall.


  Fresh panic surged as Danielle reached for her staff and found it gone.


  Ronan grabbed Danielle and cradled her preparing to take the brunt of the fall.


  Danielle ripped open her belt pouch and pulled free a handful of random seeds. She pitched the seeds into the darkness around her and forced flows of magic through them as they fluttered free.


  Long thin corded vines sprang from the seeds and latched onto the walls around them.


  Danielle continued pumping out vines as they plummeted through the darkness. “Ronan, grab hold of the vines.”


  Ronan lunged toward a shifting vine and grabbed hold. He and Danielle jerked to a stop as the vine groaned under their weight. With one arm securing Danielle, the vine creaked and strained under his iron grip.


  Danielle sent magic coursing along the vine thickening and strengthening it until she and Ronan stopped and hung motionless in the dark chasm.


  “Are you okay Danielle?” Ronan said.


  “Yes, I think so. Can you see the bottom?”


  “It’s so dark in this cave I can’t see very far,” Ronan said. “But I can hear the water splashing against rock. I don’t think we have far to go.”


  A cave bat briefly fluttered around Danielle and Ronan before disappearing in the dark chasm’s hidden depths.


  “That’s Rika,” Danielle focused inward willing her living armor to grow around her. A heavy vine wrapped around her and Ronan’s waist fastening them together. “The vines will keep me strapped to you. Start lowering us, and I’ll lengthen the vine as we descend.”


  Hand over hand, Ronan descended the vine until they hovered over the nearby sound of water crashing against rock. “I’m going to let go Danielle. There’s a pool of water under us.”


  Danielle clung to her brother as Ronan let go of the vine, and they dropped splashing into icy dark water below. She released the vines securing her to Ronan and sank.


  Danielle’s chest tightened as she descended into black frigid water. She had no idea how far she’d sink or what creatures lurked in waters that frightened away the bats.


  Relief spread through her as her boots touched solid ground after only a few feet. Danielle stood and gasped as the icy waist-deep water hit her skin like a thousand sharp needles.


  “Rika!” Ronan’s voice echoed above the crashing sound of cascading water inches away. He craned his head twisting in every direction searching for her. “Rika! Where are you?” An edge of panic peppered Ronan’s voice as he scanned the darkness.


  Something in the dark pool fluttered against Danielle’s leg, and she screamed kicking and splashing. “Ronan, something touched me.” Her words came out hot and urgent as she stared into darkness.


  Ronan pulled free his sheba blade strapped to his shoulder, and red light poured forth lighting up the pool and the cavern surrounding them.


  Circling the pool’s clear water, a half-dozen thick bone-white serpents swam between Ronan and Danielle’s legs slithering across Ronan’s boot and bumping up against Danielle’s thigh.


  Ronan placed a reassuring hand on Danielle’s arm. “Stay calm Danielle. Don’t give them a reason to attack.”


  Danielle’s skin crawled. She fought the urge to further kick at the slithering beasts and focused on remaining calm.


  Across the shadowy pool, the largest serpent coiled around a long piece of shiny red wood, and its white forked tongue flickered reflecting the red light. Albino flesh covered the serpent’s head where eyes should grow.


  Danielle pointed to the beast. “Ronan, I think it’s wrapped around my staff.”


  Ronan flashed his blade over the thick serpent coiled around the heartwood staff, and it slipped free slithering deep into the pool’s shadowed corners. From the murky depths, the serpent’s outline shimmered with faint red light before Rika shifted into her human form.


  “I’m sorry Danielle. I didn’t mean to frighten you,” Rika said. She slogged through waist-deep water and squeezed Danielle’s hand.


  Tension drained from Danielle’s shoulders, and she relaxed. “It’s okay. I’m glad to see you. What are these creatures?”


  “Scavengers mainly. They feed off bats that come too close or other creatures that drain from the waterfall. I’ve asked them to give us leave without harm, and they’ve agreed,” Rika said.


  Beneath the water, the skeletal remains of several unlucky explorers laid flat against the pool’s smooth bottom. From the arms of a broken skeleton, torn bits of rotted clothing hung like loose rags. Another skeleton gripped a long curved dagger his need of it having long since disappeared. A third skeleton laid face down halfway immersed in the icy water forever frozen trying to escape up the rocky face of a slick boulder.


  Danielle recovered her staff floating in the water a few feet away. A cold chill ran up her spine as a disembodied skeletal arm brushed against her waist. She nudged its fingertips setting it adrift and inched toward Rika and Ronan.


  “Are the serpents what the bat’s fear?” Ronan said.


  “I don’t think so,” Rika said. “The serpents don’t leave this pool for the same reason the bat’s stay away. There’s something keeping them here,” Rika said.


  Solid rock walls surrounded them on every side revealing no obvious path from the pool.


  “Where does the water go?” Danielle said. “It must go somewhere otherwise the pool would’ve filled by now.”


  “The wall beneath the waterline is cracked.” Rika pointed across the pool. “The water flows out there.”


  “There must be another way out besides climbing the walls,” Ronan said.


  “Let me try.” Danielle probed outward with her mind searching for any sign of plant life in the cavern. A chill ran up her spine when something pushed back with a strange alien intelligence she’d never encountered.


  Raw fear radiated from every pour of Danielle’s skin. Shivering, she severed the link and stepped backward from the alien presence. “I understand the cave bat’s fear of this place. When I reached out, something strange pushed back. I’ve never experienced anything like it before.”


  “Which way Danielle?” Ronan said.


  Danielle pointed ahead and to her left. “It’s under the waterline. I don’t want to open my mind to it again.”


  Ronan trudged through the waist-deep pool until he stood in the spot Danielle pointed out. “Here?”


  “Yes. But, somehow it’s coming from beyond the wall,” she said.


  “Danielle, you’re going to have to open your mind to it again,” Rika said.


  Danielle trudged through the water and spread her palm against the slimy wall. She nodded and let out a deep breath. “Yes. Of course.” She closed her eyes and reached out.


  “I won’t let anything happen to you Danielle. I’m right here,” Ronan said.


  She felt nothing for a few moments, and then the alien presence slammed into her thoughts and forced its way into her conscious mind.


  “Be calm child. I won’t hurt you.” The voice spoke inside Danielle’s thoughts with a soothing grandmotherly tone. “You’ve done well to make it so far. I’ve been so lonely over the centuries.”


  “We’ve come for Lora’s Heart,” Danielle spoke the words out loud.


  “Use your thoughts child. There’s no need to shout. I know why you’ve come. I’ve not seen one like you since my creation. What’s held you from seeking my favor?”


  “Many have searched for the heart over the centuries, but your location has remained a mystery,” Danielle said.


  “I feel the young shape-shifter near you. She has great strength. She’s calmed my pets for now. Enter my sanctuary so I may sense your blood. Only then will I know,” the voice said in Danielle’s head.


  The smooth stone wall beneath Danielle’s hand came alive as the rock face glowed amber bathing the water in golden light. White serpents ringed the glowing light as a dozen more slithering creatures poured from hidden cavities beneath the water’s surface.


  Overhead, the stone walls cracked sending fragments of rock raining down around the cavern pelting Danielle, Ronan, and Rika.


  Danielle jerked her hand from the wall in a desperate attempt to halt the falling rock, but whatever mechanism she’d set in motion continued without further prompting. Visions of the skeletons from Salem’s Peak came roaring back as she stood frozen in panic. “No! I will not allow this to happen!” She opened her mind to the entity and with it revealed her soul and her true intent.


  The rock ceased falling, and the amber light gave way to walls made of pure crystal. Amber light pulsed as a single heartbeat throughout the crystalline chamber. The light radiated through the pool’s pure water transforming the serpents into living jewelry pieces. Their stark white scales evolved from centuries living in complete darkness transformed into any one of a thousand vibrant colors. Eyes of sapphire blue opened in their once eyeless sockets, and they swam in rhythmic unison.


  Danielle sucked in a quick breath and stared slack-jawed at the beauty surrounding her.


  Ronan lowered the sheba blade his eyes wide with incomprehension.


  Rika leaned against Ronan grabbing his hand as if to make sure he existed. She gasped and pointed to the spot where Danielle’s palm rested just a moment before. “Look at that.”


  An arched doorway revealed a crystal path sloping upward through the wall.


  Danielle’s knees wobbled as she stepped onto the path. As she rose from the water, her soaked clothing instantly dried to the touch.


  Ronan and Rika stepped onto the path and stood next to Danielle with dried hair, armor, and clothing.


  “What just happened?” Ronan said.


  “When I opened my mind, something latched onto me. It spoke inside my head,” Danielle said.


  “I could hear it speak too,” Rika said. “It wants us to come inside to get a ‘sense of our blood’.”


  “Well, that’s encouraging,” Ronan said. “We’ve come this far, what have we got to lose? Lead the way Danielle.”


  Danielle followed the crystal path up the gentle slope until it flattened, and a second arched doorway appeared ahead of her. “Are you both ready for this?”


  Rika nodded. “I’m ready Danielle.”


  Ronan squeezed her shoulder. “We’re right here with you.”


  Danielle nodded and stepped beneath the crystal archway.


  Sunlight streamed under a blue cloudless sky its rays touching down on a carpet of lush green grass. Heartwood trees, a hundred feet tall, stood opposite one another giving shape to a curved path cutting through a meadow filled with blooming flowers. Emerald green shrubs grew between heartwood trees bearing plump ripe reddish-gold fruit. The fruit hung heavy and ripe in clumps threatening to drop into the shaded grass beneath thick swaying heartwood branches. Short purple shrubs grew beneath the mango trees showcasing flowers in an array of colors, shapes, and sizes. Thick bumblebees buzzed from flower to flower their bellies caked in a blanket of pollen. A gentle breeze stirred carrying the fresh scents of spring, the sounds of chirping birds, and the lush aroma of fresh cinnamon drifting from the heartwood.


  At the path’s end stood a deep red heartwood tree its trunk thicker than the grove’s other heartwoods combined. Enormous golden leaves hung from its ancient branches interspersed with thick juicy red fruit. Its trunk soared far above the forest canopy where its golden leaves blurred with the bright afternoon sunshine.


  “If I weren’t seeing this with my own eyes I wouldn’t believe it. I’m not sure I do anyway,” Danielle said. “This place exists in bedtime stories told to Ayralen children, but nobody ever believed it a real place.”


  “What is it?” Ronan said.


  “Lora’s garden,” Rika said. “The place where she cultivated Ayralen magic.”


  “It’s her home,” Danielle said.


  “How can this place exist? Why hasn’t anybody discovered it?” Ronan said.


  “This place is not of your world.” A woman’s voice spoke in Danielle’s mind.


  “Who said that?” Ronan said.


  “You can hear the voice too?” Rika said.


  “Elan’s son is of the blood as are you young warden,” the voice said. “Come forth my children, and let me touch you.”


  Ronan and Rika nodded their ascent, and Danielle walked forward toward the ancient heartwood towering above the grove.


  Danielle’s mouth watered as the delicious scent of red-blushed golden mangoes at the peak of their ripeness carried on the breeze and set her stomach rumbling.


  The ancient heartwood beckoned as the trio made their way through ankle deep grass and thick overhanging branches.


  Danielle stopped before the ancient heartwood and pushed thoughts through her mind. “What should we call you?”


  “Call me child?” The voice said.


  “What’s your name?” Danielle said.


  “I thought you knew. You sought me did you not? But, perhaps I assume too much in my old age. My name’s Lora, Danielle. You may call me Lora.”


  Danielle’s breathing stalled, and she dared not move a muscle. Lora died two millennia ago.


  “Only my body died Danielle. My spirit remains here nourished by the first heartwood tree,” Lora said.


  “Elan,” Ronan said through the link.


  A deep sadness pulled at Danielle’s emotion as the strength of the bond carried Lora’s emotion.


  “Elan died a long time ago. We died together in a sense. My body died with his.”


  “I’m sorry. I -” Ronan said


  “I understand Ronan. You couldn’t have known. Now tell me why you’ve come.”


  “Lora, we’ve a need for the heart,” Danielle said.


  “The heart? Ah, I see. What you seek is the essence of nature itself. I have it here child, but why do you need it?”


  “The king of Meranthia. That’s the place where Elan’s magic flows. The king is murdering thousands of people. Your people. He’s too powerful for us to stop without the aid of stronger magic,” Ronan said. “We’ve gained knowledge from a book.”


  “And so it has come to pass in the way Elan predicted,” Lora said. “But, what you seek contains the power to destroy. You must be ready to face the opposing force.”


  “Elan’s magic is fading. The power within his heart grows weaker with each passing year,” Ronan said.


  Confusion rolled through Danielle’s thoughts as Lora’s emotion passed through the bond.


  “His essence remains intact?” Lora said.


  “Yes, his heart remains whole, but -“


  Understanding passed through the bond. “The blood grows too thin. The people have changed,” she said finishing Ronan’s thought. “Children, come forward and touch my trunk so I may know you.”


  Danielle, Ronan, and Rika touched their hands to the smooth bark of the ancient heartwood tree.


  “Twins.” Satisfaction pulsed through the bond. “You are of our blood, but you must remove the taint. I’ll give you what you seek, but you must take care to protect the essence. Have you the rings children?”


  Ronan pulled free the gold ring beneath his tunic. “I have one Lora, but the Meranthian king stole Danielle’s ring.”


  “Those rings belonged to Elan and me. We gave them to each another on our wedding day.”


  “We’ll get it back,” Danielle said. “I promise.”


  “I know you will Danielle. Now come inside the heartwood and take what you seek.”


  A deep rumble shook the ground and echoed through the entire grove. Birds took flight chirping warnings to one another as the ancient heartwood shifted.


  The tree trunk’s center pulled apart flowing like water revealing a hollowed core. A small arched doorway took shape and began spreading up the trunk.


  Danielle froze as the doorway widened, and something within the heartwood stirred.


  A faint glow emanated from the wooden flesh inside the tree surging out through the wide arched door. A thirty foot beast made of flesh, heartwood, branches, and golden leaves stood motionless at the center of the hollow tree. Cradled in its limbs, a large glass orb swirled and danced with living light. Streaks of green, yellow, and red flowed together and apart like melting wax over a hot fire.


  “What is that?” Danielle said.


  “Can you hear it?” Rika’s eyes went wide with panic. “It’s speaking to me.”


  Ronan’s hand slipped to the grip of his sheba blade.


  Danielle placed a hand on Ronan’s wrist. “No Ronan. Now isn’t the time for that.”


  With a clenched jaw Ronan moved his hand from the grip.


  Rika closed her eyes, and her face transformed into a mask of concentration. Beads of perspiration appeared on her upper lip as she fought some silent internal battle. Her lips moved as if speaking but produced no sound.


  “Rika! Are you okay?” Ronan said.


  Rika’s eye flashed open with iris’s changed to a golden hue, and her mouth formed a silent scream. She shifted form changing into a close copy of the tree beast in size and shape.


  Rika stepped through the doorway lowering her massive trunk to fit beneath the arch.


  Danielle and Ronan followed and stood inside the cavernous space of the massive hollowed out tree trunk.


  Rika extended her arm composed of heartwood tree limbs and living flesh. The room vibrated with the popping and cracking sound of rattling tree limbs as she opened the branches that made up her fingers.


  The tree beast placed the pulsing orb into Rika’s awaiting palm. It stepped backward and bowed. The beast opened its mouth to speak, and three thick multi-colored tree snakes slithered outward nestling into the foliage of its branches. “Go.”


  Danielle’s teeth vibrated, and her skin tingled as the deep rumbling voice echoed across the broad alcove.


  The tree beast raised its massive limb pointing with a single branch toward the crystal path leading out of Lora’s Garden.


  Rika shifted into her human form and struggled to stay on her feet as sweat poured from her body. She handed the heart to Danielle and melted into Ronan’s awaiting arms.


  Ronan scooped Rika into his arms, and the three of them left the ancient heartwood sanctuary.


  Danielle cradled Lora’s Heart in her palms and spoke through the bond. “Thank you Lora.” No answer came as Lora had severed communication without a good-bye.


  “Was that beast Lora?” Ronan said, but Rika didn’t answer.


  “Is Rika okay?” Danielle said.


  “Yes, she’s breathing. I think she’s exhausted.”


  Rumbling shook the ground as the ancient tree closed its archway.


  Danielle, Ronan, and Rika walked through the heartwood meadow toward the crystal door.


  As Danielle walked along the shaded heartwood path, a heavy vine rose locking around her ankle.


  She gasped as fear tugged at her chest. On instinct, she surrounded herself with a thick protective layer of living armor. “Ronan!” His name caught in her throat as she fought through the adrenaline rush surging through her body.


  Thick vines encased Ronan freezing him in place like a living statue. The vines thickened, and sharp black thorns sprang from the forest green vines as coiled plants looped around his and Rika’s frozen bodies.


  Ronan screamed with impotent rage as the vines wrapped tighter constricting him and cutting off any leverage he might have gained a moment earlier. His face shook as he pushed on the vines trying to protect Rika from the violent onslaught.


  Danielle pushed magic into her staff, but the vines coiled around her armor and looped up her arm knocking away the staff. “No!”


  She lunged for her staff as it tumbled to the ground, but thick vines looped too fast for her to counteract locking her in place. She channeled nature magic into her armor trying to keep the thickening vines from crushing her like an egg.


  Brendyn crept out from behind a purple shrub and stood before Danielle wearing a satisfied smirk. “I’m sorry it came to this Danielle. Killing you was never my intention I can assure you.”


  Danielle channeled flows of magic into the vines constricting her, but she knew it an exercise in futility. She recalled one of her earliest lessons after she’d first received her magic. Her trainer had wrapped her tight in rope vines and commanded her to take control of the plants, but she couldn’t. “Brendyn! What’re you doing? Let us go.”


  Brendyn ordered the vines open around Danielle’s wrapped hand, removed Lora’s Heart, and stashed it in his belt pouch. “I need Lora’s Heart and the ring the Meranthian wears around his neck.”


  “I knew you didn’t escape. A man like you would never take the risk.” Ronan managed to grunt out the words through his clenched jaw.


  “You’re right there Meranthian. I’m a survivor. Pride released me only after I agreed to find the ring and the book. He placed an energy trap inside my body. If I’m not back within a week I’ll die.”


  “So you’ll kill us all to save yourself? You’re pathetic!” Danielle said.


  Brendyn found the ring beneath Ronan’s armor and pulled it from his neck. “I’ll see what I can do after Pride removes the spell. Maybe I’ll find a way to save us all.”


  “Unfortunately, the three of you won’t be so lucky. The vines will drain you of magic soon enough. Good-bye Danielle. I’ll let Connal know you fought bravely until the end.” Brendyn crossed the meadow and disappeared beneath the crystal arch.


  ***


  Ronan widened the channel to his power reserve, but the dull ache of exhaustion hovered like an unwanted guest. His head pounded as blood rushed through his skull and into his throbbing teeth. Within minutes the heavy vines would crush him. “Danielle, can you contact Lora?” Ronan said.


  Danielle’s armor creaked and popped as the vines bore down further constricting by the second. “I’ll try.” Her eyelids closed tight, and her face twisted into a mask of nervous concentration. “She’s not there.”


  Ronan’s arms strained under the increasing pressure as he kept the heavy vines from touching Rika’s body.


  Rika’s breathing came easy as she remained lost in sleep.


  “I can’t hold out much longer,” Ronan said.


  A loud crack rang from the carapace surrounding Danielle’s chest, and she gasped for air. “My armor’s broken.” Blood drained from her face, and Danielle’s eyes glistened with moisture. “I’m sorry Ronan.”


  A storm of raw anger boiled in Ronan’s emerald green eyes. “No. This won’t end here. Not like this.” He screamed with primal rage and channeled a vast amount of shard energy.


  His eyes widened as the vines froze in place. “Danielle, the vines stopped moving.”


  She nodded and pulled in short quick bursts of air unable to speak.


  Ronan’s breathing came easier as the vines loosened, and he pushed outward with his free arm.


  The vines burst spraying thick clumps of woody tissue across the path and into the purple flowering shrubs.


  The vines surrounding Danielle relaxed, but she lacked strength enough to push away the large tangle of thorny plants.


  Ronan placed Rika on a soft patch of grass and pulled free his sheba blade. “Don’t move Danielle.” With one swift strike his blade cleaved the vines, and they fell away landing with a heavy thud.


  With the vine’s removed, Danielle’s legs wobbled, and she fell under the strain of exhaustion.


  Ronan caught her before she landed and eased her onto the ground next to Rika.


  Danielle pulled in long strained gasps of breath as she sat and recovered on the carpet of ankle-deep grass.


  Ronan sat down next to Danielle and shut his eyes allowing his breathing and heart rate to slow. “Why did the vines stop Danielle?”


  Danielle shook her head. “I don’t know. He had no reason to free us.”


  “We need to go after him right now Danielle. We can’t let him get away with Lora’s Heart and my ring.”


  “Yes.” Danielle crawled through the thick grass, recovered her staff, and used it to push herself up. “Let’s go.”


  As Ronan went to scoop up Rika her eyes fluttered open.


  “What happened?” Rika’s brow furrowed with a look of confusion as she suppressed a yawn. “Why are you sitting there?” She rubbed her eyes and pushed herself to a sitting position.


  Ronan smiled. “We got tied up for a few minutes.”


  Danielle shot Ronan an incredulous look.


  “Rika, can you walk? Brendyn stole Lora’s Heart and my ring,” Ronan said. “He’s a few minutes ahead, and we need to catch up,”


  Rika pushed herself to her knees and stood. “Let’s go.”


  Ronan jogged across the grassy meadow leaving Lora’s Garden beneath the crystal archway.


  As the group splashed into the serpent pool’s icy water, the crystal door slammed shut, and a veil of darkness descended.


  “Rika, can you see serpents in the pool?” Ronan said.


  Rika gasped. “Yes, it looks like you weren’t the only one to get tied up. Can you give us some light?”


  Ronan forced a wave of power through his sheba blade illuminating the room with red light.


  Danielle channeled nature magic through her staff, and green incandescence added to the sheba blade’s red aura.


  Just below the waterline, a thick white serpent coiled around Brendyn’s corpse. Through lifeless eyes, he stared without focus, and his tongue rolled out the side of his gaping mouth. The serpent unhinged its jaw atop the crown of Brendyn’s head as it tried to swallow him whole.


  Danielle shuddered and diverted her gaze from the carnage.


  “Rika, will the serpents allow us to recover the ring and heart?” Ronan said.


  Rika stepped forward, unhooked Brendyn’s leather belt pouch, and handed it to Danielle.


  Danielle opened a few compartments until she found Lora’s Heart and transferred it to her own belt pouch. She found the gold ring and handed it to Ronan.


  “Thanks,” he said.


  Rika transformed into a white serpent with thin black stripes and disappeared beneath the waterline. She returned a moment later with a glowing shard trapped in her mouth.


  Danielle pulled the shard from her mouth and secured it within her belt pouch as Rika shifted into her human form.


  “How do we get out of here?” Rika said.


  “Back the way we came,” Ronan said. “Danielle if you can create a vine long enough to reach the shaft’s drop-off, Rika can fly up and secure it. I’ll climb the vine and pull you out.”


  Danielle nodded as she went to work.


  “After we escape, we’ll find Sir Alcott and the others at the Queen’s Heart,” Ronan said.


  The Last Plan


   


  Ronan sat astride Rika as she glided high over Freehold’s western gates under cover of the cloudy night sky. As Rika began her descent, thin cool air rushed over Ronan’s face, and Freehold’s twinkling lights grew larger beneath him.


  Rika soared over the citadel and glided past the dark empty arena before curving from the royal palace.


  Ronan shivered as he recalled details of his last trip inside Freehold’s walls. The night he’d nearly lost Rika seemed an eternity ago.


  The Queen’s Heart came into view with warm light streaming from its foggy windowpanes. Rika extended her talons and glided toward the awaiting rooftop. She flapped her wings slowing their descent, reached out with her sharp claws, and touched down.


  Ronan slipped from her back as Rika shifted into her human form. “Another perfect landing,” Ronan said. “You’re finally getting the hang of this.” He lowered his voice to a whisper, but the inn’s music masked any noise their conversation might produce.


  Rika curtsied and bowed. “Why thank you Your Majesty.”


  Heat flashed through Ronan’s cheeks. “Ha ha. Very funny.”


  She crossed the few feet between them, stood on her toes, and planted a firm kiss on his lips. “Thank you.” She said the words in a breathy whisper and smiled. “Is that better?”


  His legs wobbled as he tasted faint cinnamon from her lips. “Much. I’d like to spend more time having you thank me like that.”


  Rika intertwined her fingers through Ronan’s and pulled him toward the rooftop door. “And I’d love nothing more, but we have people waiting on us. Come on.”


  Ronan followed her through the open door and down the narrow stairway leading to the inn’s top floor.


  Rika stopped in front of a worn door at the end of the hall and knocked twice, waited two beats, and knocked two more times. The door swung open, and Sir Alcott greeted them with a broad smile and open arms. He folded Rika into his arms. “Well done young lady. Well done indeed.”


  Sir Alcott stepped back giving Rika and Ronan room to enter.


  “Hey, what about me?” Ronan said.


  “Yes, you too my boy.” Sir Alcott patted Ronan on his shoulder.


  Ronan smiled, shook his head, and stepped into the room closing the door behind him.


  Devery, Keely, Danielle, and Kelwin sat at a long wooden table. Steam circled from bowls brimming with Mistress McClaren’s lamb stew, and a basket heaped with fresh rolls sat at the table’s center.


  Visible relief washed over Danielle’s face as Ronan and Rika came through the door. “I was beginning to worry.”


  “We waited until after the western gate’s shift change,” Ronan said.


  Cordial smiles and greetings passed among the group, but with the plan’s major section still remaining, nervous energy lingered.


  “Sit and eat. Mistress McClaren dropped off dinner only a moment ago,” Devery said.


  “Danielle just finished telling us what happened with Brendyn,” Keely said. “I should’ve pushed the worm from Salem’s Peak when I had the chance.”


  “At least he didn’t get away with it,” Kelwin said.


  Keely grumbled profanity under her breath and returned to her stew.


  “The important thing is that we’ve collected Lora’s Heart. That’s quite an amazing story Danielle shared with us,” Sir Alcott said.


  Ronan and Rika slid into the last two available seats at the table.


  “Well there’s no sense in letting this stew get cold,” Ronan said as he grabbed a hot roll from the basket. He scooped a heaping portion of lamb stew and vegetables onto his dinner roll and swallowed it in a single bite.


  “Yes, please eat.” Sir Alcott cleared his throat. “Devery and I will do our best to fill you in on the latest events here in Freehold.”


  “We’ve acquired a schedule listing shift changes for the shard knights guarding the heart room.” Devery slid the document to Ronan. “The knights change shifts every four hours as you can see here.” Devery pointed to the document.


  “When the knights change shifts, they travel from the citadel’s rear entrance to the palace.” Sir Alcott handed Ronan a map of the palace grounds. “They leave the citadel here.” He pointed to the door nearest the palace. “Next, they pass through the citadel’s guard posts, cross the king’s road, and walk around to the palace’s servant entrance located here in the back.” Sir Alcott pointed to the map’s location with the letters ‘SE’ scrawled beside it. “They travel through the royal guard post here before entering the door leading into the palace itself.”


  “I don’t see any place to intercept them,” Ronan said. “There’s guards or citizens watching every inch of that route. Someone will see or hear something.”


  Devery eyed Sir Alcott. “Actually, we don’t plan on intercepting them at all.”


  Ronan raised an eyebrow and leaned back in his chair. He’d never underestimate Sir Alcott. “What’ve you planned?”


  A devious smile lifted Sir Alcott’s long gray beard. “It was your idea that provided inspiration for our plan.”


  “My idea? What’re you getting at?” Ronan slid a heaping spoonful of stew in his mouth and waited for a response.


  “Poison,” Rika said. “You’re going to poison the knights.”


  Sir Alcott smiled. “Such a crafty young lady. I should’ve known you were the actual brains behind the operation.”


  Rika grinned with a satisfied expression.


  “But how are we going to make the knights eat the poison?” Danielle said.


  “I’m going to do it,” Keely said.


  “Through the top of the arena,” Ronan said. “The one entrance the citadel’s guardsmen don’t watch.”


  Keely grinned. “You’re smarter than you look.”


  “How will you know which knights to poison?” Rika said.


  “We won’t know until an hour before the shift change. That’s when the commanding officer assigns the knights for watch,” Sir Alcott said.


  “I’ll find out that information,” Keely said. “If you’ve ever wished you could listen to a conversation like a fly on the wall…well I can.”


  “The guards eat before changing into their dress uniforms, and that’s when we’ll poison their food. It won’t kill them of course,” Devery said. “Just put them to sleep. The tricky part will be the timing.”


  “And we’ll slip into their quarters after the poison does its job,” Ronan said.


  “Yes. Of course none of this can happen without both of our guardian friends.” Sir Alcott tipped his head toward Rika and Keely.


  “Which shift?” Ronan said.


  “Thanks to the information provided by young Master Fitz, we believe the most suitable time occurs with the shift beginning at nine o’clock,” Sir Alcott said.


  “How long will we wait?” Rika said. “The longer we stay at the Queen’s Heart, the longer we place the McClaren’s at risk.”


  “The sooner the better Miss Finn,” Devery said.


  “Danielle, how long will it take to create the poison?” Ronan said.


  “Kelwin and I can have it ready in half a day, but you’ll only have a three or four hour window to use it. The alchemical properties begin to break down after that,” Danielle said.


  “Can we be ready by tomorrow night?” Ronan said.


  “Yes, we can be ready,” Danielle said.


  Fear lined Rika’s expression. “Ronan, what if you’re caught?”


  The room fell silent as the obvious answer remained unspoken.


  Ronan reached across the table and held Rika’s hand. He couldn’t love her more if he wanted to. “I’ll just have to make sure I don’t get caught.” Rika squeezed his hand.


  “What about the rest of you? Is there any reason to hold off?” Ronan said.


  No one at the table spoke providing silent confirmation.


  Ronan nodded. “Tomorrow night it is.”


  “Let’s go over the plans once we get inside the palace,” Sir Alcott said.


  The group spent the next several hours ironing out details. Kelwin, Devery, and Sir Alcott said their good nights leaving Ronan, Rika, and Danielle alone in the meeting room.


  “I’m going to bed. I’m exhausted,” Ronan said and stood from the table.


  Rika slid out from her seat and took his hand. “I’m going with you.”


  Ronan slipped his hand around her waist and smiled. “Alright then. Good night Danielle.”


  “Ronan. Rika. Can you wait a second?” Danielle stood and faced her brother.


  Tears rimmed her eyes as her bright blue eyes held his gaze. “I need you to know…,” her words came out hoarse and rough as she fought through tears. “I need you to know that even though we’ve spent a short time together, you’ve made it the most fulfilling time of my life. No matter what happens, I need to tell you that I love you. Papa would be proud of the man you’ve become.” She reached up and kissed Ronan’s cheek before wiping away her tears.


  Ronan’s chest tightened, and a lump formed in his throat. He opened his arms to Danielle.


  She sank into his embrace and buried her head in his chest. Danielle’s body wracked with sobs as she no longer held back her worry.


  Ronan stroked her wavy golden hair and kissed the top of her head. “I love you back sister. We’ll make it Danielle. You’ll see.”


  She nodded, and Ronan held her for what felt mere moments before he turned down the oil lamp and went to bed.


  ***


  Ronan pushed the unconscious knight under his bunk. So far, their plan had flowed as designed, but he couldn’t shake an odd feeling that he’d overlooked something.


  He tightened the strap on the heavy gold plated breastplate worn by the battle knight on duty. A wave of nausea curdled his guts as he glanced at Pride’s symbol, the eye inside the circle, emblazoned on his cuirass.


  Outside the room, ringing armor and heavy footfalls grew louder and stopped outside the door. Three heavy thuds boomed on the wooden door.


  Ronan slipped the armet over his head and raised his visor providing a clear field of vision. Sweat rolled off his body beneath the heavy armor, and he dreaded wearing it for the next few hours. He opened the door and stood face-to-face with his escort, one of the citadel’s top students.


  The brawny pimple-faced youth stood at attention saluting Ronan.


  Ronan returned the boy’s salute as custom dictated. In his former life he’d performed citadel escort duties. It meant this young man had earned the privilege of competing in Meranthia’s next shard tournament.


  Without conversation, the stone-faced escort spun with military precision and strode from the open doorway marching around the curved passage leading from the battle knight’s wing.


  Ronan left the room, closed the door, and followed the teenager in formal lockstep a few paces behind.


  The escort disappeared around a corner where the hallway broadened as the citadel’s western entrance came into clear view ahead. Devery and Sir Alcott stood near the exit watching Ronan’s approach.


  Devery wore golden chain mail indicative of the Order’s shield knights, and a freshly shaven Sir Alcott wore the formal white robes and cowl common to healers during peacetime. Sir Alcott had pulled his cowl far forward leaving his face hidden by shadows.


  Ronan marched toward heavy double doors and paused near Devery and Sir Alcott. He reached up and lowered his visor as he prepared to leave the citadel.


  The young escort snapped his boots and gave the triumvirate a final salute.


  As the trio’s ranking member, Ronan returned the escort’s salute marking their readiness to leave the citadel.


  The escort removed a polished brass horn from his belt strap and blew a long high-pitched tone.


  The heavy door leading from the citadel’s western entrance emitted a low deep rumble before opening onto a spacious courtyard.


  Devery, Sir Alcott, and Ronan marched in lockstep through the citadel’s double doors and strode into the cool summertime air. The evening’s first stars twinkled overhead as the sun’s orange glow disappeared behind the horizon. A long blue carpet outlined by golden pinstripes stretched outward toward the guardhouse.


  The citadel guard on duty inside the guardhouse saluted as the triumvirate marched past.


  Ronan returned the salute as the outer gates swung open.


  Citadel guards formed a barrier through the crowd of onlookers beyond the courtyard gate who gawked at the high-powered shard knights wearing their formal military armor. The triumvirate remained in tight military lockstep as they passed beyond the citadel’s western gate onto the king’s road separating the royal palace and citadel. Carriages halted, and foot traffic stopped as the changing of the guard began. Mumbles of excitement passed through the gathered crowd, and a father hoisted his young son on his shoulders to witness three shard knights in full splendor marching through the palace district.


  Ronan rounded the corner and followed the high palace wall to his left. His stomach fluttered as the royal guard post loomed ahead. He prayed the palace guard would wave them through as they did at the citadel.


  Through the guardhouse’s glass window, a uniformed soldier stood from his post and watched the triumvirate approach the palace’s rear entrance. Beside the open gate, two more guards stood at attention.


  Ronan held his breath as they approached the gate. Stiff-necked, he stared straight ahead but kept a wary eye on the guard through the window.


  The guard stood frozen tracking the trio as they marched through the royal gate and approached the guardhouse.


  The royal guardsman raised his hand and waved them past and relief flooded through Ronan. He wanted to scream with joy and run skipping into the palace but remained calm and steady never wavering from his pace or position ahead of Sir Alcott and Devery.


  Two royal guardsmen stood by the door’s leading into the servant’s wing as the Ronan, Devery, and Sir Alcott passed beyond the closing palace gates.


  “Halt!” A firm voice said behind Ronan.


  Ronan froze as the guard’s words hit him like an executioner’s ax. He cursed under his breath and spun.


  The slight armored sergeant hustled from the guardhouse, crossed the courtyard, and stopped before Ronan. The elder guardsman stood all of five feet tall with gray hair and a receding hairline. He placed his gloved fists on his hips and glared at Ronan. “You aren’t Knight Osrid. You’re at least half a foot taller than him. Who are you, and what’re you doing here?”


  Ronan’s pulse raced and sweat ran like water beneath his armor. His soaked tunic stuck to his skin as he flipped up his visor and returned the sergeant’s glare. “Who do you think you are keeping the king’s triumvirate from performing our civic duty?”


  “Who do I think I am?” The guard’s brown eyes blazed, and his posture stiffened stretching to his full height. “I’m Sergeant Gibbons. Now give me your name.”


  Despite Sergeant Gibbons’ clear hostility, Ronan liked the man. Trying to intimidate him wouldn’t work. Ronan’s shoulders sagged. “Sergeant Gibbons, I don’t want to get Knight Osrid into any trouble.” Ronan sighed lowering his gaze. “He drank too much ale over dinner, and he’s passed out under his bunk. I’m Knight Bryson Slater, and I offered to take his guard duty tonight.”


  “Why didn’t Commander Renault send word?” He glared at Ronan, but the raw heat in his voice had faded.


  Ronan shifted his feet and stared at the ground. He couldn’t bring himself to meet Sergeant Gibbon’s eyes as he lied. “That’s just it. Commander Renault doesn’t know, and I’d rather keep it that way if you don’t mind.”


  Gibbons nodded and removed his hands from his hips. “I see. I like Sir Osrid and don’t want to see him punished, but how do I know you’re a knight of the Order?”


  “How should I prove it?”


  “Let me see your hands.”


  “My hands?” Ronan said.


  “Yes, remove your glove, and show me your hands.”


  With his curiosity piqued, Ronan removed his plate mail glove as Gibbons directed.


  The guardsman pulled a razor-sharp dagger from his belt sheath. “Palm up young master.”


  Ronan channeled power into his skin increasing its toughness. Gibbons would have to swing the dagger using all his strength to create the smallest scratch in his exposed flesh. “What’re you doing?”


  “If you’re really a knight of the Order, this knife won’t cut you. Now stand still.” Gibbons ran the blade’s edge over Ronan’s soft exposed flesh, but the dagger never scored as much as a paper cut.


  Gibbons relaxed and sheathed his dagger. “I suppose we’ll let it slide this one time.” Gibbons wagged his finger at Ronan. “But you tell Knight Osrid this will be the only time I allow him this grace.”


  Relief layered with guilt tugged at Ronan’s conscience. He’d come clean with Gibbons after this nightmare ended. “Yes sir. I’ll tell him.”


  “You be on your way lad.” Gibbons receded into the guardhouse allowing Ronan, Sir Alcott, and Devery entry to the palace.


  Ronan spun on his heel and marched toward the palace door with Sir Alcott and Devery joining him in perfect lockstep formation.


  The guardsmen near the servant’s entrance opened the double doors allowing safe passage into the palace. A royal page stood waiting beyond the double doors. He wore the palace colors marking his status as a steward in training. The young man bowed before Ronan. “Greetings Knight, My name is Alexander, and I’ll be escorting you through the palace this evening.”


  Ronan returned the man’s bow with a curt nod giving him leave to continue onward.


  Alexander turned and left the servant’s entrance escorting Ronan toward the palace’s heart.


  Ronan followed the steward’s apprentice and marched forward through the bustling corridors that served as a lifeline for the palace’s royal family. A smile crossed his face as he strode past Mistress Pell directing a group of maids on the evening chores. She’d served as the royal housekeeper under his mother, and he held great affection for the woman. She offered a slight nod as he passed, but, as protocol dictated, he kept his gaze centered and focused forward.


  They continued through the servant’s wing before arriving at the rear service staircase. Ronan climbed the stairs followed by Sir Alcott then Devery in an ordered procession.


  Ronan followed Alexander up two more flights of stairs that led to the palace’s central floor where Elan’s Heart lay guarded.


  Alexander strolled along a lengthy carpeted corridor passing rare tapestries and expensive paintings created by some of the finest artists in Meranthian history.


  Ronan followed in the steward’s wake taking note of the palace guards assigned to various points within the main floor itself. These men held no shard magic and performed the duty assigned them by the king. Ronan held no malice toward the king’s guard and wanted to cause them no undue harm, but he’d mentally prepared for the possibility of slaughtering every guardsman inside the palace.


  Sir Alcott and Devery remained steps behind him as the trio rounded a corner, and the thick iron double doors of the heart room stood closed before them.


  Alexander faced Ronan and bowed. “I’ll prepare the changing of the guard.” The steward pulled the thick circular inset door handles, and the heavy door creaked and strained as it swung open.


  Alexander disappeared through the doorway, and, a moment later, he pushed both doors open wide as the knights inside the room stood in line behind Alexander.


  Ronan nodded his thanks as Alexander escorted the three knights coming off duty from the room.


  Alexander gave a final bow as he stood in the hallway and pushed the double doors closed. With a shudder and a clanging thud the door closed sealing Ronan, Sir Alcott, and Devery in the room alone with Elan’s Heart.


  Elan’s Heart floated free in its circular suspension chamber flickering streaks of light across the vacant room’s polished marble floor.


  Ronan resisted the urge to grab Elan’s Heart and flee the palace. He couldn’t leave without Danielle’s ring, and that required a confrontation with Merric Pride.


  “That was easy enough,” Sir Alcott said.


  “A bit too easy if you ask me,” Devery said.


  “I can’t shake the feeling we missed something,” Ronan said.


  “We executed the plan flawlessly, and here we are,” Sir Alcott said. “Don’t read too much into it Ronan. Besides, the guard at the gate nearly ruined everything. That didn’t go according to plan.”


  “Maybe you’re right,” Ronan said. “It’s probably just my nerves. The last time I tried this ended in disaster.”


  “We’ll have a different outcome this time,” Devery laid a comforting hand on Ronan’s shoulder. “Now, we need to take our positions, and stand ready.”


  Ronan found the heart room’s post appointed for the battle knight and stood at attention. Minutes ticked off the clock as the room remained still and empty. The clock on the wall read half past nine, which gave Pride thirty minutes until he arrived for his nightly communion with Elan’s Heart.


  In the quiet stillness of the heart room, a dark blue translucent shield flickered in front of Ronan’s face.


  Ronan’s stomach lurched. Without hesitation, he slid free the shard blade strapped to his shoulder and channeled power through its core. The sword glowed scarlet as shard magic flowed through him and into his blade.


  The shield completed its path around Ronan encircling him and thickening. A shield appeared around Devery followed by Sir Alcott as the three shard knights struggled against the bonds of an unseen shield knight.


  Ronan jammed his sword into the thick shield surrounding him, and it shattered under his assault. He lunged toward Sir Alcott and readied his blade to break the sphere trapping the healer.


  The heavy iron doors inside the heart room burst open, and a half dozen shard knights poured through the entrance. Beside Elan’s Heart the air shimmered, and Merric Pride appeared from hiding surrounded by a thick nearly opaque blue spirit shield.


  Ronan’s pulse raced as he watched his plan’s crumble to ash around him. He cursed himself for not anticipating Pride’s shield trick. Pride had used the same tactic against his mother five years earlier.


  Devery’s hand shimmered with power as he hacked at the shield surrounding him, but it didn’t matter. Given time, Devery could remove Pride’s detention shield. The king’s power as a shield knight far surpassed Devery’s, and he repaired Devery’s damage with ease.


  Alcott stood powerless under the shield’s restrictive bonds as Ronan lifted his sword to crack open the shield.


  “I would advise against that course of action Ronan. You’ll regret it. I promise you.” Pride pointed toward the double doors as Lord Randal escorted the shielded figures of Danielle, Rika, Kelwin, and Keely through the open door.


  Ronan’s stomach dropped. Hot panic touched the back of his mind as his world collapsed around him. He sank to his knees and stared through numb eyes watching the disaster unfold.


  Bryson kicked Kelwin’s back, and the trapped warden flew forward slamming into the front of his detention shield before slumping to the ground. “I owe this bastard Your Majesty. Can I please kill him now?”


  Pride raised a hand. “Patience young knight. Patience. Let’s savor our moment of victory. Elan has guided me to this moment. Let’s not spoil it.”


  The muscles in Bryson’s jaw clenched and flexed as he nodded and stepped backward. “As you command Your Majesty.”


  Ronan ripped free his gold plated armet and tossed it aside. His dark hair clung to his perspiration soaked head. “Don’t harm them Pride. Please. They’ve done nothing,” Ronan said.


  Pride’s face remained a mask of quiet composure and control as he smiled with a look of smug satisfaction. “Quit groveling boy. Drop your weapon.”


  Ronan dropped his shard blade, and it clamored off the cold marble floor. The red light pulsing through its core vanished, and the blade fell still and silent. He kicked it sending the blade skittering across the smooth polished stone until it stopped next to Merric Pride’s gleaming silver cane.


  “You will kneel before me boy, but I have plans for you first. Now release your shard or I’ll kill every one of these people where they stand. Elan knows they deserve it.”


  “No Ronan. Please don’t,” Rika’s chin quivered as her words came out husky and raw. Tears streamed down her face as she watched helpless behind the shield surrounding her.


  Ronan’s eyes flickered toward Rika, but he couldn’t bear to hold her tear-stained gaze. He closed his eyes and focused inward on the essence that provided his magic. He found its smooth top buried deep inside like an ancient boulder stuck in dry desert soil.


  Danielle reached out and slammed her fists against the shield surrounding her. Rage etched her face, but she remained powerless to provide any help. “You’ll pay for this Pride. I promise you.”


  Ronan’s chest tightened as he pulled on the buried essence, but it resisted his effort. The shard’s entity clung to his soul refusing to budge and buried hooks in his mind.


  Fresh rivulets of perspiration rolled from his hairline and down his forehead and cheeks. Ronan’s face trembled as deep shooting pain rippled through his chest and pounded behind his ears. He summoned his willpower and pulled with his last ounce of strength, and he screamed. The entity inside his body shrieked, and a deep snap echoed inside his head followed by an overwhelming sense of loss.


  Yellow light flowed out of Ronan’s eyes, skin, and mouth hovering in a thin layer inches from his skin’s surface. It poured outward gathering around him like a shroud until the flows stopped. Bright light pulled inward coalescing into a shining pinpoint. A blinding flash split the air before expanding into the shard Ronan had stolen from Lord Randal’s mansion months earlier.


  The glass-like shard hovered for a single heartbeat and clattered to the marble floor skittering to a stop inches from Ronan’s knees.


  A vast emptiness settled over Ronan’s mind. The world surrounding him dulled, and he reached for the magic he’d come to rely on but found nothing. The staggering weight of the plate mail armor Ronan wore hit him like the force of a stone slab, and he tipped over. He tumbled to the ground arms and legs spread wide pinning him in place like a steel paperweight.


  Bryson howled with laughter as he watched Ronan struggle under the armor’s weight. “Take a look at the mighty prince. Pathetic!” Contempt laced his words as he stared down at Ronan with condescension etched on his face. Several knights joined Bryson pointing and laughing at the once feared Meranthian prince pinned down by a suit of armor.


  Bryson leered at Rika with lust in his bloodshot eyes. “Soon enough you’ll find out what it’s like to be with a real man.”


  Pride ignored Bryson’s remarks as he stepped toward Ronan and retrieved the shard. “I’ll add this shard to the others your friends have provided Elan this day. What a boon for the righteous.” With a twist of his pasty-white wrist a detention shield surrounded Ronan, and he lay helpless on the polished floor. “Bryson and Jeremy, please remove the traitor’s armor.”


  Bryson burst across the room and hovered over Ronan’s prone body. “Let me loosen it first Your Majesty. It looks a bit tricky.” Bryson brought back his plated boot and sent it flying into Ronan’s ribs with the full fury of a battle knight’s wrath.


  White-hot pain burst across Ronan’s side as if a sword had sliced him apart. He heard the sickening sound of crunching in his ribs, and his vision blurred. Darkness crept at the edge of his vision as he laid motionless. The air in his lungs rushed out of his body leaving him straining for breath.


  Rika cried out lunging forward, but met the shield wall’s resistance. “Please God don’t let him die.” She slumped to the ground as her body shook with sobs.


  “Now, now Bryson. There’s plenty of time for that. Just the ring please,” Pride said.


  Jeremy loosened the straps holding the armor together and cracked apart the front and back pieces of his breast plate.


  Bryson reached down his eyes bubbling with red-hot hatred and gripped one of Ronan’s plate mail sleeves and yanked.


  Ronan felt his shoulder muscle rip, and a fresh stab of sharp pain throbbed.


  Danielle shrieked. “Stop! You’re killing him!”


  Jeremy held up a hand. “I’ll get the rest Bryson before he dies.”


  “Yes,” Pride said. “I need him alive. I want the world to see this man’s true character.”


  Jeremy pried loose Ronan’s other sleeve then removed his breast plate and leggings before stepping away.


  “Niles, fetch the ring from the traitor’s neck.”


  Lord Randal scurried across the room and knelt over Ronan’s prone and shielded body. A hole in the shield parted, and he fished beneath Ronan’s tunic until he held the ring in his grip. “I have it Your Majesty.” His voice cracked with nervous excitement. He yanked it from Ronan’s neck, rose and crossed over to Merric Pride. Lord Randal dropped to one knee and bowed with dramatic flair handing the ring to Pride. “Your Majesty, Elan’s ring as you requested.”


  Pride rolled his eyes. “Thank you Niles. Elan won’t forget your contribution.”


  Ronan managed to sit up within the detention shield’s cramped confines. As he moved, fresh pain shot through his side, and his shoulder throbbed. His left arm hung limp, and he clung to consciousness by a sliver.


  A large man entered the heart room through the open double doors wearing the leather armor common to Ayralen guardians.


  “Arber!” Danielle said. “Run! Tell the prime guardian!”


  Pride laughed and shook his head. “Silly girl.”


  Arber passed by Danielle without reaction and stopped before Pride.


  “Well, did you find it?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. He fished through a cloth satchel slung over his broad shoulder. His hand stopped, and he pulled forth a large glowing orb dancing with light. Arber cradled it in his palm before offering it to Pride “Lora’s Heart. Just like I promised.”


  Tyrell’s Gift


   


  The citadel guardsman lifted his heavy leather boot, placed it into the small of Ronan’s back, and shoved.


  Ronan left his feet and flew through the prison cell’s open door slamming into the rough stone floor. He groaned as rivulets of fresh pain blossomed in his ribs and shoulder.


  The fat guardsman laughed. “Not so high and mighty now are you Prince.” He spat on Ronan. “You smell as putrid as the rest of these dirty tree people.”


  With Ronan’s face smashed into the stinking damp floor, his surrounding conditions became clear. Loud sorrowful moans came from a man’s voice a few cells down. Ronan’s body ached from the savage beating Bryson gave him, and sleeping on hard rock wouldn’t help.


  The scent of urine and feces drifted into his cell forcing his throat to constrict. His stomach heaved, and he barely managed to hold back rising vomit. He gagged leaving his throat burning with hot stomach acid. He reached for his shard magic. He wanted nothing more than the pain and stench to recede, but stark emptiness greeted his futile effort. Emptiness that served to remind him of the day’s events leaving him humiliated and ashamed.


  The guardsman slammed the door shut and twisted a heavy key in the cell’s iron lock. He turned his back on Ronan and walked along the citadel’s dungeon corridor twirling his key ring and whistling the chorus from “The King Marches Onward”.


  Ronan lay motionless with his eyes closed tight as the guard’s footsteps receded. In the distance, he listened to a heavy door slam shut with a finality reserved for those who’ve tried and failed.


  “Prince?” A voice said.


  Ronan felt the hovering presence of someone standing over him and forced his body to roll over.


  “You aren’t Prince Ronan Latimer by chance?” A thin Ayralen man with salt and pepper hair stood over Ronan wearing a ragged colonist’s uniform he’d seen from the death camps.


  Sharp pain raced along Ronan’s side as he pushed himself to a seated position. He’d nothing left to lose by telling the truth. “I was a Prince. Now I’m a prisoner. But, yes, I’m Ronan Latimer.”


  The man’s eyes sparkled. “It is you! You saved my Rika.”


  Ronan focused on the aging man’s bright intelligent gray eyes, and it came to him in an instant. “Ambassador Finn?”


  “Yes, that’s me,” he smiled and offered his hand to Ronan. ”I’m Rika’s father. Please, let me help you.”


  Ronan grabbed Finn’s extended hand, and the older man helped him to his feet. “I’m glad to see you Ambassador,” Ronan winced as pain flared. “I can’t believe you’re still alive. How did you manage to wind up here?”


  “Please, call me James.” He sat on an iron bench fastened to the stone wall by thick chains. “Do you have word of Rika? Is she alive?”


  Ronan sat opposite Finn and ran a hand through his disheveled hair. “I’m afraid the news isn’t good James. Pride captured Rika and Kelwin when he caught me. He’s holding them here in Freehold. Somewhere.”


  Finn sagged and slumped against the cell wall. “I’d hoped they’d go back to Ayralen.”


  Ronan’s face flushed, and he stared at the ground. “I’m afraid they followed me into this mess.”


  “Perhaps you can bring me up to speed,” Finn said. “One thing we have plenty of is time.”


  Ronan spent the next hour recounting his adventures beginning with the shard tournament five years ago. Finn interjected with the occasional question or nod when Ronan detailed a specific point. He skipped retelling his magical night with Rika beneath the Golden Tap. Somehow, he didn’t think Finn needed that piece of information.


  “And that’s how I wound up here,” Ronan said.


  “I’m sure you’ve guessed by now that Merric Pride is very much Ayralen.”


  Ronan nodded. “And he’ll deny it to his dying breath.”


  “What’s more interesting is the identity of his parents.”


  Ronan’s jaw dropped open, and he stared slack-jawed at Finn. “You knew his parents?”


  Finn nodded. “I knew his mother. I tried to speak to him about it upon my arrival in Meranthia, but he was rather quick to change the subject. And, as you can see,” he waved his hand around the dreary cell, “he didn’t care for the rest of what I had to say either.”


  “Rika told me you were at the southern camp. How did you find your way to Freehold?”


  “They brought me here with Arber and Brendyn. I suspect they wanted to draw you into Freehold. As much as Pride dislikes me, he finds me useful. He pries me for information from time to time.”


  “Why would Arber turn his back on Ayralen? Danielle told me he grew up with Connal Deveaux. She trusted him completely.”


  “I can’t answer that.” Finn’s brow furrowed, and he scratched his head. “Arber had high hopes of becoming Prime Guardian years ago but stepped aside when it became clear Connal carried the votes. Revenge? Power? I can’t say for certain. Only Arber can answer that.”


  Ronan licked his dry cracked lips. “Would you mind telling me the identity of Pride’s parents?”


  Finn released a long sigh. “Are you sure you want to know this information? It may be unpleasant.”


  Ronan raised an eyebrow. “Unpleasant? For me?” He nodded. “Yes, I’d like to know. Besides, my circumstance can’t get any worse.”


  Finn pursed his lips and nodded. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He leaned forward. “This information came to me from my aunt shortly before Rika and I arrived in Meranthia. She thought the information might prove useful one day. My aunt grew up with the woman that gave birth to Merric Pride. Her name is Cecily. Cecily Turpin.”


  Ronan mulled the name over in his head, but came up blank. “That name doesn’t sound familiar.”


  “No, I don’t imagine it would. Cecily apprenticed under a master bowyer in the Heartwood. She was a beautiful girl, and the bowyer hired her to sell his wares to Meranthian guardsmen at Elan’s Gap. On one particular trip Cecily went without the bowyer. The guardsmen took her captive and tried to rape her inside the barracks. The fort’s captain discovered the offense and protected Cecily before they could hurt her. Cecily believed the captain would send her back to the Heartwood, but he had other plans. He placed her on the first wagon back to Freehold.”


  Ronan shut his eyes and braced himself. He had a good idea how the story would end, but he held his tongue. “Go on.”


  Finn cleared his throat. “The captain had Cecily transported to the palace where the royal guard held her captive in a maid’s living quarters. The staff treated her well despite her imprisonment. Until the day your grandfather, King Torr, came back from his sabbatical in Prynesse. As soon as he entered her room, Cecily knew from the look in his eye why the captain had sent her to the palace. King Torr raped her. Repeatedly.”


  Ronan nodded as Finn confirmed his suspicion. He’d heard rumors swirl around his grandfather’s infatuation with young Ayralen women. How many bastards had his grandfather sired? “Which means Merric Pride is my uncle.” He let go a short hard laugh and shook his head.


  “By blood only,” Finn said.


  “Does he know?” Ronan said.


  “He knew his mother, but didn’t want to hear anything I had to say,” Finn said. “Torr sent Cecily back to Ayralen after he’d finished with her. When she returned to the Heartwood, she gave birth to Merric eight months later.”


  “How did he get his last name?” Ronan said.


  “I don’t know. My aunt didn’t have that information. He received that name after Cecily snuck him into Meranthia.”


  “Why would she come back to Meranthia? Torr Latimer was a monster. That trip was suicide,” Ronan said.


  “She knew that. But, she loved Merric and wanted to give him a chance to know his father no matter the risk.”


  “What happened after that?”


  “My aunt never heard from Cecily again. She never returned to the Heartwood. I’m glad she didn’t live to see the monster her son grew into.”


  “He’s a chip off the old block,” Ronan said. “Or so I’m told. I never knew my grandfather, but my mother told me plenty of stories.”


  The distant sound of a slamming door cut short their conversation. Heavy footsteps echoed along the stone corridor growing louder by the second.


  Ronan braced himself for further beatings. He stared downward as the key worked the cell’s lock, and the door creaked open. “Haven’t you people taken enough from me? Kill me or get out.”


  “I haven’t come to kill you Your Majesty,” the hushed voice said.


  The words sent a chilled tingle running along Ronan’s spine. He stared into the face of a young shield knight standing in his cell. He knew this man. “You’re the knight from Winter Haven. It’s Jeremy isn’t it?”


  “Yes Your Majesty. That’s right.”


  Ronan chuckled. “I guess you didn’t hear the news. I’ve been stripped of my crown, my magic, my family, and my friends. I’m as good as dead, and you’re risking you’re life standing here talking to me. There’s no need to treat me as anything more than a criminal.”


  Jeremy shifted his stance. Commander Tyrell never told you?”


  “Told me? Told me what?”


  “I was Commander Tyrell’s last man in the citadel.”


  Ronan recalled the confrontation at Winter Haven. “The shield surrounding Kelwin…”


  “I made that shield as weak as I could,” Jeremy said. “I knew Commander Tyrell would’ve stepped in had that gone differently.”


  “And at North Camp with my sister.”


  “I held her until Pride left the room. She could’ve killed me, but somehow I knew she wouldn’t.”


  Ronan’s heart sank as his thoughts lingered on his sister. Danielle would share his mother’s fate. “My sister…” The words left his lips in a whisper.


  “I know what Merric Pride did to the Queen. He murdered her in cold blood. I vow to protect the princess from the same fate.” Jeremy dropped to one knee and bowed his head before Ronan. “I swear my oath of fealty to you King Ronan Latimer and promise to serve you so long as I hold breath. In Elan’s name I swear.”


  Ronan stared agape at the knight bowing before him. Despite all odds, Jeremy remained hopeful. Ronan’s cheeks flushed, and he nodded. “I accept your oath Knight Jeremy. Rise.”


  Jeremy stood. “We don’t have much time Your Majesty. I -“


  Ronan held up a hand. “Jeremy, there’s no need to add ‘Your Majesty’ at the end of every sentence. It’ll speed up the conversation.”


  Jeremy blushed. “Yes Your Majesty…that is yes, sir,” he said. “Merric Pride plans to send you into the arena. You’re to face Knight Bryson in single combat.”


  Ronan nodded. “So that’s how Pride wants it to end? How fitting.”


  “Yes, sir. But I doubt Bryson will use all his strength right away or he’d kill you in the fight’s first few seconds. Pride will want to see you humiliated first.”


  “Thanks Jeremy. You really know how to comfort a guy.”


  Jeremy blushed. “I’m sorry, I -“


  Ronan chuckled. “I’m joking. Go ahead.”


  “I can surround you with a thin invisible shield. It’s flexible and will hover just above your skin. It should soften Bryson’s first blows, but it won’t last long against a battle knight’s full power. It might give you a chance.”


  Ronan nodded. “That helps. Thank you.”


  Jeremy stretched out a hand, and a shimmer of blue light shrouded Ronan before vanishing. “One more thing, Pride has demanded Freehold’s citizens to attend the match. He plans on making an announcement and wants the citizenry to bear witness.”


  The citadel’s dungeon door creaked open. “Knight Jeremy, your time’s up!” The guard’s voice echoed across the dark putrid dungeon.


  Jeremy bowed. “May Elan grace you this day Your Majesty.” He closed the cell door and left the dungeon.


  Ronan sank onto the iron bench. “James, if you make it out of here and I don’t, could you tell Rika I’m sorry I couldn’t save her. Tell her…,” Ronan’s gaze drifted. “Tell her I love her.”


  Finn opened his mouth as if to argue but stopped. He placed a warm hand on Ronan’s shoulder. “I’ll tell her Ronan.”


  “Thanks. I’m tired. I hope you don’t mind if I sleep. I can see her in my dreams for a little longer.” He closed his eyes and leaned his head against the cold stone wall before sleep took him.


  Twisted Fate


   


  Overwhelming heat pressed against Ronan’s half-naked flesh.


  The musty odor of hot sand and dry piss-stained straw nauseated him. He’d lived out this nightmarish scene during another man’s life, but, this time, he harbored no illusions about the result. Straw crunched under his sandaled feet as he stopped before the heavy iron gate that led to the sun-streaked arena floor.


  The summer afternoon heat had increased the holding pen’s temperature by fifty degrees, and Ronan’s heavily muscled chest glistened with sweat. The guards had provided him nothing more than leather sandals and a fringed leather kilt to cover his groin.


  He ran his fingertips along the smattering of scars beneath his ribs and touched the wounds Danielle had treated after their escape from North Camp.


  His chest tightened as a wave of sadness caught him off guard. He’d not experienced the loss of a family member since his mother’s death, but the pain returned fresh and raw.


  He never got a chance to say good-bye to his sister who’d risked everything to find him. Ronan would never meet the father he’d always dreamed about. He wondered how he’d cope with losing two children on the same day and shuddered. Connal Deveaux would experience those fresh pains soon enough.


  A spear’s haft ground into Ronan’s lower back pushing him forward. “Any time now, that gate will open, and you’d better run into that arena if you don’t want five spears in your back. You understand me boy!”


  Ronan nodded but ignored the threat. He’d enter the arena and roll the dice. He had nothing left to lose.


  Five armored guardsmen held their spears in a loose semi-circle behind Ronan and crowded him toward the gate.


  Ronan stepped forward just inches from the iron bars. Scorching sunlight beat down on his face and chest. For the first time in half a decade, Freehold’s citizens beheld their prince.


  A thunderous boom of cheering voices rang out when the spectators saw the former prince ready to enter the arena. Until today, Meranthian citizens believed him dead, and the arena’s available seating had moved beyond capacity. Spectators filled open space in stairways leading from the arena floor to the coliseum’s top row. A mass of people stuffed every inch of the massive archways leading into the coliseum smashed together like flies resting atop a dung heap. Scuffles between citizens jockeying for position broke out as guardsmen struggled to gain control. Even Freehold’s wealthiest citizens clawed to catch a brief glimpse of the captured prince. Pride had even allowed citizens to cram every open spot just beyond the arena walls stacked ten deep.


  Ronan held his breath as he gazed across the coliseum stunned by the sheer volume of spectators. Even his own tainted victory hadn’t drawn such a crowd. “I don’t understand. Why are so many people here?”


  “They’ve come to watch you die traitor. News came out yesterday that you’d helped Commander Tyrell plan the queen’s death. I wish I could sink my spear into you right now. I hope your mother, Elan save her soul, is watching from His paradise, and can watch you die,” the guardsman said.


  The promise of blood lust had left the crowd frenzied as thousands stomped in unison pounding the wooden bleachers like drumbeats on a battlefield. If Pride let this continue, the crowd would rip apart the coliseum.


  The heavy iron gate squealed and creaked open.


  A fresh idea sparked in Ronan’s mind. Maybe he could use this blood lust.


  “Go!” The guardsman said and shoved Ronan’s sore shoulder.


  He stumbled beneath the rising gate and rolled onto the arena’s burning sand. Ignoring the hot sand caked to his sweat soaked body, he rotated gaping at the hundred and fifty thousand people booming as one voice.


  The deafening noise reached fever pitch as Ronan’s gaze settled over them. The masses craved his blood and the death to follow. They cheered for his destruction.


  Ronan’s eardrums rang, and his skin vibrated from the overwhelming cacophony surrounding him.


  At the coliseum’s far end, Merric Pride reclined in the royal box like he hadn’t a care in the world. A half-dozen shard knights surrounded Pride with more royal guardsmen beyond them. Among the shard knights, Jeremy sat one row behind Danielle.


  To Pride’s right, Danielle sat covering her ears as tears streamed down her face. Rika sat to Pride’s left with her gray eyes locked on Ronan. She sat straight backed and stiff with an expression of murder etched on her face.


  Ronan met her eyes, and they softened at the edges. Her eyes glistened with fresh tears, and she moved her lips. He knew the words before she said them. “I love you.” He imagined her voice in his head as he watched her lips move. An adrenaline spike surged through his body. His dry cracked lips curled up, and he smiled at Rika nodding acknowledgment. Ronan would die this day, but not before he gave Freehold’s citizens one last show. With his pain forgotten, he turned in slow circles raising his arms and pumped his fists skyward


  The crowd responded with a thunderous roar that nearly shook the coliseum’s beams apart. A single voice began at the edge of the arena floor nearest Ronan. A teenage boy, no older than fifteen, his face a rash of pimples, raised his arms high and chanted, “Ronan! Ronan!” The people surrounding the teenager joined his chant, and it spread through the coliseum crowd like a wildfire on a windy summer day.


  A surge of joy lifted Ronan as a new realization sparked inside him a bonfire of hope. The thousands of souls crowded inside the coliseum’s walls hadn’t come to cheer his death. They cheered for his life. They loved him.


  Ronan brushed the dry caked sand from his face and found fresh moisture streaking his cheeks. The hope building inside him raged, and his spirit soared. He fed from the frenzy of goodwill raining on him like an early spring monsoon.


  Thousands of voices joined in chanting, “Ronan! Ronan!” until the cheer rang loud enough to hear all across Freehold.


  Near the teenager that had started the chant, an older girl, the boy’s sister by her appearance, stretched outward trying to touch Ronan. “May Elan be with you this day Prince Ronan!” The girl said eyes wide with awe.


  The teenage boy caught Ronan’s gaze, and a smile rippled across his face. He yanked the sleeve of his friend standing next to him. “Jarred, the Scarlet Knight looked at me!” Jarred stared awestruck at Ronan, his jaw agape seeming not to hear his friend.


  Ronan’s stomach fluttered. Had his ears deceived him or had the boy called him the Scarlet Knight? He’d never heard anyone refer to him by that name. Understanding dawned when he realized the teenager must’ve meant his red shard blade and his exploits at North Camp.


  Stifled rage simmered from Merric Pride’s gaze as he stared stone-faced at a guard near the arena floor. He waved his hand, and the gate nearest Pride rattled upward.


  A blond giant with arms the size of tree trunks stormed onto the arena floor. Knight Bryson Slater, his bare chest streaked with perspiration, wasted no time coaxing the audience. He paused for a moment and scanned the arena floor.


  The crowd rained a symphony of boos on Pride’s top attack dog. Bryson didn’t bother reacting to the coliseum’s storm of disapproval and instead charged ahead with a shard magic induced sprint. He pulled up just short of the former prince and slammed his meaty fist into Ronan’s soft face.


  The crowd gasped as they waited to see how Ronan would handle Bryson’s strike.


  The blow should’ve killed Ronan, but Jeremy’s shield absorbed the force of impact. Ronan pushed himself backward feigning injury and planted his rear end on the arena floor. He shook his head as if clearing away confusion and rolled to his side in time to avoid Bryson’s foot stomp. The hot summer wind dried his sweat covered skin, and Ronan knew Bryson had destroyed Jeremy’s shield. Another blow like that, and Ronan’s life would end.


  “That punch should’ve killed you Latimer!” Bryson said.


  “I guess I don’t fight fair. What about you? You have to rely on shard magic to win?” Contempt dripped from Ronan’s words. “You’re a coward Bryson. You’ve always been a coward.” Ronan said.


  “I don’t need magic to beat you worm,” Bryson said.


  Ronan laughed. “Really? Let’s see it then. Fight me straight up. No shard magic.”


  “I could beat you blindfolded, you little piss-ant, but this time don’t expect me to throw the match. You’ll die by my hand. I promise you that.”


  Ronan jumped to his feet, and the crowd roared its approval. He circled Bryson with his arms spread wide in a defensive stance.


  Bryson lunged forward, and Ronan sidestepped right.


  Ronan whirled clenching his hands together before dropping them like a hammer in the small of Bryson’s back.


  The shard knight collapsed face first into the arena floor his mouth filling with sand.


  Ronan stepped back and sent his foot flying into the soft flesh near Bryson’s rib cage. “That’s for the cheap shot at the palace you bastard.”


  Ronan’s kick lifted Bryson an inch off the ground before he crumpled into a pitiful heap. Bryson groaned as he rolled onto his stomach and pushed himself to his feet. He held his ribcage with his left hand and spit out a mouthful of sand.


  The crowd roared as Bryson circled Ronan shaking the sand loose from his face.


  Ronan took a step toward Bryson to draw the blond giant from his defensive posture.


  Bryson’s deceptive quickness caught Ronan off guard, and he punched grazing the tip of Ronan’s nose as he leaned backward.


  The momentum of his swing carried Bryson forward exposing himself to a counterattack.


  Ronan didn’t hesitate and kicked Bryson in his right kneecap which bore his weight.


  Bryson screamed and fell clutching his shattered knee.


  Ronan kicked Bryson connecting with his nose, and a red explosion erupted leaving his face ruined with spattered blood pouring into Bryson’s open mouth.


  A fresh wave of cheering erupted as the first droplets of blood rolled from Bryson’s chin spilling onto the arena sand.


  Bryson reeled from the blow and pushed himself up on his left leg dragging his right behind him.


  Ronan sent a roundhouse kick into Bryson’s face connecting with his eye. The force of impact sent Bryson twisting before he landed in a motionless heap.


  The crowd cheered approval sensing the end of the match and Ronan’s victory.


  Bryson’s muscular frame lay splayed on the sand with his arms and legs twisted at odd angles.


  The sharp pain in Ronan’s ribs faded as a wave of satisfaction settled over him.


  A faint yellow aura enveloped Bryson and disappeared settling into his skin. With a violent surge he sprang to his feet and whirled on Ronan.


  Ronan stepped backward as he braced himself for retaliation from the enraged shard knight.


  A deep cut over Bryson’s left eye oozed blood adding a mask of horror atop the disfiguring twisted mess of his broken nose. Faint yellow light hovered over his blood as it filtered through his eye and poured over his lips. A grin born of hatred, rage, and deep loathing writhed across what remained of Bryson’s face. “No more games Latimer. You’re done.” He spit a mouthful of blood onto the sand.


  Ronan’s chest tightened as cold fear twisted his stomach, but he suppressed any outward sign and stood his ground. He wouldn’t give Pride or Bryson the satisfaction.


  In a blur, Bryson covered the ten feet separating him and Ronan. With inhuman speed, he launched a blistering attack sending his right fist hammering into Ronan’s thigh shattering the bone beneath like a windowpane caught in a tornado.


  Sharp overwhelming pain unlike anything he’d ever experienced spread like fire through his leg. He screamed in agony as he dropped to the sand. His collapsed leg bent like a noodle at angles Elan never intended, and waves of pain threatened to send him into unconsciousness.


  The crowd gasped in collective horror as they witnessed the brutal assault on their beloved prince.


  Bryson stood over the fallen prince and let his blood drip onto Ronan’s wounded leg. “Let’s see how you like to have your face cut up” In a blur too fast to track, Bryson backhanded Ronan. Bryson had infused the flesh and bone of his hand giving it the strength of tempered steel.


  The blow caught Ronan under his eye snapping his bones and collapsing his right cheek and jaw.


  Ronan’s mouth hung open limp and lifeless as his shattered jaw no longer provided support. The metallic taste of hot blood poured into his mouth from deep cuts the largest of which stretched across his cheek from his mouth to his eye.


  A hundred and fifty thousand voices stopped as silence spread like death across the coliseum.


  Bryson stood over Ronan, raised his fists in triumph, and howled with the joy of victory, but the crowd stood frozen staring with cold murder lacing their eyes.


  Blood ran like a fountain from Ronan’s right ear, and he could no longer hear any sound from that side of his head. He struggled in vain to drag his broken body away from Bryson. If Bryson struck now, his life would end. The damage he’d already received far exceeded any hope of repair through shard magic, and now Ronan functioned on survival instinct and adrenaline as the last threads of his life slipped away.


  Bryson stood in front of Ronan’s bleeding face and prepared for the final blow. His foot lingered for a kick to Ronan’s head and stopped.


  Merric Pride jumped from his seat surveying the coliseum with a look of raw panic in his eyes. He couldn’t control a mob comprised of thousands of enraged citizens. They’d smash him and every knight inside the arena to a bloody pulp. “Enough! Do no further harm to that criminal Knight Bryson. Step away or your life is forfeit.”


  Bryson’s face trembled with suppressed rage. He lowered his foot and backed away from Ronan turning an expression of warped fury on Pride.


  Pride motioned for a citadel guard and pointed toward the arena wall nearest him.


  The guard opened a door built into the coliseum wall just below the royal box.


  Pride pushed his way through the knights, dignitaries, and guardsmen seated in the box pulling Danielle behind him. He made his way onto the arena sand and walked toward Ronan dragging Danielle behind him.


  Lord Randal scurried through the door after him ordering several shard knights to follow the king and protect him.


  Danielle ripped free of Pride’s grip and sprinted across the sand toward her brother. She reached him first and knelt by him as tears streamed down her face. “Ronan. I’m so sorry they did this to you. He’s taken my magic too or I’d help you.” She crumpled in the sand and laid her head on his chest as her body convulsed with sobbing.


  Ronan stroked her golden hair as she wept. He’d lost the ability to speak with his jaw shattered, and the pain of moving it even an inch caused extreme pain, but her words triggered an idea. They’d taken her magic.


  Sir Alcott told them ‘to activate the heart one must be pure of blood and pure of body’. In Elan and Lora’s time pureness of blood wouldn’t have meant of mixed Ayralen and Meranthian blood despite Heilyn’s warning. When Lora’s spirit said they had pure blood, she meant that he and Danielle descended from Elan and Lora’s children.


  Lora’s spirit said they needed to remove the taint from their bodies. Understanding clicked in Ronan’s mind. Those already holding shard magic couldn’t restore the hearts. The shards somehow tainted them, but a descendant of Elan and Lora’s that held no shard magic could reactivate the magic inside the hearts. Pride might have descended from Elan and Lora, but he held shield magic and had no hope of activating the heart’s magic.


  Merric Pride allowed Danielle to console her brother as he lay dying on the arena floor. The king wouldn’t dare stop her and give the crowd further reason to revolt as they stood a hair’s breadth away from turning into a riotous mob.


  Pride signaled the knights around him to contain Bryson as he hovered over Ronan. He looked on the arena audience and raised his hands in a sign of reconciliation. A shield shaped like a cone extended around his mouth, and when he spoke, the words rang out. “My dear citizens, what you’ve witnessed today is an act of justice. This man conspired with Patron Tyrell in the murder of his own mother.”


  “You’re a liar Pride!” A single voice from the stands shattered the deafening silence.


  Pride ignored the accusation. “This traitor has made multiple attempts on my life which is itself an act of treason.”


  “You’re a butcher!” A second voice joined the first from the coliseum’s far side.


  Pride whirled as if to find the voice’s owner as terror registered on his face. “No. No.” He shook his head as blood drained from his face. “I’m Elan’s disciple.”


  Danielle shifted placing Ronan’s head in her lap as she stroked his dark wavy hair.


  The shade of a smile twitched from Ronan’s sunken face. “Prove it Pride.” The words came out slurred, and flashes of fresh pain pounded in Ronan’s brain, but he knew Pride could understand him.


  Pride glanced at Ronan like a gnat on a windowpane. “Yes, perhaps that’s the way.” He reached into the folds of his robe and pulled free Elan’s Heart in his right hand and Lora’s Heart in his left. “Behold the hearts of magic. Both Elan’s and Lora’s.” The words echoed across the coliseum’s vast space. “Elan has provided all I need to activate the magic within his essence and destroy the magic that rules the Ayralen savages. One power will rule this land!”


  Ronan squeezed Danielle’s hand.


  Danielle lowered her ear to his beaten lips. “When he brings out your ring, focus on that alone.”


  “The ring? But what about the heart?”


  “They’re broken Danielle. They have been all along,” Ronan said in a whisper. “The rings will remove the taint.”


  Pride placed the hearts in the sand and reached into his white robe pulling forth a pair of golden rings. He held the rings high above him. “These rings belonged to Elan, and he gave them to me. They are the means by which He will send his will through me activating His magic in my name alone.”


  Ronan squeezed Danielle’s hand once more, and she lowered her ear to his mouth. “Do you still have it?”


  She pulled a ring from her index finger and placed it in his hand. “You were right. Devery’s copy turned out perfectly, but it won’t do him much good.” She placed the ring in Ronan’s palm.


  He smiled and wrapped his hand around the ring his mother gave him. Blackness crept in at the edge of his vision, and he knew he had mere moments before unconsciousness took him. “Now Danielle. Focus on your ring.”


  Danielle gazed on the ring stretched high above Pride’s head, and her breath caught as she gasped.


  Ronan opened his palm and concentrated on the heaviness of the ring touching his skin.


  Pride twitched as Danielle’s ring pulled free from his fingertips and levitated a foot over his head. “Behold the power of Elan!”


  A gasp rose from the crowd and soft murmured conversations replaced the icy hatred from a moment ago.


  A wide smile stretched across Merric Pride’s stunned face as he gazed in wonder at the floating ring.


  The ring nestled in Ronan’s palm rose floating skyward several feet over his prone body. As it moved higher, stark awareness dawned in his thoughts. The smells drifting on the late summer breeze grew sharper, the faces of those gathered inside the coliseum crystallized as individuals rather than a nameless mass of thousands. He watched the strands of Danielle’s golden hair float on the wind and saw the tear stains drying on her cheeks leaving behind tiny crystals of salt.


  Both rings stopped their ascent and froze suspended in air held by an invisible hand.


  “It’s as Elan wished. His power flows into me. I give you salvation!” Pride ignored the ring still resting in his right palm and focused his full attention on Danielle’s ring suspended just out of reach.


  Danielle’s mouth hung open, and her eyes glazed over as she sat on the arena sand hypnotized by her ring hovering above Pride’s head.


  The rings began a slow rotation looping in place end-over-end.


  Ronan’s conscious mind slid from his broken body and hovered unrestricted by physical limitation. Ronan looked down on his battered body lying motionless in the sand. His glazed over eyes carried the same expression of hypnotic intensity as his sister’s. The pain that had dominated his thoughts a moment earlier fled. He existed as pure thought floating on a summer breeze toward the ring spinning a few yards above his mangled flesh.


  Danielle’s eyes fluttered as the ring above Pride’s head drifted toward Lora’s Heart half buried in sand a few feet away.


  A stunned Merric Pride gave up trying to explain the unfolding events and watched with childlike awe as both rings drifted through empty air.


  Ronan’s mind intersected with the whirling ring, and he joined in union with another presence inside the ring.


  Ronan’s ring spun faster and tracked closer toward Elan’s Heart.


  Danielle’s ring hovered over Lora’s Heart spinning so fast it appeared as a solid golden sphere. Her ring emitted a faint aura of green light as it continued to spin faster.


  Pride staggered forward two steps, stretched his arms out wide, and raised his head toward the spinning rings, his face a contorted mask of jubilant awe.


  Ronan’s conscious mind floated above Elan’s Heart. The ring he’d joined morphed into some other entity he didn’t understand. He reached inward as he would to channel shard magic, and his mind jerked away as if touching a hot stove. The power within the spinning ring felt concentrated, alien, and pure.


  Ronan’s ring spun faster changing into a golden white ball glowing with a faint aura of white light. It spun faster building a field of white light that stretched outward growing in size and intensity.


  Danielle’s ring radiated an aura of forest green light that grew brighter and more intense as each moment passed. Shifting shades of green swirled and swam inside the aura as the golden sphere at its center spun ever faster.


  Pride continued to spread his arms wide as he stood beneath the bright swirling auras of white and green light. “By Elan’s light, He speaks to me now and calls me forward to claim His power.” Pride yelled the words to the stunned coliseum audience as they stood in unison watching with silent fascination.


  The shard knights surrounding Pride dropped to a knee and bowed their heads in the holy presence.


  Bryson wiped the blood and sand from his face and knelt with the other knights in reverence to Elan’s power.


  Blood drained from Lord Randal’s face and fear marked his expression as his hands trembled before the unleashed power. He tiptoed backward from the spectacle before a heavy hand grabbed his wrist, and he jumped startled at the contact.


  Knight Jeremy stood on the arena sand with Rika next to him as his grip locked around Lord Randal’s wrist. “Where do you think you’re going?”


  Lord Randal’s eyes widened as he tried to wrench free of the knight’s grasp. “I won’t be a part of this.” A shield sprang up around Lord Randal, and he screeched in horror pounding without effect on the detention shield imprisoning him.


  The aura surrounding Ronan thickened and divided into swirling patterns of yellow, white, and blue. Elan’s Heart shuddered, and the aura surrounding the spinning ring grew larger and engulfed Elan’s Heart still lying in the sand.


  Lora’s Heart glowed with bright green light at its core before the ring’s aura surrounded it. A shaft of green light opened between the spinning golden sphere and Lora’s Heart.


  A shaft of white light opened between Ronan’s spinning ring and Elan’s Heart. A third shaft of light appeared connecting Danielle and Ronan’s rings. The light’s beam ran from shades of green to flickering shades of yellow, white, and blue.


  “I give you life!” Wide-eyed, Pride yelled with a manic smile twisted across his face oblivious to his surroundings. “I feel the power take hold within me flowing like a mighty river!”


  Elan’s Heart danced with pinpoints of light as the surface disintegrated traveling upward through the white beam of light.


  Ronan’s mind raced with a new understanding of healing, shields, and battle magic as information flowed into his mind through the ring’s cleansing aura.


  Lora’s Heart underwent an identical transformation as its core crumbled bit by bit flowing upward through the bright green beam of light.


  At each aura’s center, a new heart appeared growing thicker with identical swirling lights as their predecessors. Unlike the old hearts, the new ones pulsed light outward in waves through the thickening aura surrounding them.


  The final pieces of Elan’s Heart flowed upward through the conduit leaving behind a single golden ring lying atop the arena sand.


  Ronan’s mind joined with the newly formed heart filling his mind and spirit with the power and knowledge it contained.


  The auras surrounding the twin hearts thickened and condensed into separate orbs radiating colors unique to Elan and Lora.


  Ronan’s conscious mind disconnected from the sphere floating above the arena floor. A moment later, he blinked and stared out at the blue Meranthian sky.


  Enormous birds of prey by the score blotted the afternoon sun casting long shadows over the arena sand. Falcons, hawks, and giant eagles circled above each carrying a rider covered in a tangle of living armor.


  The largest predator, a martial eagle with a twenty-foot wingspan, glided high above Ronan and Danielle before perching on the arena’s stone rim. Bird and rider by the dozen settled on the coliseum’s rim forming a long circular line stretching around the entire stadium. The eagle’s yellow and black eyes locked a murderous gaze on Merric Pride’s pasty white body as it perched waiting.


  Danielle gasped as she locked her gaze on the martial eagle looming overhead. “Papa!”


  With his mind back inside his broken bleeding body dying on the arena sand, pain blossomed fresh, raw, and intense. Through blurred vision Ronan’s eyes flickered toward Connal Deveaux’s hulking silhouetted form perched in front of the afternoon sun. A slight smile touched his lips as adrenaline coursed through his veins.


  Ignoring the circling guardians and wardens, Merric Pride took a tentative step toward the repaired sphere containing Elan’s magic. “I take this magic into my body by the right given me by Elan, the creator Himself!” Pride closed his eyes and touched the thick glass-like surface of the sphere.


  Raw energy crackled racing along Pride’s extended arm. Blue light flowed over and around his body as a look of extreme pain twisted his face. His eyes widened and bulged as his face spasmed. Pride’s thin dry lips flapped, and white frothy spittle seeped from his mouth. His body seized as the power of the sphere electrified him.


  With Pride’s eyes rolled back into his skull, the sphere’s power repelled him a dozen feet before crashing in a white silk mound atop the sand. Pride’s shield cushioned his fall, and he sat stunned staring with incomprehension etched on his face.


  Blackness crept at the edges of Ronan’s vision, and he strained to breathe through his broken mouth and nose. With his life slipping away, Ronan sought the reservoir of battle magic he’d grown familiar using.


  Ronan’s heart raced as he discovered a vast ocean of power raging just under the surface. Tingles of exhilaration raced along his spine, and the pure sweet energy came to him in a flood decorating his vision with yellow, white, and blue colors. Ronan found the familiar battle magic inside with its strength magnified by a hundred.


  Beside the battle magic, he found a vast healing power and Ronan sent torrents of white healing magic flowing through his blood and bones repairing the damage to his face, shoulder, ribs, and legs. With the healing magic, he found the third leg of Elan’s power, protection magic. With thought alone, Ronan pressed a transparent shield around his body hovering inches above his skin like melted glass.


  A hushed awe passed over a hundred and fifty thousand witnesses as Ronan jolted upright and leaped to his feet. He stared down on his startled sister, and deep understanding passed between them. Danielle had gained the powers of both warden and guardian.


  Pride pushed himself to his feet and pointed a crooked finger at Ronan. “By Elan’s law I order this traitor seized!”


  Shields flashed on the half dozen knights surrounding Pride as they stood ready for combat. Knights by the score poured in through the arena’s open gates and circled Ronan, Danielle, Rika, and Jeremy.


  Yellow magic flowed through the shard blades of no fewer than thirty battle knights. Dozens of healers and shield knights mingled with battle knights, and a hundred shields flickered to life surrounding Merric Pride’s shard troops.


  Ronan’s gaze flickered toward the giant eagle perched atop the arena, and he stared into his father’s piercing golden eyes.


  Seated atop the ring of guardians, every warden raised their glowing heartwood staffs in unison and looked down on Ronan awaiting his signal.


  Ronan didn’t want the blood of thousands on his hands. He held his father’s gaze and shook his head.


  Connal Deveaux shifted on his perch and let loose a short screech. The guardians and wardens atop the arena held their position waiting.


  “Ronan, there are too many knights,” Danielle said.


  As Pride had done a moment ago, Ronan formed a shield around his mouth magnifying his voice for thousands to hear. “This man who calls himself king murdered my mother in cold blood five years ago. I watched him carry out this crime with my own eyes. By Meranthian law and as the realm’s true king, I order Merric Pride arrested and tried for his crimes.”


  “Liar!” Murder flashed in Pride’s eyes. He extended his hand as a dark blue orb blazed to life in his palm. “I want this man dead! He has betrayed Elan!”


  Doubt flickered in the gathered knights’ faces, and none dared move toward Ronan or Pride.


  Ronan closed his eyes and opened his mind to the floating sphere hovering a few feet away. Bright yellow flashed on the sphere’s surface as Ronan drew in its strength. When he opened his eyes he gasped as a cold chill crept along his spine.


  Streaks of white, blue, and yellow energy stretched from the sphere outward to every knight standing inside the arena’s walls. Dimmer strands of energy stretched outside the arena walls to faraway knights.


  “I offer sanctuary for any knight or royal guardsman that offers the courage and honor to stand with me,” Ronan said. “Come forward now or stand with the king and seal your fate. I freely make this offer only once.”


  The knights inside the arena froze unwilling to defy their king before thousands of Freehold’s citizens.


  “I stand with you Ronan Latimer, the true and rightful king of Meranthia.” Jeremy raised his voice loud enough for all to hear and crossed the arena sand. Rika followed Jeremy, and they stood shoulder to shoulder with Ronan and Danielle facing down a legion of shard knights.


  “One man?” Pride laughed with contempt. “One man alone can’t do anything. Elan knows the true king boy.”


  “Patron Tyrell once told me that one good man can change the world.” He raised his voice. “By your indecision, the rest of you have chosen. So be it.”


  “Enough with these theatrics.” Pride hurtled his gathered spirit attack across the arena floor with such velocity the quickest battle knight couldn’t have moved away in time.


  Ronan froze as Pride’s spirit attack closed the distance.


  A thin blue thread extended from Ronan’s body and attached to the incoming attack.


  An inherent understanding compelled Ronan, and he tugged the blue thread with his mind.


  Horror-stricken screams erupted from the coliseum’s hushed audience. As the spirit attack streaked closer, Jeremy lunged with a shield blazing around him.


  As Pride’s attack touched Jeremy’s shield, it unraveled scattering into mist.


  Panic rimmed Pride’s wide eyes. “Kill him!” He pointed a trembling finger at Ronan.


  The strange molten shield surrounding Ronan crackled with wisps of blue light flickering outward. His skin glowed with a bright golden sheen making his former power appear dingy and muted. Tips of white light extended from his eyes and fingertips as Ronan stood before the packed coliseum as the living embodiment of Elan’s pure magic.


  Bryson screamed with primal fury and launched himself like a crossbow bolt toward Ronan. His skin glowed with a dim yellow light as he drew closer to Ronan.


  Ronan turned his gaze on Bryson. Gold, blue, and white light radiated from his open eyes.


  As Bryson gazed into Ronan’s blazing eyes, an expression of pure terror left him stunned. He tried to stop his forward momentum, but he’d reacted too late. Bryson slammed into Ronan’s shield like an enraged mosquito bent on self-destruction.


  Ronan’s shield shimmered faintly as Bryson’s skin sizzled beneath the contact. The shield repelled Bryson a dozen yards before he slammed into hot sand. Greasy rivulets of flesh melted from Bryson’s chest, shoulder, arm where he’d contacted the glassy shield.


  Ronan mustered neither sympathy nor satisfaction as Bryson writhed in agony. He’d made his choice.


  A mask of agony remained glued on Bryson’s face as his life drained away. Yellow light escaped his corpse, but the once familiar shard didn’t appear.


  Faint yellow light trailed over the arena sand settling onto the sphere’s surface where it flashed yellow before returning to its normal swirl of gold, white, and blue light.


  Ronan focused his mind outward on the threads connecting every knight inside the arena to Elan’s sphere granting them power. He gathered the threads and twisted them into a thick taught cord, but he left Jeremy and Pride’s magic untouched. Ronan pulled the twisted cord closer removing the slack until it strained with tension.


  Sickening realization filled the faces of every knight as they watched helpless to intervene.


  Ronan jerked the cord, and the threads providing the knights their magic snapped.


  Once proud battle knights dropped to their knees pinned beneath their heavy armor. Shield knights and healers corrupted by the taint of Pride’s insane interpretation of Elan’s Word begged for mercy that wouldn’t come.


  Magic drained from the knights circling the arena floor and streaked toward the hovering sphere. The orb’s surface crackled with yellow, white, and blue light as the knights’ power evaporated.


  Ronan flicked his wrist, and a hundred detention shields imprisoned every former knight inside the arena.


  Pride’s eyes darted toward the arena exit, and he held up a trembling hand. “No. Please. I’ll do whatever you ask.” He backed away from Ronan and eased his way toward the royal box. “I tried to preserve the Meranthian way of life. The queen allowed those savages into our country and treated them as equals. I had to stop her. I meant no offense. Don’t you see?”


  “You murdered thousands of innocent people in those death camps!” Ronan’s voice roared through the amplifier. “You left them to starve. Women and children.”


  Pride shook his head. “It wasn’t like that. I built them a place all their own. Beautiful homes for them to live out their lives. The Ayralens could’ve saved themselves any time had they opened their hearts to Elan. He would’ve provided their every need. He told me so Himself.”


  A wave of heat flashed through Ronan’s body as pure rage boiled to the surface. Using his will, he gripped the thick blue cord that connected Pride to Elan’s Sphere. Without ceremony, he ripped the cord free, and blue light fled from the center of Merric Pride’s chest.


  Pride’s face contorted with shock and loss, and he let go a mewling screech as he fell knee first to the sand. He toppled to his side and curled into a tight ball. He laid trembling with his white robes spread wide soaking in the blood spilled minutes earlier. Soft sobs emanated from the traitorous king, and his pathetic body shook as he buried his face into the hot sand.


  High above the arena, Connal Deveaux in his giant marital eagle’s form screeched and spread his massive wings. He glided toward Pride’s pathetic lump and extended his razor sharp talons.


  Pride let loose a high-pitched wail as Connal Deveaux’s claws sank into the disgraced king’s soft white flesh.


  Connal flapped his wings and carried Pride from the arena like a rat slinking across the desert floor.


  Ronan extended his palm toward the swirling sphere.


  Elan’s sphere floated across the arena toward his awaiting hand where it came to rest.


  When he touched the sphere, his mind linked as he had earlier floating above the arena floor.


  Danielle raised her hand toward Lora’s Sphere, and it rested against her palm. With her free hand she found Ronan’s waiting hand and squeezed.


  Ronan gripped his sister’s hand, and they pushed the sphere’s high above the coliseum. “From this day forward we welcome the Ayralens within our borders as our brothers and sisters. This is how Elan and Lora intended. From our union comes great strength. We are two nations that stand as one.”


  In the hushed silence, a lone voice rang out in the crowd, “Long live King Ronan!”


  The arena erupted in cheers shaking the walls like spring’s first echoes of thunder ushering in a new season.


  Epilogue


   


  Two giant hawks glided below the towering Heartwood canopy and prepared to land in the glade fifty feet below. The late afternoon sun cast a shadow over half the lily pond, but still shone on the lean hardened man with the first flecks of gray dusting his dark hair.


  Ronan’s stomach fluttered as he laid eyes on the distant form of Connal Deveaux for the first time. “I’m ready Danielle.”


  “Hang on Ferris. We’re going to land.” Danielle said while in hawk form.


  Ferris, the young boy from North Camp, had managed to survive long enough for Danielle to come find him. “I’m ready Miss Danielle, but do we have to? I love flying!”


  “We’ll fly more later. I promise. Hang on tight okay?”


  Ferris wrapped both arms around Danielle’s neck as she extended her talons, lifted her wings and set down near the bridge where Connal stood watching. Ferris sprang from Danielle’s back, and his eyes widened when he saw the Deveaux family lily pond. “Miss Danielle, is it okay if I go play near the pond?”


  Danielle shifted into her human form and knelt in front of the six-year-old. “Yes, but be careful.”


  Ferris scrambled away bouncing with unbridled joy across the grassy meadow.


  “Danielle?” Connal Deveaux took a few tentative steps toward his daughter as she stood with her back to the bridge. His voice carried the doubt that matched the expression on his face.


  As Danielle turned, any doubt remaining in Connal Deveaux’s expression faded, and his shoulders relaxed as a broad grin crossed his face.


  “Papa!” Danielle ran into her father’s open arms, and she embraced him.


  Rika touched the ground several feet from the family reunion, and Ronan slipped from her back.


  He found himself smiling as he watched Danielle reunite with her father, and his own heart hammered as he braced himself.


  Rika slipped her arm around Ronan. “Relax. You’ll do fine.”


  Ronan managed a weak smile and took her hand. “Stay close. Okay?”


  Rika squeezed his hand in return and nodded.


  Danielle led her father across the glade until he stood before Ronan. “Papa, I’d like you to meet Ronan.” She faced Ronan. “Ronan, this is Connal Deveaux.”


  Ronan’s heart pounded as he stood eye to eye with his father. The physical similarity between him and Connal left him speechless.


  A warm smile spread across Connal’s face. “Ronan, it’s my honor…,” his voice cracked betraying the raw emotion simmering just under the surface. Tears rimmed his eyes, and he paused taking a moment to collect himself. “It’s my honor to finally meet you. I owe you an apology for not being there for you when you needed me most. I never meant for it to happen that way.” He extended his palm offering a handshake.


  Ronan saw kindness in his father’s eyes and found sincerity in his voice and words. When Connal had embraced Danielle, he saw the true measure of his soul. Ronan felt an instant bond and total trust that came only from a parent’s unconditional love. Like Ronan, Connal would do anything to save his family. He’d allowed his only daughter to fly into enemy territory to save his son, and he saw love in Connal’s green eyes as they never wavered from Ronan’s. If Connal Deveaux had known Ronan had lived through that fire, he would’ve moved mountains finding him.


  Ronan would’ve given anything for five extra minutes with his mother. He would tell her how much he loved her and hold her close. Ronan shared that wish with Connal. His father had grieved her loss and Ronan’s alone for five long years. He bore that burden for his daughter.


  Ronan had come to realize the true importance of family. He knew the pain that comes when you’ve lost everything, and the joy that fills your soul that comes from allowing your heart freedom to love. Tyrell had taught him to treasure the time he had with his family, and he wouldn’t squander another second. Ronan found forgiveness in his heart.


  Ronan ignored Connal’s outstretched hand and embraced his father holding nothing back. “You don’t owe me any apologies father. I’m just glad I found my way home.”


  Tears of joy flowed from Connal Deveaux’s eyes as he held his son as one would a newborn babe afraid to ever let go.


  ***


  As the sun lowered behind the Heartwood’s forest canopy, the late summer breeze carried the sounds of celebration and autumn’s first chill. The Queen’s Heart’s own Costa Cullen strummed his six-string guitar as the crowd of Ayralens taught the high step to the Meranthian dignitaries who had arrived earlier that morning.


  The crowd gathered on the Prime Guardian’s terrace clapped their hands and stomped their feet. “Give them room!” A man’s voice shouted from the upper terrace.


  Dozens of dancers backed up forming a ring around a young couple dancing a complex weave of high steps at the dance floor’s center.


  Ronan held Rika’s fingertips and did his best to match her step for step. He moved his feet faster matching her intensity and rhythm as the music filled him with joy.


  Rika’s hair flew wild and untethered cascading over her shoulders as she laughed and threw back her head. A light sheen had gathered on her brow, and the accompanying glow only added to her spectacular beauty. As Costa’s fingers worked faster over the guitar strings, Rika’s feet moved in time orchestrating a blurred motion of high steps and kicks.


  She moved the dance beyond Ronan’s skill, and he shrugged bowing out and clapped in time with the assembled dancers. How he’d managed to make her fall in love with him, he hadn’t the foggiest idea, but he wouldn’t let her go for the world. As he backed up, he found Sir Alcott stomping his feet and pounding on a small drum curled under his right arm.


  Costa’s guitar fell silent, and the crowd roared its approval. Rika laughed and spun in circles bowing before taking hold of Ronan’s outstretched hand.


  Connal Deveaux waved from across the crowded terrace signaling for Ronan and Rika.


  Ronan squeezed Rika’s hand and led her through the dancers as all eyes locked on him and Rika. This included Meranthian dignitaries Ronan hadn’t seen since his mother’s reign who had traveled to Ayralen with Sir Alcott.


  “Splendid dancing Your Majesty,” Lord Lacey said as he bowed.


  Ronan recognized the treasury minister with a nod. “Thank you Lord Lacey.” He continued forward leading Rika by the hand.


  A beautiful Ayralen girl, no older than eight, tugged on the hemline of Rika’s dress.


  Rika knelt until she reached the little girl’s eye level. “Lady Rika, can you teach me to dance like that? Henry says I’d trip over both feet if I tried.”


  Rika smiled. “He did, did he? You come find me tomorrow, and I’ll teach you a few steps.”


  “Thank you!” Ettie beamed and hugged her. A blond Meranthian girl near Ettie’s age whispered in her ear, and they both giggled before disappearing into the throng of party goers.


  Ronan and Rika exchanged further congratulations and greetings as they made their way toward the Prime Guardian’s table.


  As Ronan and Rika stepped in front of the table, Connal Deveaux squeezed Ronan’s shoulder. “I know your mother didn’t teach you to dance like that. So I’ll give all the credit to the beautiful Miss Finn. That’s some fine dancing young lady.”


  “Thank you Prime Guardian,” Rika said.


  Connal held up a hand. “Stop right there. Call me Connal or I’ll feel older than I already do from watching you dance.” He motioned toward two empty chairs next to his own. “Please join us.”


  Ronan and Rika sat joining Danielle, Sir Alcott, Ambassador Finn, Keely, and Kelwin.


  Jacques Marez ambled toward the table carrying a tray loaded with mugs spilling over with his brew. “I have created a special batch of my autumn ale for your enjoyment this evening.” He served the dark amber ale and bowed before disappearing into the crowd.


  “That man turns up everywhere,” Ronan said.


  “He insisted on making the trip. He wanted to see the Heartwood during autumn,” Sir Alcott said.


  “Any word from Devery?” Ronan said.


  “In his last message, he said the city is still celebrating,” Sir Alcott said.


  “What about the Order? With so many knights gone we’ll need to rebuild it.”


  “Yes, for now we have a core group of former knights preserving order. We’ll have to figure out the best way to bring new knights through the citadel,” Sir Alcott said.


  “Danielle, do you have any news about Arber? Have you tracked him down?” Ronan said.


  “No, his tether disappeared after the events inside the arena,” she said.


  “Disappeared?”


  “I followed a guardian’s soul thread from the arena, but it snuffed out before I could reach the end. I searched for him but never found his body. I think he removed the power himself.”


  “We’ll find him,” Connal said. “He couldn’t have gone far.”


  “Sir Alcott, have you gleaned any more information from the Book of Order?” Ronan said.


  “I haven’t spent enough time reading, but I’ve learned that magic had a far greater hold on our realms than we’d ever realized,” Sir Alcott said.


  “How so?”


  “Elan and Lora shattered the spheres on purpose.” Sir Alcott took a drink from his mug and wiped the froth from his mustache.


  “Why would they do that?” Ronan said.


  “Doing so offered protection of some sort, but it’s still unclear how,” Sir Alcott said.


  Ferris appeared at the table and tugged on Danielle’s sleeve. “Miss Danielle, come see the storm. It’s beautiful.”


  “Storm?” Connal said. “We don’t see storms in the Heartwood this time of year.”


  “No, Mister Prime Guardian, sir. The storm’s not in the forest. It’s far away in the sky.”


  The group stood, crossed the terrace, and peered over the terrace’s railing overlooking the southern Heartwood.


  In the far distance on the horizon’s edge, the night sky flickered reflecting strobes of white light off the clouds.


  “That’s coming from over the Chukchi Desert,” Finn said. “I’ve never seen that anomaly.”


  Ronan remained transfixed on the flashing lights above the vast expanse of the Chukchi Desert. “Sir Alcott, can you put a rush on that translation?”


  ***
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