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Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   The knife. Nothing else mattered anymore. Nothing except the knife and the nameless wielders so painstakingly thorough at their work. There had been many since her capture, but she no longer kept track. 
 
   A slow hiss slipped from her lips as the knife pierced her foot, and her body arched off the table in agony. The metal wiggled its way beneath the hardened skin of her heel and sliced upward over her sole. Demon’s breath, had they run out of places on her arms, legs and face? She’d always assumed that the tough layers of the feet would hurt less than other more fleshy parts of the body, but the reality proved otherwise. 
 
   By the time the knife cut through halfway to her toes, she tumbled into unconsciousness.
 
   A short time later, when the horror of waking life niggled at her once again, the torturers were gone. A ragged breath of relief caused spittle to drip down the side of her chin, but she had neither the care nor the energy to wipe it away. 
 
   Did these people know that hers had been the name of legends once? That her existence in this world stretched back over many centuries? Of course, they did, and that was why she was here. 
 
   She had gone by several names over the years. The Mages called her Oracle, but her name at birth had been Edina Milleaux. The very first realmshifter according to Garrett Kenley and Galen Starr. A talent to venerate, they insisted fervently. 
 
   Alas, her father had seen it quite differently, instead declaring her skill vile and unnatural. A sickness to be eradicated. His looming, menacing glare was the last image recorded in her memory before he poured acid into her eyes. He had never understood that her sight had nothing to do with her ability to visit other realms. In fact, the resulting blindness only served to heighten her power.
 
   But, that was then. 
 
   Now, there was only the knife. 
 
   For months now, they had come to her without a single day between cuttings. If she hadn’t been so full of poppyvine, she could have realmshifted out of this cold, blasted cave, but the plant-derived opiate dulled her ability to shift leaving her unable to escape her tortuous hell. 
 
   But, it won’t be long now. I cannot hold on much longer. 
 
   How she wished she could go to Arias Sarphia and warn him of what her kidnappers planned. Arias could not see into this world, and wouldn’t recognize the evil that visited him. 
 
   It made her wonder. Why must men repeat the same mistakes over and over? Why seek power just to subjugate others? After hundreds of years in this world, I still have no answer. 
 
   There was an exception, of course, and his name was Beck Atlan. He was the only man she ever met who sought power solely to help others, and thinking of him crumbled the last of her resolve. She could only pray that he would eventually understand that she had no other choice. For in these last few moments of life, it suddenly mattered to her very much what the First Mage thought of her. 
 
   Despite the pain that thudded through every inch of her body, a small smile lifted her lips as she embraced her imminent death. She had walked the realm of the Highworld before and knew what awaited her there. She simply had no more to give here. Her mind resisted the efforts of the torturers for months, but her body had now reached its limit. Try as she might, she could no longer hang on to this naked, shriveled husk that she called home in this world. She longed to be free, unencumbered by flesh. 
 
   Free of the knife.
 
   A shadow appeared at the entrance to the cave and she hated herself for flinching. A woman stepped through holding a lantern. She hadn’t seen this particular face since her capture on the first day.
 
   Gemini Starr came forward, holding the knife out in front of her. “Good evening, Oracle.” 
 
   “I thought you were dead,” she croaked, her throat rough from disuse.
 
   “I am,” the gray-haired sorceress answered and ran the sharp tip of the knife down the side of her face in a threatening caress. “You do not look well, my dear. It is time. Let go. At long last, you must tell me what I wish to know.” 
 
   A lone tear dripped from the Oracle’s milky, white eye and she swallowed. “Yes. I will tell you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 1
 
    Earthshine
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   A firework exploded at Rayan’s feet and he jumped out of the way with a piercing shriek. The callous chuckles and pointed fingers that followed lifted his lip in a snarl. But, he swallowed back the curse that danced on the tip of his tongue, ducked through a gap in the crowd and slipped away. Idiots! You would think this was their first Earthshine Festival. 
 
   Heart still racing, he let himself be swept away with the mob headed toward the arena where the favorite contest of the day was due to begin. Big, sweat-soaked men heaving a log back and forth? Never did see the appeal myself. 
 
   A throng of people three deep were already there pushed up against the wooden rails of the arena. Rayan pushed rudely through them, ignoring their blistering glances. Fortunately, it didn’t last. Their anger was quickly forgotten as seven shirtless earthshifters jogged out into the middle of the field and a stream of deafening cheers rang out. At the end of the line ran Beck Atlan, the Prince of Iserlohn. And, First Mage. Who could ever forget that?
 
   The Prince wore a wide, confident grin. His brown hair sported a few more gray hairs at the temples than Rayan remembered, but he looked fit and trim, his muscles bulging bigger than the rest of his team. A chain with the Golden Lion of House Everard hung from his neck, but even without it, observers would be quick to judge him as a man of authority. Those proud, square shoulders and shrewd, blue eyes. That bare chest that gleamed powerfully in the heat of the day.
 
   Rayan readily admitted that it would take a man far braver than he to go up against that.
 
   The earthshifters came to a coordinated halt, and the Prince walked along the row patting each of his teammates on the chest with an easy smile. And, that is undoubtedly the most dangerous thing about him. Beck Atlan was loved. Especially here in Bardot, but by almost everyone in Iserlohn. The only exception perhaps the ambitious nobles of the King’s Court jealous of his rule. To them, he would forever be the enemy. Forever the obstacle standing in the way of their covetous dreams.   
 
   More applause—if not as boisterous—sounded as the opposing team made their way into the arena, and all the players lined up along both ends of a twenty-foot log. 
 
   Amid laughter and good-natured ribbing, each side hoisted the heavy wood in their hands and the game got underway. Rayan noticed that Beck Atlan, in the rearmost position, had not yet touched the log. He simply watched while the enormous earthshifters grunted with effort, rocking the log back and forth in an attempt to move the flag tied to the middle over a deep line scratched into the ground.  
 
   Even without their seventh person, the Prince’s team appeared to be winning until one of the earthshifters lost his balance and fell to his knees. 
 
   All planned, of course.
 
   As if on cue, the crowd cried out. “Prince, help them! Prince Beck!”
 
   Beck gave a roar of laughter and grabbed the log with both hands. It took a single mighty shove to send the other team flying back to the ground and the flag to cross the line. Cries turned to cheers and money exchanged hands—a sign that the Earthshine Festival had now truly begun.
 
   Rayan turned to leave, but looked back at the appreciative murmurs drifting through the crowd. A woman in a red silk dress and golden sandals laced to the knees walked onto the field. 
 
   No, not walked. 
 
   Strode. With purpose. 
 
   Long, wavy hair hung loose down her back. A black belt cinched her small waist and held a jeweled dagger in place on her hip. Icy green eyes sparkled as they focused in on their target. 
 
   A wide smile lit up the Prince’s face when he saw her coming. The earthshifters in her way stumbled back to let her through. For none could stand in the magnetic path between these two people. Powerful. Beautiful. Dangerous. All three and more. 
 
   Kiernan Atlan reached her husband and threw her arms around his neck in a congratulatory embrace. He lifted her off her feet and all other life ceased to exist for the royal couple who had eyes only for each other.
 
   Rayan walked away. He had seen enough. Enough to realize that the cabal had their work cut out for them. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Kiernan stood on the balcony three stories above the green and smiled down at the festivities still going strong despite the hour. A sudden gust of wind snapped the arm veils at her biceps and she held them in place with her hands.  
 
   She sighed. Another Earthshine in Massa. The one day of the year when the sun held sway over the darkness for twenty-four hours. Forever a time for remembrance as it was impossible to forget that on this day twenty-three years ago, Massans fought back against tyranny and defeated the evil Mage, Adrian Ravener. 
 
   At one time, Kiernan feared people would look upon this day as one of sorrow, but the opposite proved true. As far as most were concerned, freedom was a gift far too precious not to be treasured and celebrated, and she had to agree. Yet, it never failed to turn her thoughts to the Earthshine that she lost her beloved Bajan. How she missed him so. The hole in her heart left by his absence pained her just as deeply today as when he had died. Despite the passage of many years, it was a heartbreak that simply refused to heal.
 
   A large arm suddenly snaked out of the shadows of the balcony and pulled her in close against a hard chest. All thoughts of Bajan flew from her mind as Beck trailed hot kisses from her ear to her throat. She leaned back into him with a soft moan, grateful that after all these years together, his touch never failed to ignite a fire in her. “You’re just in time,” she told him. “They’re getting ready for more fireworks.”
 
   “Hmm?” he murmured. 
 
   “Fireworks,” she repeated, her breathing loud in her ears.
 
   “I have all the fireworks I’ll ever need right here.” The last few words came out a mumbled mess as he nestled into her neck.
 
   “You know,” she said, turning in his arms to face him, “this is the first Earthshine we’ve spent together without the children.”
 
   He looked down at her with eyes hooded in desire. “We have children?”
 
   “We do. Three of them. And, a granddaughter.”
 
   “Ah, I seem to recall. The apples of my eye.” He lifted the thin strap of her gown with his index finger and thumb and slid it down over her shoulder. “Fortunately for you, apples are the furthest thing from my mind. In fact—” 
 
   A loud knock sounded outside of the door to their chambers. 
 
   “Ignore it,” he growled, tunneling his hands into her hair and dragging her lips to his. She returned his kiss hungrily as he swept her up into his arms.
 
   Another knock rattled the door in its frame accompanied by a familiar voice. “Open up, child! I don’t have all day now!”
 
   Kiernan planted a regretful kiss on the tip of Beck’s nose. “We’ll never get rid of her. Let me down,” she said, wiggling out of his arms. She ignored his curses and went into the sitting room, adjusting her gown as she went. 
 
   She opened the door. 
 
   “Highworld, child, what took so long?” Miss Belle asked, brushing by her to enter the room.  
 
   “Come right in,” Kiernan offered to the woman’s broad back.
 
   “A letter from the Princess,” Miss Belle announced, waving a rolled parchment in the air and flopping into an armchair.
 
   Kiernan rushed over and snatched it from her fingers with an excited yelp. Kenley, her husband, Kirby, and their two-year-old daughter, Gracyn, left for Hiberi four weeks ago, and she was anxious for news. 
 
   She sat in the chair next to Miss Belle and read. 
 
    
 
   Dear Mother,
 
    
 
   Hiberi is just as beautiful as you described. The people have been very welcoming and gracious. Gracyn is happy and healthy and can still do no wrong in Kirby’s eyes. Baya is quite enjoying a celebrated status here and prances, yes, prances, for the locals.
 
   We have decided to prolong our stay another few weeks, which will have us returning to Massa in little over a month’s time. Until then, give my love to Father. I miss you both dreadfully. 
 
    
 
   Your devoted daughter,
 
    
 
   Kenley
 
    
 
   Kiernan handed the note to Beck. “Well, at least I can be grateful that half of my family is safe,” she complained petulantly.
 
   “The boys are safe, Kiernan. How many times must I reassure you of that?”
 
   “It might help if I knew where they were.”
 
   All Beck would tell her was that Kellan and Kane were now somewhere in the eastern part of the island for Mage training. The twins left over a week ago to travel first to Kondor to retrieve Reilly Radek and then to the Elven capital of Sarphia where, from there, they would hike through the Puu Rainforest to their final destination.
 
   To make matters worse, all the nonsense about bad blood between the Moshies and the Draca Cats prevented Maks and Jain from traveling the entire distance with her sons. The boys would be unprotected in this secret place for Mage apprentices—wherever that was—until their training was complete. 
 
   Over the years, she made her feelings on the subject of wizardry quite clear, but in the end Kellan and Kane were determined to walk in their father’s footsteps. As much as she might not like it, her sons were men now and free to make their own decisions. 
 
   “Will the boys be required to join the Order of Dagarmon when they return?” she asked Beck, shivering involuntarily at thought of the young wizards who studied under Beck. Maybe it was the Iserlohn nobles’ incessant suspicions or maybe it was her dealings with Adrian Ravener. Whatever it was, something about the group made her uneasy. They were marked, of course, with the athame, which bound them to the shifter blood oath to serve and protect. They had also sworn a Mage oath. Yet, still they worried her. She had known most of these men all their lives but since returning from training, they possessed a zealotry in their eyes that had been lacking before. With their tattooed faces and this new vehemence for the art, they seemed like complete strangers to her. 
 
   To put her even more on edge, one of them recently began to trail her. Undoubtedly, on Beck’s orders, but it still made her nervous. This wizard was invisible. Literally. She just hoped her husband remembered to instruct the man not to follow her into her bath at night! 
 
   Another sharp rap on the door prevented Beck from answering her question, although she had already known the answer when she asked it. Beck walked across the room and pulled open the door. “Dax,” he greeted. “Come in.”
 
   Kiernan sighed as one of the Dagarmon wearing a short, black cloak belted at the middle stepped into the room. 
 
   “Master Jordin wishes to speak to you right away, First Mage,” he said and then bowed to one knee in front of Kiernan. “My apologies for the interruption, Your Grace.”
 
   Beck turned toward her with a sad smile. “A few moments only?”
 
   “Of course, do what you must.”
 
   He pulled her close and whispered in her ear, “Don’t disappear on me.” 
 
   She nodded, but would not have done so had she known then how prophetic her husband’s words would turn out to be.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beck shut the door behind him and immediately sensed the second Dagarmon who waited in the shadows of an alcove down the corridor. Fortunately, his wife remained blissfully unaware that she had a protector. As far as he was concerned, if the stubborn woman wouldn’t see to her own safety, he would do it for her and that was all there was to it. 
 
   “Lead on, Dax,” he told the young tattooed wizard. 
 
   Beck had not approved of the Dagarmons’ choice to mark their faces around both sides of their eyes. Why would they wish to make themselves stand out even more than their ability already did for them? But, he also knew that the tattoo was a sign of pride for the Dagarmon and they had never anticipated that most would see it as a sign of arrogance. 
 
   From the third floor, he followed Dax down the wide staircase to the foyer below. Servants in scarlet and black livery bustled in all directions carrying trays laden with food and drink. All paused with a hasty curtsy or bow as he passed. 
 
   A Royal Saber standing guard slammed fist to chest and opened the front doors wide for them. 
 
   Once outside, Beck and Dax navigated the sea of performers in the courtyard that included men on stilts, jugglers, storytelling bards and dancers. The dissonant chorus of sounds hammered at Beck’s senses and he pulled uncomfortably at the laces of his white shirt. 
 
   On instinct, he cast out with a seeking spell for any malevolent thoughts in the crowd, but found nothing to concern him. Mostly, people brimmed with happiness. A few harbored disgruntled jealousies as a favorite girl danced with another partner or a tinge of envy at the fine dress of a rival woman, but other than that, all at the Earthshine celebration was well.
 
   At last, they made their way through the throng to the Mage Vault, the name the Dagarmon dubbed the large caves cut into the sandstone cliffs on the far western side of Bardot. Part laboratory, part barracks for Iserlohn’s wizards, and far enough away from the citizens to avoid any hazards caused by rogue spells.
 
   Beck walked into the cool interior and was immediately greeted by Gil Jordin, Beck’s appointed Mage leader. The man’s muscled physique filled out the short black cloak of the Order to near bursting proportions. His bald head glinted with sweat. He was one of the first men to approach Beck over two years ago now about becoming a Mage. A very strong earthshifter in his own right, he was now an accomplished wizard.
 
   “Good, you’re here.”
 
   “What is it, Gil?”
 
   “Follow me if you will, First Mage.” Gil tossed a glance over his shoulder at Dax. “You are excused, Dagarmon.” 
 
   Dax nodded and disappeared into the shadowed passages of the Vault. 
 
   Beck followed Gil along the hollowed out corridors. Chambered rooms lined both sides of the hallway. Gil walked swiftly past the room that served as a laboratory, but Beck stopped to peek inside. Two rows of long, stone tables held bubbling potions of all colors and their raw ingredients heaped in neat piles off to the side. Several Dagarmon stirred the contents of their creations and made eager notations on sheets of parchment.
 
   Beck smiled and then hurried to catch up to Gil outside of the exercise chamber, a large, round room used for the practice of spell casting. 
 
   “I did it, First Mage!” Gil announced excitedly as soon as he entered. “I discovered a way to allow watershifters to breathe air exclusively. Do you understand what that means? They will no longer require water to sustain life!”
 
   Beck shook his head in confusion. “I’m pretty sure that they like the fact that they can breathe underwater.”
 
   If Gil heard him, he didn’t show it. 
 
   “With this new spell I created,” he continued, rubbing his hands together, “the watershifters can move out of the underground catacombs to the Surface World. Watch!”
 
   Only then did Beck see the large fish lying still in the middle of the chamber. He walked over and prodded it with his toe. “Is it dead?” 
 
   “Almost.” Gil pointed and mumbled a spell Beck did not recognize. Instantly, the fish began to flop animatedly across the floor. “See! The fish was dying from lack of water, but the spell introduced a modification to the structure of the gills, and now the fish can live off the oxygen in the air alone!” Gil spun to the door. “Now, all I need is a watershifter to experiment on and I can—” 
 
   “No.”
 
   The Dagarmon leader whipped his head around. He had no trouble hearing that. “No?”
 
   The ground at Beck’s feet trembled with his growing anger. “No. I will not allow Mage experiments on human beings.”
 
   Gil’s brow furrowed. “But, I’m trying to help the watershifters, First Mage.”
 
   “Actually, you’re trying to alter who they are through the use of magic. I won’t have it.”
 
   “Even if they can live like normal people?”
 
   “Your idea of normal, Gil. The watershifters I know believe they are quite normal as they are and I happen to agree.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “No! There will be no experiments on human beings in this Order! Let the entire Cyman race of people or the Ellvinian Vypir we had to deal with three years ago serve as a reminder of the effects of Mage experimentation on humans.”
 
   Gil looked angry, but was wise enough not to speak. 
 
   “Stick to our core vocation, Gil. Find ways to enhance the ways in which we do things, not change the very essence of who we are as individuals.”
 
   Gil nodded stiffly and Beck strode out of the exercise chamber. On that issue, he would not bend. 
 
   Ever. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 2
 
    The Death of Dynasties
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   King Thorn J’El whistled softly and the feral bluehawk alighted on his outstretched finger. “That’s a girl,” he cooed softly, admiring the sleek, bright feathers.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” said the Gladewatcher assigned to his nightly walk in the royal gardens, a veritable paradise of lilac trees and exotic flowers.
 
   “Don’t let her beauty fool you, Ellesar, she is one of the most vicious creatures alive. Even now she fights my feralshifting like a caged Draca Cat, desperate to be free and away.”
 
   “I wish I had the feralshifting, my King.”
 
   Thorn’s shoulders lifted in sympathy. It was unusual for an Elf not to possess feralshifting, the most common form of magic in Haventhal. It was even more unusual not to have any shifting at all like poor Ellesar.
 
   Over the years, the Elves had been forced to face a remarkable truth. Almost all in the kingdom were shifters. Unlike his father, King Jerund, who did everything in his power to suppress the magic of this land, Thorn embraced it. Of course, it had been a different time then with magic users in exile and old grudges held tight to the chest. If the Kings had simply peeled away their blinders, they would have seen that the blood oath negated the fear of magic. Very rarely, a shifter who escaped the mark would rise up and cause trouble by harming others, but they were quickly subdued and dealt with.
 
   “Do not let it concern you too terribly, Ellesar. My cousin, Lord Airron, also does not have the feral—” 
 
   Ellesar suddenly reached out and gripped him in a tight grasp. Thorn turned in surprise at the urgent pressure on his arm. “What is it, Ellesar?”
 
   The tall Elf stepped in front of him protectively, “Stay behind me, my King.”
 
   As soon as the warning left Ellesar’s lips, a hooded shadow detached from the ornamental copse of trees. The figure came toward them at a measured pace, not hurried, but not hesitant either. 
 
   “You have entered the private gardens of the High King!” Ellesar barked. “State your name and purpose here!” 
 
   The figure continued to advance silently. A walk to chill the blood. A killer’s walk. 
 
   Ellesar unsheathed his sword and the deadly rasp pierced the evening air. 
 
   With a whispered command, Thorn tossed the bluehawk into the air. The bird issued a shrill, whistling shriek and dove toward the figure with frightening speed, beak open to attack.
 
   The man lifted a hand and pointed. The bluehawk tumbled through the air and slammed into the ground with sickening force. 
 
   Thorn’s eyes widened. “Sorcery,” he breathed out, sudden dread sending his heart thumping out of control inside his chest.  
 
   Ellesar twirled his weapon. “A Dagarmon then. I will take care of him, my King. Run back to the castle. Now!”
 
   “Bindeno!” the sorcerer hissed. 
 
   Ellesar’s sword fell from his fist, his arms and legs snapped together and he tipped to the ground with a hard thud.
 
   Thorn backed away from the oncoming menace until the stone wall of the castle pressed up against his back preventing escape. “What do you want?” 
 
   “Your death,” the voice answered calmly, and with another gesture, a leafy branch hanging over Thorn’s head slid down across his shoulders. He screamed out as the green rope tightened around his neck and body. His fingers flew to his throat in a desperate attempt to create slack in the constricting noose. He just needed enough for one life-saving breath! Blood gathered at his neck from the gouging scratches he carved into the skin below his jaw, but try as he might, he couldn’t get his fingers underneath the rope.
 
   The Mage turned and walked away, disappearing into the night. 
 
   Thorn kicked and struggled as the vines pulled him off his feet. Tiny pinpoints of light appeared in his darkening vision, and his mind grew sluggish. Still, he managed to see the tear that fell from Ellesar lying helpless on the ground in front of him. 
 
   The leaves pulled tighter and tighter, a mind of their own now. 
 
   With his guard watching, Thorn Falewir, the High King of the Elves, took his last breath dangling from one of the prized lilac trees of his garden. 
 
         
 
   ****
 
    
 
   King Erik Rojin untied his robe and let it fall to the floor. The chilly air sent goose pimples racing over his naked body, so he hurried down the short stairs into the heated bath and disappeared into the steamy mist. Ghostly tendrils lifted off the surface of the silent pool and tickled his nose as he slogged through the water to the inlaid bench on the opposite side. Once there, he sank down on the seat and rested his head back against the tile, dipping low to allow the water to cover his shoulders.
 
   He knew that in all likelihood, this bath would provide his last moments of peace for quite some time, for tomorrow he would wed and all of Deepstone would celebrate. 
 
   The very thought of his fair-haired Ariana made his loins ache and he groaned with the pleasant pain that surged through his lower body. 
 
   This union of his would be no arranged noble wedding. No, never that for him. He was marrying for love. 
 
   The Dwarves had waited patiently over the years for him to find his bride and at long last, he had. At thirty-six years, it was expected he would have married long ago. Some criticized his slow and thoughtful decision-making, but he had always liked to think matters through carefully before committing himself. Surely, that is a trait to be valued in a King, is it not? His father, Rik, had been temperamental and rash and had not always made the best decisions for the kingdom, and Erik decided early on that he would not follow in those footsteps. And, now, all in Deepstone waited with high anticipation for the grand festivities tomorrow. He chuckled to himself as he thought about Ariana plucking a hair from his beard and finding him worthy. 
 
   Erik’s eyes slit open lazily when he felt unexpected movement in the water. He waited, but no one appeared through the hazy vapor. How odd. He could have sworn someone had walked down the steps and entered the bath. 
 
   He straightened. “Klay, is that you?”
 
   His voice echoed back to him eerily and he received no answer. 
 
   Surely, any one of his guards standing outside of the bathing chamber would have announced themselves if they had entered, and they certainly wouldn’t have allowed anyone else inside. 
 
   Erik stared into the steam for long moments before giving it up as his imagination. Settling back against the tile, he closed his eyes. Instantly, another wave hit him in the chest. “What in the Highworld?” 
 
   Before he could shout out to the Iron Fists, the water slithered as though alive up over his face and into his nose and mouth. The frantic scream on his lips dissolved into a strangled gurgle. His lungs burned painfully from the intake of water, and the world spun dizzyingly, causing him to slip beneath the bath. Arms flailing helplessly, he fought violently to surface once again and lunged toward the stairs. “Get me out of here!” 
 
   The water had other ideas. 
 
   The liquid, sinister serpent glided over his shoulders and coiled around his neck. 
 
   One of the Iron Fists knocked on the door. “My King? The door is locked!”
 
   Hurry!
 
   Frenzied pounding and shouts came from outside. Too far, he suddenly realized.
 
   The serpent dragged him down into the watery depths of the bath and held him there.
 
   His struggles proved useless. Ariana! My Queen! I’m dying! 
 
   And, that was the last desperate plea of the King of Dwarves as he drowned in his bath.    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Flickering candlelight danced across King Maximus Everard’s face as he sat alone in his bedchamber. He dipped a quill into the ink bottle on his desk and scratched his signature along the bottom of the parchment in front of him. When he was done, he carefully set the document aside to dry and pulled the next one in the pile closer. 
 
   Faint remnants of the Earthshine celebration could still be heard outside on Dannery Row. It appeared most people had finally had their fill and retired to their homes, and it felt too quiet after all the noise. Usually, Maximus welcomed the solitude after a long day, but tonight he felt a bit of melancholy for some reason. 
 
   His gaze drifted to a mirror on the other side of the room and his reflection stared back at him. At sixty-five years, he was no longer a young man, but regular exercise kept him physically fit and quibbling with his Court kept him mentally sharp. It was only natural, he supposed, that with good years of life still ahead of him, he had a sudden longing for someone to share them with before his chances slipped away. 
 
   He had let them slip away before.
 
   There had been his one and only Queen for many years. Dear Highworld, what a woman that Gracie was. Determined, regal, passionate. The rowdy rows between them were legendary in Nysa. He idly fingered the scar she’d left on his temple from one of her shoes. Ah, but the making up at night made every single fight worth it. I would suffer a thousand scars to have her back.
 
   Many years later, of course, Gemini Starr stole his heart. She was everything Gracie was not, but he loved her just the same.   
 
   Both were long dead now. 
 
   Thankfully, he had Kiernan and her ever expanding family which now included his great-granddaughter, Gracyn, to keep him occupied. He smiled at the thought of his little Kiernan a grandmother. She didn’t look a day over thirty years, but he enjoyed teasing her about it all the same. 
 
   Regrets still plagued him where his daughter was concerned. He missed out on many years of her life due to old grievances, and he wished he had put an end to their separation sooner than he had. He hoped she had forgiven him. 
 
   The thought gave him pause. 
 
   Demon’s breath, I’ve hidden behind that cowardly hope for far too long. In twenty years, have I ever asked Kiernan for her forgiveness? Have I ever explained the reasons for my actions? 
 
   No, he had not, and he vowed then and there that when she arrived in Nysa tomorrow for Court, they would have that long overdue talk and he would beg for her understanding. 
 
   With the decision finally made, the weight of urgency suddenly pressed in on him. Incongruous as it seemed, now that he had decided to apologize to his daughter for the first time in twenty years, it felt like he needed to do so right away or else he might never have the chance.  
 
   Unsettled, he slid his chair back and went to the sideboard to pour a cup of wine. Just as he lifted the decanter, a black shadow leapt onto the table, startling him. The decanter slipped from his fingers and crashed to the floor. 
 
   “Natasha!” he exclaimed with a fair amount of fright coloring his voice.
 
   The black cat simply ignored his reprimand and rubbed her sleek body against his arm. Maximus gave the feline a begrudging pet, his heart still beating rapidly. “You gave this old man quite the scare,” he scolded, wondering now why he had kept the blasted cat when she wandered into the palace a few months ago. 
 
   Rather, she kept him. 
 
   Once the cat found access to his bed and his leftovers, she didn’t seem intent on going anywhere else ever again. 
 
   A knock sounded outside and his guard, Sevant Kree, peeked his head in. “Everything all right, Your Grace?”
 
   Maximus nodded. “Yes, yes, Sevant. It’s this bloody cat again.”
 
   The blonde-haired Saber smiled. “With all due respect, Your Grace, you seem quite fond of that bloody cat.”
 
   Maximus waved a hand in the air. “Maybe so, but don’t tell her that.”
 
   “If there is nothing else—” A low grunt stifled the rest of Sevant’s words.
 
   Maximus spun to his guard. 
 
   Eyes bulging wide, the Saber toppled forward with his hands clutched to his throat as he tried to stem the blood spewing from a ragged, gaping wound in his neck. 
 
   A hooded figure came through the door over the top of Sevant’s back and advanced into the room, a bloodied knife in his hand. 
 
   Maximus fumed in anger. “You cowardly bastard!” He reached for the dagger at his side and whipped the blade underhanded at the assassin. 
 
   An uttered spell sent the knife flying wide of its mark.
 
   A Dagarmon, he thought in shock. I have no defense against a Mage. An eyebrow twitched up. Except this. 
 
   Maximus howled and ran at the sorcerer, planting his shoulder in the man’s stomach. He wrapped his arms around the wizard, lifted him off his feet and slammed him to the ground. Maximus then jumped over the prone body to get to the door, but the Mage grabbed his ankle and tripped him up.
 
   Maximus flicked his eyes to the sword belt hanging on his chair by the window. It’s my only chance. He scrambled to his feet and dove for the weapon. 
 
   A painful blow to his back sent him in a violent roll up against the wall. Dazed, he sat up and watched the black shadow approach with slow, deliberate movement. 
 
   Is this it, then? Am I to die here on my floor never to see Kiernan or the rest of my family ever again? Never to make that belated apology? The grim look on the Mage’s face told him that, yes indeed, his time had finally come.
 
   Maximus glanced over at Sevant with sadness. A third Scarlet Saber dead in service to him. First Colbie Nash, then Darin Morel, and now Sevant Cree. If Maximus had not screamed out like a child at the cat for frightening him, Sevant wouldn’t have looked into his chambers. The Saber’s back would not have been turned as his murderer stealthily approached from behind.
 
   Even now, Maximus could see Natasha sitting behind the Mage as he unsheathed his sword and lifted it above his head to deliver the killing stroke. The blade swung down and Maximus’s breathing hitched in his chest, both at the mortal pain inflicted by the blade and at the shimmering air that revealed a woman shifting out of the body of the cat.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 3
 
    Kondor
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogan Radek stopped his midnight run with his hands on his knees to catch his breath, but the unexpected sound of running footsteps on the road behind twisted him back around. Good thing, too. A troop of Iron Fists thundered toward him at a furious march, and he had to leap out of the way to avoid being trampled. 
 
   His glare went unnoticed as the soldiers passed by without a single glance in his direction. 
 
   He looked for Jala in the group, but didn’t see her. What could they be about? A training exercise? At this late hour? He gave a mental shrug. General Klay Arsten must have a reason for calling in his elite troops and whatever that might be did not concern him. In fact, nothing much did concern him these days. His children were grown. Reilly was off to Mage training and Jala, following in the footsteps of her mother, had joined the Deepstone Army a few years back and had recently been promoted to the Fists—a first for someone of her age and a first for a Dwarven female.  
 
   A smile pulled up the corners of his mouth at the thought of his daughter. Although no one knew yet except him and Janin, Jala was with child. The father-to-be, Teran Mathis, another Iron Fist, appeared just as thrilled as Jala. However, whenever he brought up the subject of marriage, Jala quickly squashed the discussion by reminding him that he had not married her mother until after both she and Reilly had been born. It was hard to argue the point. In any case, King Erik would provide enough of a diversion with his own royal wedding tomorrow.  
 
   Rogan watched the Fists disappear into the palace courtyard and walked around the back to avoid whatever was happening in the castle proper.
 
   He sighed. As much as he took pleasure in the lives of his children, he had to admit that his own was quite lacking these days. As heir to the throne, he had been prevented from ever joining the military and there had been no further sea journeys with his Savitar friends since the debacle with the Ellvinians. Beck and Kiernan, as usual, were mired in the volatile politics of Iserlohn, and Airron was busy doing everything in his power not to become enmeshed in the governing of Haventhal. 
 
   Again, nothing to concern him, he reminded himself.
 
   He made his way to the royal kitchens for a late snack, wondering what he could do to fill his day tomorrow. Perhaps he could talk Teran into sparring with him. An acclaimed metalshifter in his own right, the Dwarf could probably show Rogan a thing or two. It was rumored that the Fist could fashion a flawless blade out of slag within seconds. Rogan had never seen him do so, but had no reason to doubt the story. 
 
   And, if Teran took him up on his offer, it was possible that the right words whispered in the Fist’s ear might be enough to prod him into asking Jala to marry him sooner rather than later. My daughter will thank me one day whether she knows it or not. After all, Teran did have quite the respectable beard. Short yet, but full.  
 
   With his new plan in mind, Rogan arrived at the kitchens and ate his meal alone at the butcher’s block, ignoring the disapproving glances of the cook undoubtedly occupied with preparations for the wedding tomorrow. In order to avoid the scolding he saw coming, Rogan finished his food quickly and left.
 
   He was surprised to see servants scurrying along the corridors on the way to his apartments. Something is definitely going on. He debated going to King Erik to find out, but in the end decided against it. 
 
   When he reached the second floor, he found Janin anxiously waiting for him along with the group of Iron Fists he had seen along the road.
 
   “Where have you been?” she demanded, rushing toward him.
 
   “Running. And, then eating. What’s going on?”
 
   Before she could answer, two Fists grabbed his arms and turned him around. “Your presence is required in the Great Hall right away, Kal Rogan.”
 
   The soldiers moved so fast, they were practically carrying him down the hallway.
 
   “Let go of me! I’m more than capable of walking on my own two feet!”
 
   The Fists ignored his protests and swept him down the stairs.
 
   He wrenched his head around. “Janin!”
 
   “I’m here,” she told him, walking behind him as quickly as decorum would allow.
 
   Within moments, he was ushered directly into the Great Hall. 
 
   Rogan blinked in shock to find the room filled with many of the kingdom’s nobles—some still in their night robes! They silently lined both sides of the aisle emphasizing the empty throne at the end. Obviously, the King had gathered everyone to make some sort of important announcement. 
 
   A horrified gurgle escaped his throat as the Fists ran him up the aisle, onto the raised dais and plopped him down on Erik’s throne. 
 
   “What in demon’s breath is going on?” he swore out loud, the last word hanging in the air as a hollow echo in the vast chamber. 
 
   His questions continued to be met with silence. 
 
   General Klay Arsten, dressed in a ceremonial tunic, marched forward, the clicking strikes of his boots the only sound in the room. The gray-haired Dwarf crashed to his knees before the throne, unsheathed his long knife and held the weapon out in front of him. “By my oath, I swear to you my faithful allegiance. My sword is yours to command, my King.”
 
   “My King?” Rogan leapt to his feet. “For the last time, I demand to know what is going on here. Where is King Erik?”
 
   Klay stood up. “We will discuss that now, but I wanted you and all in this room to know that you are now under my protection.” He turned to face the crowd. “You now address the King of Deepstone! King Rogan!”
 
   The people in the room gasped almost as loudly in his ears as his own sounded. “King Erik is dead?”
 
   Klay turned back to him. “Yes, murdered, my King.”
 
   Rogan looked up and noticed Janin slip into the Great Hall. He breathed a sigh of relief. In this world that had suddenly gone mad, her presence comforted him. “But, who would want to kill the King?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes, indeed.” The comment came from Gundar Fither, the Merchant’s Guildmaster and King Erik’s closest advisor. He stepped forward into the aisle wearing a blue silk dressing gown. “Let us discuss who would benefit the most from the King’s death,” he said with a pointed glare toward Rogan. 
 
   “Be careful with your words, Lord Fither,” Klay growled.
 
   The noble waved a hand in the air. “An observation, General Arsten. Surely, we all wish to find out by any means possible who murdered our King.”
 
    Rogan ignored Fither and turned his attention to Klay. “How was he killed, General?”
 
   “Drowned in his bath.”
 
   “Do we have the murderer in custody?”
 
   “No. In fact, the Iron Fists had no inkling that a murder was even taking place until one of them heard a muffled shout, tried the door and found it locked. As they were trying to break it down, the assassin walked right out of the bathing chamber and disappeared.”
 
   “Who would be so bold? I want that Dwarf apprehended! Tonight!”
 
   “Not a Dwarf, my King, a man.” Nervous murmurs broke out. “And, not just a man, but a Mage.”  
 
   A Mage? There were only thirteen sorcerers living on the island of Massa. Beck Atlan and the twelve Dagarmon of his new Order. But, none of them could so much as lift a finger to harm others. There was no possible way around their Mage oath. 
 
   The nobles began to voice the questions in his head. 
 
   “Doesn’t Iserlohn have Mages? Dagger something or other they call themselves.” 
 
   “Do you think the First Mage knows that one of his sorcerers has struck out against Deepstone?”
 
   “How can we defend ourselves against magic?”
 
   Rogan held up his hands before the discussion could spiral out of control. “We will not be defenseless for long,” he told them adamantly. “No one will ever convince me that Beck Atlan was aware of this attack, but it never really sat well with me that Iserlohn alone had an Order of Mages while Deepstone sat vulnerable.” He paused to ensure he had their attention. “As a result, I convinced King Erik to send Dwarves to train in sorcery.” His admission was met with firm nods of approval. No Dwarf ever wanted to be viewed as weak or inferior in any way. Especially, in the eyes of men. Rogan waited until the mumblings quieted before continuing. “Even Beck Atlan does not know yet that we will soon have six Dwarven Mages to call our own.”
 
   “Hail King Rogan!”
 
   It was Gundar Fither himself who started the cry and soon all of the nobles joined in.
 
   In a subtle move, Janin joined him on the platform and he gave her a grateful nod. She was far more versed in the political formalities of Deepstone than he was. She lifted her arms high. “My fellow citizens! Step forward and deliver your oaths! We will mourn King Erik on the morrow, but today, my friends…today, we have a new King! Bring in the crown!”
 
   Gentle hands pushed Rogan back onto the throne as a court servant rushed forward and placed the golden circlet upon his head. 
 
   Just a short time ago, Rogan had been wondering what to do with his days. 
 
   And now, he was the King of Dwarves.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 4
 
    Sarphia
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   “Please, Izzy, just one kiss,” the Elven boy wheedled.  
 
   Izzy Falewir wiggled her eyebrows and plucked a piece of hay from the boy’s long, silver hair. “I haven’t decided yet, Valint Strong.”
 
   “Please, just one.”
 
   “And, if my father decides to visit the stables for a late evening ride?”
 
   Valint paled slightly at the mention of her father, but apparently decided the reward worth the risk. He pulled her tighter. “I’ll take my chances.”
 
   She laughed, a light tinkle in the early morning air. “Very well. You may kiss me.”
 
   Although no one was near, the boy looked around nervously before leaning in to place his lips on hers. She closed her eyes and tried to enjoy the feel of his arms beneath her hands, his lean body pressing her up against the stable wall. She supposed it was pleasant enough. Better than the last two, anyway. All the girls agreed that Valint Strong was the perfect boy, in line to follow in his father’s footsteps as a Gladewatcher. But, is he perfect for me? Will he be able to make me forget? 
 
   Only one way to find out.
 
   Reluctantly, she opened her eyes and…it happened. Again. 
 
   Valint’s innocent features slipped away and took on a dark cast. His thin arms grew strong and muscular, his light hair and eyes were now black. She stiffened in place as the Ellvinian, Chandal, stared back at her. His specter loomed over her, a menacing presence, reaching for her with hungry fingers. Touching her. Hurting her. “No!” she screamed, pushing him away. “Leave me alone!”
 
   Valint stumbled back. “What did I…?”
 
   The dark image vanished at Valint’s spoken words. 
 
   “Go!” she yelled and turned away, mortified at her reaction. “Please just leave me alone!”
 
   The Elven boy narrowed his violet eyes in anger. “My friends were right about you. You’re a nutter, aren’t you?”
 
   “Just go,” she whispered.
 
   “I never want to see you again,” he hissed and walked out the door, slamming it shut behind him.  
 
   Izzy sank down to the ground and pulled her long legs in tight to her body. She took deep, calming breaths to rid herself of the nightmare in her mind’s eye. Demon’s breath, will I ever be normal? Will I ever be able to kiss a boy without seeing that horrible dark Elf?
 
   She thought she had put that terrible experience behind her, but at fifteen years now and experimenting for the first time with boys and first kisses, repressed memories had recently began to bubble to the surface.  
 
   She groaned and put her head in her hands. Soon, it would be all over Sarphia how she sent another boy running from her. It didn’t take much to notice how the other girls her age pointed and whispered behind their hands. The humiliation kept her from confiding in her parents about her flashbacks. They couldn’t fix what was wrong with her and telling them would only make them worry. 
 
   If only Kane Atlan were here. 
 
   Her cheeks heated at the thought of the boy with the golden eyes. She wasn’t sure when childhood friendship had turned into something more, but for her it had. Did he feel the same? He did tell her he loved her once. But, if she was being honest, he had said it with a boyish ruffle to the top of her head. All who knew Kane, knew how painfully shy he was. Perhaps that was just his way of showing his affection. At least that’s what she told herself. She didn’t know if his kisses would be any different from any of the other boys, but she wanted to find out. 
 
   First I have to get to Nysa.
 
   She had a sinking feeling that the dark Elf, Chandal, would pursue her no matter where she went, but at least by leaving Sarphia, she could deal with her torment away from people who knew her. Away from the ridicule.
 
   The idea took root in her mind and she jumped to her feet. Yes! That’s exactly what I’ll do! I’ll go to Nysa. On my own if I have to. She paused and tapped her lips. If only I had a friend to go with me. Why can’t I be like Kenley Nash and have my own Draca Cat? Of course, that was the dream of every Elven child, but was it even possible? Would one of the magical beasts bond with a simple Elf girl like her? Oh, the adventures they could go on together! And, her cat would fiercely protect her from all the dangers in the world. From all the darkness.
 
   The sound of running feet outside of the stables pulled her from her fanciful reverie and she ran to the window. 
 
   Two Haventhal soldiers raced toward the estate, shouting. “Lord Falewir! Urgent news! Lord Falewir!” 
 
   What in the Highworld is going on? 
 
   She opened the door, picked up the sides of her dress and raced after the two soldiers, keeping out of sight behind the trees surrounding the back of the estate.
 
   Her father’s manservant, Quincy, came out of the house, pulling on those silly white gloves of his. “What is all this screaming about?” he demanded.
 
   The soldiers pulled up short. “The King,” one said breathlessly. “The King is dead. Airron Falewir must be raised at once.”
 
   The usually unflappable manservant blinked in surprise and a hand flew to his mouth. “The King? But, how?”
 
   “A Dagarmon.”
 
   A Dagarmon? Izzy had heard that name before but wasn’t quite sure what it meant.
 
   “Are you telling me Iserlohn is behind this?” Quincy asked.
 
   The soldiers shrugged their uncertainty.
 
   Quincy mumbled a prayer to Elán for the death of the King and then quickly recovered. “I will have Lord Falewir at the King’s Round in a few moments for the raising. Tell Captain Oliver to ready the army. I am quite sure the command will be made to travel to Nysa at once.”
 
   Izzy privately bid her King safe passage to the Highworld, but couldn’t help but recognize the opportunity that had just fallen into her lap.    
 
   She no longer needed to run away. She would be traveling to Nysa with an army at her back. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Melania stood by the window with her night cloak pulled in tight around her throat. “What do you think that shouting was all about?”
 
   Airron shrugged and stretched his long legs and arms in the bed. “Probably a few revelers left over from the Earthshine celebration. I wouldn’t worry overly much. Without a doubt, the pedantic Quincy is outside confronting the offenders as we speak.” 
 
   Melania snorted a laugh. “You two are more like rivaling siblings than manservant and lord.”
 
   “You should have told me you were a package deal when we married.”
 
   She turned from the window. “Oh, pooh. He puts on airs, yes, but I don’t know what the two of you would do without each other after this many years.”
 
   A hard knock sounded outside their door and then Quincy’s shout from outside. “Lord Falewir! Open at once!”
 
   Airron moaned. “Speak of a demon and he shall appear.” He got out of bed and followed Melania into the sitting room. As soon as she opened the door, Quincy rushed in along with two Haventhal Gardiens. 
 
   Airron stiffened, sensing that this was no ordinary visit. 
 
   “What is the matter, Quincy?” Melania asked. 
 
   “I’m afraid I have very bad news, my lady.” Quincy turned toward Airron and twitched his nose in distaste. “My lord.” 
 
   “Out with it, man. What’s happened?” Airron asked, planting his feet and crossing his arms at his chest. 
 
   One of the soldiers stepped forward. “King Thorn is dead, Lord Falewir. Murdered in his private gardens this evening.”
 
   Melania let out a squeal of disbelief.
 
   “Murdered?”
 
   “Yes. The Gladewatcher on duty at the time claims a sorcerer came out of nowhere and attacked them in the gardens. The Mage tangled him up with a spell and then killed the King. A few moments after the assassin left, the spell dissipated, but it was too late.”
 
   “A Mage?” Airron mused out loud, running a hand through his long hair. “That’s impossible. Beck Atlan assured me that the Dagarmon were marked.”
 
   “Can we believe him?” Melania asked quietly.
 
   His gaze snapped to hers. “Of course, we can believe him! I’ve known Beck since we were children, Melania. He’s like a brother to me as you very well know. Come now, the bloody man carried me across his back for leagues once to save my life!”
 
   “That was many years ago.”
 
   Violet eyes narrowed to slits. “What are you suggesting?”
 
   “I am just pointing out that people change, Airron. Certainly, you don’t expect Beck to be the same man he was back then just as you are not the same as you once were.”
 
   Airron rubbed his jaw. Her point would be well taken if they were talking about any other man. But, this was Beck Atlan. 
 
   “If Beck says the Dagarmon are marked, then they are marked. Regardless,” he said, moving toward the door, “this unconscionable act must be taken up with the Council of Kings. We cannot—” He stopped suddenly as the implication of King Thorn’s death sank in. “Wait, if Thorn…that means…”
 
   “Yes,” Quincy muttered dryly and dropped to one knee, “you are now the King of Haventhal. Dear Highworld, help us all.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 5
 
    Bardot
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Beck held the vial of swirling red mist next to the candlelight. It beckoned to him seductively. 
 
   Drink. 
 
   A sip now would set him on the path to immortality—or close to it. Hundreds of years of life. 
 
   The LifeFire Tonic.
 
   Drink.
 
   At forty-two years and a grandfather now, he supposed it was normal to think about one’s death. Normal to want to slow the hands of time to accomplish goals, spend time with loved ones. 
 
   He glanced over at Kiernan sleeping in their large canopied bed. The blanket was bunched down around her waist allowing him to trace the curve of her spine with his eyes. Her long hair, tousled from sleep, fanned out beside her on the pillow. Her light breathing whispered a lullaby that had comforted him for so many nights he had lost count. 
 
   She already told him she wouldn’t drink from the vial. Unnatural was the term she used. Could he go on living without Kiernan? Watching her and generations of his family pass away while he lived a thousand deaths? His Mage oath stirred inside his body reminding him of the power he had been granted to help others. The LifeFire Tonic would enable him to fulfill that oath for a very long time. 
 
   Drink.
 
   Vial clutched in his hand, Beck stood and walked to the balcony. The sun hung in the sky as though high noon, although it was the early morning hour. 
 
   Nearby a dog suddenly barked, heralding the distinctive sound of hoof beats that soon followed. He swung his gaze toward Candace Way, the wide cobblestone street that intersected with the southern road to Nysa. 
 
   A lone rider was coming hard and fast.
 
   Beck returned the vial to its hiding place and left his chambers. 
 
   “Dagarmon!” he barked into the hallway, unsure who was on duty tonight.
 
   A slight wizard with red hair peeking out from his hood appeared at his side. “First Mage?”
 
   “Gidon. There’s a rider out front. Stay and protect the Princess while I find out what this is all about.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Beck trotted to the stairs and met a Royal Saber climbing toward him.  
 
   “A messenger, Your Grace.”
 
   He nodded. “I’ll meet with him personally.”
 
   The Saber led the way outside and three others quickly joined them. The messenger hauled on the reins of his mount in the middle of the courtyard, but the frothing horse continued to dance restlessly from its long run. 
 
   “News from Nysa, Your Grace,” the young man announced. 
 
   “Demon’s breath, if it’s that important, why wasn’t a bodyshifter sent?” Beck asked. 
 
   “Lord Hamilton issued the order, Your Grace.”
 
   Beck growled in frustration. The prejudiced Johan Hamilton wouldn’t use a shifter to light a pipe. “Very well, deliver your message.”
 
   The young man slid off his horse and dropped to one knee. “I…I apologize, Your Grace, but…”
 
   “It’s all right, son. What is your message?”
 
   “The…the Court demands your presence at once. The…the King has been murdered.”
 
   Beck froze in shock. “Murdered? Maximus is dead?”
 
   “Yes, Your Grace.” 
 
   “Dear Highworld.” Maximus Everard? Dead? His mind refused to process the idea of such a dynamic, powerful individual who meant so much to him as dead. 
 
   Not just dead, murdered. 
 
   He ran a hand through his hair. How am I going to tell Kiernan? And, the children? Someone had targeted his family again, and it chilled the blood in his veins. He wanted nothing more in that moment than to gather his daughter and sons to his side where he could keep them safe. Only, what he wanted was impossible at the moment.
 
   “Tell Lord Hamilton we’ll be there in a few hours,” he instructed the messenger and made his way back to his chambers. At the entrance to the bedroom he shared with his wife, he hesitated, searching for the gentle words he would need. Kiernan must have felt his presence because she sat up with a questioning look in her eyes.
 
   “Beck?”
 
   He simply shook his head, those words nowhere within reach. 
 
   She held a hand out to him. “What’s the matter? Come here and tell me.”
 
   Swallowing down his grief, he sat next to her, unable to speak. He reached out and tucked a messy tress behind her ear. Dear Highworld, but he loved this woman. He would do anything to protect her. 
 
   She took his hands in hers. “You’re scaring me.” 
 
   “It’s your father,” he finally said.
 
   “What about him? Is he ill?”
 
   A single tear dripped from his eye and she thumbed it away. “Beck, what is the matter?”
 
   “He’s gone.”
 
   She shook her head. “Gone?”
 
   “Yes, my love, I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Gone as in…?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It can’t be, Beck. We…we’re going to see him tomorrow.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   She squeezed his hands. “This is some kind of mistake, Beck. He’ll be there waiting for us. You’ll see!”
 
   “No, he won’t.”
 
   “How…?”
 
   “He was murdered, but I don’t have any other details.”
 
   “No! You’re lying!” She pushed him away and stumbled from the bed toward the balcony. Her mournful cries echoed out over the silence of Bardot. Beck went after her and caught her as she slid to the ground. He fell with her, pulled her into his lap and rocked her as she wept. He would stay with her as long as it took, comforting her, loving her. 
 
   But, by the Highworld, he vowed that he would find out who did this. No matter what it took, he would seek justice for Maximus and his wife.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 6
 
    Black Mourning
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Under an awakening sky, the city of Nysa mourned the death of their King, Maximus Everard. Black drapes adorned residential windows and storefronts. Veils and scarves covered faces. A palpable solemnity filled the air.
 
   Beck rode beside Kiernan along Dannery Row toward the royal palace. Dagarmon leader, Gil Jordin, and Dax, as well as a half dozen Scarlet Sabers followed close behind.
 
   Subdued shouts of Queen Kiernan or King Beck drifted to his ears, but it was too early for such declaration. The Iserlohn system of inheriting titles was complex and the ruling House did not always retain their seats with the death of a monarch. The vultures would be circling now, testing the strength of House Everard. Poking for weakness. Evaluating the support of citizens and nobles alike.
 
   It would take a strong contender to rally others against Kiernan, but it seemed probable now that one would try. The King had been murdered after all and Beck could think of no motive greater than political gain. Despite the risks, someone on the Court seemed willing to make a big move. But, who? 
 
   He wouldn’t get the answer to that question until after the funeral for Maximus as the heir of the ruling House was not permitted to ask for swords until after the King was buried. 
 
   Succession politics, backbiting, jockeying for favor. All of the seedier parts of governing Kiernan dealt with on a manageable level would now intensify threefold. He just hoped they could avoid the bloodshed, for all their sakes. 
 
   While Beck had no wish to be King himself, he had no doubt that Kiernan would ask for those swords. She would do whatever was necessary to preserve Maximus’s legacy. Her legacy. Let there be no doubt. Kiernan Grace Everard Atlan was born to rule.
 
   He looked at her straight back as she rode in her saddle. She’s so bloody strong! Yet, he knew how hard this was for her. Later tonight, alone with him, she would let down her guard, but right now she couldn’t allow the rapacious nobles a single glimpse of the precarious grasp she held on her emotions. 
 
   As they entered the courtyard, royal grooms hurried over to take their horses. On the steps of the palace, Scarlet Sabers stood soberly at attention in their red and black tunics. All clapped fists to chests as Kiernan and Beck dismounted and passed them by. 
 
   The six members of the King’s Court were lined up just inside the foyer with some lesser nobles gathered behind their liege lords or ladies. 
 
   Gage Gregaros, the former Scarlet Saber and oldest of the group, pulled Kiernan into a genuine embrace as she came through the doors. “I am very sorry for your loss, Your Grace. As much as I grieve for my beloved King, I know it is worse for you.”
 
   Kiernan thanked him and continued along the line. 
 
   Lady Lillian Knapp, a staunch supporter of House Everard, dabbed at her eyes as she bowed to Kiernan. 
 
   Lord Johan Hamilton also bowed but did not bother to hide the snarl that appeared on his face at sight of the two Dagarmon entering behind Beck and Kiernan. 
 
   Lord Duncan Bartlett, an overweight man in his middle years with thinning brown hair and spectacles and Lady Elinor Morningstar, a fair-haired woman about the same age, nodded their heads as shallowly as they could get away with. Beck felt both were ambitious enough to attempt a coup.
 
   The last member in line was Lady Mila Stowe, the youngest at only eighteen years of age and the only shifter on the Court. A stunning beauty with short, dark hair. An accomplished equestrian, she wore a billowing white silk blouse and form-fitting trousers tucked into knee-high boots. She inherited her seat just this past year when her lord father passed away. 
 
   Mila curtsied deeply though it was not required. “My sincere condolences, Your Grace. The King was a great man and his presence will be deeply missed by all.”
 
   Kiernan nodded her head tersely. For some reason, his wife had never warmed to the young noble, but Beck could never figure out why. Unless, of course, it had something to do with the fact that the lovely Mila Stowe had captured Kellan Atlan’s heart.   
 
   “Thank you all for coming,” Kiernan told them. “If you will excuse me, I wish to see my father now.”
 
   Larkin Malley, Kiernan’s childhood friend who had taken on the role of steward of the palace when Miss Belle retired to Bardot, hurried over. “This way, Your Grace.”
 
   For the first time, a tremulous smile appeared on Kiernan’s face as she threaded her arm through Larkin’s and they walked together up the stairs to Maximus’s rooms.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Kiernan paused in the doorway to her father’s chambers and took a deep breath. The thought of seeing him terrified her and she had to curl her hands into fists to stop them from shaking. Beck placed a comforting hand at the small of her back and she reluctantly let go of Larkin’s arm to step into the room. It smelled of incense and rose-scented bath water. Soft candlelight provided just enough light to see. 
 
   The female attendant who had been preparing her father’s body stepped respectfully away from the bed when she saw them enter. Kiernan’s heart pounded uncontrollably when he finally came into view. He looked so peaceful, lying there in the bed as though asleep. His dark hair was neatly combed and his beard trimmed. He wore his imperial scarlet robe and held the hilt of his sword in his fist over his chest.
 
   Every time Kiernan thought she had finally accepted the fact that he was gone, it crumbled under a fresh onslaught of memories and denial. 
 
   Although her father had never been very demonstrative, there had never been any doubt in her mind that she had been loved by this man. Even if he never really said the words. 
 
   As a rule, she avoided thinking about the time he sent her away to exile in Pyraan. Oh, how she hated him then! She still remembered the anger and betrayal she felt as a young child cast out from the home and land she loved. But, she had buried those feelings long ago. There had been far too many wonderful times together since then to hold on to past slights. 
 
   She had to admit, it warmed her heart to see him interact so sweetly with Kenley and now Gracyn. To her, it indicated some personal acknowledgment on his part of his failures and a desire to make things right.
 
   Beck’s hands moved up to her shoulders and guided her hesitant steps forward. At the edge of the bed, she slowly sank down beside her father and placed her hand upon his cheek. It felt cold. Far too cold to sustain life. Have we really had our last conversation? Enjoyed our last meal? Shared our last laugh?
 
   “You may begin the sending,” the attendant said softly.
 
   Kiernan nodded and wiped away the tear that threatened to fall. She leaned forward and kissed his lips in order to release his spirit to the Highworld. “Spirits above,” she whispered in prayer above his mouth, “please accept Maximus Everard into your warm embrace. Please forgive all mortal sins and grant him entry into your realm.” Choking back a sob, she sat up and reached for the two silver coins the attendant had placed on the table next to the bed. With a reverent hand, she placed a coin over each closed eye. “To shroud your sight from creatures below,” she whispered. Next, she removed the sword and handed it to Beck. In its place, she positioned a small taper and closed his fingers around it. “A candle to light your way in the darkness.” Finally, she removed a gold chain from around her neck—a gift from her father several years ago—and carefully entwined it through his hands. “To remind you of those you left behind.” 
 
   The sending now over, she placed both of her hands on the sides of his face and traced the contours of his strong features, committing them to memory. “Thank you for the wonderful life you gave me, Father. Thank you for teaching me the importance of humility and service. Take no regrets with you to the Highworld. I knew, Father. I always knew. You are the first man I ever loved, and you’ve held my heart in your hands ever since.” She placed one last kiss on his forehead. “Until we meet again.” 
 
   She stood then and hastily scrubbed the wetness from her cheeks. Composed once again, she turned to Larkin hovering in the doorway. “Please send for the royal scribe at once. I would like a proclamation in the hands of the heralds and the town criers by noon that the King’s funeral will be held tomorrow at sunrise.”
 
   Larkin’s face paled. “But, Your Grace! What of the children?”
 
   “It cannot be helped, Larkin. Kenley is weeks away by ship and it is impossible to get word to my sons. We will have to proceed without them.”
 
   “Surely, King Thorn and King Erik will want to show their respects! And, Rogan and Airron!” 
 
   Kiernan shook her head adamantly. “No! It would take days to get word to the other lands and additional days to travel, providing they could even come. No! Airron and Rogan will have to understand. I will not have my father lying here rotting at the whim of the living when—!”
 
   “Kiernan,” Beck interrupted and she spun to face him. “Your wishes are understood. We will proceed at dawn.” He nodded to Larkin and the steward scurried from the room in tears.
 
   Kiernan hung her head. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Beck wrapped his muscular arms around her and held her close. “Don’t be. You are entitled to your grief, Kiernan. You don’t have to hold everything inside.”
 
   She snorted. “If only that were true.” She looked up at him. “Tomorrow, after the funeral, we must ask for swords.”
 
   “How do you think we’ll fare?”
 
   “To be honest, I’m not sure. I didn’t think I’d have to worry about this for many years yet. Regardless, we have to put fears to rest and demonstrate that Iserlohn still has a strong ruler in place.”
 
   He nodded. “We have Gage and Lillian, of that I’m sure.”
 
   She nodded her agreement. “Tomorrow will tell us where loyalties lie. Until then, I want to know what happened.”
 
   “I’ll set up a meeting with Gage.” 
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flicker of movement and glanced back at the bed. A black cat sat next to her father, serenely watching them with bright yellow eyes. 
 
   “Get down!” she shouted and stepped away from Beck to wave her arms at the trespasser. “Who let this wretched cat in here?”
 
   One of the Scarlet Sabers posted outside rushed in, sword in hand. “What is it, Your Grace?”
 
   The cat jumped from the bed and scooted out through the legs of the Saber. 
 
   “That cat!”
 
   “Oh, that’s Natasha, Your Grace.”
 
   “Natasha?”
 
   “The King’s cat.”
 
   “When did he get a cat?” she asked, but even as the words left her mouth, she realized that it could have been any time within the past year or more. She had not been back to Nysa as much as she should have which meant it would make keeping control of the throne that much more difficult. Keeping track of domestic pets? Impossible. 
 
   She looked at Beck. “Set up that meeting with Gage as soon as you can. We have a far bigger beast to deal with than Natasha.”
 
   
 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 7
 
    A Second Strike
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Izzy hurried along the corridor toward the King’s Round for the ball, her mind swirling with plots and plans. Despite a spectacular tantrum, her parents insisted she was to remain behind when they journeyed to Nysa claiming that she would be safer here or some such nonsense. Clearly, they had no idea what her life was like here. 
 
   I am leaving this city even if I have to stow myself in a trunk to get out! She paused and chewed on a fingernail. Would that actually work? Just for a few days until we are well away from the city? She shook her head at the absurdity. Wait! I know! I can disguise myself as one of the camp followers! My parents would never find me in among a hundred servants. Yes! That is exactly what I’ll do.
 
   Mind made up, she smiled for the first time all day and skipped along, dreaming about her upcoming adventure.  
 
   Up ahead, three figures rounded the corner, and Izzy groaned at sight of the three Elven girls walking directly her way. If she turned around now to avoid them, it would only give them further reason to poke fun at her. She took a deep breath and forced herself to be calm. Head held high, she continued forward at an unhurried pace. 
 
   The girls approached wearing their finest gowns, their pretty faces aglow from drink and dancing. Izzy recognized the girl in the center as Celena Aelwen. Demon’s breath! That girl is a monster. Izzy smiled and attempted to go around the trio, but Celena stepped in her way. 
 
   “Going to the King’s ball, Izzy? Oh, wait, I should call you Your Grace now, shouldn’t I?” The girl bent low into a mock curtsy.
 
   “Let her be, Celena,” said one of her friends. “Izzy doesn’t have time for balls. She is more interested in teasing the boys. How many have you kissed and sent running away? Three now, Your Grace?”
 
   That big mouth, Valint Strong! “You don’t understand,” Izzy mumbled, her cheeks flaming. 
 
   Celena snorted. “Oh, yes, we do. You think just because you are a Falewir, you can mistreat people as you wish. Use them and then cast them aside like old shoes when you’re done.”
 
   “No! It’s not like that!”
 
   “Yes, it is!” Celena taunted and pinched Izzy on the arm.
 
   “Ow!”
 
   “And, if you think I’m going to bow down to you, you are crazier than I think! Why you just—”
 
   Izzy had enough. She stepped in close and slammed the palm of her hand into the girl’s nose. 
 
   Celena shrieked and cupped a hand to her bloodied face. “What have you done?”
 
   “Pinch me again and you’ll get more of the same, you little twit!”
 
   For a moment, Izzy thought the other girls might retaliate, but they simply directed venomous looks her way while wrapping their arms around their friend.
 
   Celena struggled to get free. “Let me go! I’ll show her!” 
 
   Thankfully, the two girls managed to wrestle their bleeding companion away.  
 
   Izzy watched them go with a satisfied grin on her face. 
 
   “Very effective strike, Your Grace. It would seem my lessons are serving you well.”
 
   Izzy flinched at the familiar voice. She turned to find Elon Aubry, dressed in her white Gladewatcher’s cloak with the ficus tree stitched at the breast, standing with her arms crossed at her chest. Izzy frowned. “You were here? The entire time?”
 
   “Aren’t I always?”
 
   “Well, you could have stepped in at any time then,” she complained and started back down the hallway.
 
   “Whatever for? You weren’t in any danger,” Elon said, keeping pace beside her. 
 
   “Oh, those girls are very dangerous! Their sharpened tongues could rip the hide off a mantath!”
 
   “I heard only one sharp tongue,” Elon murmured. “May I suggest, Your Grace, now that you are a Princess of the realm that you try another tactic besides violence for dealing with recalcitrant citizenry?”
 
   Izzy’s cheeks heated for a second time. “I suppose you’re right.” She lowered her eyes. “Did you hear much?”
 
   “Enough.”
 
   “About the boys?”
 
   Elon nodded.
 
   “Wonderful,” Izzy muttered dejectedly.
 
   “Another word of advice?” Elon asked, stopping her by placing a hand on her arm. “Don’t force it. Your tormented memories will pass.”
 
   Izzy’s eyebrows rose. “How…how did you know?”
 
   “I’ve known you since you were a child, Your Grace. I have seen how you’ve struggled these past years. Also, my own similar experience has convinced me that you may be going through the same thing.”
 
   “Experience? You were…?” 
 
   “Yes. When I was a young girl.”
 
   “oHow did you get over it?”
 
   “Time. Maturity.” Her mouth twitched. “And, the right Elf.”
 
   Izzy’s mouth fell open in shock. It was hard for her to imagine the hardened Gladewatcher as a…well, a female.
 
   “So, you think my Prince is out there somewhere and when I meet him everything will be fine?”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” Elon scoffed. “You’re too old to believe in child’s tales. You make your own happiness in this world, Izabel Falewir. You can chose to allow the actions of others to mold your life for you or you can mold it the way you wish it to be. Your life is yours. No one else’s.”
 
   Izzy mulled over what Elon said and they continued on in a companionable silence born of many years walking side by side. As they passed a window that looked out onto the King’s Round outside of the palace, she stopped. “Elon, look. Who is that?”
 
   The Gladewatcher stepped up beside her. 
 
   In a sea of white hair and pointed ears, a man with dark hair was making his way toward the King’s Round and there was no mistaking the open look of evil intent on his face.  
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   A pleasant breeze drifted through the open-domed King’s Round and enchanted lights blazed in every tree, but Airron barely noticed as he tugged uncomfortably at the collar of his heavy robe. All around him, Elves floated over the white marble floor as they danced and sang of the joyous reunion of King Thorn with their woodland deity, Elán. In true Elven custom, the end of an Elf’s life journey was to be celebrated, not mourned. 
 
   Vigilant Gladewatchers lined the perimeter standing among the wide-spaced pillars in their white cloaks trimmed in gold.
 
   With a commanding view of the festivities, Airron sat upon his throne and adjusted the royal emerald on his forehead until it felt slightly more comfortable. He suspected the weight of this particular jewel would never sit easily.
 
   “Stop fussing,” Melania admonished, sitting beside him in her own ornate, if smaller, throne. 
 
   “This bloody robe is too tight around my neck,” he complained. 
 
   “You will get used to it, my husband.”
 
   “The robe or the monarchy?”
 
   “Both.”
 
   He eyed her enviously. His wife seemed to have no such trouble adjusting to her new role as the Queen of Haventhal even though it was only hours old. She sat beside him in a green and brown silk dress. An emerald-encrusted tiara nestled beautifully in the ringlets piled atop her head.
 
   “I thought you loved your royal life?” she questioned without looking his way.
 
   “Yes, a royal-in-waiting! Not a bloody King! Do you realize that since the ceremony this morning, I have taken no less than twenty meetings? Everyone wants something! Either to instruct, advise, solicit remedy or favor. I’m only one Elf, Melania! How did Thorn find the time?”
 
   She chuckled. “You will build your staff around you to handle most of these matters, and then you will find your stride.” She reached for his hand and squeezed it. “I will help you.”
 
   He squeezed it back. “I know you will. Are you sure you wish to travel to Nysa with me? The trip will take weeks.”
 
   “I go where you go, my King. I think I established that rule very early on in our marriage.”
 
   An amused snort pulled his attention to his long-time friend, Loren Faolin, who was now one of his personal guards. Loren had been in attendance at Rogan and Janin’s wedding in Kondor when Melania showed up unannounced, and he was fully aware of her rules.
 
   Airron ignored him and turned back to the celebration anxious for it to be over so he could rest before his journey to Iserlohn tomorrow. It would be far easier if he could simply travel through Aquataine by himself, but his new gaggle of advisors insisted that their King travel with the appropriate retinue of counselors, Gladewatchers and Gardiens. One thousand strong!
 
   He sighed and slid his eyes to the captain of the Gladewatchers, Raine Aubry. The Elf had been winding his way through the dancers but suddenly stopped, his fist moving to the hilt of his sword. 
 
   Airron sat up straight and followed the direction of Raine’s gaze. A man wearing a black cloak strode through the crowd, pushing people out of his way on an unerring path for…him. The intruder didn’t appear to have a weapon, but moved forward with deadly purpose.  
 
   Airron stood, unpinned the heavy robe at his throat and let it fall to the ground. “Loren, take the Queen out the back to safety. Now!”
 
   Trusting Loren to do his duty, Airron watched one of the Gladewatchers down below close in on the man. Several Elves, sensing danger, ducked out of the King’s Round. Most stood their ground, frowns replacing smiles. 
 
   The Gladewatcher finally reached the man and put out a hand to stop him. It was a fatal mistake. The man whirled on him, thrust out his arm and sent the Elf hurtling backward through the air and out of the open pavilion. The music screeched to a stop. Plates and goblets fell to the ground as people now found more incentive to get out. 
 
   “Stay back!” Airron barked at the Gladewatchers. They had no defense against this Mage. Neither do I for that matter. 
 
   Regrettably, several Gladewatchers had already been in flight toward the man before Airron’s command and surrounded him. The Mage laughed, spun in a circle with his palm out and the white cloaks of the soldiers suddenly blossomed in red. The doomed Gladewatchers had only a horrified moment to look down at their bloodied chests before crumpling to the ground, dead.
 
   Rage surged through Airron as he shifted. Long legs shortened and multiplied into eight spindly, jointed limbs followed by the furred, oval body and fangs of a Goliath Arachnid. 
 
   The spider scuttled off the dais straight for its target. A flash of lighting came out of nowhere and struck the floor in its path sending bits of marble exploding into the air. The spider leapt to safety and disappeared beneath the tables. 
 
   The Mage growled, flipping tables and chairs aside as he searched the King’s Round. 
 
   Outside of the pavilion, shouted orders echoed throughout the chamber, and the Elves set up a line of archers.  
 
   “Ready!” came the shouted order and weapons were raised into position. “Loose!”
 
   The unmistakable twang of the release of arrows announced their ominous intent. The Mage mumbled under his breath, and the missiles bounced harmlessly off his shield and clattered to the ground. 
 
   With the man’s attention on the Elves, the spider scurried out from its hiding place. In a blur of speed, it crossed the floor behind the man and sank its fangs deep into his calf, injecting a fatal dose of venom. 
 
   The Mage screamed and jumped away. He pointed a finger at the spider and sent it flying back. A second strike went wide of its mark, the Mage’s movements already becoming clumsy due to the poison in his body. 
 
   “You will die, Savitar!” the man screamed. “You will all die!”
 
   The spider scampered close once again and emitted a strand of silk from a gland in its abdomen, letting it fly out on the breeze toward its prey. The silken rope stuck true to the man’s ankle and the Goliath circled its victim, building an inescapable web of steel. The teetering Mage tried to move, lost his balance and tumbled to the ground. 
 
   The Gladewatchers rushed in. 
 
   The air around the spider shimmered as Airron shifted. “My robe,” he commanded softly and within seconds, one of the soldiers draped his new heavy robe around his shoulders to cover his nakedness. He wanted to question the wizard to find out if he was the same man that killed Thorn, but he never got the chance.
 
   The bloodthirsty Gladewatchers swarmed in to demand payment for the death of their comrades. And, that price was the wizard’s head.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 8
 
    Wings of Magic
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogan packed the fire-cured tobacco leaf down into the long-stemmed Chero pipe with his thumb. After the day he had just had, he wanted nothing more than a few moments of peace before the Guildmasters arrived. 
 
   He made a move to retrieve a stick from the brazier to light his pipe, and two nearby servants jostled each other out of the way to be the first to hold a flaming brand to the bowl. With a disapproving glare, Rogan grumbled his thanks to the servant who managed to get there first and the Dwarf’s eyes widened in surprise. How could I forget? It was the first of many rebukes he suffered today. Kings do not show gratitude. Bah! He would do things his way and if the Dwarves didn’t like it, they could find themselves another monarch. 
 
   He took a deep pull to light the tobacco and sighed in pleasure at the familiar aroma and the heady sensation of the inhaled smoke. Leaning back in his chair, he lifted his feet to the table and surveyed the inner sanctum of the High Tower where King Erik had taken all of his private meetings. A single window provided muted light to the austere stone room. The only furniture was the table where he sat and the surrounding chairs. Large maps of all the cities of Deepstone covered an entire wall making him feel small and even more in disbelief that he now ruled those cities. 
 
   He couldn’t help the smirk brought on at the thought of his late uncle, Rik, in the Highworld shaking his fist at the fates for putting Rogan’s shifter arse on the throne. Although, they did enjoy a civil relationship after the Demon War, Rik still distrusted Rogan and his magic, and since he died shortly after the war, the two never really had a chance to become close.
 
   He had achieved that closeness with Erik and a stab of grief cut through him. His cousin had been a good King, if tentative. There were times when Rogan wished Erik had been more decisive, and he knew he had not been alone in that desire. But, for the most part, his cousin’s rule was fair and calculated and good for Deepstone. 
 
   After the appropriate mourning period, he would send a messenger through Aquataine to inform King Thorn and King Maximus of Erik’s death. Normally, the Council of Kings would convene in the ruling city to affirm a new monarch, but Rogan planned instead to travel directly to Nysa to deal with this threat to the island. Beck had a rogue Mage on the loose and he had to be stopped at all costs.
 
   A soft breeze drifted through the open window prompting Rogan to walk over and look out at the magnificent stone city of Kondor. The cobbled streets and homes and the warren of connected sandstone alleyways that took him forever to learn. He had come to love this land. Unlike his childhood home in Pyraan where despite the years he spent there he never quite felt like he fit in, the moment he stepped off the ferry in Deeport at the age of eighteen, he knew he had found his place in the world. 
 
   Now, though, the streets were deserted. The voices had gone silent. The hammers and chisels had stilled. On this day, the Dwarves had secluded themselves in their homes to grieve the death of King Erik, but it wouldn’t last long. By the morrow, life for the pragmatic Dwarves would return to normal. The King was dead. A new King had been raised. What more was there to say about it? 
 
   The door opened and Rogan turned from the window as his advisors walked into the chamber. General Klay Arsten of the Iron Fists led the way, his long gray hair and beard decorated with the finest gems. Gundar Fither of the Merchant’s Guild and the oldest son of one of the richest families in Deepstone, followed. Behind him came Baz Morgen of the Stonemasons. He had a reputation as a sycophant, agreeing with everything King Erik ever said even if it contradicted his own opinion of a moment before. Trake Donnar of the Goldsmiths, a shy, bespectacled Dwarf who managed the royal coffers with a hawk’s eye and a stingy hand, entered last.  
 
   Rogan extinguished his pipe and waved them all to seats around the table as servants hurried in to deliver drink and steaming trenchers of food.  
 
   When the goblets had been filled, Rogan lifted his wine. “To King Erik Rojin. May he find peace in the arms of the spirits.” 
 
   Resounding replies of “Hear, hear!” echoed through the room. A few “To King Rogan!” if not as enthusiastic. When the servants left, Rogan pried a leg off the roasted chicken that had been placed in front of him and tore off a hearty bite. “Let’s get right to it,” he said around a mouthful. “General, how long before the army is ready to march?”
 
   Arsten picked up a loaf of bread and dipped it into the gravy in his trencher. “We have discussed at length, my King. With five thousand troops—”
 
   “Two,” Rogan interrupted.
 
   The general’s disapproving lips flattened into a straight line. “Impossible. We need five.”
 
   Arsten was clearly used to Erik’s passive ways and felt free to voice his opinion.
 
   “I agree with the King,” said Baz. “Two thousand is the right number.” 
 
   Rogan frowned. He had no need for a bootlicker advising him. What was the point? 
 
   Trake Donnar, thinking only of the expense, agreed that two sounded right.
 
   “Two thousand is not enough,” Arsten said again and Rogan turned back to the general, the only one he truly trusted. 
 
   Rogan leaned forward on one elbow and pointed with his chicken leg. “Even if half of that number is to be comprised of shifters, General?”
 
   Klay narrowed his gaze. 
 
   “I don’t have your military expertise, so I will be depending upon your counsel in the days ahead, but I do know a thing or two about shifting.” He smiled. “Mages do not like fire.” 
 
   The general stroked his graying beard, a predatory grin on his face. In battle, it mattered little to Arsten if he won by sword or magic as long as he did win. The leader of the Iron Fists would use any means at his disposal to secure victory for the Dwarves. He tilted his head in approval. “It will be as you command, my King.” 
 
   “How will Maximus Everard react to the Dwarves showing up on his doorstep with an army?” Gundar asked. 
 
   “What other option do we have?” Arsten responded. 
 
   “The general is right,” Rogan said. “If Maximus does not take this threat seriously, I will have to force his hand. The Land of Men must understand that the Dwarves cannot allow the death of our King to go unpunished.” 
 
   With that declaration, Rogan sat back and listened in as his advisors spent another hour discussing logistics for the journey. Arsten would need a few days to ready the army and a fast march should bring them to Nysa within three weeks or less. 
 
   When all matters were finalized, he dismissed the group and reached for his pipe once again. 
 
   “Father?” He turned and smiled at sight of his daughter. “Do you have a moment?”
 
   “Always. Come on in, darling.” He stood and when she came to stand in front of him, he drew a hand down the side of her head. “To what do I owe this pleasure?”
 
   Jala swung a nervous glance over her shoulder at Teran Mathis standing in the doorway.  
 
   “Father, Teran and I wanted you to be the first to hear the news.”  
 
   “News?”
 
   Teran came forward and knelt in front of him. “I have asked the Princess for her hand in marriage, Your Grace, and I ask for your blessing in our union.”
 
   Teran waited on bended knee. Rogan let him. For long moments. Finally, he crossed his arms at his chest and looked down at the metalshifter. “I don’t have to spell out for you what will happen if you ever mistreat my daughter, do I?”
 
   Teran shook his head. “No, Your Grace.”
 
   “You will be a good father to my grandchild?”
 
   “Yes, Your Grace.”
 
   Rogan tugged on Teran’s beard. “It’s a little short and scraggly.”
 
   “I…I am only in my twentieth year, Your Grace. I still have time…”
 
   Rogan glanced at Jala who wore an amused grin and then prodded the Fist in the shoulder until he stood. He chuckled. “I will be honored to have you join my family, Teran. You may—” 
 
   A sudden, avian screech startled Rogan and he spun toward the window. Black feathers filled his vision as an enormous raven swooped through the open window directly at his head, talons outstretched to attack. Rogan grabbed Jala and dove to the ground, covering her with his body. He grunted in pain as the raven raked his back with its claws. 
 
   “Father, get off me!” Jala yelled, wiggling to get free. “I’m supposed to be protecting you!” 
 
   Rogan came up in a crouch, a sword of fire hissing to life in his fist. In his other, he sent a ball of fire screaming toward the bird and brought it down in a hail of flame. The raven flopped on the floor in the throes of death for several seconds, filling the room with the smell of burning feathers and seared flesh.
 
   “If that isn’t the strangest thing,” Teran breathed, walking over to the dead bird and nudging it with his sword. “Do you think it was feralshifting at work here?”
 
   Before Rogan had a chance to answer, more loud squawks sounded as dozens of ravens poured in through the open window. 
 
   His first instinct was to protect Jala who could not shift due to her pregnancy.
 
   “Jala, you can’t use your magic! Get out!” he hissed, slashing at the air with his fire sword. His arms moved fast, but several birds still managed to find a way in between his strokes to claw and peck at him with sharp talons and beaks.
 
   “Don’t worry about me!” Jala screamed. “The window! Close the window!”
 
   Rogan barely heard her over the thunder of flapping wings. There must be a hundred of them! Jala and Teran disappeared beneath the sea of black and Rogan growled as he battled his way toward the window where more of the birds were trying to squeeze their way inside. 
 
   A pair of ravens landed on his head and tore at his hair, digging their feet into his scalp. Rogan swatted them away, but the blood and sweat that dripped into his eyes made it difficult to see. Frantically whirling his weapon around his body, he managed to keep most of the creatures at bay as he finally stumbled to the window and slammed it shut. He threw the latch, but the black bodies continued to thud against the shutters from the outside. He wondered how long it would hold against their onslaught. Even as he had the thought, the wood splintered under the pressure.
 
   He turned back to the room. Jala was on the ground, facedown. 
 
   Rogan clawed his way toward her, but the bloody birds attacked him with more fervor.  
 
   “Teran!”
 
   “Here!” The Fist stood at the table fighting off the ravens as his hands moved rapidly over the cutlery and trenchers. The metal slid across the table and clanged together in a jumbled heap. Teran worked fast, using his shifting to fuse the metal into a molten ball. Ignoring the violent attacks on his body, his hands stretched and wove the steely orb until he had the makings of a large, solid square that looked like chain mail. Bleeding profusely, he ran to Jala with his metalshifted armor. He swatted away the birds on top of her and draped the blanket of metal over her prone body. When he straightened, two long knives spun into existence in his hands out of nowhere. He stood protectively over Jala and started to hack at the air, sending feathers and bits of flesh flying. 
 
   Rogan’s admiration for the Fist grew, but he knew Teran wouldn’t be able to last long. There were just too many of the creatures.  
 
   “Take cover under the armor!” Rogan yelled, and Teran threw himself down to the ground next to Jala. 
 
   Rogan knelt, thrust his arms upward and coated the air above his head with a blanket of fire. Smoking, dying ravens began to drop out of the air as Rogan swept the blaze back and forth along the ceiling. One by one they fell, and the floor disappeared beneath a pile of dead birds. 
 
   It seemed to take a lifetime, but finally, the discordant screeching came to a stop.
 
   Rogan breathed a sigh of relief and let go of his magic. 
 
   Teran and Jala sat up, scores of red welts striping their faces and bodies. 
 
   Rogan helped Jala to her feet. “Are you all right?”
 
   She grimaced, angry at herself. “I tripped on one of the birds and hit my head, but I’m fine.”
 
   Uncharacteristic emotion welled inside him. “I don’t know what I would have done if anything happened to you. Or the baby.”
 
   “I’m fine, Father, really.” She looked around at the charred humps. “Do you think this was another Mage attack?”
 
   “It has to be. There were too many birds involved to be a feralshifting.”
 
   She lifted a determined eyebrow his way. “I hope you’re not going to use this as an excuse to stop me from marching with the army. I might not be able to shift, but I can and will fight for you, Father.” 
 
   Rogan gave her one of his rare smiles. “You are your mother’s daughter, there is no doubt about that. No, I would never presume to keep you from your duty with the Fists.” A snarl replaced the smile. “Besides, you’re one of the best fighters in the army, and I have a feeling I’m going to need a lot of those in the days ahead.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 9
 
    The Funeral
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   The sun peeked over the horizon and the sudden halo of light added a touch of warmth to the cold, bleak morning. Ripples of mist floated along the cobblestones. The clop of horse hooves provided the only sound.     
 
   Beck reached out a gloved hand to soothe the restless Haventhal gelding beneath him. A richly decorated black and scarlet caparison adorned with the lions of House Everard draped the animal’s face and body. Kiernan, dressed in a fur-lined robe, rode to his right atop her own decorated mount. The Scarlet Sabers, two of who pulled the cart carrying the bier that held Maximus, followed behind. The King’s Court and their escorts brought up the rear. 
 
   The funeral procession filed by the silent spectators lining Dannery Row. Beck was touched to see many of his friends in the crowd. Gil and Dax. Miss Belle and Larkin Malley. The sorceresses and professors from Bardot Academy. Watershifters Digby and Liliana were there standing head and shoulders above the rest, but even they had to look up to Jase the innkeeper. 
 
   The Iserlohn Army stood atop the wall and spread out before the open gates. The scarred Captain Bo Franck, out in front, slammed fist to chest. Beck returned his salute and rode out into the marketplace.
 
   Thousands of mourners crowded the aisles. Displaying none of the reserve of the residents of Nysa, here people openly wailed or shouted devotions. Several women threw flowers and their bodies in the path of the horses and the Scarlet Sabers had to move to the front to clear the way. 
 
   Over the sounds of animals that squawked, barked and bayed, musicians played a haunting ballad of mourning that grated in the early morning air.
 
   Beck swallowed back his aversion and pushed forward past the congestion. Mercifully, it grew quieter as they made their way east of the city to the sepulcher site. Groups of people ambitious enough to go on foot walked or ran beside the column of horses, determined to witness the funeral of the King. 
 
   When the large unlit pyre finally came into view, Beck edged his mount close to Kiernan and studied her face with worried eyes. She scrubbed away the tears that stained her cheek and gave him a reassuring smile. 
 
   He brought the gelding to a halt, dismounted and helped Kiernan from her horse. At a discreet signal from him, six Sabers worked together to remove the bier holding Maximus’s shrouded body. Together, they climbed the steps built into the sepulcher and set their burden reverently on top.
 
   A dark-robed cleric came forward and offered the litany of the blessed. Beck barely heard the words. At the conclusion of the prayer, a Saber handed Kiernan a lit torch and she approached the pyre. Her features were stoic as she lowered the flame to the structure. Designed to engulf quickly, it took seconds only to hear the first sounds of crackling wood. Kiernan backed away and Beck put an arm around her waist and pulled her close. As the thick smoke drifted upward to the skies, Beck imagined it was Maximus’s spirit taking flight. 
 
   One by one, the nobles dismounted and knelt before Kiernan one last time to pay their respects before leaving.
 
   But, Beck saw it for what it was. A final show of amity before the fighting begins.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “From everything I’ve been told, Your Grace, your father was alone in his room and Sevant had been standing guard outside as usual when he was attacked. After hearing the screams, a servant rushed to the King’s rooms and came upon the Saber lying in the doorway with his throat cut. Your…your father suffered a similar fate. I’m sorry.”
 
   Kiernan didn’t turn from the window as she listened to Gage Gregaros’s account. “I find it hard to believe that someone managed to get past a Scarlet Saber and then my father. One man killed two blademasters?”
 
   “Sevant was taken by surprise,” Gage stated.
 
   “How do you know this?” Beck asked.
 
   Kiernan turned then as her husband asked the question on her lips. 
 
   “His body was lying facedown with a dirty boot imprint on his back. He was killed from behind and then the assassin walked right over him to get to the King.”
 
   Kiernan began to pace as she mulled over the information. A blazing fire in one of the War Room’s two fireplaces provided light for the first twilight since Earthshine. She had stopped to rub her hands before the flames when subtle motion in one of the shadowed corners caught her attention. She peered into the darkness and feline yellow eyes perched atop a bookcase stared back. 
 
   Natasha. 
 
   Kiernan didn’t have the energy to chase the animal from the room so she let it be. 
 
   But, it made her wonder. Was it only the cat keeping silent watch in this room or were the Dagarmon here also? She would have to speak to Beck about invisible, skulking wizards. 
 
   “Who did it, Gage?” Beck questioned. “You must have a theory.” 
 
   The aging lord shrugged his shoulders. “House Knapp is firmly behind you, and I believe House Hamilton to be as well. Johan might be a blowhard regarding the use of magic, but you can count him an ally. House Stowe does not have the military capability or political clout to stage such a coup. That leaves the Bartletts and the Morningstars.” He paused. “If this is indeed a politically motivated murder.”
 
   “What else could it be?”
 
   “Men murder for many reasons, Your Grace, and not all of them are the obvious.”
 
   Kiernan disagreed. She felt certain that one of the nobles was behind this. She thought about what she knew of Duncan Bartlett and Elinor Morningstar. The Bartletts took over the section of lands around Iserport after Davad Etin died. From all accounts, Duncan was a fair lord and inspired the loyalty of his liegemen. He had the third largest army behind Gregaros and Morningstar, his bannermen numbering around fifteen hundred. 
 
   Elinor Morningstar controlled the lands southwest of Iserport, appointed when Ava Conry was stripped of all lands and title after her failed takeover attempt twenty years ago. 
 
   The two southern nobles depended on each other heavily for trade, and Elinor’s son shared an enthusiastic love of hawking with Lord Bartlett. Could they be working together? Both armies combined could mean trouble if executed properly.
 
   That raised another question. Successful political maneuverings typically required stealth and surprise. Why such a blatant attack? Killing the reigning monarch? Surely, Elinor and Duncan must remember when Etin and Conry tried to steal the Crown. The nobles learned to their detriment and ultimate deaths that the citizens of Iserlohn did not approve of plots and schemes that threatened their livelihood and safety. Although the people would not engage in actual fighting if it came to a power struggle between Houses, they had their own ways of ensuring victory for a favored ruler. Information, food, weapons. All could be supplied—or withheld—as the citizens saw fit. 
 
   Kiernan started when Natasha jumped down from the bookcase and scooted out the door. Bloody cat! 
 
   “Find out what you can before the ceremony tomorrow,” she told Gage. “I would like to know the owner of the sword to expect at my back.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 10
 
    Swords
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Grace Hall, the throne room named after Kiernan’s mother, Grace Everard, hummed with nervous energy. By the King’s law, citizens were permitted to witness the ceremonial Request for Swords. According to the royal scribe, a slight, balding fellow by the name of Josef Asher, the last time it happened was seventy-five years ago, and he took great pains to present the records that documented that fact. 
 
   It was just as well that they were here, Kiernan thought. Speculation had been running rampant as to how the King had died and the people wanted answers. Worry lines creased most of the foreheads in the room with fear for the stability of the realm, and Kiernan hoped to ease those fears today. 
 
   She would have the swords of the nobles. 
 
   She would be Queen of Iserlohn. 
 
   Not out of any desire for power, but out of an obligation to the people to protect and serve. By a birthright and an oath that have guided her every thought and action for as long as she could remember. 
 
    Yes, she would try to assuage those fears this day. But, not before creating new ones.
 
   Nobles mingled in the center of the hall, while the citizens filed in and stood around the perimeter, scrambling for a position that would allow them a good view of the raised dais. 
 
   Kiernan watched it all as Johan Hamilton stood across from her droning on about the needs of his lands. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the dark-haired Mila Stowe hurrying on a direct path toward Beck.
 
   What is that bloody woman up to? If Kiernan’s feminine instincts were correct, the young noble was in love with her husband. The subtle gestures, the constant attempts at whispered conversation. Of course, Kiernan knew Beck would never take advantage of that fact, but it still would not do to have the girl running around thinking she had a chance. It would be best for Kiernan to confront her sooner than later. The rumor that Mila and her son, Kellan, were together Kiernan dismissed as just that—rumor. 
 
   “As I was saying, Your Grace, we need more grain from Bartlett if we are to keep the flocks in good health. The fat bastard has no problem asking for the wool, but when—”
 
    “If you will excuse me, Lord Hamilton,” Kiernan interrupted. “I must speak to my husband.” She left the flummoxed lord behind and arrived at Beck’s side just as Lady Stowe placed a hand on his arm and he leaned down to hear her words. 
 
   Lady Stowe jumped back as though burned when she caught sight of Kiernan. “Your Grace.” She nodded politely, cheeks aflame.
 
   “We should take our seats,” Kiernan told Beck without acknowledging the noble. Petty, perhaps, but necessary for the girl’s sake. At least that’s what she told herself as she walked away on Beck’s arm. 
 
   When the Court members noticed Beck and Kiernan walking to their chairs on the dais, they hastened to their seats as well.
 
   “Must they be here?” Lord Hamilton growled as he walked up the wide platform steps, jerking his long chin toward the two Dagarmon standing at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   “You may not like what they represent, Johan, but you would be the first to crouch behind them in a fight,” Duncan Bartlett taunted with a laugh.
 
   “The tip of a sword is all I need stand behind,” the old man declared with more bravado than Kiernan knew he actually possessed. 
 
   Kiernan signaled to the guards in the back of the room, and they moved to seal the doors. A slight scuffle broke out as several people tried to push their way in before the doors could be properly closed, but it was quickly subdued.
 
   Master Asher, the royal scribe, lifted the sides of his robes and rushed up the aisle to take his position at a desk near the front to record her words for dissemination throughout the land.
 
   As soon as he sat, the room fell silent. 
 
   Slowly, Kiernan rose to her feet, walked to the edge of the dais and looked out at all the faces of her people. The adoration in their eyes could not be denied and sudden emotion overwhelmed her. They loved her just as much as she loved them. It had not always been that way, or at least she wasn’t sure at one time how they felt about her, but today, at this moment, she knew. It took her a moment to clear away the raw burn lodged in her throat. 
 
   “My fellow citizens, it is with a heavy heart that I stand before you now. Iserlohn lost a great King yesterday, and I lost a great father.” Soft murmurs of agreement spread through the crowd. 
 
   “My father taught me early on in life about the importance of resiliency in the face of adversity and I heed that lesson today. I can tell you without hesitation that House Everard stands firm before you.” A cheer rang up from the citizens around the perimeter. “In a few moments, the noblemen and noblewomen of this land will expect me to ask them for their swords, but I will not do so.” Shocked gasps and horrified sputters of disbelief built to a low tremble. Kiernan calmly waited until a hushed silence descended once again. “No, I will not ask for their swords,” she repeated and thrust a fist in the air. “I will demand them!” 
 
   The crowd went wild at the boldness of her statement. 
 
   “Why do I demand? Because our King was murdered, that’s why!” Although the speculation had been there, to hear Kiernan say it out loud caused a few outraged shrieks—some from the nobles behind her. 
 
   “Yes, murdered,” she said softly. “For no other reason than greed and envy. Someone wanted what he possessed and killed him for it. I tell you now that Iserlohn must stand firm and whole in the wake of this tragic event lest others believe that murder is an acceptable means to an end.” 
 
   Roaring applause resounded throughout the hall, this time from all sections of the room.
 
   Kiernan turned around to face her father’s vassals. “It is time. Please take your places.”
 
   Beck came to stand next to her while the lords and ladies of the Court walked down from the dais and stood in a single line before her. She wasn’t surprised to see Gage Gregaros at the front. 
 
   “Gage of House Gregaros,” she said loudly, “on this day and in front of these witnesses, I demand your sword and your allegiance to House Everard. What say you?”
 
   Gage stepped forward and knelt with his sword held out in front of him parallel to the ground. “By my oath, my sword is yours to command, Your Grace.”      
 
   Kiernan nodded and Gage stepped to the side.
 
   Lady Mila Stowe came next.
 
   “Mila of House Stowe, on this day and in front of these witnesses, I demand your sword and your allegiance to House Everard. What say you?” 
 
   Not surprisingly, the young noble knelt and gave her oath as did Lady Lillian Knapp and Lord Johan Hamilton. 
 
   When Lord Duncan Bartlett approached, Kiernan couldn’t help but notice that his sword remained firmly sheathed in the scabbard at his hip.  
 
   Kiernan narrowed her gaze. “Duncan of House Bartlett, on this day and in front of these witnesses, I demand your sword and your allegiance to House Everard. What say you?” 
 
   He paused and all in the room waited for his response. 
 
   “Lord Bartlett?” Kiernan prompted.
 
   “Your Grace, I would like to enquire of Master Asher if it is permitted to have additional time to swear the oath.”
 
   The crowd murmured angrily. 
 
   “I mean no disrespect,” Duncan said, “but matters have moved rather quickly. I arrived in Nysa only a few days ago for a meeting of the Court and this morning find myself attending the funeral of the King. I simply wish more time for members of House Bartlett to arrive in Nysa for the crowning of a new monarch.” 
 
   Smooth, Duncan. Are you really stalling in order for your army to arrive? 
 
   Kiernan glanced at the scribe, who was furiously flipping through the pages of a large tome on his desk. All was quiet as he researched the answer. Kiernan noticed him wipe his brow several times under the scrutiny before finally standing. “Yes, yes, here it is,” he said, pointing his finger down at a passage in the book. “Vassals of a deceased monarch have three days to swear allegiance to the ruling heir or…or to make their own bid for the throne.” 
 
   The crowd erupted once again. 
 
   Kiernan kept her composure, quieting the crowd with raised arms. 
 
   “Lady Morningstar?” She let the question hang in the air, not bothering to recite the formal words.
 
   Elinor nodded. “I, too, will delay taking the oath, Your Grace.”
 
   “Very well, Lord Bartlett, Lady Morningstar, your requests for delay have been granted. We will meet back here in three days’ time.” She leaned forward and whispered so that only the two nobles could hear. “And, mark my words. I will have your swords then.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 11
 
    Dark Shadows
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   The darkness descended out of nowhere and Kiernan realized she had been out on her ride longer than she intended. Chirping birds, buzzing insects, croaking frogs—all the ambient sounds of the Grayan Forest—had lulled her racing thoughts into a welcome calm and she had lost all track of time. Now, though, gray shadows crept closer to the path she rode and whispered cloyingly through the branches overhead. The creatures had all gone quiet, and a sudden sense of unease formed in her chest. 
 
   She turned Bluebell around and kicked her into a trot, anxious now to return to the city. 
 
   Up ahead, she noticed a fallen log on the path that had not been there previously. She looked at it curiously and prepared to go around. That was when the first silhouette took shape in between the trees on the right. Whether animal or human, she couldn’t tell, but it began to keep pace with her, slithering effortlessly through the dense forest. A hint of motion at the corner of her left eye swung her head the other way and another figure appeared. Then, another. 
 
   A surge of adrenaline shot straight to her heart. “Git!” She slapped Bluebell’s rump with her hand, startling the mare into a frightened jump over the log and then into a panicked run. Shoulder blades itching in dread of an assassin’s arrow, Kiernan slumped low in the saddle, silently urging the horse faster.
 
   In her terror, she inadvertently guided the horse too close to the edge of the woods and cried out when a low-hanging limb struck her shoulder and almost knocked her to the ground. Bluebell started to slow, but Kiernan scrambled back into the saddle and slapped the reins. Go, Bluebell, go! 
 
   Her thoughts only on escape, she flew forward on the dim path. The trees on either side flew by in a hazy smear. When another branch clipped her arm, she decided to give Bluebell her head, hoping the mare could see the trail better than she could. 
 
   It worked. 
 
   Within moments, a faint light appeared and the shadows gave way to the moonlit grassy plains outside of Nysa. Dirt flying from the horse’s hooves, she burst from the forest at a treacherous sprint. 
 
   The bright fires of the marketplace glittered in the distance and she raced for them. She tossed a quick glance over her shoulder and saw no signs of pursuit, but she was too frightened now to slow. It wasn’t until she reached the first of the merchant stalls that she finally sat up in the saddle and reined in the winded mare.  
 
   A heavy sigh slipped from her lips, but her heart still thudded uncontrollably. She raised the hood of her cloak and disappeared into the throng of shoppers, winding her way along the rutted lanes that separated the booths. 
 
   In the familiar clamor of the marketplace and with the slowing of her heart, she had to wonder if she had imagined the shadows. Had her exhausted state from both the funeral and the swords ceremony twisted the innocuous into something more sinister? Had she grown so used to monsters in every corner? Or could it simply have been her Dagarmon guard trailing her?
 
   By the time she arrived at the city gates, she had convinced herself that her life had never really been in danger. A chuckle with Beck and a good night’s rest is all I need to put this frightening experience behind me. 
 
   The gates were closed now, so she led Bluebell to the arched side door and presented herself to the guard. After declining an escort, she made her way through the deserted streets and skirted the palace courtyard for the royal stables. 
 
   Bluebell whinnied at sight of the building. Flickering lamplight illuminated a small patch of ground just outside of the stables, but the dark interior caused Kiernan to hesitate. She listened intently for any sounds of movement before lifting a leg over Bluebell’s head and jumping down. 
 
   She reached for the saddle, but froze at an odd shuffling sound. She spun the dagger at her hip into her hand and twisted around. A mindshifted thought sprang to her tongue. 
 
   A bent figure rushed toward her. 
 
   “Your Grace! I’ve been waiting for you ever since you rode out hours ago!” An elderly groom in a scarlet coat hurried to take the reins of Bluebell. 
 
   Kiernan released her shifting and forced a smile to her face. “Thank you, Therman. I…I apologize that you had to wait so long.”
 
   “Oh, no trouble at all.” 
 
   She drew a hand down Bluebell’s nose. “Take good care of her for me. I’ve been running her hard.” 
 
   “Of course, Your Grace,” he told her with a wink. “I’m glad you’re back safely.”
 
   Leaving the groom to his work, Kiernan headed to the servants’ entrance at the rear of the palace, her mind whirling with all that needed to be done, starting with sending notice to the other lands of her father’s death. She also wanted to talk to Captain Bo Franck about sending scouts south to determine if Duncan Bartlett or Elinor Morningstar had bannermen on the move. She hoped it wouldn’t come down to armed conflict, but if her hand was forced, she would fight. She couldn’t allow murderers to secure the Crown.  
 
   The palace lights beckoned to her with the promise of succor and she sighed wishing she had taken Beck up on his offer to ride with her. But, after the aborted ceremony and running the beautiful Lady Stowe off her husband a second time, she needed the time alone. 
 
   From the darkened alcove of the castle wall, a Scarlet Saber peeled away from the shadows and came toward her. She lifted a hand in greeting, but then pulled up short. The tunic is off. No, not a tunic at all, but a plain black cloak. 
 
   The figure raised an arm and a flash of metal glinted off the moonlight, revealing the blade in his hand. A grunt issued forth as he whipped the weapon directly at her. Her breath caught in her throat as the knife meant to take her life stopped less than an inch from her face and hovered in the air. 
 
   A Dagarmon slid out of the shadows and stood in front of her. He flicked his wrist and the dagger fell to the cobblestone path with a metallic clink. His eyes never left the assassin as he said quietly, “I’m not sure how, but he is a Mage, Your Grace.” The tattooed Dagarmon snorted. “A new Mage who is still more comfortable using weaponry than sorcery.”  
 
   The assassin ignored the taunt and rushed forward, mumbling a spell this time. 
 
   The Dagarmon pushed Kiernan to the ground and threw up his hands to issue a counterspell. The two Mages managed to avoid each other’s deadly sorcery and crashed together in a blur of black cloaks, hands and knives. 
 
   Kiernan scrambled to her feet and watched the violent struggle helplessly. There was nothing she could do with the two men entangled so closely.
 
   The fight ended mere seconds later.
 
   Both were down, one on top of the other.
 
   The man on the bottom pushed the other off and the body rolled listlessly over on his back, blood seeping through the shirt on his chest. 
 
   The Dagarmon.
 
   Kiernan looked down in horror at the tattooed face, slack now in death, realizing she never even knew her protector’s name. 
 
   Slowly, she backed away as the killer rose to his feet. She unlaced her cloak and let it fall to the ground. Her dagger had already found its way into her hand, but the meager weapon felt woefully inadequate against a Mage. 
 
   He rushed her then, closing the distance between them.  
 
   I can’t let him get his hands on me! She held her dagger out in front of her and mindshifted. Stop! 
 
   The thought slammed into the Mage with all the strength of her pureblood power at the same time he grabbed her head and unleashed the killing curse with a furious roar, “Morbendi!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beck’s eyes popped open and he jerked awake sending the Protetor to the floor with a hollow thud. Disorientation gripped him until he realized that he must have fallen asleep reading the Mage handbook. 
 
   Some days he wondered if he would ever finish the bloody thing. He had owned the book for over twenty years and still hadn’t read all that it contained. He discovered quite by accident that tapping on certain words brought up entire new sections of related content. 
 
   With a yawn, he turned to the side surprised to see that Kiernan was not in bed. Darkened skies told him that she should have been back by now. Knowing her, she’s down in the War Room discussing accession strategy with the captains. Although the day’s events had been distressing for her, he felt confident that his wife would prevail. He actually felt a stab of pity for the idiot nobles who thought to challenge her.  
 
   Beck threw aside the blanket, stood from the bed and went to the door to his chambers. A Scarlet Saber stood just outside. “Find the Princess for me. She’ll either be in the War Room or the stables.”
 
   The Scarlet Saber nodded and hurried away.    
 
   Beck closed the door and went back into the bedroom. He picked the Protetor off the floor and sat on the edge of the bed. What had I been looking for, anyway? Ah, yes, that fish experimentation of Gil’s still bothered him and he wanted to know how the Mage accomplished the spell so he would be able to spot further tests in the future. 
 
   His eyebrows twitched mischievously. Maybe he should also research truth serums so he could find out who killed Maximus. He snorted and quickly dismissed the idea. A fine line separated what the people of Massa would and would not accept from sorcery, and Beck often felt like a tightrope walker as he negotiated the razor’s edge of all that was possible. 
 
   Yawning once again, he lay back on the bed and closed his eyes. 
 
   All of a sudden, the mattress sank beneath the weight of something that had leapt onto the bed and then onto his chest. He opened his eyes and hissed in shock at the black feline sitting atop him. Yellow eyes narrowed to slits stared back at him from a sleek, whiskered face, tail swishing lazily against his body. 
 
   Beck sat up, embarrassed at his frightened reaction and the animal jumped to the floor.
 
   The air shimmered and the black cat shifted into human form. A very naked human form. 
 
   Beck paled at the sight. “Good Highworld, woman, put some clothes on!”
 
   “I am a bodyshifter, Your Grace,” the woman said matter-of-factly. “I cannot very well carry clothes on my back.”
 
   “There’s a robe over there!” Beck yelled, waving his hand in the general direction of a chair, his eyes quite forcefully averted. 
 
   He stood from the bed and thrust his arms into a shirt. When he felt enough time had passed, he turned. Lady Mila Stowe stood before him wrapped in his robe. If Kiernan enters this room right now, I may never survive the night. Unfortunately, he needed answers that only Mila could provide. “Well? Were you there when it happened?” he questioned, getting right to the point.
 
   Her midnight-blue eyes held remorse. “Yes, but it happened so fast, Your Grace, there was nothing I could do. The assassin killed Sevant Kree and attacked the King before I even knew he was in the room.”
 
   “That is what I don’t understand. How did he manage to get by Sevant?”
 
   “The King’s assassin was a sorcerer.”
 
   Beck felt the blood rush to his head. “A sorcerer? You must be mistaken.”
 
   “I saw him.”
 
   “A Mage who can kill an innocent simply does not exist.”
 
   “Um…does the Mage War ring a bell, Your Grace? How about the Demon War?”
 
   He shook his head. “Back then, yes, but not now!”
 
   “Now, too. It was a Mage, Your Grace.”
 
   “Why didn’t you come to me sooner with this?”
 
   She threw her hands in the air. “Because of your wife! I tried, but she wouldn’t let me within sight of you!”
 
   Beck speared a hand through his hair. She was right. He didn’t think much of it at the time, but Kiernan did seem to always be there to interrupt whenever Mila tried to talk to him. “What you’re telling me is impossible, Mila. The Dagarmon cannot kill innocent people.”
 
   “I don’t think it was a Dagarmon.”
 
   “Now, you’re confusing me even more.” 
 
   “Are all the Dagarmon tattooed?” 
 
   He nodded. “Yes. Without exception.”
 
   “The killer wasn’t.” 
 
   “Then, he wasn’t Mage. Only the Dagarmon are Mage.”
 
   “I heard him cast a spell!”
 
   “What did he say?”
 
   “Div…diverge or something like that.”
 
   “Divergia?”
 
   “Yes, that’s it.”
 
   Try as he might, Beck couldn’t make sense of anything Mila was telling him. He rubbed his jaw. “Then what?”
 
   “I was in animal form, but I shifted as soon as I knew what he was and killed him before he could get away.”
 
   “I need to see the body,” he said in excitement, moving toward the door. “Take me to him.” 
 
   “I can’t.” At his questioning look, she said, “It disappeared. After I killed him, I went to retrieve one of my soldiers to help dispose of the body and when we got back, it was gone.”  
 
   Beck scratched his head. “So a wizard, who can’t possibly exist, is killed and then another—an accomplice?—retrieves his body? Impossible.”
 
   “You keep saying that, but you must have felt something strange was going on when you asked me to guard the King for you.”
 
   Yes, he had. Several weeks ago Diamond’s stone had gone silent and the last time that happened, Avalon Ravener had used sorcery to blind the Divination sorceress’s sight. He had been on edge ever since. Looks like now he had every reason to be.  
 
   “I don’t understand,” Mila continued. “Why would a Mage want to assassinate the King? To what purpose?”
 
   Good question. Only Beck had more of those than he did answers.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 12
 
    Stolen Memories
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Kiernan squeezed her eyes shut and moaned at the sharp pain stabbing behind her ears. Nausea crept up her throat. A heavy weight pushed down on her chest, making it difficult to breathe. She tried to roll over, but found she couldn’t move. Her eyes slit open to find a man she didn’t recognize lying on top of her.
 
   “Get off!” She shoved and kicked until the man fell to the side on his back. A dagger stuck up from the middle of his chest. 
 
   She scrambled back from the dead man and expelled the contents of her stomach. For long moments, she vomited as the pain in her head worsened. When she had nothing left, she collapsed to the ground and curled up into a ball on her side. 
 
   Bajan! I need you!   
 
   No answer.
 
   Bajan!
 
   A visceral urge to flee coursed through her and she struggled to stand. The unmistakable outline of her father’s palace rose out of the dark in front of her. Nysa? I’m in Nysa? How is that possible? How did I get here from Pyraan? She eyed the dead man on the ground. Did I kill him? It was then that she noticed another body facedown on the path a few feet away. 
 
   The urge to flee turned to compulsion and she didn’t fight it. She ran. A mindless sprint that took her back toward the royal stables and then to the front of the palace. Her father wouldn’t be pleased to see her free of her exile, of that she was certain. Not when he was the one who sent her there kicking and screaming in the first place.  
 
   Realizing that there would be Scarlet Sabers in the courtyard, she slowed her pace to avoid drawing any suspicion her way and entered Dannery Row. She cursed the fact that she didn’t have a cloak to hide her face, but to her surprise, she didn’t need it. The city was deserted. 
 
   Shops were locked up tight. Windows were dark. An eerie chill at the silence tingled at the base of her spine. Then, she noticed the black mourning shrouds that covered most of the merchant’s district. That’s why. An important death. But, who?
 
   An old man huddled in the corner of the doorway of a cutlery shop made clicking noises with his tongue and lifted a bottle in her direction. She ignored him and picked up her pace, determined to make it to the gates and disappear into the marketplace beyond. 
 
   Bajan!
 
   Where is he? Her protector had never been more than a thought away. 
 
   Why can’t I remember anything? Think! Her last solid memories involved her life at the Parsis dormitory, taking classes at the academy and feeling excitement for the upcoming Homage Festival. 
 
   So, how did I get back to Nysa? Who are these dead men? Kidnappers who thought to ransom her off to her father? Assassins for a rival House? Did she manage to kill them somehow before they could see their plans through? The throbbing pain in her head suggested that she had been involved in some altercation with them. 
 
   It was the oddest feeling, but even though she couldn’t remember anything since the festival, it felt to her as though many intervening years had passed between then and now. Her body felt older and she had this sense that a myriad of memories and experiences hovered just out of reach, although how many she didn’t know. 
 
   What she did know was that, according to Massan law, she couldn’t be here in Iserlohn. I’ll just have to travel north back to the safety of Pyraan. She had friends there. Good friends. Beck Atlan, Airron Falewir and Rogan Radek. Shifters just like her. And, they would be able to tell her what in the Netherworld was going on. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Mila’s assertion that Maximus’s killer had been a Mage gave Beck much to think about and he gently tried to prod the woman toward the door with claims of urgent business. 
 
   She seemed not to hear. Instead, she causally strolled around the bedroom trailing a finger along the top of his dresser. “Have you heard from Kellan, Your Grace?”
 
   Ah, so that’s the reason for her reluctance to leave. Before Kellan left for Torg, he confided in Beck the depth of his feelings toward the young noble, and it appeared she felt the same. He shook his head. “No. I won’t hear from Kellan or Kane for weeks yet.”
 
   “I’m not sure how I feel about him becoming a Mage,” she confessed.
 
   “Why?” he asked, genuinely curious despite his need to get this girl out of his room before his wife returned.
 
   She shrugged. “Your Order of Mages is a brotherhood. From the little I know of the Dagarmon, their commitment appears all-consuming. Honestly, I…I don’t want to share that much of him.”
 
    “I don’t think you need worry about that.”
 
   Her dark blue eyes opened wide. “No? Did he…?”
 
   “It’s not my place to discuss my son’s feelings, but I think it is safe to say that he thinks very highly of you.”
 
   Her cheeks blossomed with color showing her young age, but Beck knew that Mila Stowe could also be hard when required. She controlled lands and armies and by all accounts, she did both quite capably. 
 
   “Well, Mage or no, Your Grace, I can tell you right now that he will not be tattooing his face!”
 
   Beck’s laugh died in his throat as the door to his chambers slammed open. I’m a dead man, he thought. 
 
   “First Mage!”
 
   His initial relief that it wasn’t Kiernan turned to a ribbon of fear when he recognized the voice. Dax Rennar, one of the Dagarmon who traveled to Nysa with him, would never storm into his rooms without knocking. Not unless something was terribly wrong. Beck hurried from the bedroom to find Dax breathing hard as though he had been running. “Dax?”
 
   “I found Gidon on the trail from the stables. He’s dead.”
 
   Mila poked her head out of the bedroom. “Who’s Gidon?”
 
   The ribbon swelled into a swath of terror. He could barely spit out the answer to her question. “My wife’s guard.” 
 
   Two Scarlet Sabers that had been out in the corridor rushed in and the look of shock in their eyes at the sight of Mila in his robe was hard to miss, but he could not have cared less at the moment. He ran into his bedroom and found Kiernan’s hairbrush. He carefully extracted a strand of hair and headed out onto the balcony. Cradling the hair in the palms of both hands, he cast out with a seeking spell. “Locusi.”
 
   The magic whispered out into the night scouring and searching. It wasn’t a far-ranging spell, but it would at least tell him if Kiernan was nearby. The enchantment wafted through the palace, the stables, and the courtyard beyond. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   He turned back into the room to address the Sabers. “Get Captain Cresson on this now! I want every available Saber searching Nysa for the Princess! And, bodyshifters! The best trackers we have in the army!”
 
   The Scarlet Sabers ducked back out through the open door. A black cat, tail swaying in the air, followed them out. Beck shook his head. Why couldn’t she have done that before the soldiers arrived? He picked up the robe lying in a heap on the floor and tossed it on a chair.
 
   “First Mage, that’s not all,” Dax said. “There was another man lying on the ground several feet from Gidon. It may be his killer.” He paused. “But, Gidon, didn’t kill him…your wife did.” He held Kiernan’s dagger in his hands. “I pulled this from his chest.” 
 
   Beck exhaled in relief. She’s alive. I know it. “Take me to him.”
 
   Dax nodded and led the way through the palace and down the stairs to the servants’ quarters. All of the doors along the corridor were closed as expected. The King’s staff was in mourning and would be for many days. 
 
   At the end of the hallway, Dax pushed his way out of the heavy iron door. A Scarlet Saber snapped to attention, but Beck waved him down as he followed the Dagarmon. 
 
   A few paces along the trail that connected the palace and the stables, Beck grimaced at the sight of Gidon lying on his back. He immediately knelt to check for signs of life, but it was obvious by the amount of blood that pooled under his body that he was dead.
 
   “You said there were two bodies.” Beck looked up to see Dax spinning in a circle, scanning the area. 
 
   “He was right here! Only moments ago!”
 
   Beck straightened. Another missing body and another accomplice? Did he take Kiernan as well?  
 
   “I want the gates secured, Dax. By you personally. You will know what to look for.” He thought about Airron’s mouse form. “I don’t want anyone or anything, no matter how small, getting through those gates until Kiernan is found.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 13
 
    Escape
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Kiernan leaned to the side and furtively fingered the cloak that had been left on the bench next to her. The owner—one of the few people out on this strange evening—seemed far more interested in the man pressing her up against a tree. When the woman’s throaty laugh was abruptly swallowed by his kiss, Kiernan picked up the garment and walked away. She swept the cloak over her shoulders and raised the hood just in time to avoid the first drops of rain that fell from the night sky. 
 
   Droplets shimmered in the pockets of lamplight spaced along the empty road. Loneliness crashed down on her, hollowing out her chest. Inexplicably, a portion of her life had been lost to her, and what little she did remember was as out of reach as the rest. 
 
   She glanced forlornly at the palace behind her. Her father, the only family she had left, was so close yet she couldn’t go to him. If he had been heartless enough to exile her as a child, he would have no use for the woman she had become. 
 
   Inside her tumultuous thoughts, another face leapt to her mind. 
 
   A young earthshifter with pale blue eyes. 
 
   A boy by the name of Beck Atlan.
 
   When last she saw him, he had been consumed with excitement to join the Pyraan Northwatch Legion and march off with noble thoughts of defending the realm. That boy was so idealistic! So altruistic! She had never met anyone like him. She had been falling in love with him the last time she had seen him and suspected he felt the same, although the big lummox never admitted as much to her.  
 
   How many years ago had that been? How big was the missing chunk of her life? Was Beck still living in Pyraan? Airron and Rogan as well? 
 
   Maybe even Bajan? 
 
   Why doesn’t he answer? She batted back a tear, refusing to accept the horrid implication—that he no longer lived. No, she wouldn’t think along those lines. Down that path was a devastation she doubted she could overcome. 
 
   Sentries patrolling the top of the outer wall appeared as ghosts in the night. Their black silhouettes carved out in stark relief against the steel gray sky. Another guard on the ground before the gates halted her with an upraised palm. Instinctively, she pulled her hood closer around her face. “I would like to leave,” she told him with as much authority as she could gather while her mind raced to find a plausible excuse for leaving the city at this hour.
 
   But, he never asked her. To her surprise, he simply nodded and held open the smaller door built into the wall to the left of the enormous gates. That was easy. Too easy. Father would not be pleased. She ducked through before the guard thought to question her and hurried into the dark tunnel that led to the marketplace beyond.  
 
   Here, at last, was noise. 
 
   Merchants roamed the aisles between stalls hawking their wares. People bartered and argued while their children played at their feet. Enticing smells filled the air, making Kiernan wonder when she’d had her last meal. Quite a while if her rumbling stomach was any indication. 
 
   A woman wearing bright rouge on her cheeks beckoned seductively to men from the shadows of her tent. One took her up on her offer and after an exchange of coin, the pair disappeared inside.  
 
   Kiernan frowned and continued along the wide paths that crisscrossed the vast open market. She knew she had a much greater chance of going unrecognized here than in the city itself. Most of the people outside of the walls came from all over Iserlohn to conduct their business without ever stepping foot within the city of Nysa.
 
   Loud shouts, laughter and some groans came from a particularly crowded stall. Curious, Kiernan headed that way. Several spectators stood watching and betting on what appeared to be a contentious game of knife-throwing between two men. The apparent favorite was dark haired and bearded and with arms as thick as an earthshifter. The other was clean shaven with shoulder-length blonde hair. 
 
   The lighter-haired man ignored the goading jeers from the crowd and ran his hands over a collection of knives on a wooden plank in front of him. He finally chose one and bounced it in his palm, gauging its heft. Evidently satisfied with his choice, he turned toward the target—the face of a bull painted on a tree. His face a mask of concentration, he took his time lining up his aim and then flipped the knife toward the target with a hard, quick throw. 
 
   A dull thud sounded as the knife stuck true, directly in the eye of the painted beast. 
 
   The bearded man and most of the crowd moaned and cursed. The winner calmly walked over to a hooded figure who sat off to the side and claimed his purse of coins. Kiernan took the opportunity to reach over to the wooden bar and snatch one of the knives. Prize in hand, she slipped away from the crowd and disappeared back into the market. 
 
   Feeling more at ease that she was armed, all she had to do now was find a way to Pyraan. But, how? No one in Iserlohn would have any reason to travel north unless they were transporting a shifter son or daughter—highly unlikely at this time of night. 
 
   A horse then, she decided.  
 
   The rain started to fall harder. Kiernan searched all the muddy aisles along the path and finally caught sight of a line of horses, snorting and stomping in their pickets. She hurried over and stepped up to a brown mare.
 
   “What are you doing there? Bug off, lad! Those horses are not for sale!” A man with a stick in his hand rushed toward her. 
 
   With a frustrated growl, she took off and made it to the easternmost border of the market without locating any unguarded horses. She pulled her lip through her teeth as she debated what she should do. Up ahead, two wagons filled with merchandise were preparing to pull out onto the southern road, but they couldn’t help her. I need to go north, not south! 
 
   All hesitancy faded from her mind at the sound of the Nysian gates making their onerous journey open. They never open the gates at this hour!
 
   Sudden bright light filled the market and Kiernan spun toward the city wall with wide eyes. Soldiers stood atop the parapet with balls of fire hovering above their palms. Shifted fire! Those are shifters creating that light! She had a few terrified seconds to wonder if Nysa was under attack before a unit of mounted Scarlet Sabers tore out of the gates. They rode in a deliberate pattern up and down the lanes of stalls and tents making it apparent they were searching for something. Or someone. Had her father discovered that she had returned? Could it be possible that her father no longer held power and another House ruled? One that wanted her dead? Even more puzzling, why did the people in the market seem unconcerned that shifted fire was being used openly?
 
   Only, now was not the time to question. 
 
   She turned and sprinted toward the southern-bound wagons. One was already rumbling down the road. The driver of the other was just about to pull himself up onto the bench, and Kiernan grabbed his arm to stop him. He turned to her with a glare. 
 
   It was the man from the knife throwing contest. The blonde-haired man who had won.
 
   “Pardon,” she said breathlessly, but then willed the emotion out of her voice. “I am looking for passage out of Nysa. Would you be kind enough to allow me to ride with you?”
 
   The man leaned back to give her an appraising look. “I’ve no interest in getting involved with some highborn lady out to escape her husband. I’ve enough troubles of my own.”
 
   Kiernan looked down. Although she still wore the stolen cloak, it did not entirely cover the red silk dress she wore underneath. She quickly shook her head. “It’s not like that.”
 
   “Then, tell me why a noble lady would be seeking to leave Nysa in the dead of the night?”
 
   “I just do,” whispered. “Please.” 
 
   The man shook his head and started to pull himself up once again. 
 
   “Wait! I won’t be any trouble. I promise. Please.”
 
   “Demon’s breath.” The man cast a worried look south at the other wagon pulling further ahead. “All right, get in.”
 
   Kiernan ran to the other side and jumped up to the driver’s bench. The man picked up the reins, slapped them against the horse waiting placidly in its harness and the wagon lurched ahead. “Thank you,” she said loudly over the noise. “I…I don’t have any money, but—”
 
   “I don’t want your money,” he told her. “But, I will have payment.”
 
   Kiernan hissed softly. How dare he? If he thinks for one second to take advantage of—
 
   He held his hand out. “I’ll have my knife back.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Rayan held the wood in his hand and drew the knife along the side to whittle away the bark. The knife slipped for the third time in as many minutes and he shook a droplet of blood onto the ground. His clumsy hands just weren’t made for woodwork and that’s all there was to it. He supposed he could use sorcery to create what he hoped would eventually become a Chero smoking pipe, but he refused to use the magic that now burned within his chest like a living thing. A disgusting, vile sentience that hovered in his mind, on his tongue and at his fingertips just aching to be unleashed. The others might find comfort in their newfound power, but he wished it hadn’t been necessary to ever go to that alternate realm. 
 
   But, it had. 
 
   In order to defeat their enemies, they had to meet them on a level field. 
 
   He threw down the wood and the knife and stood wondering how much longer he would have to wait in this spirit-forsaken cavern. How can they all just sit here? he fumed. 
 
   “Relax.”
 
   Zavier said the words softly, but they stole all the warmth from the air causing Rayan to pull his coat tighter around his throat. The sorcerers in the cabal, fourteen strong, claimed not to have a leader, but all knew Zavier filled that role. 
 
   Rayan gave the Mage a sidelong glance. That square face and jaw of his could have been made from granite for all the emotion it showed. And, the eyes were worse. Two spiritless black marbles stuck in his skull as though in afterthought. At first glance some might even suspect that Zavier used a bodyshifted form, but Rayan knew better. The old man had worked for his family ever since Rayan was a child, and those eyes had been haunting him for a very long time. Yet, here they were, years later, joined in an unlikely alliance for a common cause. 
 
   “Easy for you to say, Zavier, but I’ve better things to do than sit around all night. I have duties to attend to.”
 
   “You will stay, lad, until we get news.”
 
   And, that was that. 
 
   Rayan sighed and looked out at the ferocious storm lashing outside. It’s not like I’ll make it home in this weather anyway. He bent to pick up his wood and knife, but dropped them again when one of the Mages stood and shouted, “They’re back!”
 
   Finally.
 
   Those by the cave entrance stepped aside as a man drenched from the rain came into the cavern with a figure draped over his shoulders. The red-haired, freckle-faced young man who went by the name of Perrod set his burden on the ground. 
 
   It was one of their own. 
 
   Dead. 
 
   Rayan couldn’t tell by looking at the Mage how he had died, but the glassy, unseeing eyes clearly said he was dead, and that wasn’t supposed to happen. Not with invincible sorcery at their disposal.  
 
   “How did it happen?” Rayan asked. 
 
   “He died at Kiernan Atlan’s hand.” 
 
   “A mindshifter killed a Mage?”
 
   “I think we can all agree that Kiernan Atlan is not just a mindshifter,” Perrod responded, shaking the rain from his hair. 
 
   “Idiots,” Rayan spat, looking away from Zavier to make it clear he wasn’t addressing him. “The orders were simple. Kill the Kings, kill the Savitars.”
 
   “Not so simple. We all know that.” Perrod paused. “Bron is dead, too. He’s outside. I found his body in the King’s chambers.” At the first shouted outbursts, he raised his hands. “Don’t worry, he killed the King before he died.”
 
   Zavier stood and all went silent. The glare on the block-faced man could stop a heartbeat on a good day, and this wasn’t one of those. “We’ve lost two. Our liege will not be pleased.” Rayan swallowed as Zavier’s dead gaze scanned the chamber. “I will kill the next person who fails at their task. Understand?”
 
   All nodded. Even Rayan. In order to defeat magic, they had to use it. Use it to their advantage in starting a war. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 14
 
    Cael Trathen
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   “We can’t go any further!” the wagon driver screamed over the storm. “The bloody roads are washing out and I can’t lose my goods!”
 
   Flashes of light in the roiling clouds above etched out his intense features as he navigated the treacherous path. They lost track of the other wagon a few leagues back and it surprised her that he had managed to stay on the road this long. Kiernan wiped the rain from her eyes and nodded.    
 
   The man pointed to a cobblestone farmhouse up ahead. Off to the side, away from the house, stood an old barn—one that had doors large enough to drive the wagon through. Kiernan hoped the owners of the farm wouldn’t mind travelers taking refuge on their property. If they could even see them at all through the heavy curtain of rain. 
 
   When the driver guided the horse off the road toward the barn, Kiernan screamed, “I’ll get the doors!” She caught the driver’s look of surprise as she jumped out of the wagon. Her sandaled feet sank into the mud and she grimaced but sloshed ahead toward the barn. The rain lashed at her, cold and biting, drenching her to the bone. She finally stumbled against the doors and pushed up with all her strength on the wooden bar that latched them closed. It gave way, and the doors swung open wide, sending a brood of chickens scurrying in a hail of squawks and feathers. She ran back to grasp the horse’s bridle to lead him inside, but the animal needed no further prompting to get out of the storm and stepped in with a contented huff and shake of his head. 
 
   The driver jumped down and closed the doors shut.
 
   “That’s a good boy,” Kiernan cooed and reached out to pet the horse’s nose. “What is his name?” 
 
   The man raised an eyebrow at her. “You wish to know the name of the horse before the name of the stranger you’re about to spend the night with?”
 
   The confines of the large barn suddenly grew smaller as the man loomed closer. He was taller than she originally thought. His wet shirt clung to his skin, outlining the curve of powerful muscle in his arms and chest. Long, wet hair curled around his face giving him a wild, untamed look. Yet, his words didn’t concern her. She could easily mindshift any untoward advances aside, and she still had the man’s dagger for protection. Although, he had asked for it, she had not yet returned it. “I suppose you make a good point. All right, I will have both.”
 
   Warm brown eyes flashed with amusement. “The horse is Tinker and I am Cael Trathen. And, your name, my lady?”
 
   Kiernan readied the lie she had time to perfect on the ride. “Larkin. Larkin Malley, and I am no lady.”
 
   “Not until your husband arrives with his dueling rapier, that is,” he muttered.
 
   She grinned. “I told you, I am not highborn. I am…I was a simple scullery maid for the royal family.”  
 
   He eyed her dress suspiciously for the second time.
 
    Demon’s breath! “This dress was gifted to me by the royal seamstress for a favor owed. That’s all.” She hated to lie to him, but what other choice did she have? How could she trust Cael Trathen when she couldn’t even trust her own memories?  
 
   He snorted, but didn’t comment. He obviously didn’t believe her, but at least her response ended the questioning. 
 
   She rubbed her hands over her arms and shivered. 
 
   “You better get out of those clothes.” He lifted the tarp on the back of the wagon and handed her a shirt and a pair of trousers. “Put these on. They will be far too large, but at least they’re dry.”
 
   Kiernan accepted the garments gratefully and went into one of the horse stalls to change. Cael was right. The shirt hung down to her knees and the trousers refused to stay on her hips no matter how many times she rolled the fabric. She eyed a piece of rope hanging in the stall and used it to tie around her waist.   
 
   “So, where are you headed, Mistress Malley?” Cael asked.
 
   This was the uncertain part of her plan. Trying to convince him to turn around and go back north. “I really don’t have any family left, so with the loss of my post in the royal kitchens, I thought I would look for work outside of Nysa.” 
 
   “Iserport is probably your best bet if you’re looking for work.” 
 
   Kiernan swept her long hair up into a knot and walked out of the stall. “What about north?” she asked hopefully.
 
   “Northfort?” He shrugged. “I’ve never been there. I’ve only been as far north as the marketplace. Or are you talking about Bardot?”
 
   Northfort? Bardot? She had never heard of either, yet she didn’t want to come right out and ask about her land of exile either. “Well, where are you going?”
 
   He unfolded a blanket and laid it on the ground. “Lewstin. A small town just north of the Illian.”  
 
   She dug through her fractured mind for the names of towns and cities in Iserlohn. “I’m not familiar with Lewstin.”
 
   His expression darkened. “We don’t get many visitors.” 
 
   “What do you do there?”
 
   He hesitated. “It’s a mining town.”
 
   So, he has secrets of his own.
 
   He studied her face. “You really have no idea where you’re going, do you?”
 
   She slumped down on the blanket. “Not exactly.”
 
   “What are you running from, Mistress Malley?” he asked, joining her. 
 
   Thinking of Beck, she said, “I think I’m running to something only I don’t know where that something is at the moment.” 
 
   He mumbled something about bloody nobles under his breath. “I suppose you can travel with me as far as Janis. From there you should be able to find a caravan to Iserport.” 
 
   She didn’t answer him, having no answer to give. They sat in silence for a moment before she asked if he had a mirror. 
 
   Cael looked confused at her request, but stood and rummaged in the wagon once again. He came back with a small mirror and handed it to her. 
 
   Kiernan took it and glanced at the image staring back at her. She wasn’t surprised at the years she saw in her face. It was hard to explain, but even though she couldn’t remember her life since Pyraan, she knew it existed. 
 
   Tears threatened again, but she willed them away. What she saw convinced her that there was no sense going north. No sense chasing a blue-eyed boy whom she may not have seen in over twenty years. 
 
   She also had no desire to confront her father right now, especially after what had happened to her in Nysa. She found it hard to believe that her father would ever order her harmed, but she also knew how assiduously he held to the order of the law—family be damned. Until she knew more, it was probably wise to put a few days and several leagues between her and her missing memories. Maybe time away would even help recover them. Or maybe not. At least with Cael, she didn’t feel so alone. Mind made up, she said, “I will go with you to Lewstin.”
 
   His face darkened further. “You don’t want to do that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “People don’t come to live in Lewstin, Mistress Malley. They plot to escape.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beck pinched the bridge of his nose as the arguments continued. It was now dawn and he hadn’t slept a wink.  
 
   “We must ascend a monarch immediately!” Duncan Bartlett blustered, his jowls heaving with every word.
 
   Gage Gregaros shook his gray head. “Just yesterday you requested an extension for your oath and today the crowning must happen straight away? When the ruling heir is conveniently missing?”
 
   Elinor Morningstar sat forward and, not surprisingly, took up Lord Bartlett’s position. “Duncan is right. We need stabilization now. The…rumors,” she said with a sidelong glare at Mila, “are creating disturbances.” 
 
   Beck sighed. It was true. In a few short hours, the gossip on everyone’s tongue alleged that Mila Stowe had been discovered in his chambers dressed in a robe and Kiernan found out and left him for it. Poor Mila suffered the brunt of the disapproval and couldn’t walk outside without a shouted reprimand hurled her way. Even now, she slouched in her chair, quiet. 
 
   Beck nodded in response to a servant’s offer of tea, inwardly cursing the storm outside. After finding Gidon’s body, he rushed out into the city to cast another seeking spell, and his heart soared when it detected her presence. But, by the time he penetrated further into the crowded marketplace, she was gone. The bodyshifters tracked her to the southern end of the market and then lost her scent. 
 
   At least he now had proof that she was alive. 
 
   First, he had to deal this mess. 
 
   He cleared his throat. The arguing stopped and all eyes swept his way. He was not the ruling heir, but for the next three days, he was still Prince of the land and he had the final word on this matter. Elinor and Duncan’s request for an extension had been the best thing that could have happened. “Another monarch will not be raised until Kiernan is back home.” 
 
   “But, the rumors—”     
 
   He slapped his hand on the table. “Do you think I give a demon’s last breath about ridiculous rumors when my wife—your Princess—is missing?”
 
   “Nothing is able to crumble a nation as fast or as completely as a rumor.” It was Johan Hamilton that recited the well-known quote by Galen Starr.   
 
   Beck gave Johan a humorless smile and leaned in close. “Oh, I could probably come up with something just as effective.”
 
   Johan lifted one corner of his mouth, clearly not amused. 
 
   A Saber slipped into the room and strode to Beck’s chair. “They’re here.”
 
   “You will have to excuse me,” Beck said, standing to signal an end to the meeting. 
 
   Duncan Bartlett scraped his chair back and heaved his bulk upward. “You have three days, Prince, with or without your wife.”
 
   Cold fury seeped into Beck, curling around his lungs, cutting off his breath. “Is that a threat, Lord Bartlett?”
 
   “Let’s not sidestep the issue any longer,” Bartlett said, smoothly. “I will make a bid for the throne against House Everard.”
 
   Lady Knapp hissed through her teeth. Everyone else in the room fell into a stunned silence. Even Elinor. 
 
   “You would condemn the lives of good men for your petty ambitions?” Beck asked in disgust.
 
   “Men die for less noble reasons every day, Your Grace.”
 
   In that moment, Beck realized why Kiernan fought so hard to retain the Crown. She did it to keep bastards like Bartlett from power. “Lord Bartlett, unless you want the stone of this castle to serve as the foundation for your crypt, I suggest you leave. Now!” 
 
   At last, the arrogance faded from his features and he licked his fat lips and moved toward the doors. The rest of the Court followed quickly behind.
 
   Beck sighed and dragged his fingers through his hair. Where are you, Kiernan? I wouldn’t be here fighting this arduous fight if not for much I know it means to you. I’ll do what I can to save your realm, but I won’t stay idle for long. I can only promise so much. 
 
   After the last Court member left, two others filed into the hall. Gil Jordin in the short black cloak of the Order, and the sorceress, Diamond, wearing a white floor-length dress, her long pale hair hanging straight down her back. 
 
   At sight of the magic users, optimism washed over Beck. If anyone could help him find his wife, it would be this pair.
 
   He didn’t bother to offer seats or drink. This was too important. “Gil, a witness to King Maximus’s death claims he was killed by a Mage.”
 
   The bald man furiously shook his head. “No. Never.”
 
   “The witness claims the man used a spell.”
 
   Gil hesitated, his brow furrowed in thought. Finally, he shrugged. “The assassin may have overheard the spell from one of the Dagarmon and used the word to throw everyone off. To frame the Order, perhaps?”
 
   “It’s possible. The only suggestion I’ve heard that makes sense, anyway. Diamond? What do you know? What does your stone tell you?”
 
   The scowl on her face was answer enough. “Although Sapphire removed the spell on my Divination stone, it may as well still be clouded for all the clarity my last reading provided. All roads lead to Nysa is the phrase I keep seeing and it’s accompanied by a terrifying portent that I can only describe as a tornado of black seething clouds swarming this way.”
 
   All roads lead to Nysa? As far as Beck was concerned, all roads to his wife led away from Nysa.
 
   “Thank you, Diamond. Gil, I want the entire Order working on a longer-range seeking spell. Kiernan is no longer in Nysa and I need to know where she went.”
 
   Gil bowed his head. “As you wish.” 
 
   Beck turned back to Diamond. “Are there any other sorceresses practicing spell casting? One of the Gems would have more experience in this area and may be able to assist Gil.”
 
   Diamond smiled. “The Gems may have disbanded many years ago, but most sorceresses never truly give up working their stones. I’ll ask around and send any I find to Master Jordin.” The tone in her voice held a hint of hesitation and Beck suspected she wished to say more.
 
   “Speak your mind, Diamond,” he prompted.
 
   She reached out and grabbed both of his hands in hers. “I love Kiernan and want her back as much as you do, you know that. But…”
 
   “But…?”
 
   “We can’t ignore this threat, Beck. A momentous event will happen in Nysa.” She let go of his hands and visibly shivered. “I can feel it hanging there over our collective heads.”
 
   “Maybe what you’ve seen has already happened with the death of the King.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, it’s a future event. Of that, I’m certain.”
 
   “Duncan Bartlett has announced his intention to start an accession war. Could it be that?”
 
   Her slim shoulders lifted in a shrug. “It could be.”
 
   “This is important, Diamond. I have to find her. At any cost.” And, he meant it. He would do whatever it took to bring his wife back home and if the people of Nysa did not like his methods, so be it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 15
 
    Ethics
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   The chambered hallway two stories below the servants’ quarters saw little use. Few people knew of the existence of this underground level and that is precisely why Beck chose it. 
 
   Seeping stone walls lined either side of the musty, winding corridor. At some sections, enough water trickled through to pool on the ground in small puddles.
 
   Beck’s cloak billowed out behind him as he strode forward with a lighted torch gripped in one hand. He clenched his jaw in determination. For this, he was not the Prince of Iserlohn. He was Mage. And, that razor’s edge could be damned.
 
   The arched door he sought came into view and he thrust his hand out in front of him. “Operio!”
 
   The door crashed open and he ducked through. 
 
   Heat crushed down on him in the stagnant, tiny room, stealing his breath. His two prisoners sat tied to wooden chairs. Their eyes widened above their gags when they saw him. The woman made small whimpering noises, but the man remained resolutely silent.
 
   Beck gestured. “Remove their gags.”
 
   A hooded Dax stepped out of the shadows of the corner of the room and untied the gag around Elinor Morningstar first. 
 
   “How dare you?” she cried as soon as her gag was removed. “I am a lady of the Court! 
 
   “Veritas!” The truth spell sprang forward and Elinor’s head rolled on her shoulders, her eyes going out of focus. “What do you know of the murder of King Maximus?”
 
   “A Mage killed him,” she said flatly, eyes fixed and dilated. 
 
   The answer took Beck by surprise. How did Elinor know this? It would be devastating to the Order to have that rumor out there along with everything else.
 
   “Do you know where Kiernan Atlan is?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Beck turned to Duncan Bartlett. The obese man glared at him as his gag was removed. Beck cast the spell out toward him. “What do you know of Kiernan Atlan’s disappearance?” 
 
   The obese man’s eyelids drooped down. “She left the city when she found out her husband was having an affair.”
 
   Beck growled under his breath. A truth spell did not always disclose the truth, only the truth as the beholder saw it. And, in this case both answers were false. It simply wasn’t a Dagarmon who killed Maximus, and Kiernan would never have left Nysa of her own free will regardless of what these nobles thought.  
 
   “Do you have House backing for your bid for the throne?” Beck asked Bartlett.
 
   “No.”
 
   “House Morningstar does not support you?”
 
   “House Morningstar would slit my throat given the first chance.”
 
   Interesting and comforting. Duncan had little chance of success at gaining the Crown without Elinor’s army. He turned toward the Dagarmon. “Dax, I’ve heard enough. Erase their memories of all that just transpired here.”
 
   When Dax nodded, Beck left the room and started back down the hallway, lost in thoughts of all he’d learned. 
 
   Two short claps echoed behind him. “Very well done, First Mage.”
 
   Beck spun his torch around. A veil of invisibility dropped from Gil Jordin as he pushed away from the wall. 
 
   Beck scowled at the Dagarmon leader. “I don’t appreciate you listening in on my private meetings, Jordin!”
 
   The bald man came forward, his hands interlaced in front of him. “I cannot say as I blame you. After all, someone who didn’t know you as well as I do may have construed what I just heard as somewhat…unethical in nature.”
 
   “Oh, it was bloody unethical, all right, and you damn well know that.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I shouldn’t have done it, but I need to find her, Gil. More than I need to breathe, I need to find her.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Beck rounded on the Mage. “Is that all you have to say?” 
 
   “What do you want me to say? That I’m disappointed in your breach of ethics? How ridiculous. You didn’t harm those idiots. You are Mage and you used your ability to solve a problem.”
 
   “When it comes to people, certain rights must be protected, Gil! We cannot simply use sorcery against people at our whims!”
 
   “Yet, you did just that.”
 
   His shoulders slumped. “I did and it was wrong. We need checks and balances. If we don’t stop ourselves, Gil, who will stop us?”
 
   The Dagarmon leader stepped in close to him. “Tell me, First Mage, would you do it again? To find the answers to your wife’s whereabouts, would you use those nobles? Mess with their minds and rip out a slice of their memories?”
 
   Beck swallowed past the bile that rose in his throat. “That and more.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The crow of a nearby rooster woke Kiernan. His raucous call incited the hens in the barn into a clucking frenzy. She groaned and huddled down deeper into her wool blanket. One would think she would be used to these cold Massan mornings by now, but they never failed to set her teeth chattering. 
 
   She opened her eyes. What am I doing here? In the light of a new day and with the fear of pursuit behind her, she suddenly had to question her decision.
 
   North.
 
   Why did she feel this pull to the north? Those missing memories? Or the only memories left to her? 
 
   She threw the blanket off and stood, brushing pieces of hay from her borrowed trousers and shirt. The bedroll where Cael slept last night was empty. 
 
   Eyeing her red dress hanging from the stall, she went to change all the while deciding she needed to get one less conspicuous at first chance. When she picked up the dress and fingered the red silk piled in her hands, an unexpected memory flared to life. 
 
   “Just look how pretty you are,” Candace Atlan exclaimed, grasping Kiernan’s shoulders and guiding her in front of the mirror.
 
   Kiernan blushed fiercely. Oh, how Beck, Airron and Rogan would tease her if they ever saw her in this dress! They had only ever seen her in a tunic and leggings.
 
   “You are a young lady now, Kiernan, and should be dressing like one.”
 
   Kiernan examined herself critically. The off-the-shoulder, pale blue dress was pretty enough. She supposed she looked acceptable in it although her shoulders did look a little bony. “How am I to swing a sword in this dress, Mistress Atlan?”
 
   Mistress Atlan laughed. “Knowing you, Kiernan Everard, you will find a way.”
 
   The front door slammed open and Kiernan’s heart thudded in her chest.
 
   Airron Falewir sauntered into the room, his violet eyes twinkling. He stopped in his tracks when he saw her. “Bloody hell, what is this?”
 
   “What is what?” Rogan Radek asked, barreling in and pushing Airron out of the way. The Dwarf’s eyes widened. “Dear Highworld, I always knew there was a girl in there somewhere.”
 
   Kiernan scowled at her friends.              
 
   “Very funny,” Candace Atlan said.
 
   Kiernan moaned. “I tried, Mistress Atlan, I really tried, but I need my tunic back.” She turned back to the mirror. “Just look at me! I look—”
 
   “Beautiful.”
 
   Kiernan slowly turned around to face her friend, Beck Atlan. His muscular arms strained against the white shirt he wore lending credence to his numerous complaints that he outgrew them too fast. His blue eyes latched on to hers and his gaze did strange things to her body. “Well, what are you staring at?” she demanded in an attempt to cover her embarrassment. 
 
   “I…I nothing. I mean…you. You look beautiful.”
 
   Airron glanced at him suspiciously. “This is Kiernan you’re looking at here, Beck. You do remember her, don’t you? Scrawny kid that follows us around? Good with a sword.”
 
   If possible, Beck’s gaze grew hotter. “I know exactly who I’m looking at.”
 
   Kiernan shuddered. That moment felt like yesterday. Ever since then, Beck seemed more uneasy around her and she often caught him staring at her when he didn’t think she was looking. She also remembered her sharp disappointment the day she learned that he would be joining the Northwatch Legion and leaving her behind.
 
   North. I need to go north. 
 
   She shook away the memory. She might not know the fate of her old friends, but she knew where her father was. Although he terrified her, it seemed silly now that she hadn’t confronted him so he could at least fill in the gaps in her memory. If someone truly was trying to assassinate her, her father would be the first to protect her. He would undoubtedly order her back to exile eventually, but that would be fine with her. It’s where she wanted to be anyway.
 
   Mind made up, she quickly dressed and walked out of the stall. Perhaps she could talk Cael into taking her back to Nysa. Surely, if she told him who she was he would want to help her. 
 
   One of the double doors opened, letting in a shaft of morning light. Cael stood in the doorway and it was hard not to compare him to Beck. Where Beck was dark and broad, Cael was blonde and wiry. Both, she had to admit, were decidedly handsome. Cael must have found a comb as his hair was neatly pulled back into a leather cord at the nape of his neck.     
 
   “Good morning,” she said, suddenly nervous about asking for his help. 
 
   “Sleep well?” he asked, walking toward her. He stopped in front of her with a smile and plucked a strand of hay from her hair.
 
   “Yes. Thank you for the blanket.”
 
   He bent to pick it up and shook it free of debris. “We really need to be going. I’m hoping to catch up to my father in the other wagon before Janis.”
 
   “About that…I…I decided that I may have left too hastily. I have business with the King and really should go back to Nysa.”
 
   “The King?”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   “King Maximus?”
 
   “Yes, why?”
 
   “You didn’t hear?”
 
   A pit formed in her stomach. “Hear what, Cael?”
 
   “The King is dead. Murdered if the rumors are true.”
 
   She could hardly breathe. “When?”
 
   “A few days ago.” 
 
   Kiernan’s body went numb. Someone had killed her father and then attempted to kill her. She couldn’t go back now. 
 
   Cael reached out and clutched her arm. “Are you all right? You look pale.”
 
   “I…I’m fine.” She turned away wondering why she had no tears for her father. The knowledge hurt her. It hurt her deeply, but it felt like a dull ache, almost as though she had already mourned his passing and learned to live with it. She swung back to Cael. “Take me to Lewstin with you.”
 
   “I told you—”
 
   “Yes, I know. It’s a dangerous town.” If my suspicions are right, dangerous people are after me, too, and the more distance I put between them and me, the better. “Please, Cael.”
 
   “Mistress Malley—”
 
   “Call me Larkin.”
 
   The hollows under his eyes looked darker. “You don’t know what you’re asking, Larkin.”
 
   “I do,” she said firmly.
 
   “I would never forgive myself if I brought you there."
 
   She grabbed his arm. “What is so terrible about it?”
 
   “Let’s just say that the Duke of Lewstin doles out harsh punishment to get what he wants from people.” 
 
   A fierce protectiveness sprang to the surface. “You don’t need to suffer abuse at the hands of anyone, Cael. You simply need to register your grievances in Nysa. You have rights.” 
 
   His hands went to his neck and he began to unlace his shirt. She stepped back as he pulled the shirt over his head and turned around. She gasped in shock. Thick, raised welts crisscrossed his back. “This is what happens in Lewstin when you register grievances.” He turned around to face her. “Still want to go?”
 
   She didn’t hesitate. “Yes.” Only now it was about saving these people from an abusive noble. She may not remember everything about her life and she may no longer be a Princess, but she was still a shifter. And, someone in Lewstin was not going to be very pleased to meet her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 16
 
    East & West
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   “Please accept my apology for visiting at this late hour, but I had hoped to ask you a question.”
 
   Josef Asher’s eyes bulged and his mouth hung open at the sight of Beck standing outside his modest home. His hands wrangled the night cloak at his neck. 
 
   Beck shifted awkwardly on the man’s stoop for a moment before prompting him with a subtle cough. 
 
   The royal scribe finally stepped back and waved him inside. “Forgive me! Come in, Your Grace. I’m afraid shock has addled my brain.” 
 
   Asher led the way through the small house to a library that held piles of papers. Everywhere. On the table, couch, chairs, floor. Every available space held the tools of the scribe’s trade. 
 
   Asher hurriedly scraped aside one of his precious heaps from a chair and gestured for Beck to sit. “Can I get you some tea?”
 
   Beck sat carefully, hoping not to ruin any of the man’s careful inscriptions. “No, thank you. As I said, Master Asher, I have come to ask a question that I’m afraid could not wait until the morning.”
 
   The little man pushed his spectacles up on his nose, the curiosity evident in his face. “Yes, yes, of course. Ask away, Your Grace.”
 
   “I will be leaving Nysa shortly, and I want to ensure that the Princess’s interests are protected while I’m gone.”
 
   “Oh? Shall I assume that the rumors are true, Your Grace? That the Princess has in fact left the city?”
 
   Beck frowned. “She is no longer in Nysa, Master Asher, but that is the only truth to the gossip.”
 
   Asher’s cheeks reddened. “I didn’t mean—”
 
   Beck waved him off. “I need to know if I can name a King Regent until we both return to the city. I’m not the ruling heir, so I’m unsure what the law allows.” 
 
   Asher’s mouth twisted in thought. “Interesting question.” He stood and walked over to one of the overflowing bookcases that lined the library. “If memory serves me, King Dorn named a Queen Regent when he became ill. Of course, he only did so because he had no heirs.” The scribe ran his fingers along the spines of the books on the shelves until he found the one he wanted. “Ah, here it is.” He brought the heavy tome to his desk and balanced it atop one of the stacks.  
 
   Beck bit back his impatience as Asher meticulously researched the answer. After several minutes, the scribe said, “Well, it’s not as clear cut as I thought. A ruling King or Queen can name a regent in times of distress to protect the stability of their House.”
 
   Beck sighed in relief.
 
   “But,” he said, holding up a finger, “Princess Kiernan is not a ruling Queen. She is a ruling heir. Still, I don’t think many would object if she had a good reason for naming a regent. You, on the other hand, do not have any rights as an ancillary member of House Everard.”
 
   “So, what would happen to House Everard if I left Nysa? And, the three-day extension requested by Duncan Bartlett and Elinor Morningstar were to pass?”
 
   “Then, you are essentially abdicating the throne. It would be a messy fight for control among the nobles and their armies. None of us want that, Your Grace. You must stay.”
 
   Beck felt like he had been punched in the stomach. “Unfortunately, I don’t have a choice, Master Asher. I’m going to name a regent in my absence regardless of this obscure law. In order to protect lives, I am asking you to withhold the information regarding regency for as long as you can. I would never ask you to lie to a direct question, but for the sake of the people of this city, I will ask that you not openly share what you know.”
 
   The scribe readily nodded. “You have my word, Your Grace. I will do all I can to forestall an accession war. How long do you think you will need?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but I plan to return as soon as is possible.”
 
   “Very well, you can count on me, Your Grace. I can be very difficult to find when need be. I have quite a lot of parchment to hide behind,” he said with a wink.
 
   Beck gave him a grateful smile, stood and walked to the door.
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking,” Asher asked, trailing after him. “Where are you going?”
 
   Beck turned to look over his shoulder. “East, Master Asher. I am going east.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “So, we go west?” Kiernan asked Cael.
 
   Cael nodded and held his hands out to rub together in front of the fire. Kiernan assumed they would spend the evening within the town walls of Janis, but Cael preferred to sleep at a campsite he built in the Grayan Forest and used whenever he traveled to Nysa. She didn’t argue. Especially since she didn’t know if she would be recognized in the small town. 
 
   She supposed it was a good sign that Cael didn’t seem to have the slightest notion who she was other than a bloody noble. 
 
   She yawned, exhausted from a full day of travel.
 
   “Your eye color is very pretty.”
 
   Cael’s comment startled her and she brought a hand to her face. “You think so?”
 
   “I do. They’re so pale that it’s hard to tell what color they are.”
 
   “Green.”
 
   She watched his expression carefully as he threw a stick on the fire and, in the end, decided that his comments were innocent enough. She thought of a question she’d meant to ask him earlier, but wasn’t quite sure how to ask. “Cael?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “The night we left Nysa, the guards on top of the wall used…light.” 
 
   “Oh, the fireshifters? I saw them. They appeared to be looking for someone that night.” His eyes held a meaningful glare this time. 
 
   “Fireshifters in Nysa?” She knew she was taking a risk at exposing her ignorance, but she had to know. 
 
   He shrugged. “Now that they’re part of the army, many have moved from Bardot to Nysa.”
 
   Joined the army? Is he mad? She would have been less surprised if he told her the sky was red! “What about…Pyraan?”
 
   “Pyraan? I haven’t heard that name in a very long time.” He shook his head. “Sad, right?”
 
   She nodded, but didn’t say anything. 
 
   “Such a shame that all those shifters were killed like that,” he continued. “All in one shot.”
 
   Her heart stopped beating and she flew to her feet. “What?”
 
   “The death of all of the shifters in Pyraan,” he said again and every word slammed another stake in her heart. “Every last one of them.” 
 
   “I…I’ll be right back,” she stammered and fled into the woods. 
 
   “Larkin! Are you all right?”
 
   She ignored him and ran, shoving brush and low-hanging branches out of her way. She ran until she felt sure Cael wouldn’t hear the primal scream that tore from her throat. All dead? My friends and family are all dead? She wanted to do something. Hold someone accountable. Demand retribution. All dead in one shot, Cael had said. All the shifters that lived in Pyraan. Beck, Rogan, Airron, Master and Mistress Atlan, Mistress Halloran, Katrin Allendale and Jorge Owen. All dead. No, not all. There were those fireshifters in Nysa. And, for some reason I’m still here, but how or why I’m not sure. 
 
   Her legs eventually gave out and she dropped down onto a fallen log and cradled her face in her hands. Everyone she loved gone from her life in the blink of an eye. Or, at least that’s how it felt to her. And, Bajan most likely as well. Her beloved friend and protector. 
 
   I have no one left in this world, she thought desolately. No one. 
 
   The woods suddenly fell dead silent, and she jerked her head up, all senses alert. A twig snapped to the right of her. She leapt to her feet and slowly pulled the knife from her belt. “Cael?”
 
   She took two steps back. 
 
   That’s when she saw them. A pair of large, amber eyes shining from the dark recesses of the woods. She sucked in a breath. Beneath the eyes, a red fiery glow unlike anything she had ever seen before pulsated from the animal’s chest. What in the Highworld is that? Whatever it is, it’s big, and I need to be as far from it as possible. 
 
   Hoping not to arouse the animal’s hunting instinct, she continued to move away, one small step at a time. Fortunately, the animal did not pursue her and she made it back to camp unhurt but shaken—both by the scare and the knowledge that her loved ones were lost to her.
 
   Cael stood when he saw her. “Why did you run? Are you all right?”
 
   She nodded and sat down next to the fire.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “No, I’m fine. The thought of Pyraan upset me, that’s all.”
 
   “Pyraan is a sad part of Massan history, but frankly I know very little else about what goes on outside of Lewstin. Very few of us are allowed to leave.”
 
   She looked up at him. “Not allowed? How can anyone force you to stay somewhere you don’t wish to be?”
 
   He turned his eyes from her. “The Duke of Lewstin has his ways, I told you that.”
 
   Kiernan recalled the scars on his back. “Is he your liege lord?”
 
   “No, he is the son of our liege.” He spat on the ground. “But, the Duke has full reign over the town and the mines.”
 
   “Do you have a family there?”
 
   “A daughter. My wife died two years ago.”
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss, but if the town is as bad as you say, there must be some way you can leave.” 
 
   “There isn’t and if you insist on coming with me, you will have to keep your head down and do as you’re told.”
 
   Not likely.
 
   He sat beside her, reached for her hand and squeezed it tight. The firelight danced across his handsome features making him look young. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
 
   “I’ll be fine. I promise.”
 
   His free hand came up and stroked the side of her face. “You are so beautiful, Larkin.” 
 
   Kiernan swallowed, remembering when Beck Atlan told her the same after seeing her in her blue dress all those years ago. She started to pull away from Cael, but found herself wondering how much loyalty she owed to an old childhood memory and a man who was in all likelihood dead.
 
   Cael gently tugged at the knot in her hair. “I want to see your hair down.” 
 
   She stopped him by wrapping her fingers around his wrist. “I want you to cut it off.”
 
   He looked at her aghast. “Why would you want to do such a thing?”
 
   “I just want it off,” she pleaded, anxious to shed the last vestiges of what made her Kiernan Everard. With her hair gone, she truly would be Larkin Malley, a scullery maid from Nysa, and she could move on with a new life in Lewstin. 
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes, please.” 
 
   He caught her eyes in his and held them. What he saw there must have convinced him. He stood and rummaged in the wagon for a few moments before returning with a straight razor. “I don’t know how good this is going to look.”
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   He knelt behind her. With a tender hand, he untied the knot in her hair and spread it out to flow over her shoulders. Taking a portion of her blonde tresses in his hand, he sliced away the first large clump.
 
   She started to cry. Terrible, wrenching sobs that grew louder with each cut. Every strand drifting to the ground taking another piece of her with it.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 17
 
    A New King
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   A hand brushed against Kiernan’s cheek, nudging her awake. Calloused fingertips smoothed her hair behind one ear, lulling her into a fallacious sense of well-being. For, despite the gentle touch and her sluggish thoughts, the trauma of the evening before remained vivid. 
 
   Dear Highworld, it’s only hair! Kiernan’s mind screamed at her, but her heart knew otherwise. Whatever else happened from this day forward, Kiernan Everard was now dead and gone. 
 
   “Are you awake?” Cael asked softly above her and she realized that her head was in his lap. 
 
   She sat up and nodded, embarrassed that she lost control of her emotions in front him. He didn’t deserve to be saddled with her problems. Yet, she wasn’t about to let him go. She needed him. 
 
   He grunted and stretched from his sitting position leaning against a log. Judging by the lightening sky, it was well past dawn. “You’ve been sitting here all night?”
 
   He shrugged. “Didn’t want to wake you.”
 
   “Cael! You should have wakened me. I’m sorry for last night. I don’t usually break down like that.” At least, I don’t think I do.
 
   “I can believe it.” At her questioning gaze, he said, “Come now. You stole my knife, accosted me in the rain for a ride to nowhere, and now I’m contemplating taking you to the most dangerous town in Iserlohn. Yes, I’m thinking that Larkin Malley is usually very much in control.” He pointed to the now visible athame on her neck. “And, a shifter, too.”
 
   She nodded and held her breath, hoping he wouldn’t ask any further questions. 
 
   He didn’t. “Let me see how I did,” he said instead. He gripped her chin in his hands and tilted her face to the left and then to the right. “Not bad.” 
 
   Her cheeks warmed under his appraisal. She raised her hand to run it through her hair and it stopped short just below her chin. “How do I look?”
 
   “Like a runaway maid.”
 
   “Perfect.”
 
   He stood, lifted her to her feet and drew her in tight to his chest. Warm brown eyes tugged her in further. “If I’m to be honest, one of the most beautiful maids I’ve ever laid eyes on.” 
 
   She brought her hands up between them to shove him away, but found her palms gliding over the muscle beneath his shirt instead.
 
   “What…what are you doing?”
 
   “I think I’m going to kiss you.”
 
   At the look he gave her, something inside of her shifted. His mouth hovered enticing close, promising refuge. Lost in those lips, she could forget about assassins and death. In those lips, she could forget that she was utterly alone in this world. 
 
   “Tell me true, Larkin, are you married?” he asked in a ragged pant.
 
   “I…I don’t think so.”
 
   Confusion flicked briefly across his face, but desire won through and he lowered his mouth to hers.  
 
   “There you are!”
 
   Kiernan sprang away from Cael and twisted around. 
 
   An older man with short, graying hair walked into their campsite. There was no mistaking the resemblance. 
 
   “Father,” Cael greeted with a distinct lack of warmth.
 
   The elder Trathen looked at her. “Who is this, Cael?”
 
   Cael stood in front of her. “This is Larkin Malley. She’s coming to Lewstin with me.” 
 
   A long pause ensued as the Trathen men fought a war of unsaid words.
 
   “Is she an oreshifter?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Son…”
 
   “I’ll protect her.”
 
   “He’ll use her against you.”
 
   “He already does that with Tilly. You’ve made sure of that,” he spat. 
 
   Cael’s father’s jaw clenched so tight, Kiernan thought his teeth might crack. “And, you want Mistress Malley to suffer the same fate?” 
 
   She stepped around Cael. “Oh, I am going to Lewstin, Master Trathen, with or without you.” She glanced at Cael. “Or your son.” 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beck’s heart pumped rapidly in his chest. Rarely did he feel this anxious anymore, but today—for Kiernan—he knew he had to maneuver just right. 
 
   The volume of noise in Grace Hall grew louder with each new addition through the doors. The invited guests would number far less than the Request for Swords ceremony. The Royal Court, minor nobles and key military officers only.
 
   Beck stood on the dais and faced the crowd, watching the Court walk through the hall, shaking hands, patting backs, their smiles just wide enough as they made their way to their chairs. 
 
   Beck kept his expression flat as they passed by. If they had any inkling of the doubt that plagued him, the game would be over. All that Maximus and Kiernan fought for their entire lives would come to a crashing end.
 
   At least Lord Bartlett and Lady Morningstar looked none the worse for wear for their mind-altering ordeal and that was of small comfort to Beck. 
 
   Lady Mila Stowe, flanked by two Wildcats in black and yellow, came in last to take her seat, diligently avoiding the hard looks leveled her way. This whole nightmare had been tough on the young noble and Beck felt immense sympathy for her.  
 
   No tables or chairs had been put out. With the exception of the Court behind him, the guests would stand. A tactic Beck hoped would ensure a quick meeting. 
 
   When the last whisper died down, he lifted his hands. “Honored guests, I invited you here today to address the rumors that have been circulating throughout the city.” After long thought, he decided honesty would be best. “First, I can confirm that Princess Kiernan is indeed missing.”
 
   “Found out you’ve been bedding Lady Stowe, did she?” someone brazenly accused. 
 
   The crowd exploded. Some lending their voices to back the charge, others hotly denying it as an outrageous lie. The Court, he noticed, was quiet.
 
   “No,” Beck said softly, although it was enough to silence the room once again. “The rumor is untrue. Those that know me know that I am incapable of such a betrayal and those that don’t, I’ll never be able to convince otherwise. And, that is the last I will say on this matter.”
 
   “Perhaps Lady Stowe would care to weigh in?” This from a minor noble wearing the House colors of Bartlett. Beck should have known his name, but he didn’t. 
 
   Mila glared at the man, but kept quiet. One of her men at arms wasn’t as forgiving. He flew off the dais in a fit of rage, drawing steel as he went. Bartlett’s Hawks moved in to intercept the Wildcat. Harsh words were exchanged. Several Sabers intervened in an attempt to restore order. 
 
   Beck ground his teeth in frustration while he waited. It took several moments for the Sabers to calm everyone and escort a few agitators from the hall. Finally, when he had the attention of the guests once again, he cleared his throat loudly. “The other rumor I would like to address involves the murder of King Maximus. A witness claims that sorcery was involved.” 
 
   “I knew it! Those vile Dagarmon dogs!”
 
   “No!” Beck shouted. “This was not the act of a Dagarmon.”
 
   “Was it a Mage?”
 
   “I don’t have that answer today, but I can assure you that I will hunt down and destroy whoever is responsible.” He paused, knowing his next comment would start a firestorm. After anguishing over the decision throughout the night, he realized he had no other choice. The answers he needed could only be found elsewhere. “In fact, I will be leaving Nysa this afternoon to do just that. In my absence, I am naming Lord Gage Gregaros as King Regent of Iserlohn.”
 
   Lord Bartlett flew to his feet amid loud, startled gasps. “What? You can’t do that!”
 
   “Call the royal scribe!” Lady Morningstar shouted and others joined in, demanding that Josef Asher confirm the legitimacy of such an act. Beck couldn’t care less what the nobles thought of his proposal, but the heartfelt plea from one of Lady Knapp’s retinue hit him hard. 
 
   “You will abandon us, Prince Beck?”
 
   “No!” he said adamantly. “House Everard stands firm! I promise you that.”
 
   “Can’t you see? You’ll be starting an accession war by abdicating the throne!” someone cried out.
 
   “I’m not abdicating! You know my family! Kenley, Kellan, Kane and little Gracyn. And, you know Princess Kiernan. She works tirelessly for the people of Iserlohn and she would never abandon her duty. I intend to find her and bring her home so she can take her rightful place as your Queen.”
 
   He might as well have been speaking to the wall. Arguments started once again. Scuffles broke out.  
 
   Don’t these people care about Kiernan after all she’s done for them? Aren’t they worried that she is missing? With some effort, he reminded himself that what festered inside the city walls did not reflect the rest of the land. If this were Bardot or Northfort or Janis, this would not be happening. But, this was Nysa where political machinations were second nature. One person’s fall just another’s opportunity. 
 
   A sad state of affairs as far as he was concerned, and he was done trying to convince people.
 
   Disgusted, he took a step down off the dais to leave, but a hand on his arm turned him around. Gage Gregaros pulled him to the side. “King Regent, huh?” he asked with a smirk. “It would have been nice to know of your plans beforehand, Your Grace.”
 
   “You’re the only one I trust, Gage, to keep House Everard standing. Kiernan’s in trouble and I have to find her. Can I count on you?” 
 
   “You know you can.” He tossed a worried glance over his shoulder. “I just hope I can keep the wolves from my throat until you get back.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 18
 
    All Roads Lead to Nysa
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Rayan rode along the narrow path to the caves in a foul mood. Another day wasted waiting for reports when I should be returning home. He hated this dark path that he had been forced to ride more times than he cared to count. The encroaching Grayan Forest that blotted out the entire world on all sides felt too suffocating. Nysa and the busy marketplace that surrounded the wall lay less than a league to the north, but one would never know it from here.
 
   And, of course, there was the nauseating cabal at the end of it. Yes, there was always that.
 
   He rounded the last bend and found the freckle-faced, Perrod, sitting outside on a log in front of the entrance. A moronic smile lit up his face as he pointed a finger and crafted a hover spell to lift a large rock and bounce it through the air. 
 
   A repulsed anger flared in Rayan and he had to fight the urge to kill the Mage where he sat. The abominable sorcery that burned inside the cabal was put there to revolutionize the world not to be used on some inane amusement.   
 
   “The hedonistic son returns,” Perrod commented without looking up.
 
   Rayan bit back a sarcastic reply and slid from his horse, peeling the riding gloves from his hands. “Well?” 
 
   “The Elven King is dead.”
 
   “Finally! Some good news for a—”
 
   “But, Grendell died in the process.”
 
   Rayan sucked in a surprised breath. Another Mage dead? That makes three now. He sat down next to Perrod on the log. “King Erik?”
 
   “Dead. Merrick drowned the little rat in his bath and has returned to boast of the feat.” Perrod stood with a flourish. “When I have my own kingdom, I’ll use spells to grind every man to dust! Every woman will have to fight to the death to be the next to lie beneath me!” the Mage boasted with an obscene thrust of his hips. “No one will be able to stand against me!”
 
   I will kill you long before that happens, my friend. How many others in the cabal felt the same as Perrod? How many of the Mages when allowed to roam free would feel it permissible to fling their sorcery in the face of all that was pure?
 
   “Alas, we have more work to do before that happens,” Perrod admitted with regret and sat back down next to Rayan. “Until then, we celebrate the death of the Kings!” 
 
   “Celebrate?” questioned a cold voice from the cave entrance. 
 
   Zavier.
 
   Rayan stood from the log and moved away, not wishing to have anything that menacing at his back.  
 
   “The three Kings are dead, yes,” Zavier agreed, “but the Savitars still live.”
 
   Rayan recalled the shirtless Prince at the Earthshine Festival who managed to knock down seven men with brute muscle alone. What could he do with sorcery? Could the cabal even stop him? Whatever the answers, they were too far along to start asking those questions now. 
 
   “Enough of the skulking then!” Perrod growled out. “I say we band together and destroy them now.” 
 
   “No,” Zavier replied softly and it was all the more threatening because of it. “We need Massans to be cowed. They have just lost their Kings and now they must lose their Savitars in a defeat so profound that they will not soon recover. But, it must happen here in Nysa, the seat of power in Massa, not on some isolated back road.” 
 
   “How do we get them all here?”
 
   “Two of the Savitars lead their armies to Nysa as we speak.”
 
   “You expect us to just sit around and wait for them to get here?” Perrod asked in a tone that suggested how little he thought of the idea.
 
   “No, I don’t. I’m sending members of the cabal to infiltrate their armies to weaken and provoke them. We want them ripe for war when they get here.”
 
   Perrod chuckled.
 
   “That leaves the Atlans. By all accounts, the Princess has left the city, but there are conflicting stories regarding the First Mage.” 
 
   “I’ll find him and take him out,” Perrod declared.
 
   “Not yet. We need him here when the Dwarven and Elven armies arrive. Confirm his whereabouts and report back.”
 
   Perrod gave a reluctant nod.
 
   “Rayan, I want you to locate the royal scribe, Josef Asher. Our liege wants this man very badly. As do all of our adversaries.”
 
   “It will be done, but first I’ll need time to see to my businesses.”
 
   “Do it quick.”
 
   “So, all roads lead to Nysa,” Rayan commented offhandedly.
 
   “Yes,” Zavier agreed. “All will come to a head in Nysa.”
 
     
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The body hung from a tree, swaying in the breeze, the neck hanging at an unnatural angle. Beck held a handkerchief over his nose to block the acidic scent of death. 
 
   Scarlet Sabers worked to cut Lord Bartlett from his noose as a somber crowd looked on.
 
   When the corpse was lowered to the ground, Beck noticed that the legs were pressed tightly together and the arms forced in close to the body. It was clear to his experienced eye that a binding spell had been used on the lord prior to his death. Mila Stowe had been right. A rogue Mage was loose in Iserlohn killing indiscriminately. 
 
   Beck regretted having to leave Nysa with the monarchy in shambles and a murderous sorcerer on the loose, he had no other choice. 
 
   He signaled to the captain of the Royal Sabers, Nic Cresson. “Where’s the King Regent?” 
 
   “At his personal estate preparing his family for a move to the palace.”
 
   “Does he know about this?” he asked with a nod toward the bloated body.
 
   “Everyone knows, Your Grace.”
 
   Beck nodded grimly. “I will find this Mage, Captain, I promise you that.” 
 
   “When are you leaving?”
 
   “Now.”
 
   “Are you still refusing a guard, Your Grace?”
 
   “I am. I must do this alone.”
 
   The Saber captain slammed a fist to his chest. “It will be as you command.”
 
   Beck moved through the crowd toward Gage’s estate. For the first time in his life, disparaging comments were directed his way—not behind covered hands, but shouted openly in anger for all to hear. It stung more than he thought it would. Like Kiernan, his adult life had been devoted to protecting the people of this land and their lack of faith in him was disheartening. Had all of his efforts and those of his family been wasted? He snorted. Perhaps the loss of the Everard reign wouldn’t be disastrous at all but a Highworld blessing in disguise. 
 
   No, not to Kiernan. 
 
   Guilt at his thoughts propelled his steps forward and he ran the rest of the way to Gage’s estate. A livered servant let him in and directed him to a formal sitting room.   
 
   “I will ask you one more time, Gregaros! Where is that little twerp?” Lady Morningstar’s voice could be heard clearly coming from inside. The noble sounded at the end of her patience at the lack of answers from the new King Regent. “You’re hiding him, aren’t you?” 
 
   Beck had not expected to find Elinor at Gage’s home, but he should have. Her ambitions knew no bounds.
 
   “Still no word from the royal scribe?” Beck asked innocently from the door. 
 
   Elinor let out a startled squeal and whirled around at his unexpected presence. “No…no, Your Grace,” she said, bending into a deep curtsy in her nervousness. “Master Asher seems to have disappeared at a most inopportune time.” 
 
   “Inopportune for whom?”
 
   She stood back upright and smoothed her long skirts. “This whole…” she wigged her fingers in the air, “…regency issue has many people nervous, Your Grace. Perhaps you should delay your trip until all of this is resolved.”
 
   “All is resolved to my satisfaction, Lady Morningstar. Gage Gregaros is King Regent leaving me to deal with important matters that concern the safety of Iserlohn. And, to locate our missing Princess, of course.”
 
   At least she had the good grace to blush. “Yes, Your Grace. I hope your efforts are successful. We all miss her dearly.”
 
   He almost laughed out loud. “If you will excuse us, Elinor, I wish to speak to the King Regent in private.”
 
   She bowed her head and started for the door, but Beck could see how desperately she wished to stay and listen in on their conversation. Gage strode after her and slammed the door on her retreating figure, ensuring an end to any plans to eavesdrop. 
 
   “That woman is a menace to society,” Gage griped. “How do you deal with these people? And, by these, I am excluding myself, of course,” he added with a smile. 
 
   “It’s not always easy,” Beck confessed. 
 
   “I assume you’re leaving,” Gage said, pointing his chin toward the pack slung over Beck’s shoulder.
 
   Beck nodded. “A Mage did kill Maximus, Gage.”
 
   The King Regent whistled through his teeth. “So, at least one of the rumors is true.”
 
   “It is, and as First Mage it is my responsibility to deal with this. I know I’m asking a great deal of you, Gage. Just do your best to keep the tension to a low boil until I return. Contain the rumors if you can.”
 
   “Which ones?” he snorted. 
 
   “What are they saying now?”
 
   “Oh, that you’ve killed Duncan Bartlett and Maximus so you could be King. That you’re abandoning Nysa and never coming back. That you are moving to Hiberi with a busty serving wench. That the Elves and Dwarves are marching toward Nysa to avenge Maximus’s death. The list goes on and on.”
 
   Beck sighed in frustration. “I can’t spend any more time on this.” He held out his hand and traded grips with his long-time friend. “Do what you can.”
 
   “You have my word.” 
 
   Beck left Gage’s estate with a heavy heart and headed toward the gates. Gil had still not formulated the enhanced spell he requested, so he was going blind. 
 
   Hoisting his modest pack, he made his way onto Dannery Row. People on the street soon recognized him and he felt their chilly eyes boring angry holes into his back. They made no attempt to hide their disappointment, and Beck’s mood sank further, wishing there was more he could do. But, there wasn’t. A Mage needed to be dealt with and Kiernan was missing. That required him to put all his trust—the people’s trust—in the hands of Gage with the hope that the King Regent would find a way to keep an accession war from developing. 
 
   He remembered the time long ago when Kiernan vanished from Iserport and the same feelings of helplessness washed over him.
 
   So consumed was he in his thoughts that it caught him completely off guard when a piece of rotten fruit smashed into his shoulder. He ignored it and kept walking. Another brave citizen had the nerve to hit him directly in the head with a tomato and the red juices dripped down the sides of his face. He swallowed back the painful burn of disgrace and walked faster. Mocking laughter chased him as more fruit was hurled his way. He started to run then and didn’t stop. Not until he was out of the city, aching with regret, blinded by tears and wondering if he would ever be welcomed back again.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 19
 
    Strings
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Airron heard the hawk’s signal long before he saw the bird. Two long, high-pitched squawks, two short. Message incoming. 
 
   He held a hand over his eyes to shield the blinding sun from his view, and the hawk appeared over the top of the tree line a moment later. The bird dove down and came in fast allowing Airron a glimpse of the parchment attached to its leg. 
 
   “Make room!” he shouted and his small group that included his wife, Raine Aubry and Loren Faolin, quickly cleared a spot to allow the bodyshifter space to land. “And, ready a spare cloak!”  
 
   Melania stepped up next to him, a worried expression on her face. “I hope it isn’t anything to do with Izzy.”
 
   Airron shook his head. “Izabel is home safe and sound with Elon Aubry watching over her. You mustn’t worry so about our daughter.”
 
   Melania gave him a reluctant nod and turned her head away from the naked bodyshifter coming toward them. 
 
   Loren rushed forward to throw his own cloak over the bodyshifter’s shoulders, but the Elf barely noticed as he made a direct line for Airron. He dropped to a knee and held out the parchment. “An urgent message, Your Grace.”
 
   Airron took the note wishing, as he had many times over the years, that there were more bodyshifters, earthshifters or even metalshifters in Haventhal. But, feralshifting was such a dominant magic with the Elves that very few displayed talents in any other forms of shifting. Now, as King, he viewed it as even more of a deficit. Both Iserlohn and Deepstone had full regiments now of shifters in their armies. Not only that, but Maximus had recently added sorcery to his arsenal, and Airron would be the first to admit that Haventhal would be fully unprepared to deal with either threat. Nor did I think I would ever have to.
 
   Airron unfurled the note and read. His eyes narrowed in disbelief.
 
   “What is it, Airron?” Melania asked, placing a light hand on his arm.
 
   “It’s King Erik.”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “He’s dead.”
 
   “What?” she asked in a breathless whisper.
 
   “Assassinated by a Mage.” 
 
   “Just like Thorn,” she pointed out unnecessarily. 
 
   “Rogan Radek—King Rogan now—and his army are marching to Nysa as well.” Airron watched a dark look pass between Raine and Loren. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “Two Kings dead?” Raine answered. “I’m thinking that either King Maximus is dead as well or he has declared war on the land.”
 
   Airron looked south out over the gray expanse of the Illian River and tapped his chin in thought. “I agree, Raine, there are too many coincidences for my liking.” Kings murdered. Both the Elves and the Dwarves following the same trail to Nysa. Someone, somewhere, was pulling his strings and it rankled. But, it wasn’t Maximus. The King of Men, if he was still alive, simply wasn’t capable of such iniquity. 
 
   He directed a glance back east to the main body of his Haventhal Army spread out along the Illian in an ordered sea of bristling spears and silver hair. The lives of all those Elves rest in my hands now. In order to protect them, I must first discover the name of my unseen handler. His lip lifted in a snarl. And, if someone thinks to lead a lion on a leash, they had better be prepared to be eaten.  
 
    
 
   ****
 
        
 
   Izzy plopped down at the edge of the river and lifted a hand to wipe the sweat from her brow. Only three days into this miserable march to Iserlohn and she had more aches and pains than ever in her life. Sunburn, blisters on her feet, sore muscles—just to name a few of the ailments troubling her. Some adventure this is turning out to be, she lamented sourly.  
 
   At one point, she had asked Nandra, the camp steward, for a horse to ride and the Elf laughed at her in front of everyone. Camp servants do not ride! What a ridiculous request, girl! Who do you think you are? 
 
   The Princess of Haventhal, Nandra. That’s who. Oh, how she would love to see the look on the steward’s face when that little fact became known. But, that wasn’t likely for a very long time yet. 
 
   A tear formed in her eye as she thought of her parents traveling at the head of the army. She missed them so much more than she thought she would. It made her long to forego this silly ruse and let them know she was here. To run into her father’s arms and have him tell her all was fine and demand that she ride in a place of honor with her family. 
 
   But, she was smart enough to know that it would never happen that way. Her father would be very angry with her for disobeying him and she would be fortunate if the most he did was send her back to Sarphia with a few harsh words.  
 
   No, she couldn’t go to them yet. Not until they reached Iserlohn.    
 
   “No dawdling now, Merci,” Nandra shouted at her. “Those pots aren’t going to scrub themselves!” 
 
   Izzy muttered an oath under her breath and shoved her hands back into the river. Merci. The name she had chosen for her adventure. Although not as exciting as she envisioned the trip would be, at least she wasn’t sitting home in Sarphia with that cow, Celena, tormenting her. 
 
   As she cleaned the pot, she allowed her mind to wander to a more pleasant thought. 
 
   Kane Atlan. 
 
   Golden eyes and hair. Tall and lean like the Elves, but with more strength and…confidence. Yes, that was the best word to describe Kane’s demeanor. Where Kellan was all muscle and arrogance, Kane exhibited a quiet confidence that somehow felt all the more powerful for its subtlety. With the passing of years, he had only grown more attractive in her eyes. And, he said he loved me. The more she thought about their last conversation, the more convinced she became that they belonged together. A prickling thrill surged through her body at the thought of surprising him and how pleased he would be that she had finally come to him. She chastised herself for not figuring it out sooner. Her father would most likely insist that they wait a few years to marry, but that would be fine with her as long as she was allowed to remain in Bardot with Kane.
 
   The Queen of Iserlohn. She nodded approvingly at the sound of that. 
 
   Izzy picked up her pot and walked back toward the servants’ tents with a smile lighting up her face. She supposed she could endure a few more blisters if it brought her a few steps closer to her dreams.    
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Rogan clutched the parchment in his fist as he strode through the night-shrouded camp, General Klay Arsten and a complement of Fists following close on his heels. Despite the late hour, the camp was humming with activity. Dwarves conversing, cursing, bellowing, standing over cooking pots, sharpening weapons. Swords crossing in the clang of metal. Animals baying and stomping. It took a lot of noise to keep an army this size operating and Rogan knew from experience that the bustle would continue throughout the night. 
 
   And, I’ve never felt so alive! he thought with a savage smile. Purpose filled his life now where mere days ago, he wondered how to fill his time. This threat to his homeland had spiked his blood oath to a boiling level and crowded his mind with thoughts of vengeance. 
 
   He lifted the paper in his hand. And, now this unexpected missive from Airron that the King of Elves suffered the same fate as Erik. None of it made any sense no matter how he tried to look at it.
 
   He shook his head. Him a King? Airron a King? Neither one of them had thought to be in this position for decades, if ever. Now, in a blink of an eye, Dwarves would die at his command…or lack thereof. I will not be indecisive like Erik. I refuse to sit idle in the face of this threat.
 
   At the entrance to his tent, an Iron Fist lifted the flap and Rogan ducked inside the spacious shelter. A lit brazier provided soft, yellow light and emitted a thin column of smoke that drifted upward to vent through a hole in the top of the canvas. Colorful, thick rugs covered the floor. A table and six chairs took up most of the room in the main chamber while a hung tapestry cordoned off another section that held a bed and washbasin. 
 
   Rogan gestured Klay, who had followed him in, to a seat around the table. He turned to one of the servants. “Find Princess Jala and Teran Mathis and have them join us.” 
 
   The servant bowed away to see to the task as another hurried forth with cups of mead. 
 
   “No word from Iserlohn?” Klay asked.
 
   Rogan shook his head. “Nothing yet, but I must admit that I’m relieved to know that the Elves will be there to support our position should Iserlohn attempt to turn a blind eye. I will not be turned away, General.”
 
   “Do you think the Dagarmon have turned on Beck Atlan?” Klay asked, reaching for his cup of mead. “Is that what this is about? They’ve deserted their oaths?”
 
   Rogan drummed his thick fingers on the table in thought. “I don’t think it’s possible.”
 
   “Yet it happened.”
 
   “Then, why attack Deepstone and Haventhal? What are they hoping for?”
 
   “Two armies on the move?” a voice suggested.
 
   Rogan turned and smiled. Jala stood in the entrance wearing her Fist uniform with her husband-to-be standing behind her. Rogan’s eyes slid to her stomach, but had yet to see evidence of the baby growing within. “Speak your mind, daughter.”
 
   “It appears as though someone wishes the Dwarves and Elves in Nysa. Any fool can see that,” she said and sat down. 
 
   Teran bent to one knee, but Rogan waved him up. “No more of that, son. As far as I’m concerned, you’re family now.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Grace.”
 
   Teran took a seat next to Jala and Rogan noticed his daughter’s guard, Dallin Storm, slip into the tent and disappear into a corner.
 
   “Do you think it’s a trap?” Rogan asked in answer to Jala’s observation. 
 
   Jala gave him a rueful smile. “I don’t know, but let’s just hope we have that answer before the jaws snap shut.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 20
 
    Under the Same Sun
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Beck ignored the creeping sounds behind him and strode ahead in an exhausted torpor. Two days of travel on an Aquataine transport simply did not allow for sufficient sleep—not on those small, hard bunks that were clearly not built with an earthshifter in mind. Spending time with the brokenhearted Digby only added to his misery. After three years, the watershifter still found it difficult to move on with life after the brutal death of his only daughter, Alia, and Beck felt terribly inept at finding the right words to ease his pain.  
 
   When Beck had finally stepped out of the grate in Sarphia, he hoped to find some relief in the isolation of the Puu. In the tranquility of the woods, there were no politics. No plotting. No grievances. Just peace and quiet and a blanket of humid air to cocoon him in an embrace as fierce as that of a protective mother. 
 
   This time, however, it merely served to make him feel small. A single blade of grass beneath a ficus tree. An ant under a man’s boot. A drop of rain in a downpour. Insignificant. Incompetent. Like no matter how hard he tried, it wouldn’t be enough. Not in finding his wife or in saving Nysa. He looked down at the bits of red that still clung to his cloak. Had he overestimated the loyalty of the people to House Everard? Had he really just thrown away Kiernan’s legacy?
 
   Another rustle of leaves sounded behind him followed by a muffled curse. 
 
   If you’re going to follow a wizard, you’ll have to do much better, he silently admonished his pursuers. 
 
   He shook his head and continued ahead through the leafy tunnel that was the Puu. Fronds as big as tents barred all traces of the afternoon sun. Enormous hanging jungle vines glinted wetly from the incessant drip of water from above. The forest resonated with a veritable symphony from the myriad of living creatures that called this place home. Yet, Beck never felt so alone in his life. His humiliation in Nysa was nothing compared to how desperately he missed Kiernan. He felt half the man without her. Drowning in a sea of self-doubt. Longing for her presence and counsel. Talking to her, touching her was as natural to him as breathing. She was what made life worth living—not the nameless tomato throwers of Nysa.
 
   The errant thought swung his gaze north instead of south and he stopped. Then, why am I serving their needs before hers? 
 
   That single question that passed through his conflicted mind made the decision for him. Although if he were to be honest it had been made long before, in every grief-stricken thought since she disappeared and in directing his steps to the land on which he now stood. 
 
   He would put finding Kiernan above all else. Above duty and above oaths and despite the fact that she herself would have discouraged it. 
 
   When he first thought about who could help him track his wife after she went missing, he thought of two people. First, of course, there was Diamond who would travel to the Netherworld and back to find Kiernan. Only, her stone had revealed no insight. Not with all of the other events happening on the island. Next, he had thought of the enigmatic Oracle and her unparalleled mystical talents, but he had never been able to call on her at will. Perhaps she would hear of the troubles in Nysa and arrive to provide assistance as she had before, but he couldn’t count on it. 
 
   However, there had always been another name hovering at the back of his mind. An old friend that lived at the former Mage Keep of Starfell. He wished he didn’t have to travel that far, but there was no help for it. This was his last hope. Something to help keep his fears at bay. Particularly, the gnawing dread that Kiernan was being mistreated in some way. If that meant going north, that’s where he would go. 
 
   He perked up as the footsteps behind crept near. They were getting closer than they had dared to venture since they had started following him out of Nysa to Bardot and then through Aquataine to the grate in Sarphia. Three men and two women. Usually, they made more of an effort to keep their distance. Beck idly wondered at their intention, but sensed no malice in their motives. 
 
   Only one way to find out.
 
   “If you’re going to follow me, you may as well travel by my side instead of behind.”
 
   He smiled at the soft surprised gasps. 
 
   After a few moments of silence, the lurkers came out of the woods. The same five people he suspected. All young. If any had reached their twentieth year, Beck would have been surprised.
 
   “Good evening, Your Grace,” one of the boys said. He was a stocky lad dressed in plain wools and a simple black biggins cap atop his head. “We didn’t frighten you, did we?”
 
   Beck smiled at the idea. “No, you didn’t, but you can tell me why you are following me.” 
 
   The rest of the group came forward to stand beside their companion. Beck noticed the nervous, sidelong glances they shared.
 
   “We…we saw what happened in Nysa, Your Grace.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “After we gave those boys that did it a good thumping, we thought we’d come with you seeing as you left without a guard and all. As you are our King, we could do no less.”
 
   “As much as I appreciate your concern, I’m not your King,” Beck told him, feeling a measure of guilt that these young people had traveled so far under a misconception. “What is your name?”
 
   “Tristan.”
 
   “Tristan, I left alone of my own choice. Lord Gage Gregaros is the King Regent now. It is to him you owe your loyalty at the moment. Not me.” 
 
   The group looked aghast. “Lord Gregaros isn’t our King! What’s he done for us? The Everards have helped the people of Iserlohn—especially us shifters—more than anyone.” 
 
   “Look, Tristan…”
 
   The young man waved him off. “Sorry, Your Grace, but we won’t take no for an answer. You might as well get used to us because we’re coming with you. By the way, where are we going?”
 
   “I…” He sighed. “North, Tristan. We’re going north.”
 
   “North it is,” he declared eagerly.
 
   The rest of Beck’s new followers introduced themselves. He hardly heard a word they said, but their animated chatter as they all started back the way they had come helped to chase away some of his gloomy thoughts. It felt…nice. 
 
   Beck looked up at the single ray of sunshine that managed to pierce through the knotted canopy above to light their path. The tenacious light lifted his spirits and set a fire in his belly as it reminded him that there was always a way around even the most stubborn of obstacles. The world suddenly shrank in that moment as he envisaged Kiernan, somewhere on this island, standing under that same sun. 
 
      
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Kiernan turned her face to the warmth of the late afternoon sun hanging like a big yellow ball just above the trees to the west. Years of habit lifted her hands to move her hair back off her shoulders, only there was no hair to move. With a heavy sigh, she dropped her hands back into her lap realizing it would take some time yet before she became accustomed to its new length. She removed a handkerchief that Cael had given her from her pocket, placed it over her head and knotted it behind her neck.    
 
   Cael looked at her curiously from the wagon seat next to her, but didn’t say anything. Actually, he had said very little since his father had joined them two days past and who was now riding steadily a good distance ahead of them. Whatever the discord between the two men, it provided for tension-filled dinners at night with Cael going to sleep directly after and leaving Kiernan on her own to deal with his father’s unwanted questions. Thankfully, they had spent their last evening out on the road as they were almost to Lewstin. 
 
   The look in Cael’s eyes turned from curiosity to sadness. He felt on edge still about bringing her to Lewstin. I don’t remember much about my life, Cael, but I do know that I cannot turn away from this fight. Whatever has you so worried, whoever put those scars on your back, I will deal with. 
 
   He gave her a small intimate smile, one that brought their near-kiss to mind. She turned away. As vulnerable as she was at the moment, there were too many ghosts between her and Cael. A dead King. A blue-eyed boy. A magical land and all its people. There just wasn’t room yet for anything real. 
 
   “There’s still time to turn around, Larkin. I can take you to Janis. Just give me the word.”
 
    She shook her head despite the nerves that prickled at her stomach. “I haven’t changed my mind.” She thought back to a question his father asked. “Cael, what is an oreshifter?”
 
   “Simply put, shifter miners,” he said with a chuckle. “Except for the Duke, the whole town of Lewstin is made up of oreshifters.”
 
   She shook her head at his casual reference to shifting. Shifting! The taint that sent thousands of people into exile! Another thing I will have to get used to. “So, your shifting helps in locating the ore in the mines?”
 
   He nodded. “Diamond ore to be exact.” 
 
   She turned on the seat in surprise. “I don’t remember anyone ever talking about diamond mines in Iserlohn. I thought they were all in Deepstone.”
 
   “No one knows.”
 
   She snorted. “Mines full of diamonds? Sounds like something most people would talk about.”
 
   “I told you, no one is allowed into the town and very few are allowed to leave. And, those that do…well, let’s just say there are ways to ensure that they don’t talk.”
 
   “Your daughter?” she guessed.
 
   He nodded.
 
   What kind of monster manipulates their people in this way? Who was this Duke of Lewstin? Had her father known about any of this?
 
   She asked an even more disturbing question. “Your wife…did she—”
 
   “She was murdered. The Duke gave the order.”
 
   “Cael, that’s unconscionable!” She grabbed his arm. “We have to stop him!”
 
   “You don’t understand, Larkin.”
 
   “Cael—”
 
   “You don’t understand! I did fight back! You’ve seen the scars, but that’s nothing!” He suddenly hauled on the reins and pulled the wagon to a stop. He jumped down and slammed his hands into the wood, rocking the bed violently.
 
   She calmly steadied herself. “Tell me.”
 
   He swung his tortured gaze up to her. “What would you like to know? That the women and children are locked up at night to keep the men in line? That the Duke punishes the smallest of perceived infractions with brutal whippings? That if we continue to challenge him, he punishes our family next? I did fight back, Larkin. I tried to organize the townsfolk against the abuse. The Duke killed my wife for it.”
 
   Kiernan held her arms out to him. “Come here.” He walked into her embrace and she pulled his head tight to her chest. “We’re going to fix this, Cael, I promise you that.” 
 
   “You don’t understand,” he murmured again. “You should leave now.”
 
   Oh, but I do, and I’m more determined than ever to get inside that town. “If no one is allowed in, how are you going to explain my presence?”
 
   He stiffened in her arms. “The only way is if…if I tell him we’re to be married.” 
 
   Kiernan wasn’t as surprised as Cael might have thought as she had already suspected it would be something along those lines. If the ruse was the only way to get her into Lewstin, she had no choice but to go along with it. She gently pushed on his shoulders so she could see his face. “As long as you understand that I’m not ready to make that kind of commitment to you.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” he said quickly, red-faced. “But, you must understand, too, Larkin. If you walk through the gates of Lewstin, you will never walk out again.”
 
   “We will see about that.”
 
   He shook his head. “Do you realize you’re committing yourself to a life of misery?”
 
   “I can take care of myself, Cael.”
 
   “My wife thought so as well. Only when it came time to protect her, no one stood with me. Including my own father.”  
 
   “You don’t seem to like him very much.”
 
   “I hate him.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He’s a coward! We’re prisoners in our own town because he refuses to fight back.”
 
   “What about the blood oath?”
 
   “We’re not marked. We were in hiding during the years of exile and after the use of shifting became lawful, the Duke refused to allow anyone to leave Lewstin to obtain the mark. Not that it would have mattered,” he spat. “They’re cowards. All of them. The men refuse to fight and now I’ve inherited their legacy. Destined to watch my wife die and my child suffer a life without freedom.” He lifted his head to stop the tears that welled in his eyes. “And, there’s not a bloody damn thing I can do about it.”
 
   “Yes, there is. You can put your faith in a scullery maid from Nysa.” She scooted over on the bench. “Come on. We’re almost there.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 21
 
    Lewstin
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Lewstin appeared at the edge of the Grayan Forest just off the southern road north of the Illian River like a withered hulking mirage. A wooden palisade at least twenty feet high and in dire need of repair surrounded the town. Despite the grueling days on the road, nothing about the place felt welcoming to Kiernan. Vines and plants crawled up the sides of the fence converging with the branches of the trees crouching down from the top, swallowing the town hole. The forest seemed to be steadily making an attempt to reclaim its territory—and winning.
 
   Up ahead, Cael’s father shouted up to a soldier peering over the wall and then waited for permission to enter. 
 
   Cael reached over and grabbed her hand, his eyes imploring her to listen once last time. “Run now, Larkin. Please. This isn’t your fight.”
 
   She swallowed as the gates slowly began to open. “It is now,” she told him softly. 
 
   He sighed. “Very well. I’ll do my best to protect you and make you happy. I know you haven’t made your mind up about me, but I would never do you wrong. I don’t have very much to offer, but that I can promise.”
 
   She smiled up at him. “We will protect each other then.”
 
   He lifted his hand and rubbed a thumb across her cheek. “My little maid has the heart of a warrior.”
 
   The word warrior gave Kiernan pause. It felt as though someone had directed that word at her before. Often. It made her smile. The idea that she had used her life to fight for others pleased her. 
 
   Cael’s father started forward and cleared her view. She inhaled sharply at the dirty faces peering out between the slats of the palisade. Big eyes. Forlorn. Yearning.   
 
   Eyes fixed on the townsfolk, Kiernan licked her lips nervously, her stomach clenching in knots. A whisper of movement in the woods to her right caught her attention and she glanced over.
 
   Another pair of eyes. As big and forlorn as the people inside the fence, only amber in color. The same orbs she saw a few days earlier in her reckless flight into the woods near Janis. A Grayan wolf? A tiger? She had heard of sightings of the orange and black striped cats in the southern reaches of Iserlohn although she had never seen one. 
 
   She turned to Cael. “Cael, what is that animal?” she asked, pointing. 
 
   Distracted from trying to guide the wagon through the gate, he followed her gesture in a brief glance, but muttered, “I don’t see anything,” and turned back to his task. 
 
   She looked back. The animal was gone. 
 
   She didn’t have any further time to think about it as the wagon pulled inside and she got her first look at Lewstin. 
 
   A hell hole according to Cael. 
 
   And, he’s right. 
 
   Decrepit wooden buildings sat haphazardly along wet, muddy roads. A long, narrow barracks-like building took up most of the town square. In the distance, the white sandstone cliffs that surrounded the majority of the island. When she asked, Cael confirmed that they were the location of the diamond mines. 
 
   Men and women with hunched shoulders trudged barefoot and mud-caked to the knees up a small hill toward the mines. Most carried the tools of their trade, others hauled crates or buckets. Standing around the barracks was another large group of older women and young girls, all with a child in their arms or balanced on their hips.
 
   Lean stray dogs with ribs outlined through their fur slunk in packs at the perimeter of the activity, noses low to the ground as they searched out a life-saving meal. 
 
   Kiernan had never seen a more desolate place in her life.
 
   The faint sounds of whimpering drifted to her ears and she turned. Off to the left, a man knelt before a wooden pole with his arms tied above his head. Long slash marks striped his back from a fresh whipping. 
 
   She gulped back a bitter revulsion that soon turned to anger when she noticed the large, well-maintained estate situated on a hilltop several yards away from the town square with a large fence and a regiment of soldiers surrounding the grounds.
 
   “Whose house is that?” she asked, pointing to the house on the hill, but already knowing the answer.
 
   “The Duke’s.” 
 
    “And, this building?” she asked Cael, indicating the long structure in the center. 
 
   “It’s the women’s barracks. It’s…” He paused. “It’s where you will live.”
 
   Before Kiernan could spit out her retort, a young, filthy boy ran up to the wagon. “Master Trathen! The Duke wishes to see you straight away. He said to bring your guest with you.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Kiernan wasn’t sure what she expected the Duke of Lewstin to look like, but the boy-man standing before her was not it. He was short and chubby with a mop of curly brown hair. Very non-descript in every way until you looked in his eyes. Those dark, beady little things exposed the malice that dwelled beneath like two beacons.
 
   He came around his desk as she and Cael were shown into his library.
 
   Kiernan scanned the luxurious room in outrage. Thick carpets, expensive oil paintings, heavy furniture polished to a high sheen. Anyone could see that the Duke of Lewstin lived far better than any of his people.
 
   “Cael, I see you have finally returned. I expected you back days ago.” He gave Kiernan a bold look that said he suspected her for the reason of the delay.
 
   “I apologize, Duke, but we had rains and—”
 
   “Excuses, Cael, excuses. Let’s get to the point,” he leaned back against the desk and crossed his arms at his chest. “How many oreshifters did you bring me?”
 
   Cael’s jaw twitched uneasily. “None.”
 
   “This woman here is not an oreshifter?” he snapped with a jerk of his chin in Kiernan’s direction.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then, why, may I ask, is she here?”
 
   “I…I plan to marry her, my Lord Duke. This is Larkin Malley.”
 
   Kiernan bent into a shallow curtsy. If he took her insult as ignorance, so be it.
 
   The Duke stroked his round chin with two fingers. “Is that so? I didn’t know you were seeking another wife so soon, Cael.”
 
   Kiernan heard Cael let out a small hiss beside her. She quickly stood in front of him. “Yes, my Lord Duke. Although, rather sudden, I am here in Lewstin to stay.” 
 
   The Duke’s dark eyes narrowed. “Leave us, Cael.”
 
   “Leave…?”
 
   “Now! I will have a private word with Mistress Malley.”
 
   Cael hesitated in indecision, so she turned to him and placed a gentle hand on his arm. “Go ahead. I’ll be fine. Wait outside for me?”
 
   It took another full moment, but he finally nodded and left.
 
   The Duke stood to his full height and Kiernan couldn’t help but notice that he was a good two inches shorter than she. “What are you doing here, Mistress Malley?”
 
   “Cael explained—”
 
   “I don’t believe him. I know how he felt about his wife. And, you? You’ve known him for less than a week.”
 
   “That is true,” she said smoothly, “but, I recently suffered a loss and Master Trathen helped me to cope. I’ve come to care for him very much.”
 
   “I see. I don’t know what Cael told you, but here in Lewstin we are like family and we all work together toward a common goal.”
 
   She tilted her head. “No. I don’t think those were the words he used at all.”
 
   His lips pressed together. “Did he tell you that it is highly unusual for an outsider to move here?”
 
   “That, he did say.”
 
   The Duke moved closer to her. “I need oreshifters here, Mistress Malley. Blasters, extractors, millers, cutters and polishers. Our business is diamonds and anyone who does not contribute to our mining goals is…if I may be so bold to say…dead weight.” His gaze slid brazenly over her body. “Unless, of course, you have other talents that may be in demand.” 
 
   She ignored the insinuation of the petty little man in front of her and smiled. “I’ll be the first to admit that I don’t know anything about mining, but I’m sure I can prove useful. The town streets and buildings appear to be in need of improvement. I can help organize that.”
 
   He leaned in close. “Are you daft? I don’t give two bloody coppers about improvements to this town! Do I have to draw you a picture, Mistress Malley?”
 
   Oh, your meaning is very clear. It took all of her willpower not to mindshift him into ramming his head into the wall. “I am loyal to Cael.”
 
   He laughed and spun away from her. “I was hoping you would say that.” 
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “Loyalty. Such a lovely word. It can reduce the most hardened of men to whimpering fools. There is only one reason a man like Cael Trathen submits to my whip, Mistress Malley. Loyalty. Loyalty to those he loves and his desire to keep them safe.”
 
   The tight rein she held on her anger snapped and she stalked toward him. “What you’re doing to these people is reprehensible,” she hissed in his face. “Intimidation, floggings, imprisonment. Does your liege know how you run your town, Lord Duke?”
 
   The boy-man took a step back, his nostrils flaring in anger. “Cael has a big mouth.”
 
   “No, he just wanted me to know what I was getting myself into.”
 
   A smirk turned up one side of his mouth. “As do I. To that end, my question to you is this. How loyal are you, Mistress Malley? Will you do all that is asked of you to keep Cael safe?”
 
   Her fists clenched at her sides as she trembled in rage. 
 
   The smirk faded. “We’ll talk again soon. Very soon.” He stood back from her and clapped his hands. “Guard! Please show Mistress Malley out!” 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 22
 
    New Truths
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   “That bastard!” Kiernan snarled under her breath.
 
   “What did he want?” Cael asked with a glare at the Duke’s slamming door. 
 
   She strode past the line of guards and marched down the hill, pulling up short at the river of mud that served as a road. “Demon’s breath!”
 
   “What happened?” Cael asked again, more urgently this time. 
 
   “Why is there so much mud here?” she snapped, angry that she could not continue to expel her anger by taking herself as far away from the Duke of Lewstin as fast as possible. 
 
   “It’s runoff from the mines,” Cael answered, distractedly. “Every time the blasters open a new section, the mine floods.” 
 
   “Well, there has to be some way to divert the excess water from the town! This is absurd!” She hopped on one foot to remove first one sandal and then the other. Picking up both sides of her dress, she stepped down into the quagmire and sank up to her ankles. After days of open travel, she had longed to wash the road dirt off her body and feel clean once again. Now, it looked as though she was destined to be perpetually dirty staying in this dilapidated town. Most animals live better than the people of Lewstin. 
 
   “Men in high houses care little for the conditions below,” Cael commented. 
 
   “By the Highworld he should! As a landowner, it’s the Duke’s sworn duty to provide his townspeople a safe and suitable place to live. If my…” She paused and shook her head. “If the King were still alive, he would correct this wrong. He was a fair ruler, Cael.” That much she did remember. 
 
   He nodded. “I believe you. Sadly, the Duke is not. If any of the folk here bring up ideas to improve our living conditions, we’re punished for wasting time. He doesn’t want us to invest time in anything that doesn’t involve the mining of diamonds.”
 
   “So, I’ve heard,” she muttered. She sighed and looked around. Twilight had descended and two men moved through the town square lighting lamps. Several couples were gathered around the women’s barracks bidding each other a good night. She looked at Cael. “Am I really to sleep there?”
 
   He nodded sheepishly.
 
   “Can I have a bath at least?”
 
   “You have to put your name on a list.” He hesitated. “It usually takes a few days.”
 
   “So, not tonight?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
    She looked down at the red dress she had been wearing for days with a grimace.  
 
   He took her hand in his. “We better hurry and get you inside before curfew.”
 
   “Curfew?” she exclaimed loudly.
 
   “Yes,” he said dragging her forward. “Come on.” 
 
   The mud squelched between her toes as she followed in resignation. People on the street glanced her way, most with curiosity, some with openly hostile looks. All with an underlying sadness. These are a beaten people. 
 
   Cael pulled her to the side before the door to the barracks. His eyes softened and he placed a chaste kiss on her forehead. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   “Papa!” 
 
   Kiernan stepped out of the way as a young, blonde girl of around ten years of age ran to Cael. 
 
   He squatted down and hugged her tight. “Hello, love. Have you been behaving yourself while I’ve been gone?”
 
   “Yes, Papa.”
 
    He stood. “I want you to meet a friend of mine. This is Mistress Malley. Larkin, this is my daughter, Tilly.”
 
    The little girl gave her an awkward curtsy.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” she told Tilly with a smile. 
 
   “It’s getting late,” Cael announced. “I’ll see you in the morning.” He gave Tilly one last kiss, squeezed Kiernan’s hand and walked away into the night.
 
   “This way, Mistress Malley,” Tilly said.
 
   Kiernan followed the little girl into the barracks and froze at the chaos inside. Women and children packed the room. Babies cried, mothers cooed, young children shouted and played in any available space they could find. Small cots lined both sides of the long building. Every one of them occupied. Those that did not have a bed slept in the area between on blankets. Dear Highworld, how do they live like this? 
 
   A gray-haired woman seated on a stool to the right of the door gave her a shocked look. “And, who might you be?” she asked, pushing her considerable bulk upright. She wore a simple frock and was barefooted, although it was hard to tell with the amount of mud that covered her legs.
 
   “I’m Larkin Malley.”
 
   “Haven’t had no newcomers around here in a long time. You lost?”
 
   “No. I came with Cael Trathen.”
 
   “Bloody idiot,” she murmured and eyed Kiernan’s gown. She reached into a cubbyhole behind her and pulled out a worn dress, frayed at the edges. Nothing had ever looked so good to Kiernan in her life. At least it’s clean. 
 
   “Thank you,” Kiernan said gratefully, accepting the dress. “Where should I change?” 
 
   “Do you see any noble lady’s dressing room around here? You can undress right where you stand.”
 
   A few of the women within hearing distance chuckled.
 
   Red-faced, Kiernan peeled off her gown and quickly changed. “I don’t suppose a bath is available?” she asked, tying the laces at the bodice of her new dress. 
 
   “Of course, there is.” The woman checked a parchment nailed to the wall. “Two days from now.”
 
   Kiernan fought back the urge to cry. Two days living with a coating of mud. “Please put me on the list.” 
 
   “I’m Marian, the matron here.” She handed Kiernan a blanket. “There are no beds left, so you’ll have to make your own spot somewhere. Lights out in one minute.”
 
   Kiernan nodded and turned back to the pandemonium with despair. A small hand slipped inside hers. 
 
   “You can sleep with me,” Tilly told her softly and led her into the room along the narrow aisle. All conversation ceased as they passed and walked toward a small cot in the middle of the room. “Sod off!” Tilly shouted, shooing away a young boy that had been lying there.
 
   Kiernan removed the handkerchief from her head and lowered herself down onto the cot after Tilly and had to take the young girl in her arms to make room for them both.
 
   “Lights out!” Marian shouted and all the lanterns were extinguished.
 
   Kiernan lay her head back and without thought began to stroke Tilly’s soft hair. She stiffened at a familiar swelling that surged inside her breast. A fierce, protective force that had nothing to do with blood oaths or duty. It was an instinct born of nature and that had the power to move mountains.   
 
   She allowed the tears that formed in her eyes to run unchecked down her cheeks at the memory that had managed to breach the foggy corners of her mind. A personal realization that touched her heart to the core and one that she knew without a doubt to be true.  
 
   I’ve held babies of my own at one time. I’m sure of it.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beck strode ahead moving north now through the Puu Rainforest, his little band of followers straggling behind. He wasn’t intentionally trying to discourage them from continuing on by the pace he set. It was just that the need for urgency drove him above all other trifling consideration. Josef Asher could only hide for so long. Gage Gregaros could only forestall an accession war for so long. More importantly, somewhere on this island Kiernan needed him, and he had already made the decision to put her first.  
 
   The thought sent adrenaline flooding into his limbs pumping them harder and faster until he was suddenly in a blind run. Vines and tree branches slapped at his face and body as he ran. He could have set a shield around his body if he had been thinking clearly, but he wasn’t. Shouts sounded behind him, but he ignored them. Footsteps crashed through the forest in an effort to catch up. Beck cast out with his earthshifting and moved the dirt beneath him until the ground lifted his steps into long, leaping bounds. The trees melted away into indistinct replicas as his magic pitched him forward one enormous stride at a time. 
 
   Beck ran on this way for hours, stopping only when the muscles in his legs finally gave out and he fell to his knees on the path. 
 
   He was still there, catching his breath when the sprinting footsteps came closer sounding loud in his ears. Too loud. He stood and spun around. People poured out of the forest in all directions, running hard. Men and women. A few children! Even a one-eyed Cyman! There must have been a hundred of them. 
 
   “What…? What in the Highworld is all this?”
 
   “King Beck! You ran so fast!” Tristan exclaimed, skidding to a halt, the strings of his biggins cap swinging wildly beneath his chin. 
 
   “What is going on here?” Beck barked again, ignoring the royal title as he had numerous times over the past few days. The boy simply refused to acknowledge Beck’s claims. 
 
   Tristan looked puzzled for a moment. “What? These people?”
 
   “Yes, Tristan, these people. Where did they come from?”
 
   “Oh, I guess word has gotten around in Iserlohn.”
 
   “Word about what?”
 
   “That you’re out looking for Princess Kiernan, Your Grace!” he answered slowly as though Beck were dimwitted. “Since the Scarlet Sabers refused to help, we kinda decided that we’d take their place. Like I said, King Beck, you and the Princess have done a lot for the people of Iserlohn. We’re not the type to forget about a thing like that.”
 
   Beck ran a hand through his hair, alternately touched and exasperated. “Look, Tristan…” He looked around at the group. “Everyone, please hear me! The Scarlet Sabers did not refuse to help me! I am on my own by choice!” 
 
   “So are we, Your Grace,” Tristan said with a shake of his head. 
 
   “Tristan! You don’t understand.”
 
   The stout boy gestured dismissively and started away. “We’re wasting time. Come on, Your Grace. We’ve a Princess to bring home.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 23
 
    A Hard Slap
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   A relentless, harsh clanging brought Kiernan abruptly out her exhausted sleep. “What’s happening?” she asked, already jumping off the cot. 
 
   “Oh, no,” whispered Tilly.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “The bell,” she whined in a terrified voice as she swung her legs off the bed and slipped into her dirty dress. “It means there’s going to be a flogging.”
 
   Fear stabbed at Kiernan as she dressed and went to stand in the aisle with the other women lining up before the door.
 
   “Hurry, now!” Marian, the matron, shouted. “The Duke has a show to put on! Don’t give him what he wants. No crying now.”
 
   The women moved ahead sluggishly, clearly not eager to witness the event. A public flogging wasn’t anything new to Kiernan. Although, infrequent, she had seen a few in her life growing up in Nysa, and they never got any easier to watch.  
 
   When Kiernan arrived at the door, she grabbed Marian’s arm. “Who is to be punished?” The question earned her a glare, though she didn’t know why. 
 
   “Could be anyone for any offense,” the matron answered. “The Duke enjoys a perverse love affair with the whip. But, if I had to guess, I would say it was your very own, Cael Trathen.”
 
   “Cael?” she asked in a panic. “He did nothing wrong!”
 
   “Brought you here, didn’t he?”
 
   A snarl ground out through Kiernan’s lips. She looked around at all the youngsters filing out the door. “Do the children have to watch?” 
 
   “Everyone.”
 
   Kiernan pressed Tilly tight to her side and reluctantly followed the women out onto the porch of the barracks. “Close your eyes,” she told the little girl.
 
   But, Tilly did look, and her cry was heartrending. “Papa! Papa!”
 
   Cael knelt in the mud, his hands tied around the same wooden pole as the man she had seen yesterday. Blood covered his bare back. His head hung between his shoulders causing his long hair to hide his face from view. He looked barely conscious. 
 
   Sympathy lanced her heart. Cold rage stole her breath. 
 
   The Duke of Lewstin sat obscenely on an ornate chair on his hill, out of the mud, away from the horror he had orchestrated. Over the distance, their eyes met and in that moment she knew. This whole event was meant for her. To test her loyalty. Not to Cael, but to him. To witness firsthand the price of betrayal. 
 
   She broke eye contact and felt herself being forced down along the stairs and into the mud.
 
   All around her, the crowd was deathly silent and Kiernan recalled Marian’s directive to the women not to cry. She now understood why. It was their one small act of defiance. The Duke may be able to force them into witnessing his brutality, but they would not give him a reaction, the one thing men like him craved most.
 
   Tilly tried to break free to run to her father, but Kiernan held her back. 
 
   A man in a black hood with two cutouts around the eyes stood in the mud twenty feet behind Cael. Dressed only in black trousers and the hood, his bare, muscled chest gleamed with sweat. A wicked-looking leather whip dangled from one hand.
 
   I have to do something! Kiernan pressed Tilly into Marian’s hands and pushed through the crowd determined to lock on to the punisher’s eyes so she could mindshift him. All she needed to do was get him to hold the tip of the whip back just enough so Cael wouldn’t be hurt as bad and no one would be the wiser.
 
   The Duke stood from his chair to address the townsfolk, stopping her cold. 
 
   “Fine people of Lewstin! It is with great sadness that today I must condemn our brother, Cael Trathen, to a punishment of twenty lashes for the crime of thievery.”
 
   The crowd murmured in surprise. Kiernan waited for one of them to call the Duke out for what could only be an outrageous lie. None did. She scanned their faces. Cael’s father stood in the back. He met her stare for a brief second and then shook his head and turned away. 
 
   The offense was more than she could stand. “No!” she shouted. “Master Trathen is a good, decent man. He would not steal!” 
 
   “Guards!” the Duke screamed. “Escort that woman back to the barracks!”
 
   Two soldiers started toward her, but she ducked away from them. Refusing to engage the Duke, she turned to the people. “How long are you going to stand for this?”
 
   “Guards!” 
 
   “You all know Cael Trathen is not guilty of any crime, yet you stand by and watch! You must rise up against this injustice!”
 
   The soldiers grasped her arms and wrestled her toward the barracks. 
 
   “Proceed with the final ten lashes!” the Duke shouted.
 
   “You must fight!” Kiernan countered.
 
   No one answered her cry as she was carried up the stairs and unceremoniously dumped inside the building. The doors were slammed shut, but not before she heard the tip of the whip whistle through the air and land on Cael’s back with a sharp snap. Not before she heard his cry of pain.    
 
   She pounded on the door, but the guards held it shut. Misery overwhelmed her. Cael must have known the Duke would punish him if he brought her here to Lewstin, but he did so anyway. Why did he help her when he so easily could have brushed off her persistence and left her behind? 
 
   Because he was an honorable man and wanted to help her.
 
   Her blood oath flared inside her body, and she vowed to do the same for him. With every cry of his pain, her resolve grew stronger.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Kiernan spoke to no one for the rest of the day, and no one spoke to her. Although, it was clear from the looks of the women that they blamed her for Cael’s whipping. As do I. 
 
   Every time the door opened, she feared it would be one of the Duke’s soldiers there to drag her out for her own punishment—and it would have nothing to do with a whip. Mostly, though, she was alone with everyone off to work in the mines, including Tilly. The women who looked after the very small children came and went, but otherwise the barracks remained empty. 
 
   She lay on her small cot and plotted her revenge on the Duke. She couldn’t do it alone, that much was certain. She needed the townspeople to desire their freedom as much as she wanted to give it to them.
 
   Late in the afternoon, Marian came into the barracks and brought her bread, cheese and water, which Kiernan accepted gratefully. The matron did not speak to her and it infuriated her. She stood to confront her. “Why, Marian? Why don’t you fight?”
 
   To Kiernan’s surprise, the matron laughed. “To what purpose?”
 
   “For freedom! For a life free of terror! For better living conditions!”
 
   “Like Cael? He brought a new wife to town to make his living conditions better and what did he get for it?”
 
   “You can’t possibly—”
 
   “Have you seen the guards?” Marian asked. “Have you seen the walls? Have you seen how families are separated? These are all tactics to keep the people of this town focused on one thing.”
 
   “Mining.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “But, you must—”
 
   The matron cocked her hand back and slapped her in the face. Hard. “Stop it! Just stop your nonsense! If you continue with your heresy against the Duke, you’ll get worse than a whipping. You’ll be dead! And, you’ll probably take a few of us along with you.” 
 
   Kiernan brought a hand up to her stinging cheek. “I’m just trying to help.”
 
   “Bloody noble,” Marian grumbled, shaking her head. 
 
   “I’m a maid,” Kiernan told her.
 
   “And, I’m the Princess of Men.”
 
   Kiernan had to bite into her lip to keep from smiling.  
 
   “It’s easy to fight back when you’re a lion, isn’t it, my lady?” Marian said, jabbing a finger into her chest. “You’re used to people doing your bidding and bowing down to you, I can see that by the way you act. Well, for whatever reason you’re here, you’re in with the sheep now and we don’t want your bleating to attract the wolf. Do you hear me?”
 
   Is she right? Am I doing more harm than good? Are my perceptions colored by privilege?
 
   “There is no help for us in Lewstin,” Marian continued as though reading her thoughts. “This is our lot and we’ve accepted it. You will have to, too, if you want to survive.” 
 
   Kiernan reluctantly nodded, deciding to give it up for now. “How is Cael doing?”
 
   “I haven’t seen him.”
 
   “Take me to him.”
 
    Marian gave her a furious look. “You really won’t be satisfied until I’m the next one strung to a pole, will you?”
 
   “Just point me in the right direction. No one will know.”
 
   “Go to the Netherworld,” she spat and walked away.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 24
 
    Deadly Threat
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Kiernan waited until all of the women had been in bed for a full hour before slipping out of the back door of the barracks. She followed Tilly’s directions and took a left up a small hill into a copse of trees. A well-worn path cut through the middle of the woods told her she wasn’t the only one in the town of Lewstin to have ever defied curfew. It gave her hope. 
 
   She hurried over the path, and Cael’s small house came into view through the thinning trees a few moments later. She stuck her head out of the woods to peer up and down both sides of the street, but yanked it back at sight of two of the Duke’s soldiers. She took a deep breath and held it, hoping they wouldn’t look too closely into the trees. The soft conversation between the two men continued unabated, and she waited until they passed before letting the air out. 
 
   With one last hard look down both sides of the street, she ran across the road to the house and darted inside without knocking. 
 
   She shut the door softly and leaned against it. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the darkness, and what she saw made her want to weep. This was not a home. This was four walls and a few pieces of shabby furniture. There were no toys here for Tilly to play with. No flowers or carpets or curtains that would have added a modicum of color to the drab surroundings. No, this was not a home. This was a place for Cael to lay his head at night. The Duke of Lewstin had seen to that.
 
   “Cael?” she whispered.
 
   When she received no answer, she pushed away from the door and walked through the kitchen into a narrow corridor with only the dim light from the windows to guide her. 
 
   “Cael?”
 
   A pain-filled grunt came from a back room. “I’m in here.”
 
   Relief flooded through her at the sound of his voice. She hurried to the only room at the back of the house. A lantern hanging just inside the door provided enough illumination for her to see Cael, lying on his stomach on a small bed. She covered her mouth in horror. Strips of his skin hung from his back, leaving bloody, weeping welts exposed to the air. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” he said hoarsely, his face turned away from her. “If the Duke finds out, he’ll—”
 
   “Shush,” she told him and sat carefully on the bed next to him. “How bad is it?”
 
   “It burns,” he ground out through gritted teeth. “Terrible.” 
 
   Kiernan remembered Miss Belle once treating a stab wound for one of the Scarlet Sabers. “Do you have any poppyvine here? And, goat’s milk?”
 
   He nodded. “In the kitchen.”
 
   Kiernan rushed out of the room. It took her some time to find a kettle and heat the medicinal plant over the embers in Cael’s fireplace. She added the goat’s milk slowly, in small drops, until she had the right consistency for a poultice. 
 
   With her mixture in hand, she returned to Cael’s room and set the kettle on the floor next to the bed. With as much care as possible, she used her knife to spread the warm poultice over his welts. At first, he moaned in pain, but soon murmured in anesthetic relief.
 
   When she finished and he remained silent, she assumed he had fallen asleep and couldn’t resist the urge to stroke his damp blonde hair. “Why, Cael?” she asked softly.
 
   “Why what?” he whispered back, startling her. She jerked her hand away. 
 
   “No…don’t stop.”
 
   With a sad smile, she reached out and ran her hand tenderly along his hair once again. “Why did you bring me here?”
 
   “Didn’t have much of a choice, as I recall. I told you what it would be like here.”
 
   “It’s not for me I ask, but you. You must have known you would be punished.”
 
   “Yes, I did, but…there’s something about you, Larkin, that’s hard to resist. Somehow, out on the road, you convinced me that all might not be lost. That maybe…just maybe, there’s hope for us here.”
 
   Is there? The matron’s words back at the barracks had started to plague her with doubt and almost persuaded her to give up the struggle. But, Cael’s words had the opposite effect. She realized now that not everyone had the will to fight back. Through no fault of their own, years of oppression had shaped the people of Lewstin into docility. Fortunately for them, she had been shaped into steel. 
 
   “Help me up,” he said. 
 
   With some effort and a few groans, she helped him into a sitting position at the edge of the bed. They sat side by side, their legs pressed together. He glanced over at her. “Being able to see your face again is worth every bit of the pain.” 
 
   She turned away and ran a self-conscious hand over her short hair. 
 
   With two fingers, he pulled her chin back toward him until she had no choice but to look at him. “You’re the most incredible woman I know, Larkin, and I mean it.”
 
   His warm brown eyes, so sincere and full of compassion, tugged at her heart. Without thinking, she reached out to tenderly stroke his jaw as though it were the most natural thing to do. What more could a woman want than the man who sat in front of her? He might not be highborn, but she never put much stock in the idea that she would forsake love for politics. In any case, it hardly mattered now with the death of her father as she didn’t have an army at her disposal to fight for the Crown. 
 
   Yet, a burning question remained. Had there been another man in her life before her mind went blank?
 
   Her hand slowly trailed down along Cael’s neck and shoulder and the hard muscles in his arm willing herself to remember another in his place. Did I love? Was I loved in return? As much as she tried to force it, the overwhelming rush of remembered emotion she felt with Tilly was missing here. There was nothing. 
 
   Perhaps there never had been.    
 
   Cael’s hand came around her waist and pulled her close. He leaned in to place a soft kiss on her lips.   
 
   Her first instinct to push him away quickly receded as her body reacted to their closeness and she moaned against his mouth. In response, Cael kissed her deeper, more fervently. All rational thought flew from her mind. No one existed in this moment except her and Cael. He was the only solid thing in her life and she clung to him. 
 
   Slowly, he lowered her back onto the bed. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The front door to Cael’s house banged open. Cael rolled off her and cursed when his sore back hit the bed. Kiernan jumped up just as the Duke’s soldiers burst into the bedroom. 
 
   “Mistress Malley, you are in violation of Lewstin law by being out after curfew. You’ll need to come with us.”
 
   Cael struggled to stand, his face ashen from the pain. “Where are you taking her?” 
 
   Kiernan put her hands on his shoulders and gently eased him back down. “Cael, listen to me. You don’t need any more trouble. I’ll see you soon.” 
 
   “Don’t ask me to be the coward my father is, Larkin,” he begged, catching her hand in a tight grip. 
 
   “I would never do that, but this is something I need to handle.” She bent and placed a kiss on his lips. “Trust me.”
 
   “It’s the Duke I don’t trust.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.” She leaned down to whisper in his ear. “I’ll be back tomorrow to apply another poultice.”
 
   He nodded, but looked around her at the soldiers. “If you harm one hair on her head, I’ll kill you. Do you hear me?” 
 
   “We’re not going to harm her, Cael, relax.”
 
   Kiernan allowed herself to be ushered out of the house. She stalked ahead along the muddy road and, to her surprise, the soldiers kept a respectable distance behind. She headed toward the barracks hoping that would be the extent of it, but after her outburst earlier, she doubted she would get off that easy. 
 
   As she feared, the soldiers hurried ahead to block her way and guided her toward the Duke’s residence on the hill.  
 
   Kiernan sighed, knowing she had little choice in the matter. Another confrontation had been inevitable. Better now, late at night, than with innocent people around.
 
   When they arrived at the estate, the two soldiers waited outside and a servant in gray livery ushered her into the same library where she’d met the Duke yesterday. She stepped inside and froze at the sight in front of her. The Duke sat behind his desk dressed in a silk night cloak and casually ran his hand down the hair of the little girl in his lap. 
 
   Tilly.
 
   She looked terrified.
 
   “Ah, Mistress Malley, whatever am I to do with you?”
 
   For Tilly’s sake, she remained silent, not wishing to cause the girl any harm.
 
   “I run a very orderly town here, Mistress Malley. People follow my rules or they suffer the punishment of their defiance. I have a graveyard full of rule-breakers. Would you care to join them?”
 
   Tilly whimpered.
 
   Kiernan glared at the Duke. “Let her go.”
 
   “I will allow you this last pass, but you will not speak out against me again and you will not break curfew. Am I understood?”
 
   “Yes, now let her go.” 
 
   He laughed and lifted Tilly off his lap. “Very well, it’s back to the barracks for you, young lady. If Mistress Malley cooperates, I will not have to summon you here again.”
 
   Tilly scooted around the desk and ran to Kiernan, hugging her around the waist. 
 
   “It’s all right, darling. We’ll go now,” Kiernan told her.
 
   “Oh, no, you will stay, Mistress Malley.”
 
   Kiernan felt her stomach drop.  “Go on, Tilly. I’ll be along shortly.” 
 
   The little girl nodded and darted from the library like a spooked animal. 
 
   The Duke steepled his hands under his chin. “Who are you? That is the question.”
 
   “No one,” she replied flatly.
 
   “Oh, you’re someone. I’m certain of that.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Are you a spy for Bartlett? Or Hamilton? Did one of those bastards find out about my diamond mines and send you here to try and take my town from me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He came around his desk and stood in front of her. “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “It’s the truth.”
 
   “You’ll need to convince me,” he said with a leer.
 
   She grimaced in disgust. “And, how would I do that, my Lord Duke?”
 
   “Stop playing games, Larkin. You know what I want.” He pressed in close to her and covered one of her breasts with his hand. “One way or another, you will submit to me.”
 
   Her lip lifted in a feral smile. Wrong move, Duke. Gritting her teeth, she slapped his hand away and slammed a mindshifted thought through the air between them. One that would have him running out of this estate to jump in the Illian River. Naked. 
 
   Her smile faded. 
 
   Nothing happened. 
 
   The Duke just stared at her with a stupid grin on his face, roughly groping at both of her breasts now. 
 
   It didn’t work! My magic is gone along with my memory!
 
   She stumbled back away from him in stunned disbelief and pulled Cael’s knife from the sleeve of her dress.
 
   The Duke clutched her wrist in a painful grip catching her by surprise. She hadn’t expected him to be that fast or strong. “No weapon can keep me from the feel of your body under mine.  When I tell you to bend over my desk with your arse in the air, that’s exactly what you’ll do!”
 
   “No.”
 
   He twisted her arm until the knife fell from her fingers. “It’s you or Cael’s daughter. Your choice.”
 
   “Don’t you dare touch her!”
 
   “That, my dear, is entirely up to you. Now get out of my sight and think on what I said. When I call for you, you will come willingly and prepared to pleasure.” He shrugged. “Just like they all do sooner or later.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


 Chapter 25
 
    Digging Out
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   A hand on Kiernan’s shoulder shook her awake.  
 
   “Mistress Malley, it’s time to work,” Tilly whispered.
 
   Work? And, then the nightmare that had become her life pushed through the murky layers of sleep. As she sat up, the events of the previous evening flashed through her mind and chipped away at the purpose she so recently crafted and the words of optimism she had given to Cael. Because it had all been a lie. She wouldn’t be able to help the people of Lewstin after all. Not when everything that made her who she was—her memories, her family and now her magic—were lost to her. She had become scullery maid, Larkin Malley, in truth.
 
   But, she could save Tilly. 
 
   And, it would cost another piece of her.    
 
   Slowly, she got out of bed and dressed. In an apathetic daze, she joined the line with the others heading to the mines and someone pressed a piece of bread in her hands as she walked out the door. She took it listlessly and ate. 
 
   The sun had dried the mud to a manageable slush making it a little easier to plod along. The townsfolk ignored her as she walked among them. The soldiers ignored the townsfolk as they passed by. Both groups heavily burdened with a constant state of unease. 
 
   A hand grabbed hers and she spun around, terrified that she would find the leering grin of the Duke. 
 
   It was Cael. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” she gasped.
 
   He shrugged and then winced at the pain the movement caused. “I wasn’t going to let you go to your first day at the mines without me.” 
 
   She scowled at him and ducked under his arm to help support his weight. Leaning on each other, they made their way to the top of the hill where Kiernan got a firsthand look at the Lewstin mines. 
 
   Shovels, hammers and picks littered the ground. Men, attached like animals to harnesses connected to a pulley system, lumbered in a continuous slow loop around the top of the hill as they hauled ore out of the mines in buckets one small load at a time. Sonorous discharges sounded from inside the mines followed by a series of shouted orders that impelled the human chain faster. 
 
   Children collected the ore from the buckets and carried their precious crystalline rock down another hill to the riverbank of the Illian where women waited with wash plans to extract, clean and polish the diamonds. 
 
   Everyone seemed to know their part. Except me.
 
    Cael sensed her uncertainty and squeezed her hand. “Go down by the river. The women will instruct you from there.”
 
   Just then, a louder explosion rocked the air. 
 
   “Demon’s breath!” Cael swore. “Flood! Go down by the river now!”
 
   “Where are you going?” she asked nervously.
 
   “Inside to fix this! Go quickly!”  
 
   Kiernan did as she was told, picking up her skirt to run down the hill just in time to avoid the gush of water that blasted through the entrance of the mine and sent people and equipment spinning to the ground. She watched in dismay as the water flowed back down toward the town to soak the drying roads once again.
 
   Why don’t they just divert the excess water to the river? The question stayed on Kiernan’s mind as she joined the women down by the river. She picked out Marian’s gray head among the others and asked her. 
 
   “Still asking questions that don’t need answers, my lady?” she questioned irritably.
 
   “Stop calling me that,” Kiernan hissed. “It just seems like it would be fairly easy to dig a trench down this way toward the river.”
 
   “The Duke won’t spare the men to do it, you little twit! He needs them all mining during the day.” Marian shoved a pan in her hands. “Watch, learn and do.”
 
   Kiernan snatched the pan from the matron’s hands and sat with another group as far away from Marian as possible. But, even as she worked, she chewed on the problem like a dog with a bone. The tedious work gave her an opportunity to observe the guards and their positions up on the hill. 
 
   When Tilly came down to the river to deliver more ore, Kiernan asked her if the guards ever came down off the hill. 
 
   “Oh, no, they prefer to stay out of the muck.”
 
   The answer formed an idea in Kiernan’s mind. She might not be able to mindshift, but by the Highworld, she could dig.
 
   An eagerness to see her plan through and the knowledge that she would finally get that much longed-for bath this evening slowed the remaining hours to an excruciating pace. A lifetime later, Marian signaled an end to the workday, and she raced back to the barracks without waiting for Cael or Tilly. 
 
   At her little cot, she undressed and hurried naked and riddled with goose pimples to the short line of women in front of a sectioned off area at the back of the building.
 
   None of them spoke to her. She knew they saw her as a rebellious outsider and it would take time to change that perception. But, right now, all she could think about was a nice, hot bath. 
 
   At last, the privacy curtain was pulled aside and Kiernan was waved in along with the young girl behind her by one of the redheaded twin sisters named Serah and Salie who tended to the baths most nights. 
 
   Kiernan waited patiently while the twins poured water into a pair of large copper tubs. She couldn’t help but notice that one of the sisters held a kettle with hot steaming water and the other a bucket from the well. She was disappointed, but not surprised when she was led to the cold tub. She sighed, stepped over the rim and sank down into the icy water. Despite the temperature, Kiernan wanted to cry in relief as the mud slid away from her submerged body. 
 
   One of the twins picked up a brush and silently scrubbed Kiernan’s back. The woman used her free hand to work her fingers into Kiernan’s hair and massage soap into her scalp with vigorous strokes. Kiernan moaned in pleasure even as the clear water turned to a mucky brown. She barely had time to hold her breath as her head was pushed under the water to rinse away the lather. When she was hauled upright once again and a large comb scraped through her clean short hair, she thought she had died and gone to the Highworld.
 
   Sadly, it ended all too soon and she was prodded out of the tub so it could be readied for the next in line. 
 
   Tilly was waiting for her at their cot. 
 
   “Did you hear?” Tilly asked excitedly.
 
   “Hear what?” she asked, shivering as she stepped into the clean dress that had been put out for her. 
 
   “The Duke is gone.”
 
   Kiernan’s heart skipped a beat. “Gone?”
 
   “The Duke left town with a bunch of his soldiers.”
 
   The terror that simmered just below the surface ever since her encounter with the Duke last night fled in an audible release of breath.
 
   “Are you all right, Mistress Malley?” Tilly asked.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” Kiernan told the girl reassuringly, already planning what to do with her reprieve.
 
   After dinner, and with an hour to spare before curfew, she went out the back door and walked through the copse of trees out back, but instead of going left to Cael’s house, she took a right toward the river. The mud was thicker than usual because of the new flooding today, but Kiernan refused to be daunted. She retrieved a shovel from the now deserted mines, and starting at the river’s edge, she began to dig. Little by little, one shovelful at a time.
 
   A fresh coat of dirt soon covered her clean body, but it couldn’t be helped.  
 
   One way or another, the town of Lewstin would get their trench whether they wanted one or not. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beck had acquired a small army whether he wanted one or not. The line of people stood with him now at the lip of the Valley of Flame, a deep gorge filled with a plethora of swaying red and yellow flowers that gave the appearance that the ground was afire. Beyond the valley on the eastern rise stood the formidable Starfell—once a Mage Keep named after his grandfather, Galen Starr, and now home to the Halfie race of people. It had taken several years after the Demon War to find a suitable home for the Halfies, but this Keep isolated away from most inhabitants of the island fit their needs—and the needs of Massans—perfectly.  
 
   Beck beckoned his followers close and pointed. “We will be entering the lair of the legendary half-pint sprites called the Halfies. Has anyone here ever met a Halfie?”
 
   Most in the group shook their heads, but a few grimaced with a remembered encounter. 
 
   “If you value your skin, I suggest you allow me to create a shield of protection around you. The mischievous Halfies stand only four feet tall but can be quite injurious without intending to be.”
 
   When all agreed, Beck cast a spell around himself and the others and started down the steep slope. Not surprisingly, it didn’t take long for the imps to make their presence known. The moment Beck reached the valley floor, a rock whizzed through the air and bounced against his shield.
 
   “Enough!” Beck growled. “Show yourselves!”
 
   Amid a flurry of squeaky giggles, three male Halfies eased up out of the flowers dressed in simple loincloths wrapped around their hips. “Greetings, Savitar,” they said in piercing unison.  
 
   Beck was taken aback at their recognition of him as it had been several years since he had last been to Starfell. 
 
   “Greetings, Halfies. I am here to see Vinni Vee.”
 
   More laughter burbled forth. “Of course you are. We’ve been waiting for you. Follow.”
 
   Beck shook his head and started after the Halfies. It took over an hour to reach the eastern canyon wall and his shield took several more hits along the way. At the base of the slope, he beckoned Tristan over. “You can make camp here while I go up to the Keep. Instruct the others that we’ll leave at first light tomorrow.” 
 
   “Sounds like a good plan, Your Grace. Just keep that shield nice and tight around us if you don’t mind.”
 
   Beck assured him that he would and followed his three escorts up to the Keep. The Halfies had built a wooden walkway into the side of the valley wall making the climb easier than it used to be. 
 
   At the top, Beck stepped off the platform into a courtyard littered with refuse and discarded furniture and overturned carts. Halfie children scampered up trees and swung from branches screeching at the top of their lungs. Beck stepped through the disorder and made his way into the foyer of the Keep. He was surprised to find the statue of Galen Starr still standing unmarred because the rest of the interior had not been so fortunate. Beautiful stained glass doors hung on their hinges. White marbled floors were scuffed and cracked. The elegant woodwork and walls were stained with what looked and smelled like black tar. 
 
   Heartbreaking to see, but a small price to pay, he supposed, to keep the menacing confined to one place.
 
   “This way, Savitar!”
 
   His Halfie escort pointed through the broken doors into a large sitting room. Beck squeezed through the opening and found Vinni inside sitting on none other than a tiny throne made for a petite King. 
 
   Beck had to bite back a laugh. The Halfie always did have quite the ego.
 
   The imp looked older, his shock of curls a bit grayer, his middle a bit thicker. The eyes, however, were as sharp as ever. 
 
   “Savitar,” Vinni drawled in a bored voice while meticulously studying his fingernails.
 
   “Well met, Vinni.”
 
   “Let’s dispense with the niceties, shall we? What can I do for you?”
 
   “All right then,” Beck replied, wondering at the brusqueness of the Halfie’s tone. “The clouds, Vinni. Can you still read them?”
 
   Vinni issued a loud snort. “Vinni Vee, Son of Verdi, Tribal Leader and Cloud Reader, is a name that is not given lightly.”
 
   “No offense intended, Vinni, but I need your help.”
 
   Vinni sat forward with a sneer. “Of course you need my help! Why else would you be here? It’s not as though you would ever visit otherwise. Oh, no, not a busy Savitar such as yourself. What would you care about a Halfie who saved your life and that of your wife?” 
 
   Beck’s face reddened with guilt. “You’re right, Vinni. I do consider you a dear friend and I should have visited long before now.” 
 
   The Halfie’s expression came alive. “Really? I am your friend?”
 
   “Yes, really.”
 
   Vinni hopped down from his throne and Beck involuntarily took a step back, his hands crossing to cover his lower region. “Well, then, friend, I can help you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I know what you seek,” he whispered conspiratorially.
 
   Thank the Highworld! Beck squatted down. “I can’t thank you enough, Vinni. You don’t know how desperately I need to find my wife.” 
 
   “Not your wife!” Vinni scoffed with a wave of his hand.
 
   Beck blinked. “Yes, Vinni! She disappeared and—”
 
   “No! You need to find you!”
 
   Beck stood, panic burrowing into his stomach. “What in demon’s breath are you talking about?”
 
   “Just as I do, my friend, you go by many names. Earthshifter, Savitar, Prince, First Mage. Some you wear more easily than others, but you have to decide soon. Who are you, Beck Atlan?”
 
   “Does it matter?” he asked in an exasperated groan. 
 
   “Yes, the future of the races depends upon it.”
 
   Beck knew enough about the Cloud Reader to know that what he saw had merit, but he had no time to dwell on it. “I will think on it when I have time, I promise. In the meantime, can you tell me where Kiernan is?” 
 
   The curly head shook vigorously. “I have not been granted that knowledge. I am sorry.”
 
   Beck’s shoulders slumped in misery. All this way I’ve traveled to nothing but a dead end. 
 
   “There is one more thing that you should know,” Vinni said.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “A woman stalks you.”
 
   Beck’s eyebrows rose in shock. “A woman? What does she want?”
 
   “To kill you.” 
 
   Beck’s memory roamed over the few women who had joined him from Iserlohn. None appeared threatening in any way, quite the opposite in fact, and he did not sense malevolence from anyone in the group, although it was a feeling that could easily be masked. He settled a hand on Vinni’s shoulder. “Thank you for the warning, Vinni, I will be on guard.”
 
   “I tell you because…” The Halfie’s face turned three different shades of red as he struggled to say his next words. “...you…are my…friend.”
 
   Unexpected emotion swelled in Beck’s chest, and he vowed to visit the Tribe Leader more often. “I feel the same way,” he assured Vinni as they walked together toward the broken gap that served as a door. “I don’t suppose the clouds have shown you anything about the trouble in Nysa?” he asked casually. 
 
   “The race war?”
 
   Beck stopped. “The race war? You mean the accession war?” 
 
   “They are one and the same, no?”
 
   Beck shook his head. Did the Halfie misinterpret the clouds in some way? “And, House Everard? How will we fare in this war, Vinni?” He had to know, for Kiernan’s sake. 
 
   “Now that I do know!” he said with a pointed finger in the air. “House Everard is dead and will never rise again.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 26
 
    Crumbling Walls
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Kiernan’s days in Lewstin passed much the same. Drudgery at the mines with the sun and grueling nights digging her trench with the moon. 
 
   She paused in her work to adjust the white cloth that wrapped both of her blistered hands. Every muscle in her body throbbed. Her skin itched unbearably from the layer of dried mud she wore. To make matters worse, she had contracted stomach blight and struggled with frequent bouts of nausea. 
 
   The one comforting departure to the onerous routine was her growing attachment to Cael and Tilly. Cael seemed to feel the same. He was more playful now than when she’d first met him and often wore a tender smile whenever he looked at her, and little Tilly eased a bit of the ache Kiernan felt for her own missing children. 
 
   She couldn’t help but wonder. How old are they? How many are there? Do they live still? If they are alive, I will find them. It was a vow that burned deep inside her chest as a beacon of hope for her future. 
 
   Until then, there was her trench.    
 
   She continued to dig until she could no longer lift the shovel and then stumbled back to the barracks and her cot.  
 
   It seemed like she had just closed her eyes when the morning bell rang, startling her awake. Kiernan covered the yawn that widened her mouth. How many more days she could keep up this pace, she wasn’t sure. But, not many.
 
   She sat up on the cot and stretched. It lifted her heart to see one of the women watering the flowers Kiernan had taken pains to arrange in the windows of the barracks. Pride. A sense of belonging. A first step toward taking ownership of their surroundings.   
 
   The door slammed open and the redheaded Salie rushed inside. “An army!” she shouted. “Come quick.”
 
   Kiernan flew from the cot, dressed and joined the others rushing to squeeze out the front door. An army coming here to Lewstin? She followed the crowd to the palisade. Several leapt up onto the horizontal slats in the middle of the fencing and Kiernan didn’t hesitate in doing the same. She stepped up onto the wood and peered over the top. 
 
   Her jaw fell open in shock.
 
   An army of Dwarves passing by on the northern road toward Nysa. A vanguard of Iron Fists in the maroon and blue of Deepstone rode out in front, their eyes darting in all directions as they searched for threats to the King that followed just behind. The handsome monarch wore an opulent robe around his shoulders and a golden circlet upon his head. He sat casually in his saddle, sharing a laugh with the female Fist riding beside him.
 
   Kiernan racked her brain wondering why the King looked so familiar. She hadn’t seen King Rik since she was very young, but he had been much older then. This King was younger. 
 
   The appearance of Dwarves in Iserlohn was also very puzzling. The last she knew, they refused to have anything to do with the Land of Men. Or the Elves, for that matter. What would make them venture onto foreign soil?  
 
   The chestnut-haired King suddenly turned to look toward the palisade. He could have been looking at anyone, but it seemed to Kiernan that his gaze was directed at her. A frown creased his brow. Does he know me? Even if he did know Princess Kiernan, how could he possibly equate her to the woman with short hair and muddy face peering over a fence?
 
   Still, her heart started to beat wildly at the possibility. Will he call out to me? A big part of her wanted him to do just that. To march in and save her. Take her away from this awful place. Yes, I’m here! Her hand lifted in a silent plea. Yes. It’s me, Dwarven King! The Princess of Men! 
 
   But, the King’s eyes slipped from her and he continued on his way and out of view.
 
   Kiernan watched a few moments longer as the foot soldiers marched by in an endless parade of heavy staccato footsteps. 
 
   Guilt prickled at her conscience that she could so easily turn her back on Cael and Tilly and the townsfolk of Lewstin at sight of a few Dwarves. I am no Princess of Men, she reminded herself. I am Larkin Malley, once a scullery maid and now a miner.  
 
   With a heavy heart, she made the morning trek to the mines. As was her usual practice, she sat alone, choosing not to subject herself to the matron’s glares. She took a look at her half-dug trench. Although satisfied with her progress thus far, she judged the remaining distance to the top—provided the guards didn’t stop her before then—would take her many weeks yet to complete. Then, what? Her actions would not come without consequence. Was she really provoking the Duke into a fight? 
 
   She stewed on that question all day, and after work made her way back to the barracks intending to enjoy a few hours of rest before her return to the mines for her nightly labor. 
 
   “Mistress Malley?”
 
   Kiernan turned toward the bathing section at the back of the building. Serah beckoned to her with a furtive wave.  
 
   Kiernan walked over. “There must be some mistake,” she told the woman. “I’m not due for another bath until tomorrow.” 
 
   “No mistake,” Serah told her with a wink. 
 
   The matron made a grunting sound of disapproval from her stool on the other side of the barracks. 
 
   It remained a mystery to Kiernan why Marian disliked her so. The woman gave her openly antagonistic looks every time she brought flowers into the barracks or sang songs to the children at night or shared her knowledge of herbs and cures with the other women. Despite the matron’s unpleasant manner, however, Kiernan found the barracks becoming more and more like home. At least, as long as she managed to forget that she was a prisoner. 
 
   Kiernan yelped as Serah yanked her inside the curtained room. Salie joined in helping to pull Kiernan’s filthy clothes from her body.  
 
   When she was naked, Kiernan gritted her teeth, preparing to take a plunge into the ice-cold water. But, when she turned toward the tub, she noticed the heat mist rising sinuously above the surface. She placed her hand inside the water. It was hot. 
 
   “Come now, don’t just stand there, Mistress Malley,” Salie chided. 
 
   A sudden stinging pressure at the back of Kiernan’s throat made it difficult to swallow as she stepped into the tub and sank down into pure ecstasy. “But, why?”
 
   Serah poured water over her head and began to scrape the mud from her scalp.  
 
   “Because you help us to believe, Mistress Malley.”
 
   “Believe in what?”
 
   “In a future without walls.” 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   A future without walls. Kiernan wiped the back of her hand across her sweaty brow at another round of retching and picked up her shovel once again. I need to rest. Not now, not when the walls are crumbling. But, soon. 
 
   A rustling sound at the edge of the trees turned her around.  
 
   A hooded figure stepped out of the woods.
 
   Kiernan gripped the shovel in both hands and lifted it out toward the intruder, but relaxed her stance when she recognized the matron. She couldn’t imagine what could have brought Marian out here tonight. 
 
   The gray-haired woman crossed the distance between them and folded her arms across her ample bosom. “I knew it was you making this bloody trench, but I had to see for myself.”
 
   Kiernan leaned on the shovel. “What do you want, Marian?”
 
   “Why are you doing this?” she snapped.
 
   “Because I don’t like living in mud,” she answered simply. 
 
   “But, it’s against the Duke’s express wishes.”
 
   “I refuse to live like an animal, and so should you.”
 
   The comment gave the matron pause, but years of subjugation forced her to reject the possibility of a life of her own making. That road was far too dangerous. Too painful. “You will be punished.”
 
   “Some things are worth fighting for. Find your courage.”
 
   “What do you know about courage, maid?”
 
   “Courage shapes and defines our world, Marian. It dictates how we live, how we learn, how we love. Have the courage to demand more for yourself.”
 
   “Words like that will only get you tied to a whipping post.”
 
   “Perhaps. But, they also have power,” she said, remembering an oft-used adage of her mother’s. “Words are ripples of hope that become waves. Big, beautiful waves that can destroy, yes, but also have the power to leave beauty in their wake.”
 
   The matron did not look convinced.
 
   “Everything all right here?”
 
   Kiernan twisted around at the sound of Cael’s voice.
 
   Without another word, Marian turned on her heel and walked away. Kiernan had no doubt that she would immediately report all she had heard to the Duke as soon as he returned from his trip.
 
   Kiernan sighed. In the end it wouldn’t matter. The Duke was determined to abuse her regardless. She had nothing to lose by giving back to the townsfolk. By encouraging them to think. To appreciate flowers and song and laughter. The more they experienced these things, the more unwilling they would be to give them back.
 
   “Everyone is talking about you,” Cael said, interrupting her thoughts.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “They say you leave a trail of light wherever you go.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” she muttered, thinking of the fractious matron. Kiernan told him about her conversation with Marian. 
 
   “She’s just jealous.”
 
   “Jealous? Whatever for?”
 
   “Marian enjoys a certain elevated status from her position as matron. I think she is afraid that you will usurp her power.”
 
   “That’s nonsense. I want nothing to do with that.”
 
   Cael shrugged, took the shovel from her and placed it on the ground. “Will you walk with me for a moment?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   He wrapped an arm around her waist and led her down to the edge of the river. The moon hung low in the sky, illuminating the blanket of mist that drifted eerily over the surface of the slow-moving water. Two loons called to each other with their haunting evening cries.   
 
   “You do realize the problem you will have when the Duke returns?”
 
   Kiernan glanced up at Cael’s handsome profile. If you only knew. “We need the trench, Cael.”
 
   “If it were only that simple.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   He reached for her hand and lifted it to his lips. “I want to be strong like you, but I’m terrified.”
 
   “You can be strong and terrified at the same time.”
 
   He smiled. “Yes, I suppose you can.”
 
   “It might help to know that the Duke fears you as much as you fear him.” Cael snorted  his disbelief. “It’s true. He fears the day that you break. The day that the people of this town decide they no longer wish to live as slaves.”
 
   “A lifetime of servitude is not easy to cast off in a day.” 
 
   “No, but any life worth living is worth fighting for.”
 
   “That is the crux of the issue, Larkin. We’ve never had that life. We don’t know what that life looks like.” 
 
   His words saddened her. She cupped his cheek. “I want to show you.”
 
   He shook his head. “Where do you get your resolve, Larkin? What makes you want to help others at such personal cost?” 
 
   “The blood oath is uncompromising for marked shifters,” she told him, fingering the tattoo of the athame on her neck. “But, I have a feeling that I inherited a streak of stubbornness as well,” she confessed with a smirk. “My parents were very forceful influences in my life.”
 
   Cael nodded with a wistful smile and then reached out and took her hand once again. “Larkin, all you say makes me all the more determined. Truly, it does. But, I…I came here to ask you a question. I was wondering…I was wondering if you would finally see fit to marrying me for real.” Before Kiernan could react, he slipped a thin gold band around her finger. “It was my mother’s ring. I am hoping that you’ll accept it and me.”
 
   Kiernan swallowed and looked down at the simple ring. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   “I love you, Larkin. I know it sounds crazy, but I mean it. From the moment I first laid eyes on you.”
 
   “Cael, I don’t know what to say. There are things about my past that—” 
 
   “I don’t care,” he interrupted. “Lewstin is your home now. I love you and Tilly loves you. Say you’ll make me the happiest man in the world. Say you’ll marry me.”
 
   In that moment, she would have given anything not to hurt him. Anything to keep that hope alive in his eyes. Anything except lie. “I can’t, Cael, I’m sorry.” The look he gave her devastated her. “Perhaps, someday, but…” She started to pull the ring off her finger, but he stopped her, closing his hand around hers. 
 
   “Don’t. Wear it for now. I’ll wait for you as long as it takes, Larkin. I swear I will.” His head suddenly jerked up and he looked over her shoulder. “Who is that?”
 
   She turned around and saw a small shape walking down the slope toward them.
 
   “Tilly! What are you doing here?” Kiernan asked, standing. The Duke may be gone, but there were plenty, like the matron, who would go back and tell him about those who did not adhere to his rules. “You should be in bed!”
 
   “I want to help!”
 
   “Help with what?”
 
   “Look!” she answered, pointing back up the hill. 
 
   Kiernan squinted into the darkness. Shadows lined the trench on both sides. She panicked for a moment until she realized what she was seeing. There were people there. Cael’s father. Serah. Salie. Even a few of the Duke’s soldiers. Shoveling the trench. Her trench. 
 
   Kiernan’s body trembled with possibility. Have these uncaring people suddenly found purpose? Pride? A voice? 
 
   “Are you happy, Maman?”
 
   Tilly’s use of the familial name hit her as hard as any physical blow and left her with a throbbing ache in her chest. A small, choked sound escaped her lips and she dropped to one knee and pulled the little girl close. Do I really belong here? Would a life here in this shadowy, forgotten town make me happy?
 
   She looked over Tilly’s shoulder at Cael. Her loyal, adoring Cael. She realized then that, yes, she could be content here with him and Tilly. They were in this together now. This was her home. This was her family. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 27
 
    Trapped
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Beck gazed up at the towering waterfall outside of Torg in silent awe. Warm vapor gusted up from the rapids and misted pleasantly over his face. To this day, he found it hard to believe that he had ridden those falls not once, but twice—much to the amusement and ridicule of the Malakai. Behind him, his followers murmured their admiration of this oasis in the middle of the Puu Rainforest, and he glanced back with a frown. It seemed every time he did so, more people had joined their group. 
 
   But, now, he had to leave them. 
 
   He held his hands up to get their attention. “This is where we will have to part for a time,” he said when all were quiet. “I don’t know how long I’ll be gone, but if you insist on waiting, you can make camp here until I return.”
 
   Tristan laughed and dropped his bag on the ground. “Of course, we’re staying. Do what you must, King Beck, and we’ll be waiting to escort you back to Nysa. Don’t you worry about that.” Taking Tristan’s words as a formal order, the others began to set up camp and a few even jumped into the fast-moving water. Beck started to protest in fear for their safety, but swallowed back his words at sight of the dolphins that leapt into the air with squeaky cries of delight.
 
   “Now, I’ve seen it all,” he muttered under his breath and turned away to start ahead on the path to Torg. He stopped at a sudden pressure against his calf that nearly tripped him. He looked down in surprise at the black cat slithering between his legs. 
 
   A cat in the Puu Rainforest? How in the world…? He scratched his head. It looks like…
 
   Then, it dawned on him.
 
   “Mila?”
 
   The cat glided away back along the road they had just come from. Moments later, Mila Stowe emerged, dressed and at the head of an army of Wildcats.
 
   The followers cheered at the impressive sight of the soldiers marching in formation and now adding strength to their numbers.
 
   Mila stopped before him and knelt. “Your Grace.”
 
   “Please stand. What are you doing here, Mila?”
 
   The lithe young woman stood. “I received the message and decided I would rather be here than dealing with those judgmental blowhards in Nysa! An affair? Dear Highworld. No offense, Your Grace, but you’re old enough to be my grandfather.”
 
   “Grandfather?” he sputtered, his fingers flying to the hair at his temples. Last he looked there had only been a sprinkling of gray there. “Hardly, but that’s beside the point. You mentioned a message. What message?” 
 
   “What message? Bodyshifters are flying all over Iserlohn calling volunteers to your side.”
 
   Beck snapped his gaze over to Tristan who suddenly seemed to find urgent business at the other end of the clearing.
 
   “I’m not calling anyone to my side!” he bellowed, recalling Vinni’s words. His days of royalty were over. But, how did he explain that to all these people now? “I’m just trying to find my wife, Mila. Doesn’t anyone understand that?”
 
   “Of course, we do. Why do you think we’re here?”
 
   Disbelief widened his eyes. Did he have it wrong? Did these people genuinely care about Kiernan? With some guilt, he admitted to thinking they had come on some adventurous notion with hardly a care for the reasons he was here. “I appreciate you coming, Mila, I really do, but I must leave for a short time. Would you please set your soldiers on watch, particularly at this path while I’m gone,” he said, pointing. “I don’t want anyone to wander into the village beyond. It’s filled with Malakai…or Moshies…and they can be very dangerous if they feel threatened.”
 
   Mila bowed at the waist. “As you command, Your Grace.”
 
   Beck turned to go, but Mila stopped him with a hand on his arm. “Yes?”
 
   “I…I was wondering if you will see Kellan where you’re going?”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “Will you give him my regards?”
 
   Beck smiled. “Yes, Mila, I will.”
 
   She nodded with a smile of her own and turned away to shout orders to her soldiers. 
 
   Beck continued on his way to Torg and made it to the center of the village before any of the Malakai acknowledged him. He recognized their leader, Odawa, sitting on a stump outside of his tent smoking a pipe. The Malakai waved a furred arm in the air, signaling for Beck to approach.
 
   “Odawa,” Beck greeted after traversing the peculiar community where females worked tirelessly cooking, mending and caring for small children while the males lounged and smoked. “It has been many years since we last saw each other.”
 
   “Not enough,” the Malakai answered with a wide simian grin.
 
   Beck laughed and patted him on his shoulder. “I must go into the tents again, Odawa. Can you prepare the mixture for me right away?”
 
   “Sit,” the Malakai answered, gesturing to a stump next to his. “Be ready soon.”
 
   “Prince Beck! Over here!”
 
   Beck whirled around at the voice and gasped in shock. All he could see of Gregor Steele, Haiden Lind and the Dwarf, Iben Rydex, were their heads. The rest of their bodies were buried in sand. 
 
   “Odawa!” Beck admonished. “What have you done?”
 
   “What? We feed.” 
 
   “Dig them out!”
 
   Odawa made a snorting noise that Beck recognized as a laugh and motioned for some of the younger Malakai to help the beleaguered protectors. 
 
   “There are many people down by the falls, Odawa. Please leave them be until I return from the tents.”
 
   “I will not see when return.”
 
   Beck nodded, remembering that when he returned from the Mage world, Torg would be gone. For what reason this was so, Beck still had no idea, but the Mages must have a reason for it.
 
   Beck went over to the protectors while they were being dug out. “I thought you were to return to Callyn-Rhe?”
 
   Gregor spit out a mouthful of dirt. “We were, but never got that far.”
 
   “When did the boys go inside the tent?”
 
   “Several days now.”
 
   “Days?” Beck asked in confusion. It shouldn’t have taken that long. 
 
   “We haven’t seen any of the eight since they went in,” Haiden added.
 
   “Eight?”
 
   “Yes, Kellan, Kane, and the six Dwarfs.”
 
   Beck looked pointedly at Iben. “Six Dwarfs? Your King told me only Reilly Radek would be attending the training.”
 
   The protector shrugged as much as the sand would allow. “Kal Rogan wanted more Dwarf Mages.” 
 
   Beck sighed, not sure what he thought of this duplicity by his old friend. Rogan clearly did not understand that once Mage, those Dwarves would belong to him not Deepstone. 
 
   An issue for another time.
 
   As the dirt flew from the many tunneling hands, Beck suggested to the protectors that they wait down by the beach with the others when freed instead of here in the Malakai village, to which they readily agreed.
 
   By that time, Odawa had returned with the preparation. Beck bid the protectors and Odawa farewell and headed toward the same tent he had gone into two decades earlier. It looked exactly the same. Neglected and far too small for him to fit. 
 
   He ducked inside. A suffocating heat pressed in on him as he sat cross-legged in front of the circle of stones. Yet, he couldn’t leave. This is my last chance to find Kiernan. If the Mages can’t guide me to her, I’m lost. He lifted the cup and brought it to his lips.
 
   When he opened his eyes again, he was lying sideways in the cramped tent and all three sides were whipping madly around him. He sat up in a rush, immediately sensing danger. Daggers of light flashed from outside and peppered the tent, threatening to shred the canvas to pieces. One lethal barb slipped through the tent opening and hit him in the shoulder. He screamed out at the burning pain. 
 
   It’s an attack! 
 
   He quickly crafted a shield, crouched onto the balls of his feet and dove out outside. His body rolled across the barren landscape of the Mage world. When he came to a stop on his back, he threw out his hands, ready to unleash one of his nastier spells. 
 
   Until he saw his assailants. 
 
   Kellan and Kane stood shoulder to shoulder with a dozen grim-faced, white-robed Mages.
 
   “Hold your sorcery! It’s First Mage Beck!” one of them cried out. 
 
   “How did he get here?” another asked in surprise.
 
   “We almost killed him!”
 
   Kellan and Kane rushed to his side.
 
   “Father, are you all right?” Kellan asked in a panic.
 
   Beck touched his tender shoulder. “I think so.”
 
   “Why did you come?” Kane asked. “You shouldn’t have!”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “We’re trapped. There’s no way out.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   I’ve got you trapped now, Rayan growled silently in his head. He accepted a mug of ale from the serving girl with a grunt of thanks and watched her scurry away. 
 
   The inn was one of the quieter in the city, most likely due to the enormous barkeep who wiped goblets behind the bar. Rayan sipped at his dark ale and eyed the families conversing and supping as though no one of import were in the room. Rayan knew different. He knew without a doubt that the man seated by himself at a corner table with his nose buried in a book was the most wanted man in Nysa. 
 
   Josef Asher. 
 
   Morningstar’s Falcons had been combing the city and marketplace offering an exorbitant amount of coin for any information regarding the missing royal scribe. And, now I have him. 
 
   “There’s speculation, but no one really knows where they are,” Perrod complained, bringing Rayan back to their conversation.  
 
   Both Beck and Kiernan Atlan had disappeared around the same time as the scribe. One allegedly of her own free will and the other chased out through the gates. When the mighty fall, they fall hard, Rayan thought with sinister pleasure.
 
   “I want him dead,” Perrod snarled.
 
   So do I. Followed by the cabal. “Kill him then,” Rayan goaded. Perrod’s death would be one less Mage for him to deal with later. 
 
   “You heard Zavier,” he countered. “He wants them alive.”
 
   “To the Netherworld with what Zavier wants,” Rayan hissed, pushing aside his plate of boiled potatoes. 
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “You want him dead, just do it.”
 
   A feral smile lit up the Mage’s face. “You mean it?”
 
   “Of course, I do. In my mind, it’d be far easier to win this war without the First Mage.”
 
   Perrod narrowed his eyes suspiciously at Rayan, but his arrogance quickly quelled all concern. “I agree. If only we knew where he was.” He made the statement as though it were a question. Which it was. This is too easy.
 
   “Think, Perrod. Beck Atlan needs answers and there’s only place he would go to find them.”
 
   It took a full minute, but Perrod finally put it together. “Torg.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   The red-haired Mage scraped back his chair, walked to the door of the inn and vanished into the night without another word.
 
   Rayan lifted his ale with a grin. 
 
   He waited another quarter of an hour before the scribe finally started to pack up his books. Rayan left a silver groat on the table and exited the inn ahead of Asher. Once outside, he moved through the light crowd milling about on the street to a darkened alleyway. Soon after, the scribe came outside with the hood of his cloak pulled over his head. His eyes darted around nervously before he turned and started toward the alley where Rayan stood in the shadows. 
 
   That’s it. Keep coming right this way, Asher. I’m waiting for you.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The Falcon led Rayan up a flight of wide curving stairs to the second floor of the Morningstar estate. The soldier left him alone at a pair of double doors left slightly ajar. Rayan paused at the voices coming from within and peered through the gap. He stood for a moment to listen.
 
   “You have two choices, Johan. Either you back me or you’ll be wearing the same necktie as Duncan Bartlett. Trust me. Hemp is not your color.”
 
   The elderly Lord’s jaw twitched in anger. “You bitch.”
 
   “I prefer Queen Bitch.”
 
   Rayan gave a quiet laugh and pushed through the doors. Elinor Morningstar turned from Lord Hamilton, her eyes widening in surprise. “Oh, hello, darling.”
 
   “Hello, Mother.” Her steel-blue eyes latched questioningly on to his and he gave her an imperceptible nod. 
 
   The smile she gave him in return sent shivers of pleasure racing through his veins and to his horror, his body responded. To cover his impiety, he turned to the sideboard and poured himself a glass of wine. 
 
   “You may leave us,” his mother told Lord Hamilton curtly. “But, don’t go far. I’ll need your answer within the hour.”
 
   Rayan didn’t turn around, but could imagine the look of prying interest on the lord’s face. When no further information was forthcoming from his mother, Hamilton shuffled out, closing the door behind him. 
 
   Elinor sidled up behind Rayan and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Oh, my darling boy. You’ve really found him?” 
 
   Put up a good fight, too, the little man. Rayan’s eyes rolled up in his head as her hands dipped lower. “Yes…he’s in the cellar now awaiting questioning.”
 
   “You’ve done well,” she breathed against his neck, and it made him want to cry in relief. “Your father would have been so proud that you are seeing his plans through to fruition.” Do you really think I give a cow’s dung about that pathetic excuse of a man, Mother? He cared little for the short, balding man who had spent all of his years scheming for the Iserlohn Crown. Rayan lived only to please his mother. Overseeing her affairs and lands, becoming a Mage to further her objectives and, yes, even stepping in to fulfill her carnal desires after his father’s death. He craved her approval as a starved man craved a meal. It nourished him, sated him. Filled in the cracks of his façade and eased his insecurities, making him feel whole and well.
 
   His mother pushed his trousers down his hips and took him in her hands. “Come,” she whispered. “We have a little time to spare before speaking with Master Asher, and Mother wishes to show her son just how proud she is of him.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 28
 
    A Matter of Regency
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Every hand in Grace Hall poised tensely on the hilt of a sword. Every narrowed eye gleamed dangerously in the candlelight. Every muscle clenched in readiness to move. At the center of all the uneasiness sat the royal scribe, Josef Asher.
 
   Rayan adjusted the gray and orange tunic of House Morningstar and regarded his mother standing proud and confident before Gage Gregaros. Her blonde hair was pulled back away from her face—which was still quite flushed from their recent liaison. She was dressed for battle in tight-fitting, black armor that made her look every inch the Queen she already considered herself to be. Many Nysians had suspected that an accession war would start with her, and they had been right. If the King Regent knew of the number of troops she had stationed within the palace and throughout the city at this very moment, he would not be sitting but swinging. It would happen soon enough in any case. 
 
   Rayan counted the heads in the room. Gregaros, of course, sat in rigid fury on the throne. Knapp and Hamilton were present, but House Stowe was suspiciously absent. Some suggested the Lady Stowe had been run out of town on the heels of the Prince due to her affair with him, but several high officer Wildcats remained behind and were seemingly in league with Gregaros.
 
   Captain Bo Franck of the Iserlohn Army and Captain Nic Cresson of the Scarlet Sabers were in attendance. They would follow the ruling King whoever that might be, and right now it was Gregaros. Anyone picking an illegitimate fight with the regent would have the full might of Iserlohn to contend with.
 
   Rayan’s eyes flicked across the room to a dark-haired woman standing behind the throne. A sorceress by his best guess. It was common knowledge that House Everard had close ties to the witches and it appeared House Gregaros was falling into the same. The woman made his skin crawl, and Rayan licked his lips in anticipation of meeting her in battle. 
 
   The black-robed Dagarmon were absent although they, too, were purported to belong to the ruling King. Rayan didn’t believe that for a moment. From what he had witnessed, those men belonged to House Everard and cared little for the politics of this land. That was one particular loyalty that had yet to be tested. 
 
   Gregaros stood from his throne and the room grew deathly still. “I see you have found Master Asher, Elinor, and seem determined to make a show of what he has to say. However, we have since learned that two armies approach Nysa. No word yet why they are coming, but as King Regent, I will ask that all accession matters be postponed until we find out.” 
 
   “No,” Rayan’s mother said, the quiet menace in her voice cutting through the silence like a sharp knife. “Iserlohn will meet these armies strong and united with a rightful ruler in place. Not one who was fraudulently raised.”
 
   Fingers twitched restlessly on all sides.
 
   “You have reason to doubt the legitimacy of my regency?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   The silence grew thicker. Heavier. All in the room knew that a single word could send them into violence. And, possible death.  
 
   The gray-haired lord lifted his chin. “Very well. I will hear from the royal scribe directly.”
 
   Rayan’s mother moved to the center of the room where Josef Asher sat alone inside the circle of bristling metal. “Master Asher, I would like to ask you a few questions.”
 
   The small man gave a weighty sigh. “I will answer your questions, my lady, as I am bound to do.”
 
   “Is it true that the ruling King, Maximus Everard, has been murdered?”
 
   “Yes, yes, we all know that.”
 
   “Is it true that the ruling heir, Princess Kiernan Everard Atlan, has abandoned her duty?”
 
   The scribe shook his head vehemently. “No! We don’t know for sure—” 
 
   Blue eyes blazed in anger. “Answer the question, Master Asher!”
 
   Thin shoulders lowered in defeat. “She is gone from the city, yes.”
 
   “Is it true that the husband to the ruling heir, Prince Beck Atlan, has also abandoned his duty?”
 
   Through a strained gurgle, he whispered, “Yes.”
 
   “Please speak up, Master Asher!”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   Angry growls and complaints spewed from Gregaros’s side of the room.
 
   Rayan’s mother casually walked back to her soldiers. “Upon the death of a ruling King, it is incumbent upon the ruling heir to ask for swords to preserve the reign of their House. Is this correct, Master Asher?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If the swords are not freely given within the allotted time, what happens next?”
 
   “Another House may challenge the reign.”
 
   The noise in the room shattered the silence of before. Feet shuffled in anticipation.
 
   “One last question, Master Asher, and undoubtedly the most important. Is the spouse of a ruling heir permitted to name a regent in the absence of the ruling heir?”
 
   The royal scribe squirmed in his seat.
 
   “Answer the question, Master Asher!”
 
   “No.”
 
   And, that was the single word all had waited for.
 
   A grating rasp sounded the first sword to spring free from its sheath and several more followed in a simultaneous lethal clamor. Boots thundered across the floor as men rushed to engage. Guttural roars erupted from furious throats. Eyes bulged with madness. 
 
   The Scarlet Sabers appeared to hesitate, unsure how to react upon hearing Asher’s admission, but at a shouted order from Captain Cresson, the royal guard collapsed in around Gage Gregaros. As did the Iserlohn soldiers, Stowe’s Wildcats and Knapp’s Panthers. 
 
   Fortunately, Lord Hamilton valued his neck sufficiently enough to send his Dragons into the fight with the Falcons. The soldiers stationed outside burst into the hall in a hail of pointed tips. 
 
   Rayan turned his attention to the sorceress on the dais. 
 
   All calm ice, she appeared to watch the struggle below dispassionately—unless you looked at her eyes. They gave away her true emotion, and Rayan knew she wanted nothing more than to unleash a storm of sorcery to end the hostilities. But, while the laws of the land prohibited her from acting, no such bonds held Rayan. With no shifter or Mage oath to restrict him, he was free to act upon his mother’s interests. 
 
   He pushed through the melee toward the dais. A Scarlet Saber came at him with his sword raised above his head and a snarl on his lips. Rayan cast out a hand and the Saber was lifted off his feet and slammed into the far wall.
 
   Two Iserlohn soldiers gave pause at the display of sorcery and then crashed toward him with vengeance in their eyes. A whispered spell smashed the duo together tighter than twin babies in a womb and sent them crashing to the floor. Rayan stalked on. Men screamed and fought and died along the way. A mace whistled through the air at Rayan’s head and he ducked just in time. The wielder, off balance from the swing, never saw his own mace rotating around to crunch into the back of his skull.  
 
   Rayan turned his attention back to his target. Suddenly, the sorceress snapped her head to the side. Two black-robed men, fingertips crackling with magic, rushed in through a back door. Dagarmon! The Mages climbed the dais and one of them, a stout bald man, stepped forward and threw his hands in the air. A bright fireball screamed toward the beautiful fresco of the city of Nysa painted on the domed ceiling and exploded, sending sparks raining down on the combatants.
 
   I’ve got to get out of here, Rayan thought and started making his way to the doors. 
 
   The King Regent, sporting a bloody gash on his cheek, jumped up on the dais next to the Mages. “Elinor Morningstar! Show yourself!”
 
   A Falcon officer stepped protectively in front of Rayan’s mother, but she gently pushed him aside and came forward. Elinor Morningstar was no coward. She would not run.  
 
   “You’re done here, Elinor!” Gregaros growled.
 
   His mother eyed the Dagarmon on the dais and bowed her blonde head. “House Morningstar concedes your win here today, Lord Gregaros. Will you allow us to leave Nysa unmolested?”
 
   The King Regent showed his teeth. “I will insist upon it.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “First blood on my watch.” Gage Gregaros cursed and kicked a fallen sword across the room. Netherworld, what a mess!
 
   The doors to Grace Hall opened, and Captain Bo Franck walked in. 
 
   “Are we secure?” Gage asked.
 
   “For now, although Elinor’s soldiers are amassing outside the gates.”
 
   “I knew she would betray me, but I couldn’t very well kill her on the spot once she conceded. I never thought I’d say this, but thank the Highworld for the Dagarmon. Who knows what would have happened otherwise.”
 
   “What now?” the one-eyed captain asked.
 
   Gage ran a hand across his jaw. “Now that this farce of a regency is over, I will have to take the throne in truth. I’ll have to ask for swords.” 
 
   “You’ll never get them.” Bo walked over and picked up the fallen sword. “Prepare for a long siege, Your Grace.”
 
   “What other choice do I have? I have no intention of giving up the Crown to those frothing hounds outside. Prince Beck will have to understand.”
 
   Bo shrugged. “We shall see.”
 
   The doors to the hall opened once again, and the Dagarmon leader, Gil Jordin, walked in.
 
   Gage gave Gil a pointed look. It was time all in Iserlohn knew just where these Mages stood. “I’ll be asking for swords, Master Jordin. Will I also have the support of the Dagarmon in this accession war that we’ve now found ourselves in? Will you swear an oath of fealty to House Gregaros?”
 
   The look the Mage gave him sent the hair on the back of his neck up. “The Dagarmon swear to no one.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 29
 
    Seeds of Fear
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   A crack of thunder sounded frighteningly close to Izzy and she nearly jumped out of her skin. All around her, the silhouettes of Elven soldiers drifted through the foggy evening like silent specters. She pulled her hood tight around her face, skirted the more active sections of the camp and made her way toward the command tents hoping to get a glimpse of her parents. Just one peek to remind me that I really am still Izzy Falewir and not Merci.
 
   Should I reveal myself to them now? It was a question she had asked herself often since the army had crossed into Iserlohn two days past, but terror over what her father might say kept her from making her presence known. Then again, the camp steward, Nandra, could be just as terrifying, and Izzy had had enough of scrubbing pots to last a lifetime.  
 
   Still unsure, she crept nearer to the tree line of the Du’Che Forest where she felt most at home and slipped inside. With a soft whistle, she called for the familiar presence of the woodland animals she loved with all the passion of a feralshifter. 
 
   Two birds swooped in to hover in the air around her head and she giggled in delight. A rabbit darted out of its burrow to hop along beside her, and she bent down and scooped the animal up into her arms. “Hello, little one,” she cooed, hugging the silky body close to her chest. One of the birds settled on her shoulder, and she lifted a hand to run a loving finger down its feathery back. Overhead, an energetic squirrel kept pace, leaping from one branch to the next.
 
   Izzy lifted the rabbit and kissed its nose. “So, what am I to do, my friend?” she asked. “Surely, you have an opinion?”
 
   In answer, the rabbit nestled into her neck with a tiny squeak, and she giggled again.
 
   Then, froze.
 
   She tilted her head to listen, her curiosity piqued by an unusual noise deeper in the woods. 
 
   Voices, she thought in surprise. She could now clearly hear the whisper of hushed tones speaking urgently to each other. Who would be out here now?
 
   She carefully set the rabbit down on the ground and released all the animals from her shifting. Flitting from tree to tree in a soundless pursuit, she inched closer to the voices and found the source of the conversation in a small clearing. Four figures stood huddled together speaking animatedly. They wore Gladewatcher uniforms, but they were not Elves. They were men. 
 
   “The King is an idiot!” one complained.
 
   “Do not underestimate him,” another warned.
 
   “We should just kill him now.” 
 
   “No, you heard Zavier. The King must lead the attack on Nysa.”
 
   “How are we going to get him to act? The Elf hardly takes a piss without his wife telling him to.”
 
   “We kidnap her.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Elven Queen.”
 
   Izzy gasped and stepped back. In her shock, her foot caught on a tree root and she crashed to the ground.
 
   The four men were on her in an instant and dragged her into the clearing. One ripped her hood off her head.
 
   “Demon’s breath!” he cursed. “What are we going to do now?”
 
   “It’s just a servant girl. Kill her.”
 
   Izzy struggled against her captors. “No! Leave me alone!” 
 
   “Shut her up!”
 
   “You really expect me to kill her?”
 
   “She’s heard too much. We have no choice.”
 
   Izzy cast out with her feralshifting in a frantic attempt to find an animal close enough—and vicious enough—to help her. This can’t be happening! Please, Elán! Help me! she prayed desperately. 
 
   She inhaled deeply to calm her mind and allow the presence of her deity to infuse her with courage. I am a child of the forest. A Princess. A shifter. 
 
   The men were still arguing, but she barely heard them as she focused on survival. Her magic snaked out through the vast forest, seeking, summoning. Until then, I need a distraction. In the tree branches high overhead, she sensed the squirrel she called earlier moving closer. Come. 
 
   The squirrel obeyed her command and dropped noiselessly to a limb above the clearing. She could see his tiny little hands moving covetously over the prize he held, and she gave the order. 
 
   “Ouch!” the man directly across from her yelled. He bent down and picked up the nut that had bounced off his head. He looked up into the trees, and Izzy struck. She leaned into the man behind her and kicked with all her might, connecting with the other’s jaw. Bone crunched and the man fell to the ground holding the lower half of his face in place with two hands. Her other foot rammed backward into a hard kneecap.
 
   The captor behind let go of her with a pained scream. 
 
   Another moved in to take his place before she could run. His hand lashed out and slapped her across the face, leaving a burning imprint behind. 
 
   “Use the killing curse!” came the angry growl from the man holding his knee.
 
   Izzy’s heart stopped beating at the knowledge that she faced a Mage. Her magic fell from her in a rush of terror. No, not here! Not like this. A stab of regret pierced through her fright that her parents would never know what had happened to her. How many days, months or years even would they look for answers? Their only child vanished, leaving behind a lifetime of heartbreak. 
 
   At the sound of a heavy snort nearby, all turned their heads toward the woods. Izzy shrank back at sight of the Grayan wolf poised just outside of the clearing. Its head—almost as large as a Draca Cat’s—moved in silent, intelligent perusal.
 
   “The girl must have summoned the beast,” the man behind her said in a breathless whisper. He squeezed her arms. “Send it away!”
 
   “I…I didn’t,” she stammered. At least, I don’t think I did.
 
   Her captor yanked her around, holding her out in front to shield himself from the wolf. Mumbled words sprang to his lips. Izzy recognized the spell for what it was and slammed her head back into the Mage’s nose. His scream was drowned out by a ferocious howl as the wolf bounded into the clearing. Izzy wrenched away out of the man’s grip and dove to the ground.   
 
   The wolf pounced, muzzle open wide, reaching for the Mage’s neck, shredding flesh in a gout of blood. Elon Aubry and Raine Aubry leapt into the clearing with swords out, but the other men shouted frantic spells and disappeared into thin air.  
 
   Izzy lay on her back, panting, struggling to get her breathing under control. I’m alive, she thought in relief and then paused. But, for how long? Izzy got up on shaking hands and knees and started to crawl away. 
 
   “Stop!” 
 
   The voice chilled the blood in her veins. Slowly, she got to her feet and turned around. Her father stood in the clearing dressed in the white cloak of a Gladewatcher.
 
   His purple eyes were livid. 
 
   Izzy lifted her chin so the tears that pooled in her eyes at sight of her father would not fall. “Father.”
 
   He turned toward Raine Aubry. “Escort my daughter to a tent next to mine and do not allow her to leave.”
 
   “Father—”
 
   “I do not wish to hear from you, Izabel! You disobeyed me and you were almost killed for it!”
 
   “I’m sorry, it’s just that—”
 
   “Just what?” he said, stalking close. Too close. She could still see drops of red in his teeth. “Elon traveled night and day to catch up with the army after she discovered you missing. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t have known you were here, let alone find you in time to avoid…whatever this was about!”
 
   “You must listen—” 
 
   “Enough!”
 
   Izzy stood her ground, this was too important. “They were planning to kidnap Mother!”
 
   He spun back around, sudden alarm replacing the anger in his eyes. “What did you hear?”
 
   “They were Mages,” she told him. “They planned to use mother to get you to lead a fight against Nysa.”
 
   He ran a hand through his long hair. “Nysa? Why in the Highworld would I do that?”
 
   “I don’t know. That’s all I heard.”
 
   Raine Aubry stepped up beside her father. “We will double the Queen’s guard, Your Grace. We will find whoever is responsible for this.”
 
   “Unlikely. For all the expertise of the Gladewatchers, Raine, Haventhal has no defense against sorcery.”
 
   “What do we do then?”
 
   Her father scratched his chin in thought. “I need to find Rogan Radek.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Rogan tapped his chin in thought, only half-listening to the logistical concerns of his quartermaster.
 
   After weeks on the road, tomorrow they would arrive in Nysa.
 
   Although his boiling temper had cooled to a low simmer and as much as it twisted his guts to have to make this trek, his need for vengeance had not been quelled. Someone would pay for the death of Erik. He would see to it. Over the leagues, he had come to terms with the weight of the crown upon his head and accepted that discord would often force his hand to deal with the more unpleasant aspects of governing. He felt up for the task. With his Mage son and fireshifter daughter by his side, the reign of the Radeks would be long and fruitful. Soon more grandchildren would be born to carry on his legacy. The thought brought Rogan’s humble beginnings as an orphan in Pyraan to mind, and he felt a sense of pride at how far he had come. 
 
   “The Land of Men will mock you. They do not believe you a worthy King.” 
 
   Rogan straightened on his throne at the insidious, whispered voice in his ear. The quartermaster droned on and the servants moving about his tent showed no sign of having heard his deep-seated fear spoken aloud. Rogan sat alert for a long moment before finally settling back down. I need more sleep. 
 
   “Weevil larvae have been discovered in every bag of wheat we brought from Deepstone,” the quartermaster complained. “We had hoped to purchase more along the way, but have been unsuccessful. Weapons are missing, soldiers and animals are sick, winds stir up these odd little dust storms, and rogue fires—”
 
   Rogan snapped to attention. “Rogue fires?”
 
   “Out of nowhere, my King! The blazes are small, but simply impossible to extinguish.”
 
   A chill crawled up Rogan’s spine. He got up and walked out of the tent. Outside Jala and Teran stood talking quietly. 
 
   “Father?” Jala asked when she saw him. “What is it?”
 
   Rogan continued on through the camp without answering, but heard them fall into step behind him. 
 
   The acrid smell of thick smoke burned his nostrils just as he heard the screams. He took off at a sprint directly into chaos. He skidded to a stop, held back by the unbearable heat that rolled off the administrative row that held the officer shelters. 
 
   A soldier rushed to his side. “They just started, my King! Small fires at first, but now they’re out of control!”
 
   Rogan watched three fiery tents rock violently as the Dwarves trapped inside fought in desperation to escape. A line of soldiers with buckets of water tried in vain to put out the flames. 
 
   I have to get to them! Rogan dropped the robe from his shoulders, pulled his shirt over his nose and mouth and dashed for the tents. He didn’t get far. A wall of fire rose up in his path, blocking his way.
 
   “Dear Highworld,” he murmured.
 
   “What is it?” Jala demanded, arriving at his side.
 
   “More water!” Teran shouted urgently.
 
   Rogan shook his head. “It won’t work. It’s shifted fire. I need fireshifters right away. And, healers! Quickly now!” 
 
   Jala sprinted away, bellowing out his orders. She had only been gone seconds, but it felt like a lifetime to Rogan. He lifted his hands to seek the origin of the fire. Where are you? If this was an organic fire, he would be able to find the source with little effort, but this was shifted fire and not so easily discernible.  
 
   He was still working on it, the dying cries of the Dwarves chafing away at his sanity, when Jala and two fireshifters arrived to stand shoulder to shoulder with him. “Forget about the source for now,” he told them. “Just put them out!” 
 
   Together, they merged their magic, beating at the fires, snuffing their flames. It worked, but for every blaze they extinguished, another rose in its place. 
 
   “We’ve got to try something else!” Jala cried. 
 
   Rogan could take no more. “Stay back!” A snarl ripped from his throat as he put his shoulder down and charged through the wall of fire. The magic inside sprang to his defense keeping the fire from consuming his body, but still he burned. His hair, his beard, his clothes. His flesh. 
 
    He ran to the closest tent. Bile tickled the back of his throat at sight of the charred smoking humps hanging halfway out of the opening. White teeth gleamed in gaping black mouths.
 
   Rogan gulped back his revulsion and rushed to the next tent and ripped apart the flap that tied the entrance together. To his amazement, two Dwarves engulfed in flames hurtled out of their hellish prisons. 
 
   He jumped back.
 
   Jala and the fireshifters raced to assist, smothering the burning soldiers in magic and blankets. Coughing and cursing, others rushed to the third tent, but it was too late. Nothing left inside could be alive at this point.
 
   The fires stopped then, completely vanishing at the will of the fireshifter that started them, and Rogan slumped to the ground. Healers surrounded the two Dwarves that had escaped, but Rogan could tell by the looks on the attendants’ faces that neither would survive their ordeal.      
 
   A female healer approached him. “Your hands, my King. Let me tend to you.”
 
   Rogan looked down at the blackened skin on his hands and numbly held them out for treatment. “I don’t understand this,” he mused aloud.
 
   Teran stood from inspecting the Dwarves on the ground. “Shifted fire did this?”
 
   “Yes. That scoundrel of a Mage, most likely. Find General Arsten, Teran. I’ll need his help in finding the bastard. Go! Now!”
 
   “That would be impossible, my King.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   Teran pointed to the corpse on the ground. “That, I’m afraid, is General Arsten.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 30
 
    Old Friends
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogan glanced behind him at the orderly column of cavalry, archers and infantry bristling with pikes, maces and swords. Beside him sat Jala, Teran, Dallin Storm and a dozen Iron Fists. Conspicuously missing, the grizzled general who had served four Kings of Deepstone and who seemed such a stalwart, indestructible force to the Dwarves. His death left a considerable chink in their collective armor and rattled quite a few nerves. Rogan’s most of all. He had come to rely heavily on the general’s advice, and he needed it now more than ever. 
 
   Rogan studied the city of Nysa before him and the number of soldiers formed up outside of the wall.
 
   “Do you see, my King?” a voice hissed in his ear. “Nysa closes its gates to the Dwarves! A greater insult I have never witnessed.”
 
   Rogan growled under his breath at the obvious slight. His cooled temper now seethed once again in a barely controlled vortex of emotion. He could not remember ever being this angry before. 
 
   “Maximus thinks to scorn the Dwarves,” the voice continued. “By murdering King Erik and now to suggest that you are less of one! Rogan Radek, a King to be shunned and ridiculed!”
 
   Rogan trembled in fury, clenching his fists at his sides. “Does he plan to attack?”
 
   “No, something else is going on.” 
 
   Rogan’s head snapped to the side at the sound of this other voice. Jala. 
 
   “Father, are you all right?” she asked, and Rogan had to blink his eyes several times to bring her into focus.
 
   “Yes, yes. What did you say?”
 
   “Look,” she said, dancing her horse close to hand him a range finder. “The marketplace outside of the city appears closed, but the soldiers surrounding the gates are not formed offensively. It looks like a siege.”
 
   Rogan peered through the finder to discover that what Jala said was indeed correct. 
 
   Two long, avian squeaks followed by two short sounded shrilly on the afternoon air. 
 
   Teran pointed to the sky. “Bodyshifter incoming!”
 
   A striped hawk came into view and swooped down directly into the line of soldiers. 
 
   Good, some news, Rogan thought as he waited impatiently for the messenger to emerge. If nothing else, it will allow me more time to consider my options. 
 
   Rogan gasped in surprise when a moment later, Airron Falewir walked into view. White hair flying out behind him, he wore the too-short cloak of a Dwarf, but the command in his stride was that of a King. 
 
   “Falewir!” The anxiety and anger melted away at sight of his friend, and he had to resist the urge to jump off his horse to greet him. Where are these bloody emotions coming from? “Good to see you,” he said more calmly and dismounted.
 
   Airron sauntered over with no such reservation, reached down and wrapped him in a hearty embrace. “Did you miss me, Fireball?”
 
   Rogan cleared his throat and patted his friend’s back awkwardly. “Hardly.”
 
   Airron pulled back and waved a pale finger in his face. “I do believe you’re lying. If I’m not mistaken, that is a tear glistening at the corner of your eye.” 
 
   Rogan swiped under his eye and turned away. “Nonsense.”
 
   Airron laughed and walked over to Jala, reached up and kissed both of her cheeks. “Congratulations are in order, I hear.”
 
   “They are. Thank you, Uncle.” 
 
   “Wonderful. It will give your father something to do with his time.” 
 
   “How in the Highworld did you know?” Rogan asked him.
 
   “Janin sent word to Melania.” Airron looked at Rogan with a smirk. “Kings, huh? What crazy spirits thought the pair of us should wear crowns?”
 
   “Drunk spirits?” 
 
   “Had to have been.” Airron eyed him critically. “What happened to your hair and beard?”
 
   Rogan ran a hand over his scorched beard and led Airron away from the others. “I’ll explain later. First, tell me what you’ve heard. Do you have any news about the situation in Nysa?”
 
   “I do. Maximus is dead.”
 
   Rogan stopped. “What? I’ve received no message!”
 
   “I sent a scout into a nearby village yesterday and the people he spoke to informed him that Nysa has been embroiled in an accession war since his death.”
 
   Rogan thought back on the dark-haired King who so frightened him the first time they met. That deep voice that chilled his blood. Those knowing eyes that pierced his soul. Of course, over the years since, Rogan had learned what a generous, compassionate man he really was. A remarkable friendship had developed, and it was one Rogan greatly valued. Yet, moments ago I harbored murderous intent toward Maximus? He shook away the disturbing thought. “How are Kiernan and Beck? I need to see them right away.”
 
   “They’re not here.”
 
   “Where could they be at a time like this?” he asked incredulously. 
 
   “No official word, but rumors claim that Kiernan ran off after catching Beck with a mistress. Allegedly, Beck abdicated the Crown to go after her.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous. You don’t believe that, do you?”
 
   “I’d sooner believe in flying pigs. Regardless, we’ll need to speak to whoever holds the city to get to the truth. According to the scout, it’s Gage Gregaros.”
 
   Rogan paused at that somewhat shocking news. 
 
   “Let’s go,” Airron said and started away.
 
   “Wait! Are you just planning to fight your way through all the soldiers at the gate, Elf?” He wouldn’t put it past him. 
 
   “Whatever for when I can get us in without a single scratch?”
 
   “How?”
 
   “We’ll fly!” 
 
   Rogan’s stomach fell. “Fly? Your eagle can’t carry my weight,” he protested, not keen on being that far up in the air. Especially, with Airron at the helm.
 
   Airron rubbed his jaw. “You do appear to be a tad thicker than the last time I saw you. Have you gained a few pounds?”
 
   “Of muscle!” 
 
   Airron laughed. “It doesn’t matter. My Gigan can carry the weight of a mantath.”
 
   Rogan’s eyes widened at Airron’s casual mention of the legendary bird. Sightings of the beautiful species were as rare as that of a Draca Cat. Those that did catch a glimpse reported a bird that stood at least seven feet tall with elaborately colorful plumage, an enormous curved beak, and talons as sharp as knives. “You have a Gigan? Since when?”
 
   “Found it on a hunt in the Du’Che last summer.”
 
   Rogan sighed as he realized that any forthcoming excuses wouldn’t work. However, when he told the others of the plan, Teran gave him a bit of hope.
 
   “I don’t think you should go, Your Grace. You won’t have any protection in what is clearly a hostile situation at the moment.”
 
   “Perhaps, he is right,” Rogan started, but Airron cut him off.
 
   “Bah! We’ve known Gage Gregaros for years. I’ll have your King back in an hour, Fist, I assure you.” He turned toward Rogan, his pale eyebrows wiggling. “What do you say, Torch? It’s been a few years since we’ve been on an adventure together.”
 
   “If I recall, we were tied to stakes by a horde of thirsty bloodsuckers at the time.”
 
   “And, if I recall, we went willingly.”
 
   Rogan sighed heavily once again. “All right, we’ll go. But, you better not bloody drop me!”
 
   “I won’t. Just hang on to the feathers at my neck.” Airron turned to Jala. “I must shift. If you will be so kind to turn your back, my dear?” 
 
   Jala obliged with a smile and Airron quickly swept away the Dwarven cloak and let it fall to the ground. The air flickered and the Elf’s tall, lanky body stretched upward and sprouted feathers the size of palm leaves from the Puu. 
 
   Rogan stepped back in awe at the beautiful but fierce-looking creature before him with its downy layers in every color of the rainbow. And, then some. 
 
   He had hoped that his adventures were behind him, but alas, it was not to be. 
 
   The bird knelt low to the ground and Rogan settled himself on the broad back and gripped the feathers in his hands. “Jala, I’ll be back before—” He squealed in fright as the Gigan abruptly stood and took off from a standing position directly into the air. “Bloody hell!” It took all his effort to hold on for dear life as the bird climbed higher into the sky, its massive wings flapping in languid strokes that seemed insufficient to keep it—and him—airborne. 
 
   Dear Highworld, let me live through this. 
 
   The spirits listened. As soon as the entreaty had been formed in his mind, the Gigan leveled out and the ride smoothed. His body suddenly felt buoyant. The wind whistled around him in a spectacular rush and he found his lips curving up into a smile. He even managed to open one eye and for a moment—just a moment—he envied Kenley Nash and her ability to airshift. 
 
   But, then, Airron started down in a steep dive and all focus centered on retaining the contents of his stomach. 
 
   Iserlohn soldiers pointed as they flew over their heads and the wall of Nysa. The Gigan made a graceful descent over the city streets and landed in the courtyard before the palace.
 
   Rogan trembled in relief as soon as the bird’s feet touched the ground, grateful to be alive. He lifted a leg to slide off the Gigan, but the rattle of swords stopped him cold.
 
   “Don’t move, Dwarf, or you’re dead.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Airron shifted out of his Gigan form into a kneeling position and sent Rogan sprawling to the cobblestone courtyard with a string of curses. “A cloak, please,” he barked to the guard holding a sword closest to his face.
 
   The heavily bearded soldier with a lump of what looked and smelled like tobacco in his mouth leaned down. “You’ve come onto Iserlohn soil unauthorized with an army at your back. Do you realize, Elf, that makes you my enemy?”
 
   Airron straightened to his full height, naked as the day he was born. “You will first address me as King Airron. Secondly, you will take me to your King if you have one. Lastly, you will bring me a fecking cloak!” he screamed. 
 
   The soldier pulled back with a snarl, black juice dripping into his beard. Fingers found their way to hilts. Muttered oaths flew. The air shimmered as Airron prepared another form. 
 
   Fortunately, Gage Gregaros appeared at the palace doors. 
 
   “Stand down!” he bellowed to his men, and the sullen and silent Nysian citizens that had gathered around to watch scurried away like leaves in a storm. “Give the King some clothes and escort our guests to Grace Hall,” he ordered and turned away without another word.
 
   Airron caught the garments flung his way and dressed.
 
   Rogan grunted and got to his feet. “You really need to improve your landings, Elf.”
 
   “My landing was flawless, Fireball. It’s clearly your dismount that needs work.” Airron met Rogan’s scowl with a wide smile and then turned to the soldiers dressed in the black and white of House Gregaros. “Lead on, men!” He gestured extravagantly in the direction Gregaros had taken.
 
   The soldiers grumbled, but followed orders. Airron walked inside the castle within their armed circle wondering what really could have happened to cause Beck and Kiernan to leave Nysa. It felt strangely bereft and frightening not to have Everard hands at the wheel that turned the cogs of this city and their absence could be felt at every turn. The irascible soldiers, the servants that ducked around corners like frightened animals, the morose people on the streets. It was as though everyone was holding their shared breath for the inevitable violence that would first break and then ultimately restore their lives.  
 
   Airron stepped through the open doors to the resplendent Grace Hall. Out of habit, he looked up to admire the fresco of Nysa on the domed ceiling and noticed the black scorch marks that marred the image. What happened here? A battle in Grace Hall? With sorcery? 
 
   “Come,” Gage beckoned from Maximus’s throne. The former Saber looked just as tense and haggard as the rest of Nysa. Black circles curved under sunken eyes. Iron gray hair stood out in disarray. 
 
   “So, you are King?” Rogan spat as they drew near. “You’ve overthrown House Everard?” 
 
   Airron shared his friend’s sentiment. He liked Gregaros well enough, but the thought that he might have employed aggressive tactics to steal the Iserlohn Crown did not sit well with him. 
 
   “Yes, I am King,” Gage said with a heavy sigh. “By a whisper. The smallest gust could change that at any moment.” 
 
   The comment brought to Airron’s mind the soldiers outside the city walls. “Tell me.”
 
   And, he did. All of it. Maximus’s death. Kiernan’s disappearance. The rumors. Beck’s regency ploy and subsequent departure. Elinor Morningstar’s challenge and the resulting siege. 
 
   “How was Maximus killed?” Airron asked. 
 
   Gage pulled uneasily at his collar. “By a Mage.”
 
   Rogan exploded. “Your dungeons will not keep me from these Dagarmon of yours, Gage! Stay out of my way. I will deal with these killers personally!”
 
   “It wasn’t the Dagarmon.”
 
   Airron thought back to his skirmish with the four Mages at his camp. “What do they want?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Gage answered, “but Beck Atlan gave up everything to go in search for that answer.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 31
 
    Parley
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogan listened in as Airron recounted the deaths of Thorn and Eric to Gage. The new King expressed surprise. “We sent messages,” Airron insisted.
 
   Gregaros scowled. “Elinor must have intercepted them. It makes me wonder how long she has been plotting against me. And, the Everards.”
 
   Rogan turned to look out the high windows and considered Gage’s words. Sympathy filled him for the missing Kiernan grieving the death of her father and Beck facing his own battle while grieving both. 
 
   The doors to Grace Hall opened and Rogan swung his head to the White Tiger standing at the entrance.
 
   “Your Grace! Lady Morningstar is riding with all haste toward the Dwarven camp beneath a parley flag!”
 
   Gage rose from his throne. “What is that bloody traitor up to? She has no authority to negotiate on behalf of Iserlohn!”
 
   “Rest assured, King,” Airron said. “We have no interest in becoming involved in your accession war.”
 
   “Speak for yourself, Elf,” Rogan stated. “This war and the death of three Kings is too coincidental for me. They are linked somehow, and I’m not leaving until those responsible have been punished for their crimes.” 
 
   Gage walked down the dais. “You have my permission to remain on Iserlohn soil for the duration of your enquiry.”
 
   “Very well.” Rogan started toward the doors. “Airron, we should go and find out what this scheming Lady Morningstar is all about.”
 
   “Anxious to fly again, my friend?” Airron teased, keeping pace beside him.
 
   “Anxious to be back with my daughter. If these Mages are here in Nysa, she may be in danger.”
 
   Once out in the courtyard, Airron discarded his borrowed clothes and shifted back into the Gigan. The bird folded its thick legs down to the ground to allow Rogan easy access onto its back. Once he was situated, the Gigan took off once again in an abrupt leap into the air, but Rogan was prepared this time, burying his hands tightly in the bird’s feathers. 
 
   They soared over the city of Nysa and out toward the army camp. Down below, six mounted riders raced south across the plains with a white flag raised high overhead. 
 
   Airron easily overtook the group and landed in the long grasses several yards from the Dwarven line. As the Elf shifted, Rogan landed on his two feet this time and noticed the two Elves that had arrived while they were gone standing beside two very tall, white Haventi horses. He recognized the Gladewatchers as Raine Aubry and Airron’s friend, Loren Faolin. As they approached, Raine held out a very ornate and kingly robe to Airron who turned and slipped his arms inside with an appreciative murmur. 
 
   Dear Highworld, why am I surprised? 
 
   Rogan shook his head and glanced north to the riders bearing down on them. He quickly strode over to the column of Dwarves, relieved to see Jala there, safe and sound. “A parley group approaches. Jala, Teran and Dallin, come with me.”
 
   The Dwarves dismounted and fell into step behind him. They joined up with the three Elves and waited for the members of House Morningstar to arrive.
 
   “What lies did you hear from Gregaros?” a voice asked in his ear. “I suppose he denied his crimes.”
 
   The familiar stirring of Rogan’s anger burgeoned in his chest, but he quickly stamped it out. “No, I know Gage Gregaros, and he did not order the attack on King Erik.”
 
   “Father?”
 
   The whisperer gave a mirthless laugh. “You believe that? He is responsible for these Mages and their actions, my King! We must destroy him. We must!” 
 
   Is he right? Was I too quick to believe Gregaros? A tide of white fury passed over him so strong, it made him dizzy.
 
   The party from Iserlohn reined in their horses and waited. 
 
   “That woman on the horse,” hissed the voice. “She is a sorceress aiding Gregaros. Be mindful.”
 
   “No, she is against Gregaros.” Rogan whirled around to confront the voice, but hesitated at the look on the faces of the three Dwarves. Which one had spoken to him? Confused, he turned back as the woman at the head of the parley group swung down from her horse and strode forward. Her shoulder-length blonde hair swung free, just touching the edges of the black armor at her shoulders. 
 
   “I am Elinor of House Morningstar and a member of the Iserlohn Court,” she said loudly and with authority. “Who speaks for this group here today?”
 
   “I do,” Rogan answered. “I am Rogan, King of the Dwarves.” He watched intently for any sign that the woman was about to unleash a spell at him and almost called fire when she lifted her hands to remove her riding gloves. 
 
   “May I enquire as to your purpose here, King Rogan?”
 
   He noticed that she did not enquire over the health of King Erik. Do you know more than Gage Gregaros, my lady? If so, how? “You may not. We have declared our intent and purpose to the King and he has granted my army temporary access to this land.” 
 
   “Gregaros may call himself King, but that is a highly contentious point at the moment.”
 
   “For you, perhaps.”
 
   “And, for the six thousand soldiers at my back that call me the Queen of Iserlohn.”
 
   “As they are paid to do.”
 
   Lady Morningstar pursed her thin lips even further, her cheekbones twitching in anger. “If you choose to stay, I will view it as a hostile act against our nation.”
 
   Airron stepped in front of him before he could spit off the curse on the tip of his tongue. 
 
   “I am King Airron of the Elves, Lady Morningstar. If you will be so kind as to give us a few moments to discuss?”
 
   “Very well.” She turned to go and then stopped to look back over her shoulder. “Make the right decision, King of Elves. Many lives depend on it.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “I’m not leaving until I have my vengeance, Airron!” 
 
   Airron pulled Rogan to the side. “This is not about you, my friend. We wear the mantle of rulers now and it carries with it the burden of the welfare of our peoples. We cannot jeopardize their lives on a whim.”
 
   He could tell from Rogan’s face that the comment stung. 
 
   “If you think I do this for me, then you do not know me very well, friend,” Rogan snarled.
 
   Airron sighed. “Look, Gage told us it wasn’t the Dagarmon and I believe him. Beck wouldn’t have left if it was. He went in search for whoever killed the Kings and we have to have faith that he will find them. There is nothing left for us to do here.”
 
   Rogan tilted his head to the side, paused, and his whole body shook violently. “I’ve held on to this anger for too long, Airron. I’ve traveled too far. I can barely contain the need to spill blood.” He held out his shaking hands as proof.
 
   “That’s not like you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Wait here.” Airron left Rogan to speak to Raine and Loren. “Na alia,” he told them. Another one. 
 
   The Elves barely twitched an eyebrow even though Airron had told them a Mage hovered close by.
 
   “Vol vocat eo ex. Si para.” I will call him out. Be ready.
 
   A barely perceptible nod signaled their understanding.
 
   Airron walked over to the Dwarven army and raised his hands. “Soldiers of Deepstone! King Rogan and I have decided that it is in the best interest of all concerned to leave Iserlohn!”
 
   Rogan made a twitching motion over his right shoulder and then roared, “No! We are here to fight!”
 
   The air around Airron flickered as he started a bodyshift into his Grayan wolf. Halfway through the transmutation, he charged Rogan and bared his lengthening teeth over the Dwarf’s shoulder with a savage growl.  
 
   A frightened grunt followed, and a hooded figure materialized behind Rogan and shouted, “Bindeno!”
 
   Airron had been expecting a spell, but wasn’t fast enough. Demon’s breath! The shift fell away from him and his arms and legs snapped together. A warm spray splattered over his face as he tipped forward into the dirt. He caught sight of Raine’s sword punching through the wizard’s chest right before his face smacked into the ground. 
 
   The spell fell away as the Mage died, but not before Airron took a boot to the head as a dozen Iron Fists swarmed in to extricate their King from the conflict. 
 
   Loren held a hand out to help Airron to his feet. 
 
   “Sansai,” Airron said, looking down at his robe with a frown. “It’s ruined now.”
 
   “I thought you loathed that robe? Said it was too tight around the neck, if I recall.”
 
   Airron lifted his eyebrows. “I said that?”
 
   Loren’s laugh was drowned out by Rogan’s bellow. “Put me down!” he ordered, his feet barely touching the ground as he was hauled away. Reluctantly, the Fists obeyed the command of their King and Rogan returned with a look of bewilderment creasing his features. He looked down at the dead man. “How did you know?”
 
   “I had an encounter with Mages in my camp as well,” Airron told him. “This one was most likely using sorcery to trick your mind into viewing the people of Iserlohn as evil. That’s why you’ve felt so angry all the time.” 
 
   “I’m still angry! I want those Mages held accountable!”
 
   “But, Iserlohn is not our enemy, Rogan. Beck will punish the Mages, but it won’t happen here or now.” 
 
   Jala stepped up next to her father and took his hand. “Uncle is right. It’s over. It’s time to go home.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 32
 
    Breaking Point
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   The late afternoon grew quiet. All who stood on that stretch of plains just south of Nysa waited for Rogan Radek to decide on peace or war. Although the sinister prodding of the Mage had been dealt with, Airron knew that it would still be difficult for Rogan to let go of his anger. Or the belief that he would be failing the Dwarves if he pulled out now. 
 
   The decision came sooner than Airron could have hoped. 
 
   “All right.”
 
   Airron let out the breath burning his lungs in a burst of exhaled air. Although the political climate in Iserlohn poised a distinct threat to all on the island, the two armies here would only further flame the hostilities, and that would serve no one. 
 
   Jala grunted loudly and her eyes widened in delight. “Father!” She took Rogan’s hand and placed it on her belly. “Can you feel it?”
 
   Rogan’s frown quirked up into a smile and it warmed Airron’s heart. “Yes, I feel him, Jala.”
 
   Jala laughed. “Not a him, but a her. And, her name is Lorra.”
 
   “That…” Rogan cleared his throat. “That was my mother’s name.”
 
   “I know.”  
 
   Rogan spun to Airron. “What do you think of that, Elf? Lorra! Princess Lorra of the Dwarves!”
 
   “That I hope it’s a girl,” he murmured. 
 
   Rogan turned back to Jala and placed a hand on her cheek. “If my daughter says it’s a girl, then a girl it is. I can only be so fortunate to have another Princess in my life.” 
 
   Airron came around and placed a hand on Rogan’s shoulder. “Go home with your family. If Beck has not made contact by then, we will go after him. Just the two of us. Like old times.” 
 
   Rogan cocked an eyebrow at him. “That’s supposed to convince me?”
 
   “I was hoping,” he admitted with a smile.
 
   “Yes, I suppose I can live with that.”
 
   With that settled, Airron peered to the east. “My army should be close. In fact they should be near the border…”
 
   The plains before him resolved into a wall of white seemingly out of thin air. White horses, white hair, a thin layer of dust in the background. A more beautiful sight he had never seen.  
 
   “…or here.”
 
   “We need to inform Lady Morningstar of our decision,” Rogan said. 
 
   Airron had forgotten all about the parley group. 
 
   “I’ll go,” Jala offered. “Teran, pass the order on to the army that we’ll be departing.”
 
   The Iron Fist ran off to follow through with Jala’s request and she in turn jogged away in the opposite direction toward the mounted party awaiting word from them. 
 
   Airron turned back to watch the Elves approach. Melania sat regally in front and his sullen daughter rode a few paces behind. Melania’s knowing smile told him that it was she who pushed the army to arrive so quickly. He smiled back. But, of course, I already knew that, my wife.  
 
   A muted cry drew Airron’s attention to Rogan, and he felt the smile slide from his face. The noise from the now active Dwarves and the oncoming Elves drowned out the sound of Rogan’s scream, but Airron could see it clearly and it terrified him. He followed Rogan’s horrified visage to a seemingly innocent scene. Jala was returning from giving her message to Elinor Morningstar. She looked so tiny, plodding back through the tall grasses, arms swinging gaily. 
 
   Then, Airron looked up and saw what Rogan must have seen. 
 
   Behind Jala, one of the soldiers from Morningstar’s party stood upright in his stirrups with a bow in his hands, the arrow notched and held tight to his cheek.
 
   “Jala!”
 
   He wasn’t sure who screamed it louder, him or Rogan.
 
   The man let the arrow loose. 
 
   Jala stopped upon hearing the warning, but it was too late. The arrow hit her square in the back and she fell into the grass, disappearing from view.
 
   No! This can’t be. 
 
   Lady Morningstar jerked the reins of her horse and turned and fled. 
 
   Rogan crashed forward in a mindless charge. Behind, the Dwarves howled their fury and Airron heard mass movement as the Dwarven cavalry broke free to give chase. He spared a glance to the east. Melania, Izzy and the Elves were in a full sprint now, thundering toward the chaotic scene. 
 
   Dear Highworld, let Jala be all right. 
 
   He took off after Rogan, closing the distance between them just as the Dwarf fell to his knees at Jala’s side. A dark red stain soaked the back of her blue and maroon tunic. Rogan carefully turned her over so that her head was in his lap.
 
   “Lorra,” she whispered. “My…little…Lorra.” Her eyes fluttered briefly and then were still as she died in her father’s arms. 
 
   Airron felt like he had just taken a violent blow to the gut.
 
   Rogan threw his head back and groaned in agony, rocking Jala from side to side.
 
   Airron sank down beside him. “Rogan, I…I’m so sorry,” he muttered helplessly. If his friend heard, he made no sign. 
 
   Somewhere behind, another Dwarf wailed his grief. Teran, perhaps. Or Dallin Storm. Then, another alarming sound. That of the terrified scream of horses. 
 
   Airron leapt to his feet. The archer who killed Jala hovered in the air before the cavalry and called lightning down from the bright afternoon sky. The black-robed figure swept his arms in grand, sweeping strokes to direct the dangerous bolts in among the galloping horses. The charge came to a halt in a tangled horde of horseflesh. Dwarves flew through the air as their mounts reared in fright.
 
   “Raine!” 
 
   The Gladewatcher was by his side in a single heartbeat. Another Mage, he signed, fingers flying fast. Send the order to the cavalry to retreat. Get them out of there! 
 
   Raine did not acknowledge the command. He simply disappeared.
 
   Rogan’s choking sobs were reduced to a pitiful moan. Airron never felt so helpless. 
 
   “What’s happening?” Rogan asked a moment later, rousing from his misery at the sound of racing hooves as the first of the cavalry made their way back. With a reverential hand, Rogan set Jala aside and shot to his feet. “Why are they returning?”
 
   “I gave the order.”
 
   The wounded look Rogan gave him was one Airron would not soon forget. “You betrayed me? Why?”
 
   He shook his head and placed a hand on Rogan’s arm. “No.”
 
   Rogan shrugged out of his grasp and stomped forward through the oncoming horses. 
 
   “Rogan! Stop before you get yourself killed!”
 
   “Get away from me, Elf!”
 
   “What are you planning to do?”
 
   “I’m going to kill them!” he roared, snapping his hands to the sides to ignite twin flames of fire to his palms. “I’m going to kill them all!” 
 
   “No! Stop!”
 
   Rogan whirled around and Airron reeled back on his heels. Grief had twisted his friend’s features into someone unrecognizable. “If you’re not going to help me in this, then leave! Out of my sight!” With that declaration, Rogan ran ahead, rolling a fireball in his hand to heave toward the Morningstar party. Only they were long gone and it was the troop of Dwarves in his clouded sight. 
 
   With a growl, Airron shredded the ruined robe from his body and shifted. Hair sprouted along his flesh, teeth lengthened into sharp fangs, fingers curled into claws. Sinewy muscle bulged along the skin of his legs infusing him with feral strength.  
 
   The Grayan wolf narrowed its sight onto its prey. It took two bounding leaps and hammered into the running Dwarf, taking him to the ground. 
 
   A bright flare flashed in the space between the wolf and the snarling, struggling body beneath. The Grayan yelped and leapt away from the scorching pain. 
 
   The Dwarf laughed manically and started to crawl away. The wolf pounced again, grabbed the creature by the scruff of his neck and gave him a good shake. 
 
   Another burst of light erupted from the Dwarf’s hands, but the torrent was aimed out in front at others this time, not at the wolf. 
 
   Dwarves screamed as they scattered from the line of fire. 
 
   The wolf slammed its quarry to the ground and pressed its paws into the Dwarf’s back to pin him down. 
 
   “Get off me, you stinking fur ball! They’re getting away!” 
 
   The Dwarf twisted beneath the wolf. The Grayan had to spring away once again as fire raked its belly. 
 
   Hackles raised and lips curled back in a menacing growl, the two combatants circled each other. 
 
   Friends and enemies. 
 
   Fire and teeth. 
 
   Sorrow and sympathy.  
 
   “My daughter is dead! Don’t you understand that?”
 
   The wolf did not, but the Elf beneath did. Still, this prey could not be released. He was too dangerous.
 
   The adversaries came together in another brutal clash. Two pureblood shifters seeking conquest. This time, there was no vacillation. Teeth broke skin. Claws swiped and ripped. Balls of fire consumed. The ground exploded in great gouts of dirt. Trees snapped as bodies rolled across the grassland and crashed into the forest in violent spirals.
 
   Flesh dripped with blood. Animals roared, cried and squealed as they were destroyed. Airron lost several forms to Rogan, including his Grayan wolf, burned beyond recognition. It was the Gigan that finally ended the raging by lifting Rogan into the sky and dropping him to the ground from a height of twenty feet. The Dwarf landed in an unmoving heap, but Airron knew he was unhurt. He could hear his cries. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” he kept saying over and over. 
 
   The air shimmered as Airron shifted. He settled to the ground next to Rogan and fell back, exhausted. Tears formed in his eyes as he listened to his friend and recalled the little Dwarf girl who loved to giggle and tug at her father’s beard when she was little. The girl who did all she could to protect Izzy during the Ellvinian invasion. And, the girl who called him uncle.  
 
   He squeezed his eyes closed and Izzy’s image powered through his dark thoughts like a flaring beacon. “Yes,” he whispered. “I do understand.” 
 
   They lay there next to each other for long moments, the Elves and Dwarves on the periphery making no attempt to intrude. Rogan finally turned to look at him, his wet cheeks glistening. “I’m not leaving. I’ll fight you again if I must, Airron, but I’m not leaving.”
 
   Airron nodded. “The time for diplomacy is over.”
 
   “Does that mean…?”
 
   A snarl lifted Airron’s lips. “We go to war.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   A faint breeze carried the scent of cooking fires to Airron’s nose as he moved through the darkened camp. A welcome smell as it signaled an end to this disastrous day. It had taken hours to merge the two armies to the south and east of Nysa and solidify battle plans with the top Elven and Dwarven officers. Now, his sore body screamed for sleep.  
 
   Raine and Loren silently led the way to his tent. Once there, he left them outside and ducked through the entrance. A single lantern provided a small measure of warmth and light to the dim interior. Airron expected to find Melania, but the diminutive shadow that moved at the back of the tent could only be his manservant, Quincy. What is he doing? Airron peered into the darkness and saw that he was quite vigorously polishing a goblet in his hand. Polishing! In the middle of an army camp!
 
   Airron sighed and plopped down on the large throne that took up most of the tent. Another of Quincy’s doings. 
 
   “I hope the throne you requested meets with your satisfaction,” the dour manservant said stiffly. 
 
   “It’s fine,” Airron replied distractedly. 
 
   “Difficult day, Your Grace?” 
 
   “That’s putting it mildly, Quincy. We’re officially at war.”
 
   The goblet tumbled from Quincy’s hand. “War?”
 
   “Yes. Summon a bodyshifter if you would. I require that a message be delivered to King Gage at once.”
 
   Quincy quickly recovered. “Of course,” he mumbled and hurried to collect a parchment and quill. “The message, Your Grace?”
 
   “Iserlohn has two days to deliver the head of Elinor Morningstar.”
 
   “Oh, dear.”
 
   “If the head of this woman who is responsible for the unprovoked death of the Princess of Deepstone is not delivered in that time, we will do what we must to administer our own justice.” 
 
   Quincy squeaked at that, and an odd look appeared on his face. “Forgive me for saying, Your Grace, but you’re sounding quite suspiciously like…dare I say, a King?”
 
   “I am a King, Quincy. And, what was it you said? ‘Dear Highworld, help us all?’” 
 
   “I may have to take that back,” he said cautiously.
 
   “Yes, well, time will tell.” As much as Airron longed to lie down, there was another important matter to see to. One that could not wait until morning. He rose from his chair. 
 
   “Wait! Where are you going, Your Grace?” the manservant demanded and attempted to block his way. “Queen Melania will want to know—”
 
   “I won’t be long,” Airron said, stepping around him, but then pulled up short at the tent opening. “Oh, there’s one more thing. I’ll need another robe, Quincy. One with more embroidery, if you will. The other was far too plain.”
 
   With that, he left the tent and walked over to the structure next to his. Elon Aubry and another Gladewatcher stood outside.
 
   “Is she inside?” Airron asked.
 
   Elon nodded.
 
   He moved to the entrance and called out. “Izabel?” 
 
   After a long silence, his daughter finally said, “Come in.” 
 
   Airron went in and found her sitting cross-legged on the floor, a book of poems on her lap. 
 
   “What can I do for you, Father? Surely, you haven’t come to free me from my—”
 
   Izzy let out a strangled yelp as Airron grabbed her wrist and yanked her up into his arms. He pressed her head against his chest, wondering how he would feel if it were Izzy lying dead in those grasses and not Jala Radek. “I’m sorry.” That’s all he could manage to say, but Izzy seemed to understand.
 
   She wrapped her arms around his waist. “Don’t be sorry, Father. I never should have come.”
 
   “I just love you so much, Izzy. If I’m overbearing at times, it’s because I never want to lose you.”
 
   Then, he pulled her down onto the ground and told her about Jala.
 
   She crawled into his lap like she used to do when she was younger and cried. 
 
   And, he cried with her.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 33
 
    Depths of Despair
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Rayan bent down, lifted the legs of the dead Mage and dragged him through the dirt to the freshly dug grave on the far side of the caves. With some effort, he swung the body into the hole and it landed on top of the other. He felt no remorse. The killings had been necessary. The cabal had been losing track of their goals for some time and needed to be put down like the feral dogs they were. The sorcery within their bodies had turned them against the cause. Convinced them that it would be acceptable to use their magic to obtain power and riches after the war. A fatal assumption on their part.  
 
   With Perrod gone on his suicide mission after Beck Atlan, that left five remaining Mages for Rayan to have to deal with. Of all of them, Zavier would be hardest to kill. Those black, soulless eyes of his that missed nothing. The equally black heart that would allow him to slice Rayan’s throat without the slightest compunction despite the years they had known each other.  
 
   Where is he? Why isn’t he here? 
 
   Rayan picked up a shovel and pressed it into the excavated dirt with his heel. He threw the first shovelful directly into the face of the Mage on top. He couldn’t bear to look at those open eyes any longer. 
 
   The pink rays of dawn were just peeking up over the horizon when his grisly task was complete. It was at that time that he heard the sound of horse’s hooves resounding up the road.  
 
   Finally.
 
   He quickly discarded the shovel and hurried to the front of the caves. 
 
   Zavier raced up the dirt path, his horse frothing at the mouth. He pulled his mount to a stop and slid off. He didn’t look in any better shape than the horse. Rayan let the small dagger up his sleeve drop down into his palm.
 
   “Rayan,” Zavier said hoarsely. “Quick. Get the horse into the cavern. I think I lost my pursuers, but I can’t be sure.”
 
   Rayan made no move to take the horse’s bridle. “What happened?”
 
   “I did it,” Zavier answered, slumping to the ground. “But, two feralshifters have been tracking me through the night.” 
 
   Rayan moved behind Zavier, the cold metal poised in his hand. “What? What did you do?”
 
   “I started the race war.”
 
   Rayan paused in thought. No matter where Beck Atlan disappeared to, the First Mage would undoubtedly return at news of a war. Unlike Perrod, Rayan had no illusions that he could defeat the First Mage himself and would need all the help he could get in killing him. 
 
   He shoved the knife back up his sleeve. 
 
   Zavier’s death could wait a few days.
 
   Rayan turned at the sound of riders approaching. He wasn’t surprised to see his mother and the remaining cabal members. She looked disheveled, her normally well-coiffed hair in disarray. She whirled her horse to a halt, but did not dismount.
 
   “Where have you been?” she barked at Rayan.
 
   “I returned directly here after the disaster at the palace.”
 
   “Ah, yes, Grace Hall, where you ran like a dog with its tail between its legs at first sight of the Dagarmon. You disappoint me, son.”
 
   Debilitating shame reddened his cheeks. His hand twitched toward the knife he just used to murder two men with the intent of shoving it directly into his own eye. But, his mother’s continued questioning stopped him from the act.
 
   “Where are the others?”
 
   Rotting in a grave about ten feet from you. “I haven’t seen them, Mother.”
 
   “Well, find them. I’ll take the cabal with me. The Elves and Dwarves have joined armies. Take the Falcons you brought with you and circle around to harry them from the north.” 
 
   “As you command. I won’t disappoint you again, Mother. I promise.”
 
   The smile she gave him held no trace of the warmth he hungered for. “See to it.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   The funeral pyre flames burned hot, rising high into the early morning sky. Whorls of color shifted as though alive, reaching—forever reaching—for more to devour. At least Airron could no longer see the tiny shroud that ensconced not one, but two innocent lives. For a time, that burning evidence of such unconscionable evil threatened to tip him over the edge into a rampage of destruction. But, he couldn’t go to that place. Rogan already dwelled there, and it was taking all of Airron’s effort to slowly ease him out. 
 
   “They killed my girls, Airron. They killed my girls.”
 
   At least he’s no longer crying. Airron glanced over at him. The two of them had been friends for nearly forty years, but he hardly recognized the husk of the Dwarf in front of him. The firelight flickered over the hard planes of a face etched in pain.
 
   “Lady Morningstar will pay for her murderous acts, Rogan. I give you my word.”
 
   “Poor Janin. I don’t know how she’ll survive this.”
 
   They stood in silence after that for a long time as Rogan grappled with his grief. With each passing minute, acceptance seeped a little deeper, shoulders lifted a little higher. All Airron could do was be there for him. There were a million details that needed his attention, but he would not leave Rogan’s side until Rogan himself asked him to do so.
 
   “I’m glad you’re here with me,” he finally said. “If you weren’t, I might have… Dear Highworld, all those Dwarves…”
 
   “You didn’t, so stop gnashing your teeth over it.”
 
   “Why, Airron? Why is Morningstar doing this?”
 
   “Does it matter? The answer changes nothing.”
 
   “No, I guess it doesn’t.” Rogan’s jaw clenched. “But, by my blood oath, I will protect my people, Airron.”
 
   “All people. That means we will leave the people of Nysa be.”
 
   “Not Elinor Morningstar. She’s complicit in this whole affair by working with these rogue Mages. Damn that woman to the Netherworld and back! She led us by the nose right where she wanted us and we came.” 
 
   Airron rubbed his jaw and lamented once again the fact that Haventhal did not have Elven wizards. He supposed King Thorn never imagined his kingdom would be under attack by Massans. Neither did Airron. Yet, here he found himself. 
 
   “I wonder how many Mages there are,” Rogan wondered aloud. “Look at the damage Adrian Ravener caused on his own. Neither one of us can put off a coordinated attack by a faction of wizards. Our people will be slaughtered.”
 
   “I’ll do it.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “I’ll kill Morningstar.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “You take the armies forward and I’ll infiltrate the camp and kill her before anyone suspects anything. If she’s dead, those Mages will have no reason to fight.”
 
   “That’s speculation.”
 
   “That’s all I have.”
 
   Rogan sighed heavily, but did not argue. “How many soldiers do they have?”
 
   “Two House flags, the Falcons and the Dragons. Lady Morningstar indicated she had six thousand with her.”
 
   “And, us?”
 
   “Three.”
 
   “I like those odds.”
 
   Airron snickered.
 
   “What do you think Gregaros will do?” Rogan asked.
 
   “I sent word to him. He has two days to turn over Lady Morningstar. Most likely, he’ll do nothing and hunker down behind his stone walls until this is all over. He wants Elinor Morningstar gone more than we do.”
 
   “You really think he’ll stay out of it?”
 
   “I’m sure of it.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Gage crumpled the note from Airron Falewir in his fist. “Not on my watch, Elf,” he growled under his breath. 
 
   “Your Grace?” Captain Franck enquired. “You’ve been holding that parchment since yesterday.”
 
   “Because I face a dilemma that I do not take lightly, Bo. Prince Beck put faith in me to make the right decisions for the realm, but I’m not so sure he will ever accept this one.”
 
   The captain did not respond.
 
   “Where the hell has Lord Hamilton scuttled off to? I would like to get the opinion of what’s left of the King’s Court on this matter.”
 
   “Outside the gates, Your Grace. With Morningstar.”
 
   “That bloody coward!” he murmured vehemently. “Turning against the Crown with hostile forces on our land? Elinor has found a way to his balls somehow.”
 
   “Are they truly hostile, Your Grace?” 
 
   Gage turned to the Iserlohn captain, a long-time supporter of House Everard and a friend of his for many years. “I can’t let them do it, Bo.”
 
   “Those Kings out there are Beck and Kiernan Atlan’s best friends,” he pointed out. 
 
   “I realize that, but no matter what Elinor has allegedly done, I cannot stand by and let those armies start killing the people of this land. I am King! I own the responsibility for their protection! Me!”
 
   The captain’s mouth twisted. “As you command, Your Grace.”
 
   “You think I’m making a mistake.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
   “It’s not for me to decide.”
 
   Gage nodded. Bo was right. No one could make this decision but him, and he would do what he thought necessary. He stood and tossed his robe over his shoulders. “Carry the order, Captain Franck! Open the gates! We will join with Morningstar against the Elves and Dwarves!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 34
 
    Motives
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   A fierce wind blew, yet there were no clouds or sun or blue sky even. The flat, desolate horizon was all that separated land from air. Beck’s grandfather, Galen Starr, explained that very often the unsettled events in other realms produced an analogous effect here. So, what turmoil is brewing now? Does it have to do with Kiernan? Nysa? Another threat I have yet to learn about?
 
   Beck paced, agitated, at the lip of the deep valley that looked down on the Mage city. The passage of time moved differently in this sphere of existence, and no one could tell him how long he had been trapped here. It felt like minutes, but it could have been hours, maybe even days. Galen told him it was dependent on need and one could never be certain at what point in time the realm would expel him back to the world of the living. 
 
   Until then, the Mages worked tirelessly, battering at the obstructed barrier with a level of sorcery Beck could only hope to achieve one day. So far, nothing worked. Massa stubbornly remained sealed away from them. 
 
   Although he came for news of Kiernan, and was disappointed yet again, he had finally learned how the rogue Mages had come to be. According to Galen, fourteen men had arrived for training several months ago. At the completion of the instruction, these malefactors had overpowered Arias Sarphia before delivering the Mage oath, escaped and barred the veil behind them. Their ultimate goals, no one here knew for sure. 
 
   A tall figure appeared at Beck’s side, and he turned to the man on his mind. A man whose appearance had not changed in the twenty years since Beck had last seen him. “Any progress?” 
 
   Galen Starr shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “There has to be more that can be done,” Beck growled. “The people of Massa are powerless against these oathless Mages.” And, my wife is missing. 
 
   “We are doing all we can, I assure you.”
 
   Beck ran a hand through his hair. “What do they want?”
 
   “I do not have that answer, Beck.”
 
   He tried another question. “How did they find Torg?”
 
   Galen let out a heavy breath. “That I do know. It was the realmshifter.”
 
   “The realmshifter? Do you mean the Oracle?”
 
   “Yes, but she did not give up our location easily. She was drugged, kidnapped, beaten and ultimately tortured to death.”
 
   Beck cringed at the thought of what that poor woman had to have endured. “I find it difficult to believe that someone managed to kidnap her. Not with her abilities.”
 
   “One of these Mages is a bodyshifter.” Galen gritted his teeth in an uncharacteristic show of anger. “He stole the image of my sister, Gemini, after her death and used the form to get close to the Oracle.” 
 
   “How did they find her?”
 
   “According to the kidnappers, who, by the way, were quite free in sharing information with their prisoner, the idea to build a cabal of Mages started many years ago. When stories of the Oracle grew after her exploits during the Ellvinian invasion, the leader of this plot ordered his men to follow her trail for years with the express purpose of finding out how to enter the Mage realm.”
 
   Beck shook his head in disgust, convinced that an Iserlohn noble was behind all this. “Can the Oracle still realmshift?”
 
   “I’m afraid not. She walks only one realm now. The Highworld.”
 
   Her death hit him hard and reminded him that he had yet to properly grieve Maximus’s passing as well. Two powerful people who used their lives for good were now gone from the world. It made him think of Vinni’s words that he needed to find himself. To accept himself. What did that mean? Yes, he often felt strangled by his titles—those he was born with, those he inherited through marriage, and those he earned by fulfilling his blood oath. Primarily, because he never had any choice in the matter. So, who am I? Who do I want to be? I must now choose, Vinni said. But, why? Why is it so important?
 
   “I better get back. See if I can lend a hand.”
 
   Galen put a hand on his arm to stop him. “Wait.”
 
   The disquieting tone of that single word suggested a topic of great significance. And, most likely something I don’t want to hear. “What is it?”
 
   “The LifeFire Tonic.”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “You must drink it, Beck.”
 
   “I will admit that I’ve been tempted, but I have decided against it.”
 
   “You are First Mage. You cannot succumb to weakness. You must stay strong.”
 
   “I can’t drink the tonic, Grandfather.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Kiernan. She is my weakness.”
 
   “And, she will not drink?”
 
   He shook his head. “And, I refuse to leave her behind. I will take the journey of life by her side and when it is time to enter the Highworld, we will do so when nature dictates.”
 
   “If you do not drink, you will be letting her go sooner rather than later,” he said softly. 
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “I am sorry, but your body is diseased, Beck. You will be dead within a year if you do not drink the LifeFire Tonic.”
 
   “How do you know this?” he asked in a surprised hiss. 
 
   “I probed your body when I healed your shoulder. A malignancy is there within your cells.”
 
   Time stopped. His life flashed before his eyes. The blood oath roared, demanding acquiescence. Demanding survival. “It’s a decision that will have to wait,” he said calmly, belying the cacophony of emotion rippling through him. “Right now, I have to find a way out of here.” With that, he walked away, determined to put distance in between that devastating news. He still managed to hear Galen’s last whispered words. 
 
   “Don’t wait long, my child. Don’t wait long.”
 
   Beck clenched his jaw and strode across the cracked ground to where the sorcerers had gathered before the tent. Hundreds of white-robed figures talked in small groups, studied ancient texts or worked together to cast spells in tandem. 
 
   Kane and Kellan stood apart and looked on critically, as anxious as he to get back to Massa after hearing of the disappearance of their mother. 
 
   “You would think that with that many Mages working on this, they would have found a solution already,” Kellan stated in frustration as Beck approached.  
 
   “Don’t worry, Mila will be there waiting for you when you get out,” Kane teased.
 
   Kellan raised his eyebrows. “I remember fondly a time when you did not talk.”
 
   “I talked when I had something to say.”
 
   “Let’s keep it that way,” he grumbled good-naturedly.
 
   Beck smiled at their banter. His sons. Kellan with his easy smile and abnormally large physique. Kane with his intelligent golden eyes and the omnipresent Sword of Iserlohn peeking up over his shoulder. “Anything yet?” he asked.
 
   Kellan shook his head. “No. But, they have learned that if we can create some kind of magical pathway to Massa, we can sever the spell blocking the barrier.”
 
   “Magical pathway?”
 
   “Another Mage on the other side, perhaps? Do you have any Dagarmon in the group you brought from Iserlohn?”
 
   “I did not bring them,” Beck snapped. “They just showed up. But, to answer your question, no. There are no Mages with me.”
 
   “How would we be able to connect or instruct them from here even if there were?” Kane asked.
 
   Beck ran a hand over the stubble on his chin, his hope fading fast that they would ever be able to find a way out. It was quite possible that Gil Jordin would eventually decide to come looking for them, but when would that be? Certainly it would take weeks before the Dagarmon leader grew concerned enough to make the journey.
 
   Kane’s golden eyes suddenly widened. “Wait! I have an idea.” 
 
   Beck straightened at the excitement in his son’s voice. “What?”
 
   Kane did not answer at first. He simply stood there silently, eyes closed for several long moments making Beck want to scream. 
 
   “Yes, he’s close! I can feel him,” he finally said. 
 
   “Who is close?”
 
   “Jain,” Kellan answered for his twin. “I feel Maks, too. They’re coming this way.”
 
   Panic swelled in Beck. “The Malakai will kill the Draca Cats if they appear in Torg!” 
 
   “I don’t think they’ll have to go that far,” Kane answered. “The connection is already strong. I may be able to make contact now.”
 
   Eager murmurs raced through the Mages that were near enough to hear, and soon the others moved closer as Kane made an attempt to reach Jain. 
 
   You can do this, Kane, Beck silently implored. Please, son. 
 
   When Kane opened his eyes, they were black.
 
   “He did it!” Kellan exclaimed.
 
   “Test the barrier!” one of the Mages yelled out and one of the wizards ducked inside the tent. 
 
   “It’s open!” came the immediate, muffled reply.  
 
   Beck turned to Kellan. “Have all the apprentices taken the oath?”
 
   “Yes, we have. Galen made sure of that.”
 
   “Good! Hurry now! Gather the Dwarves and go on through the veil. I’ll meet you at the beach.”
 
   When Kellan nodded, Beck sprinted back across the landscape and found his grandfather where he had left him. He skidded to a stop. “The seal between worlds is open!”
 
   “Oh, what wonderful news, Beck,” Galen said with a tight squeeze of Beck’s shoulder. “Thank you.” He gave him a sad smile. “I guess this is farewell once again.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Take the advice of an old man. Let go of old grievances and accept what is. Accept who and what you are. You’ve only used a fraction of the power bestowed on you. You’ve become complacent. Accept!” 
 
   “More Halfie riddles?”
 
   “Oh, my dear child, a Halfie has nothing on me,” he replied with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   When Beck awoke in Massa, he wore a smile. As much for the joy at seeing his grandfather as in the fact that he was now moving toward his goals again. Toward Kiernan. 
 
   He crawled out of the tent into the deserted village of Torg and then stood. 
 
   No, not quite deserted. 
 
   Gemini Starr waited on the path for him, her long, gray braid lying over one shoulder. 
 
   Beck sucked in a quiet breath. He had loved this woman very much and the sight of her unnerved him. 
 
   “The woman who wants my head, I presume?” And, the one who deceived the Oracle. The imposter stood silently staring. Beck shrugged. “You know, I don’t particularly relish the idea of fighting a woman.”
 
   “Be at ease then. I am no woman.”
 
   “In that case…” Beck struck. He threw his hand out, unleashing a powerful ball of air that should have taken the Mage from his feet and flung him into the rainforest. It didn’t even touch him. The air dissipated against the shield erected around Gemini’s body. 
 
   A clap of thunder discharged alarmingly close and the ground exploded in front of him. He cursed and dove out of the way, rolling across the ground with the dull reverberation of the blast ringing in his ears.
 
   Thick braid flying behind, the Mage sprinted toward him, volleying spells as he charged. 
 
   Beck dug his fingers into the ground and the dirt rolled up and over his body in a protective shell. It wouldn’t last, but it would draw the Mage closer. He waited beneath his makeshift covering while spells relentlessly assailed the earth around him. 
 
   Now! With a growl, he burst out of the ground, a full earthen armor covering his arms, legs and head. The Mage flew back from the explosion of dirt. Beck stalked forward and drove a boot of stone at the wizard’s face.
 
   The air shimmered and Gemini Starr vanished and, in her place, the hirsute body of one of the Malakai. The ape caught Beck’s foot in an enormously strong grip of his own and pushed. Off balance, Beck stumbled from the unwieldy weight of his armor and went down. 
 
   The Mage was on him in an instant, linking his fingers together and pounding Beck’s chest in a hail of two-handed blows. Chips of stone flew in all directions as the sorcerer hammered a hole in his armor and was getting dangerously close to the vulnerable flesh beneath.
 
   A powerful fist struck him across the jaw and white dots appeared before his eyes. All attempts to come up with a spell failed. After the third hit, the white turned to black and he could no longer deflect the flailing arms. 
 
   “Hey, ape!”
 
   The shouted words stirred Beck from the brink of unconsciousness. The fists stopped. The heavy weight lifted off his body. 
 
   Frightened howls followed. 
 
   Beck shook his head to clear his mind and let the rock armor slide from his body. He turned to the side and was confronted by the oddest image. The Malakai hopped in a circle, waving his hands over his head and screeching in alarm. 
 
   Beck focused his gaze.
 
   A swarm of bees the size of birds buzzed furiously all around the ape’s body. Bees that could not possibly exist in this world. Unless…  
 
   Kane walked into view. His golden eyes ablaze with anger. 
 
   At sight of him, the Mage figured out that the bees were an illusion and spun on Kane, his large teeth snapping aggressively. A furred hand flicked and a rock the size of Beck’s head hurtled toward his son. 
 
   “Divergia!” At Kane’s shouted command, the rock veered harmlessly off to the side. 
 
   The spell drew Beck’s attention to the fact that his son truly was Mage now. Still, old habits die hard. As the ape charged forward, Kane reached a hand over his back and unsheathed the Sword of Iserlohn. The blade sprang free with a lethal rasp. Kane cut the next stone missile out of the air with the first swing and took the head of the Malakai with the second. The body hit the ground and the simian form slipped away, revealing the man beneath.
 
   Kane walked by without a second glance at his victim and knelt next to Beck. “Are you all right?”
 
   “I will be,” Beck answered shakily and allowed Kane to help him to his feet. “Did you find out how long I was trapped?” he asked, praying it had only been a few hours. 
 
   “Ten days.”
 
   “Ten days!” Kane’s answer struck horror in his heart. “We must hurry!”
 
   Beck limped along the path out of Torg as fast as his injuries would allow. The sound of many voices—too many—stopped him at the edge of the clearing at the beach. A hundred had turned into hundreds. 
 
   An argument danced on Beck’s lips, but he quickly suppressed it, remembering his grandfather’s words. I must accept what is. He suddenly felt lighter, more in control. It’s easier to forge ahead when you have acknowledged your surroundings. 
 
   Beck looked out at his followers. His army. 
 
   Kane had joined Jain and had a hand buried in his fur. Kellan stood with one arm draped around Maks and the other around Mila Stowe. Reilly Radek and the five Dwarves were there along with the protectors, Haiden, Gregor and Iben, and the Wildcat army of soldiers. And, of course, there was Tristan, the young leader of this motley group. 
 
   All fell to a knee when they saw him. 
 
   Suddenly, feeling overwhelmed, Beck swallowed. “I’m back,” he said, lamely. 
 
   A loud cheer went up and all faces looked up at him expectantly, placing all their faith in him. And, I accept. Not in taking responsibility for the choices of others, but in accepting that I am a leader. I may fail at times, but I will never fail to keep trying to get it right. Right now, getting it right meant abandoning his search for Kiernan to save Nysa. The decision left him numb inside. 
 
   “I must return to the Sarphia at once, but only the shifters will be able to travel through Aquataine with me.” 
 
   Tristan rose to his feet. “Don’t worry about that, King Beck. Except the guards and ole Arlen here,” he said, reaching up to pat the shoulder of the Cyman, “everyone here is a shifter.”  
 
   Digby is going to love this, Beck thought with an inward groan.
 
   “We better hurry,” Tristan added, signaling to the others to start packing their belongings. “We just received word moments ago. The Dwarves and Elves are attacking Nysa.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 35
 
    A War of Races
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
    The Dwarves and Elves surrounded the city of Nysa on all sides. It had been two days since Jala had been murdered and still no word from Gage Gregaros. No severed head of Lady Morningstar. The time for inaction had passed. 
 
   Yet, the knowledge did not prevent the niggling of doubt that wormed its way into Airron’s mind. This didn’t feel right. Massan against Massan. A war of races. Morningstar had pushed and prodded them to this moment, but why? Why drag them into Nysian politics?
 
   Airron fidgeted atop his Haventi, the warmth of the rising sun and his wife’s body burning into his back. Melania squeezed her legs in a show of reassurance. She would ride with him—at least for a short amount of time—and there wasn’t a bloody thing he could do about it. At least Izzy was safe to the north with the camp followers where no harm could come to her. 
 
   He tossed a glance over his shoulder at his wife’s new personal guard. He couldn’t remember the Gladewatcher’s name, but the look he gave the Elf should be sufficient enough to let him know what would happen should he let harm come to the Queen. The Gladewatcher nodded. He understood.
 
   Further behind, one thousand Elves sat atop their horses in perfect formation. Oh, the burden, he thought. How many times had he looked to Thorn with a jealous eye for all the fawning and adulation the King received? How grand it all looked to the outsider from Pyraan. But, there was nothing grand about consigning men to their deaths. There would be casualties—no avoiding that. He might even be one of them. Unless, of course, he could get to Lady Morningstar and end this war before it even started.
 
   It’s time. Dear Highworld, help us all.
 
   He looked to his left, where the Dwarven Army was fanned out to the west. On foot, most of them. And, angry. Airron could hear their low, guttural chants of “Jala” from here.
 
    “Wave the flag!” he ordered the banner holder next to him. At the abrupt command, the young Elf almost dropped the green flag he held. After hastily straightening it out, he stood in his stirrups and waved it toward the Dwarves.
 
   Drums rolled in response, signaling the start of battle, their ominous beat threatening and uncompromising. 
 
   “Forward!” Airron yelled out and nudged his horse out in front of the slow-moving army. He swept the line. “Keep a tight formation! If so much as a mouse gets through your ranks, I will have your hides!”
 
   He yanked his horse around and galloped ahead. When he was a good distance away, he pulled the Haventi to a stop and leaned back against Melania. “You’ll stay to the back? Away from the fighting?”
 
   She placed a soft kiss in the crook of his neck. “I promise.”
 
   He wanted nothing more in that moment than to turn around. To take his family and the Elves and return to Haventhal. Airron Falewir could have made that decision. King Airron could not. “I must go.”
 
   “I know,” she murmured against his skin. “Come back to me.”
 
   “Never doubt that, my wife.” He patted her leg and slid from the horse. He undressed and handed his clothes to her and she made no effort to hide her gaze. With a chuckle, the air shimmered and he shifted into his hawk and shot into the sky. 
 
   The brisk current allowed the hawk to soar low overhead, razor-sharp vision picking out colors and shapes. The ground below trembled with movement. The morning rang with the sound of hoarse cries. The scent of fear and bloodlust coated the air. The hawk flew on, unconcerned about anything but locating its quarry. So intent was the search that it did not sense the other bird in the air until sharp talons sank deep into its flesh. The hawk screeched and lifted its legs. The two birds locked talons, sending them into a violent spin toward the ground.
 
   The air flickered once again. The hawk’s gaze grew fiercer. Claws lengthened. Gray feathers turned yellow and freckled with black spots.
 
   The attacking bird let out a frightened shriek at sight of the leopard eagle and darted away. The eagle let it go. It had other prey to be about. 
 
   The sounds below swelled as the humans picked up their speed. Time was running out. Zooming in closer, the eagle passed over many heads until finally spotting the one it sought. An avian screech tore from its mouth as it dove down and landed at the rear of the army of men. 
 
   Airron shifted and ran at a low crouch through the grasses behind the advancing soldiers. He grabbed a straggler from behind and silently took him to the ground with an arm wrapped around his neck. They struggled for a few moments, but Airron was stronger and kept tight pressure on the man’s windpipe to drown out any cries. When the man lost consciousness, Airron peeled the trousers and tunic from his body and quickly put them on. He slapped the man’s helmet on his head and sprinted forward to catch up with the others. 
 
   Once in line, the two men next to him gave him a cursory look, but otherwise did not say anything. 
 
   Taking that as a good sign, Airron pushed his way through to the front. Taller than most of those around him, he looked over the heads of the soldiers to where Lady Morningstar sat calmly atop her Palomino mare from the safety of the back of the army. A ring of officers surrounded her. 
 
   Airron mentally reviewed his cache of forms—the ones left to him after his fight with Rogan, anyway—and tried to decide which one would accomplish the deed and still give him a chance of getting out alive. He finally decided on his Goliath Arachnid. As long as he didn’t get stepped on, he could scuttle over, jump up and bite her leg and be off. 
 
   He didn’t get that far. 
 
   Something very hard collided with the back of his skull and buckled his legs at the knees. He crashed face first into the dirt and all went dark.   
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Rayan galloped out of the woods at the head of his army of Falcons. It had taken them two days to circumvent the Dwarves and Elves surrounding the city and get into position in the Grayan Forest north of their armies.
 
   One of his soldiers suddenly stood in his stirrups. “Up ahead!” he shouted, pointing to a small detachment of what looked to be Elves. Upon closer inspection, Rayan realized they were the camp followers.
 
   He slowed to a trot allowing a Falcon officer to ride up next to him. “They’re all yours, Lieutenant.” 
 
   The officer blanched. “Are you mad? Those aren’t soldiers!”
 
   “Your point?”
 
   “You can’t expect us to attack noncombatants.”
 
   “I expect you to do as you are ordered, Falcon!” Rayan snarled.
 
   “There will be women in that group!” 
 
   Rayan knew he had to appease the soldier’s blood oath. “There are also Gladewatchers, Lieutenant, and they have declared war on Iserlohn! Those Elves are here to murder our women. You must protect Iserlohn at all costs. You have your orders!”
 
   “You want us to—”
 
   “Ram those white-haired bastards right up the arse!”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   “Distasteful, I tell you,” Quincy groused, waving his white-gloved hands at the insects circling his head. “War is not a gentlemen’s business.”
 
   “Then, why are you here, Quincy?” Izzy asked.
 
   The look of horror on his face almost made her laugh. 
 
   “I have been serving the Shael family ever since your mother was born, Izabel! When your Grandmaman asked me personally to serve the Lord and Lady Falewir, I could not very well refuse.” He cursed and swatted at another flying bug. “Your mother is like a daughter to me. Of course, little did I know that she would be Queen in my lifetime. It is an honor, but one I am not ashamed to say that I would prefer to enjoy within the confines of Haventhal.”
 
   Izzy sighed and rubbed her sore backside as the manservant continued to grumble. She wasn’t sure how long she had been sitting here to the north of the main army, but it had been hours. Her father seemed to feel confident he could resolve this quickly and she hoped he was right. She just wanted this whole conflict over so she could go into the beautiful city of Nysa and see Kane.
 
   This begged the question. Why are we even here? She had asked several of the Gladewatchers, but none of them could offer up a satisfactory answer. Surely, Iserlohn doesn’t want a fight with us any more than we do them.  
 
   “Izzy!”
 
   Izzy whirled around at the panicked shout from her guard, Elon Aubry.
 
   “Guard the Princess!” Elon screamed, and several Gladewatchers pressed their horses in close to circle her and Quincy. 
 
   “Oh, dear,” Quincy muttered. 
 
   “What’s going on, Elon?”
 
   She pointed. “Riders.”
 
   Izzy stood in her stirrups. Gray dust rose above a line of soldiers tearing directly their way. Her heart hammered in her chest as she wondered whether or not they were friendly. An image of the Ellvinians flashed in her mind, sending a jolt of fear-induced adrenaline racing through her bloodstream. 
 
   “They’re not slowing,” Elon hissed. “Set up two lines, Gladewatchers!” 
 
   Murmurs from the camp followers started to grow more concerned. Izzy glanced back at the main Haventhal army intentionally spaced a half a league away to allow for adequate distance from the fighting in the event her father’s negotiations failed. This small group with Izzy that was comprised of a hundred soldiers or so and another hundred followers—cooks, blacksmiths, farriers and servants—could not possibly be the target of an attack. Could they?   
 
   “Should we go to the main army?” Quincy asked nervously.
 
   “No,” Elon answered. “The soldiers will be upon you before you can get there leaving you without protection.” She turned to the followers. “Hurry! Move behind the second line of Gladewatchers!”
 
   The followers dropped what they were doing to comply with Elon’s order. Hundreds of Elven feet sprinted over the ground in a white cloud of motion. The Gladewatchers directed Izzy and Quincy behind the followers in the rearmost position. 
 
   “Arm yourselves as best you can!” Elon bellowed. “Feralshift, Elves of Haventhal! Feralshift for your lives!”
 
   “Oh, dear,” Quincy moaned once again.
 
   Fear coursed through Izzy as she scoured the Grayan with her magic. Deer, rabbits, birds. No! I need something with more teeth! 
 
   The riders came on in a surge of hoof beats, close enough now that Izzy could see the gray and orange of their tunics. Soldiers of one of the Houses of Iserlohn, but she couldn’t remember which one.
 
   Izzy cast out further into the woods. There! A wolf! Not a Grayan, but it would do. She hurled out her magic and locked into the animal’s mind. Come! 
 
   Elon forced her way inside the circle close to Izzy and thrust a short sword into her hand. “You know how to use this. Don’t hesitate.”
 
   Izzy gripped the hilt in her hand. “I won’t. How many are there?”
 
   “I don’t know, but they outnumber us. Just stay within your circle of protection. If the Gladewatchers fall and as a last resort only, ride like a demon for the main army.”
 
   She nodded. 
 
   The wolf sprinted through the woods, winding sinuously through trees and brush in a desperate struggle to answer her summons. Other animals moved with the wolf now. A silent, menacing army coming closer. 
 
    Izzy grasped her horse’s reins in her left hand and held the sword in her right. The mounts of her Gladewatcher protectors danced and snorted in agitation. She glanced at Quincy who now looked about three shades paler. “Have you called an animal yet?”
 
   He swallowed and shook his head.
 
   “Why? Call one now, Quincy!”
 
   “I…I can’t.”
 
   “You can’t? Do you…? You can’t feralshift?”
 
   He nodded his head. 
 
   “After all the grief you gave Father over the years?” she asked incredulously. 
 
   “I couldn’t feralshift a frog,” he admitted glumly. One of the soldiers handed Quincy a sword and he almost dropped it. 
 
   “Stay with me, then. I’ll protect you.” 
 
   “Oh, no, Your Grace,” he said, hefting his sword awkwardly. “I will not let Melania Shael’s daughter be harmed on my watch.”
 
   There was no time to debate the issue further. The Iserlohn soldiers were near enough for Izzy to see the Falcon sigil on the front of their tunics. And, they’re not stopping. 
 
   Out in front to meet them was the first line of fifty or so Gladewatchers, sitting bravely on their mounts, spears and swords held at the ready. Elon, in the second line of defense, made a hand signal and one of the few fireshifting Elves in the army sent a warning fireball into the air. 
 
   The Iserlohn soldiers did not flinch.
 
   The faint sounds of howls and growls could be heard now, barely audible above the pounding horses.  
 
   Izzy sucked in a deep breath and held it. Stop! Please stop!
 
   Her silent plea went unanswered. The soldiers came on and crashed right through the Elven first line. Bodies flew through the air and were crunched under hooves. Screams rang out. Izzy watched helplessly as men on horseback slashed down at the Elves who had fallen. They in turn reached up to grab men from their mounts. Metal screeched as swords met. Sparks flew as the Elves fought for their lives.  
 
   The Gladewatchers around her muttered curses of anger.
 
   “Go, help them!” Izzy screamed at them. “Don’t worry about me!”
 
   One Elf, spurred by her cry, thudded his heels into the ribs of his horse and took off. The rest stayed, refusing to abdicate their duty.
 
   Many of the Falcon soldiers made it through the fighting mass and headed straight for the second line. 
 
   Izzy knew it was only a matter of time before that line fell, too. Her first instinct to run as Elon had instructed her to do slammed up hard against a powerful force deep in her body and splintered to pieces. All fear flew from her mind as her blood oath roared for the first time in her life. 
 
   During the Ellvinian invasion, Izzy never had to protect people. As the youngest of the Savitar children, it had always been others who had sheltered her.
 
   Not today.
 
   Today her blood oath would not be denied and it was stronger in her pureblood veins than in those of any other on the battlefield. Goose pimples raced up her arms. Every hair on her body stood straight up. Ancient magic coursed through her limbs.    
 
   Izzy snarled as she watched the second line brace for the onslaught.
 
   “Move!” Izzy kicked her horse through her guards and raced ahead through the camp followers. The guards and Quincy shouted as they sped after her.  
 
   When she finally broke free, she reined in her horse between the second line and the followers and waved her sword in the air. When the guards caught up to her, she said, “Make a third line!” 
 
   “But, Your Grace!”
 
   “That is a royal command, Gladewatcher! We will defend these people or we will die trying!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 36
 
    Double Cross
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogan lifted a gauntleted fist, halting the Dwarves across from Morningstar’s rebel army. Earlier, he watched Airron’s hawk fly out over the battlefield but as of yet there had been no further sign of him. It didn’t bode well for his friend that the noble still lived. 
 
   A path widened in the host of soldiers as the proclaimed Queen of Iserlohn made her way to the front of the army sitting atop a golden Palomino horse. Right behind her, beneath a flag of black and white, rode Gage Gregaros, the proclaimed King. 
 
   Have they put aside their differences? Has one conceded leadership to the other? 
 
   “Lady Morningstar!” Rogan shouted. “As King of the Dwarves, I hereby call for your execution in the unlawful murder of the Princess of Deepstone!”
 
   The woman had the nerve to smile contemptuously. One that said she was coming from a position of power.
 
   Gage pressed his horse past her before she could speak. “King Rogan. My sincere sympathies for the death of your daughter. However, your call for execution is denied.” 
 
   Rogan growled bitterly. “Iserlohn finds the murder of a Dwarven Princess pardonable?”
 
   “Whatever you allege happened—”
 
   “Allege? I was there, Gregaros! I saw it happen.”
 
   Gage gave Elinor a weighty look, but ultimately must have felt it in the best interests of his people to back her. “If a crime was committed, we will deal with it in the appropriate manner, not on a battlefield.”
 
   “That wretched woman is the one that led us to this battlefield! Starting with the murders of three Kings! Or, is that, too, justifiable when it puts a crown on your head?”
 
   “The Kings? Whatever are you talking about, Radek?”
 
   Rogan pointed. “Ask the murderess behind you. She is the one working for the Mages who performed these vile acts.”
 
   Gage whirled his horse around. “Elinor? Is this true?”
 
   “Of course not,” she answered with a sneer and slid down from her golden horse. “I’m not working for the Mages. They’re working for me.”
 
   A snarling rumble ran through the soldiers of House Gregaros. For the first time, Rogan noticed the people lining the wall surrounding Nysa. Not all were soldiers, and they did not look at all pleased.  
 
   Unaware—or uncaring—of these new witnesses, Lady Morningstar walked out in front of the army. “Yes, Gregaros, I did kill them. You have to take the King—or in this case, Kings—to win.”
 
   “This is a game to you? Killing innocents to secure the Iserlohn Crown?” he questioned loudly for all to hear. Gage was clearly not unaware.
 
   “Iserlohn? You really think my ambitions so petty? I don’t want Iserlohn! I want Massa!”
 
   Rogan exploded in fury. “The Dwarves and Elves would never lie down and let you take their lands!”
 
   “Oh, yes!” she screeched, spinning back to him. “Especially, when we rid them of their knights.” She gestured and two Falcons dragged Airron into the clearing.  
 
   Rogan dropped down from his horse in a panic. “What have you done?”
 
   “The Savitars are now all that stand between me and the Crown of Massa.” She turned toward Gage. “And, a false King.” 
 
   Chaos erupted as two Falcons dragged Gage Gregaros from his horse. 
 
   “What are you doing?” the former Saber bellowed. “Elinor! Stop this!”
 
   The soldiers forced him to his knees, yanked his head back by his hair and slit his throat from ear to ear. 
 
   Fire sprang to Rogan’s fingertips, but it was too late for Gregaros as the soldiers shoved him broken and bleeding to the ground. Fighting broke out between the Tigers, Falcons and Dragons.
 
   Officers raced through the crowd spreading Elinor Morningstar’s dogma. “Gregaros was a false King! The Dwarves and Elves have declared war! You will fight for Iserlohn!”
 
   “You’re just going to watch this, my King?” Teran growled, dismounting beside him.
 
   Rogan glanced over at the Iron Fist who would have become his son in marriage had Jala lived. He didn’t look well. Grief, fury, bloodlust. It was all there in his eyes. Just like mine. 
 
   “No, I’m not.” Rogan strode in front of his army. “Enough! It is me you want, Lady Morningstar! Come and kill me if you can!”
 
   Elinor’s laugh could be heard over the struggling men. “It will be my pleasure, King of Dwarves.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Airron groaned in agony. A spot right behind his ear throbbed like a gong pounding inside his head. Harsh voices added to the stabbing pain. He felt like he was going to vomit, but mercifully blacked out instead. 
 
   When he came to, he turned his head slowly to the left to try and focus on the dizzying smear that stood there. The rebel army. He cursed silently. And, me, flat on my back. 
 
   The shouting grew louder. He recognized Gage’s voice. Demanding. Angry. The readying of metal. Then, Rogan asking Elinor Morningstar to kill him. I just love it when a plan works out.
 
   Lady Morningstar raised a gloved hand in the air and five soldiers stepped out in front of Rogan. Earthshifters and fireshifters by the look of them.
 
   Airron ignored the pain that still jabbed at his brain and melted away inside his stolen clothes. Shouts of alarm rang out as he disappeared. They had thought him dead, and Airron silently thanked Beck for the trick that made them think so. It didn’t involve magic. Or holding one’s breath. He simply had to look dead. Amazingly easy to pull off, really.
 
   His mouse form tunneled out from under the garments and scurried away across the field toward safety. 
 
   A loud whoosh warned of the ball of fire careening along the ground behind. The mouse jumped in fright and skirted out of the way. 
 
   On instinct, the bodyshifter beneath reached for his Grayan wolf but came up empty. Damn you, Rogan! Instead, he chose the Gangi dog for speed. The air flickered and his body expanded. 
 
   The rebel fireshifter threw more flames, but missed. The earthshifter didn’t. The Gangi yelped in pain as a rock slammed into its right side, sending it into a forceful roll. Two of its ribs snapped with an audible crack. 
 
   Then, Rogan was there, standing over him, protecting him and throwing fire at the shifters trying to kill him. Two of the men howled as they went up in flames and tried to smother the inferno scalding their bodies, but Airron knew there would be no putting out that fire. 
 
   “Thanks, Torch,” Airron mumbled and lurched to his feet. He shifted. Into the giant mantath this time. 
 
   Once again, fire and earth came hurtling forward in a barrage of destruction. Shifted magic slammed into the mantath’s thick hide, but this animal was able to shrug off the attack. The mantath lifted its long trunk to trumpet its rage before charging across the grass after the three shifters still alive. With a mighty sweep of its long snout, it connected with the fireshifter, sending him soaring through the air. 
 
   The two earthshifters sprinted in close with long spears and used their formidable strength to slip the metal in between the armored plates of the mantath and pierce the flesh beneath. The mantath roared in distress as the spears sliced skin and punctured organs. It tried to shake the weapons loose, but the unyielding shifters pinned it in place. 
 
   Airron’s shifting slipped from him and he collapsed to the ground. An alarmingly thick collection of blood pooled beneath him, but he couldn’t figure out how it got there. His vision blurred. A strange metallic taste filled his mouth. He tried to clear it away but couldn’t get the breath to do so. 
 
   Then, the earthshifters stabbed him again.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Rogan watched in horror as the spears thrust down into Airron’s body. Against orders, the Elves took to the field like flying white wraiths. Events slowed to a surreal pace for Rogan. How had this happened? He had come to Iserlohn, a place that held such fond memories, to hold a King’s Council and, yes, to seek justice for Erik, but he never imagined it would end like this. A race war. Beck and Kiernan missing. His daughter and grandchild dead. General Arsten dead. And, now Airron? 
 
   A bolt from a crossbow took Rogan in the shoulder and he spun to the ground with a pained grunt. The Fists closed in, a forbidding wall of Dwarven fury, screaming, shifting, taking more shafts meant for him. 
 
   Maybe they understood what he did. If Rogan died—perhaps even if he lived—Lady Morningstar had won. Neither the Dwarves nor the Elves would recover from the loss of their Kings and their Savitars in time to prevent a hostile takeover. Morningstar would take advantage of the chaos and uncertainty to invade the kingdoms and by the time anyone thought to put up resistance, it would be too late. That was why it hadn’t concerned her who overheard her confession. With wizards and two armies at her back, she had no plan to rule by winning the hearts of the people. She planned to rule by ripping them from their chests.
 
   A violent wind sprang up out of nowhere. The Iron Fists surrounding him cried out in unison as they were knocked off their feet and flung away. Rogan sat up, pressing a hand to the bolt in his shoulder. A man stalked forward through the melee, hands sweeping, clearing his path of obstacles. Rogan focused his gaze. Wait. I recognize him. How could I ever forget that block of a face? There could be no doubt. He’s the one. The Mage that killed Jala.
 
   Wrath smoldered through Rogan’s chest like molten fire and danced at his fingertips. Rage flared in his eyes and scoured his heart. He screamed and threw his hand out to burn away the arrogant look on that rock of a face. 
 
   Only, nothing happened.
 
   With a flick of the Mage’s wrist, the fire that hovered above Rogan’s palm was snuffed out. 
 
   He tried again to no avail. 
 
   His elemental magic may as well have been gone. The wizard stalked closer. Panic gripped Rogan. He struggled to his feet and reached for the short sword on his hip, but the Mage was there, slamming a fist into his jaw and sending him back down to the ground. A boot strike to the ribs curled Rogan into a ball.
 
   “Prepare to die, King.” The Mage stretched out his hands to grab Rogan’s head.
 
   No!
 
   An odd sensation seized Rogan’s body. The killing curse! Wait. No. A shield! The reaching hands stopped short before they could make contact. The Mage’s head snapped up. A flicker of surprise crossed his features an instant before he disappeared from view.  
 
   Rogan fought to turn his head. 
 
   Two men in short black cloaks and with tattoos on their faces sprinted toward Rogan, cursing the fact that their prey had slipped through their fingers. 
 
   Before Rogan could speak to the Dagarmon, a sudden roar issued forth behind them. A roar so feral it made Rogan want to cover his ears. 
 
   The Dwarves. 
 
   In a great wave, they pounded forward in a mass of bodies to join with the Elves against the Land of Men. There would be no stopping that furious swell. Elinor Morningstar had achieved her race war after all.      
 
   Another disastrous thought occurred to Rogan at the same time. I’m about to be killed by my own people.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 37
 
    Dying Friendships
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Blood pounded in Izzy’s ears rendering her deaf to the horrific sounds around her. The sobs, moans, grunts and blood-curdling screams. An Iserlohn soldier grabbed her ankle to pull her from her saddle and she slashed down at him with her short sword. The well-placed strike took the man’s left hand from his arm, but he seemed not to notice and reached for her with his right. Her wolf snapped its head around at her shriek of anger and turned from another attack to sink its fangs into the soldier’s calf. The man went down beneath the wolf, but Izzy’s reprieve didn’t last. Another Falcon ran at her with an upraised dagger. She lifted her foot and kicked him square in the nose. He stumbled back, but not before clutching her leg and dragging her from the saddle. The air rushed from her lungs as she hit the ground bottom first. She rolled across the ground to avoid being trampled as her horse reared, front legs pawing at the air, and then ran away in fright. 
 
   The Falcon stepped in close and swiped his dagger at her face in a backhanded horizontal swing. She lifted her sword in time to slide the blade aside. He took a wary step back to plan his next go at her and it was his last. The flat of a Haventhal blade struck him in the temple and he crumpled soundlessly to the ground. Behind him stood a bloodied Quincy, his white hair plastered to his head and streaked with red. He let the point of his sword fall into the dirt and leaned tiredly against the pommel.  
 
   “Quincy! Thank the Highworld. Where’s your horse?”
 
   He waved his free hand and she noticed he still wore his gloves, although they were no longer white. “Oh, I lost that bloody thing a long time ago.”
 
   Izzy ran to him and threw herself into his arms. “I’m so glad you’re all right. I was so worried.” 
 
   “I’m fine,” he assured her and patted her back while all around them the Elves fought with their feralshifted partners by their sides. Growls and screams echoed in the air. Birds raked claws over skin, wolves tore flesh and sinew from bone, a large brown bear mauled a prone man on the ground.
 
   Izzy wanted to cry. The men of Iserlohn had been friends to the Elves ever since she had been alive. Why, then? Why are they trying to kill us? What has changed?
 
   “We have to help the others,” she murmured against his shoulder.
 
   He gently entangled her arms from his neck and looked around fearfully. “Where is your guard?” 
 
   “Dead.”
 
   “All of them?”
 
   “All but Elon. She’s wounded pretty badly. I dragged her to the edge of the woods to keep her safe until we can get a healer to her.”
 
   Her answer only served to put more terror in his eyes.
 
   “I think the time has come to try and reach the main army,” Quincy said. “Call your wolf. He can lead us into the woods and we can escape that way.” 
 
   “You know I can’t do that, Quincy.”
 
   The manservant’s thin shoulders slumped. “No, I suppose not.”
 
   She grabbed both of his hands in hers. “You’re not a soldier. I will not hold it against you if you go.”
 
   He shook his head. “We’ve had this discussion. I will stay with you, Your Grace.”
 
   She nodded gratefully and retrieved her weapon from the ground. “I need to find my horse. Follow me and keep your sword out.” 
 
   At his nod, she took off toward the fighting horde in a low crouch. The scene once again took her back in time to the Ellvinian invasion. Yet, this was different. At Northfort, the combat was more organized with skilled fighters. Here, confusion and panic ruled. Many of the Elves were huddled together in groups, shoulder to shoulder, metal points out protecting the weaker inside their prickly circles. Instinct supplanted skill, but courageous wild lunges served to keep the enemy at bay.
 
   Pride filled Izzy, and she raced ahead to provide whatever aid she could. Until she saw a Falcon a few yards away run down a lone young Elven servant and impale him on his sword. Izzy snarled in anger and sprinted after the soldier, calling her wolf as she went. 
 
   Come!
 
   The animal answered her summons and moved to join her. Somewhere behind, Quincy shouted at her, but she only had eyes for the man she meant to kill. A red haze colored her vision. She imagined the blade in her hand slicing his flesh, twisting and turning, destroying the evil that existed inside.  
 
   A sudden bestial yelp pierced through the blood fury of her mind an instant before the wolf crashed into her, taking her to the ground.
 
   The animal collapsed on top of her, panting in pain. Izzy stretched her neck and noticed the bolt sticking up from the wolf’s side. The bolt meant for her. 
 
   She pushed the animal as gently as she could, so she could wiggle her way out from underneath the heavy body. 
 
   A Falcon holding a crossbow stalked over to her, picked up the wolf by its scruff and jammed a knife into its belly. Another distressing whine issued from the wolf and then the solider tossed the dying animal to the side like a broken toy.
 
   Before she could run, the Falcon yanked her to her feet by her hair. “You are a feisty one, I’ll give you that.” He pulled her face close to his. “And, pretty, too.” The man’s eyes abruptly widened as he looked over her shoulder. “What in demon’s breath do we have here?”
 
   Izzy struggled to turn her neck as far as his tight grip on her would allow. 
 
   Angels. 
 
   That was the first thought that came to her mind, anyway. 
 
   Five identical men stood in front of them, the hilts of magnificent swords peeking up over their shoulders. They were tall, blonde and had the most beautiful golden eyes Izzy had ever seen. 
 
   No, not angels, but close. 
 
   The soldier threw her to the ground and leveled his crossbow at the man in the middle, but the bolt passed through air. 
 
   Izzy smiled. He’s never the one in the middle.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Izzy hugged her knees to her chest and tried her best to avoid looking at the bodies scattered and twisted across the ground. Men, Elves and animals. Senseless deaths. All of them. Instead, she sought out Kane moving through the Iserlohn soldiers, shouting orders, calming fears. The tension melted away from her at sight of him. For two days, he had traveled through Aquataine to Bardot just to get to her and she wanted nothing more than to wipe the weariness from his eyes. 
 
   Kellan and Reilly were with him as well, along with, of all things, a civilian shifter army. It was hard to believe that her childhood friends were now Mages. The boys worked efficiently to bring the fighting to a halt, but it really didn’t take much. As soon as the soldiers recognized Kane and Kellan most threw down their weapons and surrendered. 
 
   Kane admitted his own confusion to Izzy as to what had driven his people to attack the Elves, and he had been quite aggressively questioning them since arriving. 
 
   But, as dreadful as this day had been, Izzy couldn’t help but feel hopeful. If she had her way, she would never leave Iserlohn again. Kane would put everything back to rights with regard to their two nations, ask her to marry him and all would be well. She swore that as Queen of Iserlohn, this would never happen again under her rule.
 
   Kane shared a few words with the injured Elon Aubry and then came toward her. She stood to greet him. 
 
   A sad smile lit up his handsome face and when he held out his arms to her, she ran into them. His gentle hand stroked the back of her head. “Everyone is talking about your courage here today. You have won the hearts of your people. Are you all right?”
 
   The moment had come. The moment she had dreamt of with all of her heart and soul. She melted into him, feeling safe for the first time that day. “How could I not be? I’m with you.”
 
   He chuckled and leaned back to look into her eyes. “You’re not hurt?”
 
   She shook her head. “No.”
 
   Golden eyes blazed with anger. “I can’t apologize enough that this happened to you here in my land.”
 
   “I don’t understand it either, but my parents may still be in danger, Kane. We must go to them.”
 
   “My father’s there now. I promise you that we’ll end this.” His tone turned grim. “No matter what it takes.”
 
   “I’m going with you,” she said and threw her arms around him once again.
 
   “You’ll be safer here.”
 
   She reached up and planted a kiss on his lips. “I want to be with you, Kane. If we’re to be married…”
 
   He stiffened beneath her embrace.  
 
   A stab of unease stole her breath. “Kane?”
 
   “Married?” he asked and peeled her arms from him. 
 
   “Of course. I love you. You said you loved me, too,” she reminded him. 
 
   “I…I do love you, Izzy. Like a little sister.”
 
   A burning lump formed in her throat. “Are you saying…”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Izzy. If I did anything to give you the wrong impression, it was unintentional.” 
 
   She turned from him, her cheeks ablaze with humiliation. “I don’t know what to say. I…I thought you felt the same.” 
 
   He put his hands on her shoulders. “The last thing I would ever want to do is hurt you. You do know that, don’t you?”
 
   She batted back her tears, forced a smile in place and turned to face him. “Yes, I do know that. How silly of me. Ready the horses if you will. We’ll need to leave right away.”
 
   He bowed his head and ran off to see to her request and all her dreams went with him. Marriage. Happiness. Freedom. All gone. 
 
   Heartbreak clutched her chest in a painful grip, but in truth, she couldn’t blame Kane for not loving her. She didn’t love herself very much either.
 
   She gazed northward and imagined the port of Northfort and the Arounda Ocean beyond. She made a promise that as soon as she was able, she would leave Massa. Somehow, some way, she would secure passage on one of those majestic ships in the harbor and find her place in this world. 
 
   And, perhaps I’ll find me along the way. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 38
 
    The Return
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Rogan pressed through the mindless tangle of fiercely fighting combatants, grateful that the Dagarmon had managed to haul him to his feet before the stampede.
 
   The Iron Fists, led by Teran Mathis now, surrounded his movements, obscuring his view. “Where is he?” he barked, and a sharp pain radiated through his entire face. “I need to find the King of Elves!” 
 
   Teran pointed. “He’s over there.”
 
   Airron’s guards, Raine Aubry and Loren Faolin, stood over the Elf, swords out, violet eyes blistering all who ventured too close. 
 
   “My King,” Teran said, “you should see a healer first. Your jaw looks…loose. And, there’s a bolt in your shoulder.”
 
   Rogan ignored him, all thoughts on Airron. The sounds of battle grew louder. Rogan knew he didn’t have a lot of time, but he had to know his friend’s fate. It would be difficult to end this conflict without Airron. Hell, it would be difficult to go on without Airron.
 
   The Elven protectors stepped aside as he approached, allowing him to drop down by Airron’s side. He looked down at the pale white face. Someone had thrown a cloak over him, but it was already soaked through with blood. 
 
   “Why isn’t there a healer here?” Rogan questioned.
 
   “They’re on their way, King of Dwarves,” Raine answered.
 
   Rogan leaned down. “Airron, can you hear me?”
 
   The Elf’s eyes twitched.
 
   “Airron, I’m here.”
 
   “Is…is that you, Fireball?”
 
   “Yes, you ass, it’s me.”
 
   Airron chuckled and a bubble of blood formed on his lips. The purple eyes slit open and peered up at him. “They got me, my friend.” 
 
   “You’re going to be fine,” he lied.
 
   “No, I can feel it. I…I always wondered if I would know when it was my time. Sadly, the answer to that is yes.” 
 
   Rogan swallowed, refusing to believe it. How many more people do I have to lose here on Iserlohn soil? Airron, too? Someone who had been like a brother to him for as far back as he could remember? 
 
   “Others might lament their regrets at a time like this, but I can honestly say that…I don’t have any.” Airron’s words were barely above a whisper. “A beautiful family and friends. Dying on the battlefield…as the King of Elves.” He paused. “I take that back. Dying in bed with my wife would have been far more enjoyable.” 
 
   “Airron…”
 
   “I’ve lived a spectacular life, my friend. No…no regrets.”
 
   “Stop,” Rogan begged. “You’re not dying.” 
 
   “You’ll look out for Melania and Izzy for me, won’t you?”
 
   Rogan looked up. “Healer! Where is the bloody healer?” 
 
   “No healer can fix me now.”
 
   “You’re not dying!”
 
   “Promise me.”
 
   “Fine! If you fall off your horse on the return journey to Haventhal and break your neck, then, yes, I will look after your family.” 
 
   “Are you crying again, Torch?”
 
   “Of course not!” 
 
   Airron chuckled again and then began to choke.
 
   Rogan gently turned him on his side to help him breathe. He had to lift his eyes to blink back the tears so he could see. Dear Highworld, don’t let it be true!
 
   The Gladewatcher, Loren, slapped his shoulder. “King Rogan!”
 
   The urgency in Loren’s voice brought him to his feet. He followed the Gladewatcher’s pointed finger.
 
   And then, he started to laugh. A big, bellowing laugh that drew the eyes of all around. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Hidden beneath an invisibility spell, Rayan Morningstar passed through the battlefield killing indiscriminately. After leaving his Falcons in the north to deal with the small band of camp followers, he returned to Nysa in time to see the Elves rush the field of battle followed by the Dwarves. There was no shortage of people to kill, but Rayan’s real targets were the Savitars. Pureblood though they might be in shifting, they could not defend against that which they could not see. 
 
   Once the Savitars were dead, he would finish off the cabal and be done with it. He would hold his mother to her promise to proclaim him the King of the South while she reigned as Queen of the North. Together they would rule the entire island of Massa and there would be no one left to challenge them. Ever. 
 
   Thoughts of glory pushed Rayan further into the madness. With luck, the Elf King was dead already or at the very least incapacitated. From what he knew of Rogan Radek, the Dwarf King would be hollering and flailing his arms about, making himself an obvious target.
 
   He was right. 
 
   He found the Dwarf making noise all right, but of all things, he was laughing boisterously. What in the bloody hell is there to laugh about with the King of Elves lying dead at your feet?
 
   Rayan slowed his pace at the odd behavior. Good thing, too. What he saw next made his blood run cold. 
 
   A hole opened up in the horde of fighters and a giant of a man strode through. Tall and powerfully built, his probing gaze surveyed the mob with an intensity that Rayan remembered from the Earthshine Festival. Long strides carried him along at a furious pace. Crackling magic rippled along his skin with palpable potency. 
 
   Despite all the power emanating from the First Mage, Rayan realized that he was vulnerable in this moment like he never would be again. 
 
   Now, is the time. I must kill him now. 
 
   Rayan pushed his way to the edge of the crowd and waited for the First Mage to draw near. If Rayan ran at him, he might be able to cast the killing curse before Atlan knew what was coming, but he didn’t dare. Better to kill him from afar. 
 
   Only a few feet now. 
 
   Rayan held his breath and shifted the dagger in his palm. 
 
   Now!
 
   Rayan grunted and hurled the blade overhand straight at Beck Atlan’s heart.
 
   Without missing a single step, the First Mage flicked out a hand and the dagger flew off to the side and into the dirt. Atlan continued to walk on as though it were of no concern to him. That he had much more important matters on his mind than a trifling assassin’s blade.
 
   Demon’s breath, I can’t fight this alone! He’s indestructible. Rayan continued to watch the First Mage with hatred burning in his chest. Perhaps the cabal will have more success, but they will have to do it without me. It struck him as fortunate that he hadn’t killed them all yet.
 
   Rayan turned to leave, but paused to watch Atlan walk up to the King of Dwarves, lean down and kiss him on both cheeks. They shared a few soft words and then the First Mage dropped down next to Airron Falewir. The Elf labored to breathe now in rattling exhalations of air.
 
   Rayan sensed the second the First Mage erected a shield around himself and those in his immediate circle. 
 
   “Can you save him?” the Dwarf asked, wringing his hands nervously.
 
   Atlan clutched Falewir’s head in his hands and massaged his temples. The First Mage hissed once through his teeth at what he found there and his touch became more frantic, moving down the Elf’s neck and over his chest. When he reached the two stab wounds on the sides, the Elf arched off the ground in a violent spasm. 
 
   Rayan didn’t recognize the healing delve used by the First Mage nor did he intend to ever learn it. 
 
   Atlan worked tirelessly for several long minutes despite the horror going on around them. Finally, he sat back on his heels and wiped a hand across his brow. Rayan couldn’t help but notice that the Elf’s breathing had evened out and color had returned to his cheeks. 
 
   “Well?” the impatient King of Dwarves asked.
 
   “He will survive.”
 
   Rogan Radek patted Atlan on the back as he got to his feet. “Thank the Highworld that you arrived in time.”
 
   “What’s happening here, Rogan?”
 
   “We need your help.”
 
   “You have it. Walk with me and tell me what I need to know.”
 
   The Dwarf nodded. “Wait. Did Reilly return with you?”
 
   “He’s here. I left him and all of your Dwarf Mages to investigate a gathering to the north.”
 
   The diminutive King let out a sigh of relief, but for some reason, blushed. “Those people are no threat, just the Haventhal camp followers. We better go, but first I must ask. Where is your green-eyed Princess, Beck? Tell me she is safe.”
 
   Atlan’s mouth twisted in a pained grimace. “She traveled south, Rogan. That’s all I know.” 
 
   And, that’s exactly where I’m headed, thought Rayan. You’re on your own, Mother.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 39
 
    Mage Battle
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Exhaustion raked at Beck and he stumbled a step as he followed Rogan and their protectors through the battlefield. How could this have happened? A race war. Massan against Massan? Men, Dwarves and Elves locked in deadly combat? For what? A bloody throne? 
 
   Every step he had taken across this island since Earthshine had led back here to Nysa. To this event. All roads lead to Nysa, Diamond had divined, but what was he supposed to learn from that? Why did people often have to face unspeakable tragedy to gain knowledge? 
 
   A sharp pain lanced through Beck’s side and he had to wonder if it was due to his weariness or the disease consuming his body. 
 
   A wayward thought hit him then. 
 
   Was it possible that his grandfather made up the story of his illness to get him to drink the LifeFire Tonic? The Mages had a vested interest in his longevity in this world. Would they resort to lying in order to keep their leading apprentice working toward their goals for centuries to come? 
 
   He shook his head. He would not believe that. 
 
   “Why hasn’t the blood oath prevented this?” Rogan mused aloud.
 
   “The oath is not infallible, Rogan,” Beck replied. “While a shifter cannot knowingly use magic against an innocent, if he or she truly believes they are facing an enemy, the blood oath will be assuaged.” 
 
   Rogan merely grunted, so Beck wasn’t sure if he was satisfied with the answer. 
 
   The protectors crashed ahead and had to fling back several combatants who swung weapons their way. They were in the heart of the battle now. Close enough that Beck could see Elinor Morningstar mounted above the fray and observing her killing field with a satisfied expression. 
 
   The casualties of war were many. An impossible amount of blood ran in rivers beneath their broken bodies. Wounded men. Dying men. Dead men. Beck refused to look at their faces for fear he would recognize one of them. He fought to steel himself from the emotions that boiled inside. The sadness, the frustration, the anger. 
 
   Finally, he could take no more. 
 
   “ENOUGH!”
 
   The single word backed by his sorcerous power sent everyone to the ground in fear. Weapons fell from fingers, hands covered ears. Everyone, that is, except Elinor Morningstar. Although clearly shaken, the treacherous noble lifted her chin in defiance and remained mounted when all others cowered. 
 
   Beck waited until all was quiet and walked ahead through the kneeling soldiers. He pointed a finger at a young soldier in the black and white of House Gregaros. “Tell me, Tiger, why you fight your friends.”
 
   The young man looked up hesitantly. “I…I am following orders, Your Grace.”
 
   Beck placed his hand on the shoulder of an Elven Gardien. “What do you see, Tiger?”
 
   The soldier scratched his chin. “An Elf, Your Grace?”
 
   “He is a Massan!” Beck roared.
 
   “Yes, Your Grace.”
 
   Beck strode to a Dwarf and lifted him up by his elbow. “This is also a Massan!” He returned to the Tiger and jabbed a finger at him. “You are a Massan! I am a Massan!” He spun in a circle to encompass all those on the field as well as those that lined the wall of Nysa. “We are all Massans!” The last word flew from his chest in a vibration of sound that could be heard for a league. 
 
   After the last echo faded away, the quiet was deafening.
 
   Beck wasn’t sure what he had expected, but this was not it. What are they thinking? Vinni had warned him that House Everard was dead, but he never imagined to see it manifested so clearly in the silence of the Iserlohn people. He scanned the crowd across from him. Bo Franck. Nic Cresson. Levon Stowe. Lord Hamilton. He had known all these men for years. Are they really going to stand by and let Elinor Morningstar get away with this?
 
   He looked up at movement on the wall surrounding Nysa. Lady Lillian Knapp was there along with several of her Shadow Panthers in among the citizens. They were leaving. All of them. Disappearing from view one by one.  
 
   Beck hung his head, not sure what else he could do to get them to see the singular avarice in this war.
 
   A lone, mocking clap cut through the discomfited stillness. 
 
   Beck slowly turned his gaze to Elinor. The noble, dressed in sleek black armor, sat regally atop a golden horse. He had to admit that she cut a commanding presence and it was one he never before noticed in his interactions with her at Court.
 
   “Oh, that is precious, Beck Atlan, and I couldn’t have said it better myself. You see, I’ve been thinking the same for quite a long time. We are all Massans, so why three separate kingdoms? We need one ruler in place in order to ensure the safety of our citizens and exploit the resources of this island.”
 
   “And, are you that one ruler, Elinor?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “I’m afraid I might have something to say about that.”
 
   “Then you will have to take it up with my Mages.”
 
   Five hooded men suddenly materialized on the ground in front of her. 
 
   “Everyone step back!” Beck shouted, and at sight of the wizards taking the field, the soldiers were eager to comply with his demand. 
 
   Beck sensed people moving into place next to him. Rogan and a fragile-looking Airron appeared on his right and Gil and Dax on his left. 
 
   “First Mage,” Gil greeted with a smirk. “I see you’ve found the wizards you went searching for.”
 
   “Looks that way. Where is the rest of the Order?”
 
   “In Bardot. I so no need to summon them to deal with these novices,” he stated arrogantly.
 
   “Never underestimate your enemies, Gil. It will get you killed.”
 
   Elinor’s shrill voice interrupted their conversation. “Oh, no, this will never do, Beck Atlan. I am afraid your friends will have to sit this one out.”  
 
   The five Mages joined their hands and their sorcery, and a blinding nimbus burst into existence around their bodies. Beck threw up an arm to shield his eyes, but could hear the elaborate incantation that they voiced in unison. He listened intently and recognized the sleeping spell just as Rogan hit the ground. Airron, Gil and Dax followed. All around him, soldiers tumbled into unconsciousness. He could only watch helplessly as the entirety of the armies on the field succumbed to the Mages’ spell.
 
   Beck stood there in disbelief.
 
   He was alone.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   They came without warning. The first lightning strike hammered down just wide of the mark but close enough to vault Beck into the air. He came down hard, and the world went silent and dark. His scalp tingled. Heat and energy buzzed around his body in painful jolts. He blinked his eyes several times to clear his vision. It worked, but the ground listed beneath him from the ensuing vertigo. 
 
   He shifted to his hands and knees and saw the tips of his toes sticking out through his burned boots. The scent of burning fabric caused him to realize that his cloak was on fire. He rolled across the ground and wrestled free of the garment. 
 
   The Mages stalked forward. 
 
   From flat on his back, Beck threw out a hand and the earth in front of him groaned as it exploded upward into an earthen wall. Howling with effort, one of the Mages powered through the wall. He received a brutal punch of air to the face for it and stumbled backwards through the open hole he had just made.
 
   Beck scrambled to his feet and took to the air. He shot over the earthen wall and pointed his hand downward. Lightning flew from his fingertips catching one of the Mages in a direct hit, and the man crumpled to the ground in a smoking heap. 
 
   The air around Beck suddenly turned dark and murky. He quickly dropped to the ground to maintain his bearings just as a gray, menacing mist wafted over him. He recognized it immediately. The Sea of Void. Kiernan, Rogan and Airron had been caught up in one created by Avalon Ravener years ago and the effects of that spell had haunted Kiernan for years.
 
   “Beck, save me! Beck!”
 
   He sucked in a breath. Kiernan appeared before him, crying and reaching out her hand. He had expected that the Void would show him his wife, but he had not expected her to look so real. She wore the red silk dress she had been wearing the last time he had seen her. Arm veils snapped in a non-existent wind. Long hair hung in golden waves over her shoulders.
 
   “Beck, I’m here! Help me! They took me, Beck! To get to you. Don’t let them kill me!”
 
   In the vision, three hooded men stalked up behind Kiernan with daggers raised in their hands.
 
   He couldn’t stop the instinctual panic that surfaced. “Kiernan! Look out!”
 
   She turned, but it was too late. The men bore her to the ground and stabbed her, over and over again. 
 
   Beck felt his feet moving to help her, but stopped himself and took a deep breath. It’s not real. It’s not real.
 
   “Beck! Help me!” Blood pooled under Kiernan’s body and matted her hair. Her head slowly turned toward him, her accusatory eyes welling with tears.
 
   Beck’s heart ripped in two as he turned and walked away from her. “It’s not bloody real.” 
 
   The mist collapsed in on him. Shapes coalesced and disappeared at random. Beck spun in a circle, magic sizzling at his fingertips. He tossed a seeking spell through the murk, and the outline of a hooded figure appeared on his right. 
 
   “Bindeno!”
 
   The skulking Mage screamed and fell to the ground, helplessly bound. Sensing the man’s vulnerability, the mist descended, swathing him in a cocoon of nightmares. Beck never saw what they were, but the Mage’s screams went on for several unbearable moments before finally giving way to silence. 
 
   The mist rolled past then, content at having claimed its victim.
 
   In the now clearing air, Beck could see that the Mage he hit with lightning was still on the ground and Elinor Morningstar still sat on her horse, but the three remaining wizards were nowhere in sight. Beck set a shield and an invisibility spell around him. The Mages would be able to find him if their seeking spells were precise enough, so he kept moving. But, the thought gave him pause. How can I focus my spells more directly and more potently? I need a channel of some sort. 
 
   Running at a low crouch, he searched the long grasses beneath his hands, looking for something—anything—that might work. And, then he found it. A stick around eighteen inches in length. He hefted the switch in his hands and trickled a bit of magic down into the wood. The stick leapt in his hands. It works. Excited now, he pointed it at the ground and whispered, “Incendia!” The grass in front of him exploded in flames and he had to dive out of the way of the sudden rush of heat. Demon’s breath!
 
   “He’s over here!” he heard one of the Mages shout. “Locusi!”
 
   Beck felt the seeking spell find him and shred apart his cloak of invisibility. He whirled around, surprised to find one of the wizards not more than ten paces from him. He pointed with his rod. “Morbendi!” The stick vibrated in his hand as the spell blasted out through the end of the wood and hit the Mage in the chest. The killing curse that had always been meant to be administered only through physical contact worked all too well from afar with his new tool. The wizard fell to the ground, dead. 
 
   Beck shoved the horrible image to the back of his mind and ran on. Right into the other two Mages who suddenly appeared in his path. The wizards joined their hands together and screamed, “Augemo!”
 
   The growth spell, more powerful with their combined sorcery, stretched flesh and limbs. Their bodies shot into the air, increasing in vast proportions until they stood as nightmarish giants before him, at least thirty feet tall.
 
   A darkening shadow appeared above his head as an enormous booted foot came crashing down toward him. Beck called upon his earthshifting to give him strength. Magic surged from the ground and infused him with elemental power. He lifted his arms and caught the sole of the boot in his hands. 
 
   Muscles quivering with strain, he fell to one knee as he struggled to keep the giant foot from squashing him to the ground. With a heave of effort backed by his sorcery, he screamed and pushed, his twin powers converging inside of him. 
 
   The boot lifted clear into the air and the giant tumbled back. Arms flailed as the Mage crashed to the ground. The concussion that followed sent a plume of dirt radiating out in a circle from the crater made by the oversized body. Beck ran toward the giant with his rod outstretched before him. “Bindeno!” 
 
   The enhanced spell fused over the colossal Mage. Limbs thick as tree trunks snapped together and the giant bellowed his frustration at the top of his lungs.  
 
   “Ah!” A meaty hand swept down and lifted Beck off his feet. He lost his hold on his new rod and it dropped to the ground. Beck cursed and pounded his fists against the fingers that held him. They squeezed tighter, crushing him in a vise-like grip. His feet kicked helplessly beneath him as he dangled in the air.
 
   Below, Elinor Morningstar guided her Palomino over to the giant. “Can you gag him with some kind of spell? I don’t want any interruptions.”
 
   The deep, bass rumble of the giant’s voice vibrated through Beck body. “I can’t. He’s shielded.”
 
   “Why don’t we start burning all these soldiers to a crisp and see how fast he drops it then?” She pointed to an unconscious Rogan. “Starting with the Dwarf King.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 40
 
    Acceptance
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Elinor’s pinched face glared upward. “Well?”
 
   “It’s dropped,” the giant grumbled in confirmation.
 
   Instantly, Beck’s tongue thickened and his lips pressed together. He panicked with the instinctive need to pull air in through his mouth. His heart slammed up against his ribcage. His lungs seized. He kicked and punched at the giant once again. 
 
   Calm. 
 
   The word floated in front of his mind in a silent mantra. He took a deep breath in through his nose. 
 
   Calm. 
 
   Then another, continuing until his breathing steadied. 
 
   “Wake the peasants!” Elinor screamed.
 
   The Mage holding Beck issued the counterspell and the soldiers on the battlefield began to stir.
 
   “My fellow Massans!” Elinor shouted for all to hear. “In blood and battle, in anger and in grief, a new Queen has been forged this day!”
 
   Murmurs of disbelief increased as more soldiers came awake, staring wide-eyed and in cowering fear of the two giants in their midst—one standing before them and other lying on the ground.  
 
   “Tell me, people of Massa, do you wish more war? More death? More lightning and fire to sweep down and destroy? If so, I will give it to you.”
 
   “Massa doesn’t need a bloodthirsty tyrant!” This came from Captain Bo Franck. 
 
   Elinor’s laughter echoed harshly. “That is most certainly what you will receive if you oppose me, Captain. But, we can end the bloodshed here. Now. You need only swear oaths of fealty to the new Queen of Massa. This very day. Every man, Dwarf and Elf.” 
 
   “What about the Everards?” someone yelled out.
 
   Beck’s stomach lurched as the giant swung him around for all to see. 
 
   “Ah, yes, here is your cherished oathbreaker. Tell me, people of Massa, what has Beck Atlan ever done for Iserlohn? Cosseted away in Bardot with his Dagarmon plotting who knows what? Thumbing his nose at Nysian politics and refusing to use his power for good?” Elinor swept down from her horse and shook her head in feigned disappointment. “Despite being chased from the city, he has returned to confess to his crimes. Adultery, abandonment of duty and murder.” 
 
   To this, there were a few shocked gasps and muttered oaths. 
 
   Beck growled in frustration at her blatant lies. Are the people of Iserlohn this easily fooled? Can they not see her motives?
 
   “King Maximus is dead. The false King Gage Gregaros is dead.”
 
   Because you killed them! 
 
   “We stand on the cusp of a new era, my friends. One in which there will be no more kingdoms. The island of Massa will unite as one to share equally in the metals and jewels of Deepstone! The timber of Haventhal! And, the furs and wools of Iserlohn! I will give to you a better and stronger Massa to hand down to your sons and daughters! I, alone, can give this to you!  Accept me!”
 
   The Falcons and Dragons started up a rallying cry. 
 
   You can’t have them, Elinor. 
 
   An inferno of rage ignited the oaths in Beck’s body. The overwhelming power, more than any one person should be able to hold, caused something inside of him to snap. He felt his temperature rise. His hands began to shake with furious energy. The wind picked up in a sudden howling tempest above his head. A clap of thunder shattered the morning air. The clouds in the sky turned black and boiled with flashes of angry lightning.
 
   “What is he doing?” Elinor screamed, her hair whipping around her head.
 
   Beck’s feet and fingers tingled as the magic rushed out of him in a torrent. The silencing spell that had been laid over his face in a sorcerous mask blew apart. “Liar! You care nothing for the people of this island, Elinor Morningstar! You don’t have one tenth of the compassion of Kiernan Atlan. You have no idea what it takes to be Queen!”
 
   Elinor’s face twisted in rage as she tried to maintain her balance in the storm. “Kill him!”
 
   The giant squeezed. 
 
   Beck grunted in pain, grabbed one of the Mage’s massive fingernails and pried it back. Muscles straining with outrage, he peeled back the nail until it tore free from flesh.
 
   The giant cried out and flung him away out into the air. Arms and legs whirling, he spun helplessly to the ground. “Pilloni!” 
 
   The spell came in time to save his life, but not to avoid injury. Sharp pain lanced through his legs as he slammed to the earth feet first. Bones snapped and ripped through skin. He collapsed to the dirt, flat on his stomach, moaning in agony. 
 
   Yet, he could still hear, and the physical pain was nothing compared to the hurt of betrayal. He wanted to cry like a child at the eruption of cheers that filled his ears.
 
   They believe Elinor’s lies. They think me an adulterer and murderer.
 
   He pressed his cheek into the ground, a flood of emotion drowning him in regret. In unbearable sorrow. He felt a failure on so many levels. Forgive me, Kiernan. I did what I thought best. I hope you understand.  
 
   He did cry then, the bitterness that lingered in his mouth, mixing with the salt of his tears.    
 
   And, that’s when he felt it. 
 
   He picked his head up off the ground. Momentary disbelief turned to conviction. No, not cheers. They’re battle cries!
 
   The gates of Nysa ground open and the fury in the voices within was hotter than the blazing sun. The ground shook with the thunder of movement. 
 
   No, don’t come out! You’ll be slaughtered!
 
   More rumbling across the earth. People yelling. The clash of steel. 
 
   What are they saying?
 
   Another great concussion rocked the earth, jarring him violently. Beck knew it must be the other giant going down, but how? Who had the power to knock over a giant? The voices grew louder. A stampede of horses and feet raced toward him and fear squeezed his chest. 
 
   A whispered squeak in his ear startled him. “Have you figured it out yet, Beck Atlan? Listen!” 
 
   Vinni Vee? 
 
   Beck listened. All around him, his name rippled on the wind. “King Beck! House Atlan! King Beck! House Atlan!” A quiet chant at first and then with more vigor as people added their voices. A swell of sentiment lifted it higher and louder. 
 
   Beck felt himself raised up off the ground and hoisted into the air. Fingers reached for him as he was carried, grabbing, devouring. Claiming him. 
 
   He was theirs. 
 
   Mind, body and soul, he belonged to the people of Iserlohn. 
 
   I accept. 
 
   He lay back against the hands beneath him and watched the clouds above spin in a dizzying circle. He closed his eyes.
 
   “You are a King, Beck Atlan!” he heard Vinni scream. “You are the people’s King!”
 
   I accept. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 41
 
    An Oath of the Kings
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   When Beck opened his eyes for the second time, everything was still slightly blurred. His lower body felt numb from recent healing, but at least the pain was gone. 
 
   The first time he awoke, Nic Cresson had informed him of the death of Jala Radek. His heart broke for his dear friend, Rogan. Would the Dwarf’s life ever be the same again? Would he wallow in grief as Digby had after the death of his daughter, Alia? Beck vowed not to let that happen. Vowed to prove to Rogan that the beauty of life remains despite such an immense loss. 
 
   Now, though, the pain was too raw. Even for him, and he felt relieved when the poppyvine had spiraled him into darkness once again.
 
   “How are you feeling, Beck?”
 
   The sound of a feminine voice set his heart fluttering until he realized that it couldn’t be Kiernan. This voice was deeper. Sultry. A sorceress. 
 
   He squinted into the corner of the room.  
 
   A beautiful woman with auburn hair stood from the chair and approached his bed. 
 
   “Helenite,” he greeted hoarsely. “I assume it is to you that I owe thanks for the healing.”
 
   She nodded and squeezed his arm. “My sister would have insisted upon it.”
 
   He smiled. The sorceresses still considered Kiernan a sister even though she had never formally joined the coven.
 
   “That’s the only reason?” he teased.
 
   “No.” She knelt by the bed and pressed his hand against her cheek. “I did it because you are my friend and my King.”
 
   The declaration did not make him cringe as it normally would have. He accepted what Galen Starr and Vinni Vee and now Helenite told him. He was a King. The people’s King. He had to admit that it felt liberating to finally accept what was instead of fighting what was not. 
 
   Yet, Elinor Morningstar was right about one thing. He had not given his all to the people of this kingdom. How many times had Kiernan berated him for neglecting his duty here in Nysa? Too many to count. Despite all he had learned at Mage training, he had yet to put much of that knowledge to good use. If he could inspire people to become more, dream more, accomplish more by living and working among them, he would do so. 
 
   “Thank you, Helenite. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if I would ever be welcome back.”
 
   “Oh, pooh. Elinor put a group of children up to chasing you from the city. The rest of us never put any stock in those silly rumors flamed by the nobles of House Morningstar. Did you really think we had?”
 
   Yes, Helenite, I did. And, I was a fool. 
 
   “A lesson learned, Helenite. I was so caught up in finding Kiernan that I didn’t look more closely at Elinor’s motives. I accepted all I heard without question.”
 
   “That’s not like you.”
 
   “Like I said, I wasn’t in the best frame of mind.”
 
   “Any word regarding Kiernan?” she asked softly.
 
   “No.”
 
   She sighed. “Diamond and I will do all we can to help, Beck. You do know that, don’t you?”
 
   “I do,” he assured her with a fond smile. “Where is Elinor Morningstar now?”
 
   “In the dungeons.”
 
   “I want her executed at dawn,” he said resolutely. “Can you carry the order to Captain Franck for me?”
 
   “Of course.” She stood. “There is a line of people waiting to see you. Are you ready for visitors yet?”
 
   “I would like to see Gil Jordin if he is here. After that, Rogan and Airron. No one else.”
 
   “I’ll see to it.”
 
   After she left, Beck got out of bed on wobbly legs and went to the window. The sun was shining, and the city was abuzz with activity. A new day had come. Brighter than the one before. Smiles replaced frowns. Steps were livelier. If one thing can be said about the human spirit, it is exceedingly resilient. It’s what keeps us moving forward.
 
   He turned when he heard the door open. 
 
   “First Mage?”
 
   “Come in, Gil.” As much as Beck longed to sit, he had to remaining standing for this. “I would like to talk to you about your failure to summon the Dagarmon from Bardot.”
 
   The answer did not come immediately. “As I said, I felt like Dax and I could handle it here.”
 
   “But, you couldn’t.”
 
   “No, in hindsight I suppose it would have been better to have sent for them.”
 
   “I will not tolerate arrogance in the Order, Gil.”
 
   The bald Dagarmon nodded, but did not respond.
 
   “You have extreme power, Gil, but you mustn’t allow that fact to deprive you of your morality. Let your oaths guide you.” 
 
   Gil bowed at the waist. “Of course, First Mage, and they always will. But, in a field of study where the possibilities are endless, I will admit to being overzealous at times.”
 
    “I understand and I don’t want to diminish your enthusiasm. But, arrogance narrows your sight, Gil. Convinces you that the path you’re on is the only way. Explore them all. Keep your mind and eyes open.”
 
   A humble smile appeared on his face. “A timely reminder, First Mage. If I let you down by failing to take the proper action, I apologize.”
 
   Beck laid a hand on the Dagarmon’s shoulder. “It’s not all your fault. In my absence, the proper chain of command was confused. I will work to resolve that with the Court and the Council of Kings, I promise you.”
 
   Gil nodded. “That would help, Your Grace.”
 
   “Very well, consider it done. Will you send the Kings in to me now?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   He left, and it took only a few moments for Airron and Rogan to show up. Airron’s usual grin was missing and Rogan’s face still held traces of grief. Not just for Jala, but for his son, Reilly, as well. This journey to Iserlohn would cost him his entire family. 
 
   Unless, I do something about it.
 
   He greeted his friends warmly. “Did you speak to Reilly?” Beck asked Rogan.
 
   “Yes, and he explained that the Dwarves would remain here in Iserlohn.”
 
   “I would like to propose another idea.”
 
   Rogan’s eyebrows lifted. 
 
   “I’ve given this much thought, and I firmly believe that the people of Massa would be better served if each kingdom retained the services of their Mages.”
 
   “Are you suggesting…?”
 
   “That the Dwarves return to Deepstone? Yes, I am. And, Haventhal should send Elves to Mage training as well. If you agree, all three kingdoms will have an even number of sorcerers. They will train here in Iserlohn for a short period of time and then return to their own lands.” He looked at the tears welling in Rogan’s eyes and it convinced him more than ever that he could not take Rogan’s only son from him. Not after Jala. “What do you think?”
 
   Airron nodded eagerly. “I think it’s a splendid idea and was going to suggest something along those lines myself.”
 
   Rogan simply nodded, too overwhelmed to speak.
 
   Empathy swelled in Beck at the pain in his face. “I won’t utter meaningless platitudes. Not to you. You will mourn your daughter for the rest of your life, I know this. But, keep these two irrefutable truths close to your heart, my friend. Your daughter is at peace in the Highworld. Both of us have direct knowledge that this is true. And, you are not alone. Many people love you, Rogan. Your wife awaits you at home. Your son will return and give you many grandchildren to spoil.” Beck gripped both of Rogan’s shoulders in his hands. “Most of all, don’t you ever forget that Airron and I will be by your side always. This, I promise you.” 
 
   Beck grasped Airron’s shoulder and brought him in close.  “We are Kings! Let our days of sovereignty be spent keeping our kingdoms safe and destroying all those that would come against us. Let us pledge to work as one! For the good of Massa!” He held a hand out in the space between them. “Let our oaths bind us this day.”
 
   Airron laid his hand over Beck’s. “An oath of the Kings.”
 
   “An oath of the Kings,” Rogan confirmed and placed his hand on top. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 42
 
    Consequences
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   Kiernan leaned back on the palms of her hands and tipped her face to the rays of the late afternoon sun. She couldn’t remember ever feeling this content before. This happy. What a difference a few weeks make. Children played in the growing grass all around her. Women set out blankets and food. Men and boys ran along the dirt road that cut through the center of town kicking a leather ball back and forth in some game she had never seen before. 
 
   “This is all your doing, you know,” Cael said from beside her.
 
   “Hardly,” she said, quickly dismissing his claim. “Change like this can only be achieved through the efforts of many.”
 
   “I’m not talking about the dry land!” He waved a hand around. “Look at these people. Look at their faces. They’re joyful! They have hope! You did that.”
 
   Yes, but only until the Duke returns. She wasn’t naïve. She would suffer for the changes she helped to bring about here in Lewstin. I can live with that as long as I’m the only one. 
 
   Cael gently pushed her back onto their blanket and caressed her face, his lips inches from hers. “I love you, Larkin Malley.”
 
   “Cael, I…”
 
   “I know you can’t say the same yet, but you will.” His winked at her. “I’m really quite irresistible if you’d just look hard enough.”
 
   Kiernan framed his face and ran her thumbs beneath his eyes. “I am looking.”
 
   “What do you see?”
 
   “A good man. The best I know.” Before he could respond and before she had time to question her decision, she pulled his head down to hers and kissed him. A deep kiss that held delicious promise for them both. 
 
   Kiernan’s body clenched at the growl that crawled from Cael’s throat, but she pushed him off her at the giggles coming from the women on the blanket next to them. He flopped onto his back and covered his eyes. “I wish we could live like this forever.” 
 
   Something in the way he whispered the words touched Kiernan’s heart. In that moment, she wanted nothing more than to give Cael Trathen all that he wished for. All of her. “Me, too.”
 
   A bugle call sounded from the top of the wall and Kiernan bolted upright in fright. “What was that?”
 
   Cael lifted his arm and she noticed that all color had drained from his face. “The Duke has returned.”
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Rayan Morningstar rode through the wooden gates of Lewstin a thunderhead of fury. Having to flee Nysa like a frightened child was bad enough, but to come home and find out that his people had disobeyed his rules? Picnics? Games? What nonsense is this? 
 
   The bugle sounded his arrival and the townsfolk stopped dead in their tracks, their mouths open wide in fear.  
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” he asked of the guard that rushed over to take his horse. 
 
   “It…it’s the end of the workday, my Lord Duke,” he answered as though that should have been enough.
 
   “Why is the ground dry?”
 
   “A trench was created to divert the mine water to the river.”
 
   “I figured that, you idiot. Who is responsible?”
 
   The guard looked nervously over his shoulder. “Everyone.”
 
   No. The townsfolk may have participated, but Rayan knew instantly who was the instigator behind this rebellious behavior. It was that green-eyed woman that Cael Trathen brought…
 
   Wait.
 
   Rayan recalled the last conversation he had heard between the King of Dwarves and Beck Atlan. 
 
   Where is your green-eyed Princess, Beck? Tell me she is safe.
 
   She traveled south, Rogan. That’s all I know.
 
   Rayan scanned the town and found her sitting on a blanket with Cael. Oh, yes. That aristocratic lift of her chin. That proud, straight back. It’s her, all right. At the moment, her eyes held a fair amount of unease, but it could not overshadow the defiance that lived there. How did I not see it before? Of course, he never expected Kiernan Atlan to arrive in Lewstin disguised as a scullery maid, but he still should have put everything together.
 
   His blood boiled in his veins.
 
   How much did she know? Had she come here to thwart his mother’s plan? The plan his father put into place years ago when he sent Zavier after Gemini Starr’s body? Well, if she came here looking to stir up trouble, she bloody well found it!
 
   Rayan kicked his mount into a gallop and tore up the hill to the mines, his personal guard following close behind. At the top, he dismounted and picked up a shovel that had been left on the ground. He walked over to the trench and looked down in disgust at the fast-moving water. “Help me destroy this!” he yelled at his Falcons. They did as he asked and it didn’t take long to undo what Kiernan Atlan had started. 
 
   The townsfolk who chased after him appeared at the top of the hill and stared in horror.
 
   The water was already pooling in front of the mines once again and trickling back down the hill toward the town. 
 
   Kiernan Atlan pushed through the crowd, stormed up to him and tried to take the shovel from his hands. “What are you doing? Stop this!” she ordered as though this was her town and not his. 
 
   With a snarl, he backhanded her across the mouth. She fell to one knee, but got right back up and punched him in the jaw. He hissed in shock and put a hand to his face. No one had ever struck him before. Ever.  
 
   For a stunned moment, he didn’t know what to do. Then, he whirled toward the guards. “I want this woman locked up! Now!”
 
   Cael Trathen rushed over and grabbed his arm. “Please, no! She didn’t mean it, my Lord Duke! She just put so much effort into digging this trench.” He hesitated. “We all did.”
 
   Rayan yanked his arm free. “Get off me and start working! All of you! I want this trench filled in. Every last inch of it.”
 
   He swung up onto his horse and raced back down the hill along with the water that was now soaking the road once again. 
 
   Kiernan bloody Atlan! I don’t know what brought you here to Lewstin, but I do know one thing. You will not be leaving alive. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Kiernan tried to wrestle her nerves into control as two Falcons on either side of her led her to the town square. The townsfolk followed behind—most were silent, but a few brave souls demanded her release. 
 
   She steeled herself to be tied to the same whipping post where Cael had been lashed when they first arrived to town, but the guards directed her across the sandy pit to a row of wooden cages that she had never noticed before. At just four feet high, she wouldn’t be able to stand upright once inside, and a moment of panic gripped her and sent her heart hammering to break free of her chest.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mistress Malley,” one of the Falcons whispered to her. “I’ve got to follow orders, you know.”
 
   She nodded. “I…I do know. It’s all right.”
 
   After he opened the door, she swallowed heavily and crawled in. 
 
   The guards shouted to disperse the crowd. It took a fair amount of shoving and cursing, but finally the women and children were ushered into the barracks and the men sent back to their lonely homes. 
 
   Where is the Duke? she wondered. Will he come for me soon? She spent hours in fearful dread of the moment he would appear to punish her, but he did not come. The night deepened with her alone and freezing in the corner of her cage, with the cold wind cutting right through the thin dress she wore. Her jaw ached from her teeth chattering uncontrollably. Pain in her legs alternated between excruciating cramps and tingling numbness. She rolled into a tight ball to try and keep warm and played games inside her mind to keep from succumbing to sleep. She was afraid if she did, she would never wake. To make matters worse, the stomach illness she’d contracted caused her to suffer with nausea through most of the night. 
 
   When dawn finally came, she felt glad just to be alive. 
 
   She sat up wondering where Cael could be and prayed that he was safe. She hoped the Duke would not take out his anger with her on him or any of the others. They had been so happy—some for the first time in their lives—and the Duke crushed them for it. Why would he destroy their joy? To keep them immersed in fear, that’s why. To maintain his control over them. 
 
   “Did you have a pleasant night?”
 
   It was only through the grace of the Highworld that she managed to stifle the scream that opened her throat. 
 
   The Duke leaned insolently against a tree outside of her cage. 
 
   She didn’t answer him as she buried her shaking hands in her lap.
 
   He looked over his shoulder. “Bring him over.”
 
   Two guards dragged Cael close and dropped him to the ground. His face was bruised and bloodied. 
 
   She scrambled to her knees and grabbed the wooden slats of her prison, sympathy welling inside of her at the sight of him. “What did you do?”
 
   The Duke shrugged. “I wanted to see how much he knew, but apparently he doesn’t know anything.”
 
   “About what?” she spat.
 
   “About you?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Tell Cael who you really are, Mistress Malley.”
 
   Kiernan’s stomach fell and she felt like she might retch again.
 
   “Tell him!”
 
   Cael lifted his chin to peer at her through eyes swollen shut. “What is he talking about, Larkin?”
 
   “Tell him!” the Duke barked again. 
 
   Kiernan swallowed. If she had been honest with Cael long ago, he might have forgiven her. But, she hadn’t, and in this moment all of the words that sprang to mind sounded empty and deceitful. “My name is not Larkin Malley, Cael, but I can explain.”
 
   Cael’s puffy eyes tried to widen. “You lied to me, didn’t you? I had my suspicions at first, but you convinced me to take your word for it.”
 
   “Yes, I did, but if you will—”
 
   “Tell him!”
 
   Kiernan suspected that with her next admission, her life as Larkin Malley and in Lewstin would be over, and she would forever mourn the simple life and the friendships she made here. Her loving relationship with Cael and Tilly most of all. Will I ever get the chance to explain? Will he ever understand? Will any of them? She took a deep breath. “I’m Kiernan Everard.”
 
    “Kiernan Everard?” He questioned the name as though it were a dirty word. “Princess Kiernan?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But, how? Why?”
 
   “It’s a long story, Cael, and one I should have told you from the start.”
 
   Tears welled in the slits of his eyes. “How could you do this to me? I’ve fallen in love with you. Tilly loves you.”
 
   She refused to let it end like this. She reached for his hands through the bars of her cage. “Don’t let this come between us, Cael. Please. I’m begging you.”
 
   “Between us?” he roared. 
 
   “We can build a life here! Just give me a chance.”
 
   “Oh, your husband is very much between us!”
 
   Kiernan hissed and fell back against the cage wall with a hand to her mouth. 
 
   Cael’s tear-stained face loomed as he crawled closer. “Are you going to pretend that you don’t have a husband?”
 
   “If I do…I didn’t know. There was an assassin…and…my memories are all muddled.” She had never felt so alone in her life. “Cael, help me!”
 
   “Help you? I never want to see you again! Go back to Nysa and have your laugh at the fool oreshifter you duped in Lewstin!”
 
   “No! Cael! Please, listen to me!”
 
   Cael staggered to his feet, turned his back on her and walked away.
 
   Kiernan sat there, stunned, unmoving. Dead inside. 
 
   “Get her out,” the Duke ordered his guards. 
 
   These were not the compassionate guards of before, but two Falcons she had never seen before. They were not gentle as they reached in and dragged her limp body from the cage. Her listless feet dragged behind through the new mud, and that…that…made her want to cry more than anything else.
 
   “Where are you taking her?” she heard someone ask and glanced over her shoulder. Several townsfolk stood along the road armed with whatever they could find that would serve as a weapon. Brooms, sticks, rakes. A skillet or two. 
 
   As much as Kiernan feared for their safety, fierce pride welled inside of her that they were finally taking a stand. 
 
   “Leave her be!” another shouted and it sounded suspiciously like the matron, Marian.
 
   The sounds of violent fighting broke out, but Kiernan couldn’t see what was happening as she was hauled toward the palisade and whisked out through the gates. She knew that there would be no further help for her now. 
 
   “Where are you taking me?”  
 
   “Where no one will hear your screams,” the Duke answered with a chuckle.  
 
   She growled and slammed a mindshifted thought at him, but it went nowhere, her magic disappearing on the wind.  
 
   The Duke led the way on a path through the heavy woods. Morning mist hugged the ground, chilling Kiernan’s skin to the bone. She made a vain attempt to struggle against her captors, but it had little effect. They walked for a very long time, away from any living beings, before the Duke finally stopped in a small clearing. Kiernan looked around. Remnants of blood and women’s clothing covered the ground. Four stakes set in a square had been hammered into the dirt. Loose rope curled at their bases. 
 
   You sick bastard.
 
   Two hands slapped her back and shoved her up against a tree. Rough bark scraped her cheek as her arm was twisted painfully behind her. 
 
   “Don’t do this,” she begged.
 
   He let go of her arm and moved his hands up to her neck, his fingers tightening around her throat. She gasped as she struggled for breath, the blood thudding in her ears. He’s going to kill me here. Now. 
 
   “You’re killing her.”
 
   “Isn’t that the point, you idiot? Now, shut up!”
 
   Her vision blurred. Her head felt like it was growing in size and about to explode. When her legs buckled beneath her, he finally let go.  
 
   The Duke lifted her back up and spun her around so she was facing him. He seized both of her wrists in one hand and pinned them above her head. With the other hand, he reached for the laces at the bodice of her dress. Laughter sounded behind him as he ripped the ties and material apart, baring her breasts. 
 
   She wriggled one of her arms free and struck him, connecting with his nose for the second time.
 
   “Demon’s breath!” he cried out and backed away. “Tie her up!” 
 
   Amused, the guards came for her, but she ducked beneath their grasps and took off at a run. I know my way around a forest, she thought, but didn’t know how she knew. If only I can lose them somehow.
 
   The fist that came out of nowhere slammed into her temple and dropped her like a stone. The Duke jumped on her, straddled her and began to strike her in the face with closed-fist punches, one after the other. Blood filled her mouth and nose and she moaned in pain as she tried to fight him off. A flash of metal appeared in her vision and she saw the dagger in his hand.
 
   “No,” she whimpered. “Please stop.”
 
   As though in slow motion, she watched him lift the dagger and slam it down into her chest. She screamed and arched up off the ground. He stabbed her again, burying the blade to the hilt, and then a third time. He then tore her dress, her shift and undergarments the rest of the way off. The night air accosted her naked body, sending shivers racing up her arms and legs.      
 
   “Bring her back and tie her up.”
 
   Kiernan’s breath rattled in her chest, her collapsed lungs refusing to fill with air. She felt like she was floating over the scene watching from afar as the guards lifted her and carried her back to the clearing and dropped her on the ground. They tied each of her hands to the posts on either side of her head. Then, they pulled her legs apart and secured her ankles. 
 
   No, please, no. 
 
   The pain started to fade as she lay there exposed to their lecherous eyes. Her body grew heavy and she started to sink downward into herself. Reality became disjointed, splintering into tiny fragments of cognizance.
 
   Rough hands groping her breasts. 
 
   Laughter.
 
   A shadow moving close, hovering, and then lowering down on top of her.
 
   More laughter. 
 
   Frantic breathing. Insistent. Hips thrusting against her. The slap of flesh on flesh.    
 
   Dear Highworld, no.
 
   As if in answer to her prayer, the labored, excited pants dissolved abruptly into a startled scream. A wet, salty spray hit her face. The shadow lifted away.
 
   Ferocious growls. More screams. 
 
   Heat. Unbearable heat.
 
   Then, silence.    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter 43
 
    Broken Walls
 
   
 
    
 
    
 
   The eerie silence seeped into Kiernan’s bones more deeply than the wet, cold ground beneath her. Too terrified to open her eyes, she lay there, shivering, her body seizing in convulsions. Nearby, something burned. She worried that if she didn’t move soon, she would be consumed by that same fire, but her ruined body refused to obey. I’m dying. The knowledge did not terrify her. She felt lighter. More at peace. The worries of the world no longer of concern. 
 
   She felt a gentle tugging at the ropes on her wrists and then her ankles. Are the spirits setting me free? She idly wondered if her father would be waiting to greet her when she passed into their realm.
 
   I’m here, Princess.
 
   Kiernan’s eyes snapped opened. White filled her vision and love filled her heart. No, not her father. Her beloved Bajan had come. 
 
   I made it. I’m in the Highworld. 
 
   The tears came then, trickling in rivers down her face at sight of the enormous Draca Cat that she cherished so dearly. “Oh, Bajan.” He leaned down to lick the moisture from her cheeks and she ran her hands through his silky fur, pulling him close. “I’ve missed you so much,” she cried.
 
   Bajan made a susurrus noise deep in his throat and she smiled, letting her eyes roam his face, taking him in. He looked so unbelievably beautiful. His pristine white coat, his glistening dragon scales and those large, intelligent eyes. Eyes the color of hers. 
 
   She froze. No. The eyes were not the color of hers. They were amber.
 
   She pulled back. Who are you?
 
   I am Regus.
 
   Regus?
 
   We do not have time to spare, daughter of Kenley, you must bond me.
 
   Bond you?
 
   Yes, your injuries are very severe. The Healing Breath alone will not save you. You must bond me to live.
 
   She shook her head. No! I can’t. Bajan is my bondmate!
 
   Bajan is dead and you will be, too, if you do not bond me.
 
   I can’t, she moaned.
 
   Bond me! he roared.
 
   She covered her ears and shook her head in anguished denial. No!
 
   You will, for it is not only your life that you will be saving. A child grows within your womb.
 
   Kiernan howled in shock, but the moment Regus said the words, she knew them to be true. All of her symptoms. Her stomach illness. Her lack of magic. It could all be attributed to pregnancy. 
 
   Bond me. 
 
   Her mind whirled in turmoil. A baby. And, somewhere on this island, the husband who had made it so. I have no other choice. Bajan, please forgive me.
 
   She reached for Regus once again. Yes. I will bond you. Come close. The massive head leaned in. Kiernan locked on to the Draca’s amber gaze and drifted out a mindshifted thought. Once again, the magic simply vanished in the air. It’s not working! she told him, panicked now to save the life of her child.
 
   Here, allow me give you a whisper of Healing Breath. It should help you to use your magic.
 
   Regus hovered his muzzle over her lips. She inhaled deeply and the ancient vapor wafted into her mouth, sending curative waves through her body. 
 
   The Draca Cat suddenly stiffened when the sinuous stream bumped up against a dark, shadowy presence in her mind. 
 
   What is it? she asked.
 
   A curse.
 
   Sorcery is responsible for my missing memories?
 
   Yes. Try to get around it to reach your magic.
 
   She took a deep breath and hammered away at the barrier in her mind with the strength of her will. The Healing Breath joined with her to help augment her power. She screamed with effort, throwing every ounce of resolve she possessed at the vile obstruction. 
 
   The shadow shuddered, weakening beneath the relentless attack. Now! She reached in and pulled a sliver of her magic through the barrier.
 
   There! It’s done!
 
   In frantic haste, she grabbed Regus’s head once again and locked gazes with him to establish a magical pathway. She blasted a thought through the channel into his mind harder than she intended and it sent him flinging backwards through the air.  
 
   Tears of joy sprang to her eyes as the familiar Dracan presence began to build in her mind, growing stronger with each breath. 
 
   She hesitated. What is that?
 
   A deep power throbbed with life beneath the scales of Regus’s chest and it scared her. Something potent lived there, and it pulsed hot and bright like an uncontrollable sentient fire. 
 
   She was about to question him again, but stopped short when she identified an intense emotion rolling off him in waves.
 
   Reluctance. 
 
   Kiernan delved deeper into his thoughts and her joy turned to heartbreak. Regus had not wanted to bond her, but felt compelled to save her life due to the Kenley oath. The power that she sensed, the one that resided deep inside him, caused him to shun all others. This fierce loner wished only to be left alone.
 
   Kiernan sat up. The Draca Cat was just getting to his feet. Pale, green eyes looked back at her. 
 
   Lie back down, Princess. You are not yet healed. 
 
   She did as he asked and allowed him to administer the Healing Breath more fully this time. Where it felt like a trickle before, this time it felt like a flood. The magic flowed through her body, healing wounds, repairing organs, energizing her. It took up the assault on the damaged barrier in her mind and won, shattering the assassin’s curse and its hold on her.
 
   She bolted upright and gasped for breath as the missing years crashed down on her like a torrent. Her royal life, her beautiful children, and…Beck. Oh, Beck. What must he think? 
 
   Other, more upsetting memories pushed through to the forefront, like the recent death of her father, but she willed them away for another time. 
 
   Regus stepped away from her and sat back on his haunches.  
 
   I’m sorry, she said softly.
 
   Sorry for what, daughter of Kenley?
 
   That you were forced to bond me.
 
   He hesitated, clearly not used to someone knowing his thoughts. It was my duty to save you.
 
   She nodded. While I feel very fortunate to have you as my bondmate, I will understand if you prefer to go your own way. 
 
   I cannot do that now.
 
   He was right. The bond would make it difficult for them to be apart.
 
   I hope that I do not disappoint you, he told her.
 
   Of course, you won’t. Your friendship is all I ask.
 
   But, you do not understand. Bajan is a hero of legend in Callyn-Rhe. I cannot live up to that. I can never be him.
 
   Nor would I expect you to. For the first time, she looked at the three bodies burned to a crisp on the ground. It was a far more charitable death than the Duke of Lewstin deserved. What is the power you harbor inside, Regus? The one that causes you pain?
 
   He hesitated. It is the fire of the dragon. 
 
   You can breathe fire?
 
   Yes. 
 
   You have a unique power, Regus. Embrace your heritage! You must never be ashamed of who you are. I think you are beautiful. 
 
   He nodded his head. Thank you. I will think on what you said.
 
   Good, because we’re going to need that fire of yours. She got to her feet, grabbed her dress off the ground and stepped into it. Next, she picked up one of the Falcons’ fallen swords.
 
   Are we going to your royal city?
 
   No, we have another battle to finish first.
 
   Regus growled in excitement and it sent chills racing up Kiernan’s spine. He bent his front forelegs to the ground. Come, Princess, get on my back. We will get there faster.
 
   Your back? But, Bajan never—
 
   I am not Bajan, daughter of Kenley.
 
   Yes…I know that, I’m sorry.
 
   There is nothing that would honor me more than to ride to battle with you.
 
   Then, I accept. Kiernan grabbed hold of the hair at the scruff of his neck and swung up onto his back. She leaned down to whisper, I know you’re not Bajan. You’re Regus! Bondmate of Kiernan Everard Atlan!
 
   A feral roar tore from Regus’s throat and she felt her own erupt forth loud enough to match his. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Cael caught the Falcon’s sword on his rake and pushed it aside. He didn’t know much about fighting, but keeping the pointy end of his opponent’s weapon from sticking him in the gut seemed to be the most urgent priority. 
 
   The guard growled and came at him again, and he managed to duck beneath the swing just in time, although he might have lost a chunk of hair in the process. Unfortunately, he also lost his footing and went down hard into the mud.
 
   The Falcon spun around and raised his blade for another strike. Cael dug frantically in the mud for his rake. 
 
   A loud, tinny clunk drowned out the guard’s snarls and his eyes rolled up in his head. Cael scrambled back as the man crashed to the ground next to him. 
 
   He looked up.
 
   Marian stood over him holding the skillet she had just bounced off the Falcon’s head. She gave him a savage smile and ran off. 
 
   Cael jumped back to his feet in thrilled disbelief. We’re finally doing it! What he had prayed for his entire life had finally come to pass. A fight for freedom. The people of Lewstin were at last standing up to the Duke. Standing up for their right to a life worth living. He felt giddy with hopefulness. 
 
   First, though, he had to survive the day, and the townsfolk of Lewstin were sorely outnumbered. 
 
   The next soldier came at him with a loud scream. Cael howled back and stood his ground, causing the Falcon to hesitate. It gave Cael the time he needed to find his rake in the mud and just like that he was back in the fray, losing bits of wood with every swing of the man’s sword. 
 
   He held only a foot of the rake in his hands when a hair-tingling roar erupted over the noise of combat. It came from somewhere out in the woods beyond the fence. An animal. A very big animal by the sound of it. 
 
   As a terrified silence descended over the town, the wooden gates swung open and slammed against the sides of the palisade.
 
   Cael’s eyes widened in shock.
 
   A wild creature, the likes of which he had never seen before in his life, stalked into the town carrying a bloodied Kiernan Everard on its back. Lean muscles clenched with feral strength as it moved. Sharp talons pierced the ground with every stride.  
 
   Cael instinctively took a step back, but Kiernan looked quite at ease atop the beast with her sword thrust high into the air. 
 
   The stories are true. She really is a warrior princess.
 
   One of the Falcons was stupid enough to charge toward them with his weapon drawn. The cat creature leapt forward and let out a frightening stream of fire from its open maw. The soldier didn’t even have time to scream before being reduced to a smoking corpse. 
 
   Dear Highworld, what is this animal?
 
   “Townspeople of Lewstin!” the Princess yelled. “Your aggressor is dead! You have nothing further to fear from the Duke of this town! Let these walls hold you no more!”
 
   People cried out at the possibility. Several of the men ran to the palisade and began to pull it down piece by piece. Cael, caught up in their excitement, ran to help them.
 
   When the gates and several large sections of the wall came down, Kiernan slid from the cat and dropped into the mud. “Soldiers of Lewstin! As Princess of Iserlohn, I order you to stand down! Work with us to return the town of Lewstin to green grasses and picnics and joy! We shall walk in mud no more!”
 
   “To the mines!” someone roared.
 
   “The trench!”
 
   As one, the townsfolk raced up the hill. Young and old, men, women and children—every last one of them.
 
   Kiernan Everard laughed and ran among them. At the summit, everyone who was able picked up a shovel and started to dig, including the Princess. At the first surge of water into the trench, the people went wild with celebration. 
 
   Cael knew it would probably be frowned upon to touch the Princess in Nysa, but this was Lewstin and he couldn’t help himself. He ran to Kiernan, picked her up into the air and swung her around. “Do you realize what you’ve done for us?”
 
   Her green eyes sparkled with tears. “We all did it, Cael. Together.”
 
   “Can you forgive me?”
 
   “There’s nothing to forgive. Please know that I didn’t deceive you intentionally. It sounds unbelievable, I know, but I’ve been suffering from memory loss since the day I met you.”
 
   “I do believe you.” His brown eyes sought to capture hers. “If you’ve forgiven me, does that mean we still have a chance to be together?” 
 
   She gently wriggled out of his embrace and placed a hand on his cheek. “I’m sorry, Cael, truly I am, but my memory has returned.”
 
   His face fell, but then brightened just as quickly. “Hey, how many men can say they’ve enjoyed the affections of a Princess for a time?”
 
   A sudden deep voice cut through their intimate moment. “Actually, she is not your Princess, she is your Queen.”
 
   A shadow loomed over Cael and he spun around. A gigantic man with short, dark hair sat atop an equally enormous horse, leaning forward with his arm resting casually against the horn of his saddle. He wore simple clothing and a black cloak, but anyone caught up in that piercing gaze would know that this man was far from simple. 
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Beck stuck his hand out toward Cael. “Beck Atlan.”
 
   Cael took the hand hesitantly. “Cael Trathen, Your Grace. I’ll be honest, I’m not too familiar with royal protocol. Should I kneel?”
 
   Beck smiled. “No.”
 
   Kiernan could not take her eyes off Beck. He didn’t seem real. She struggled to swallow past the stinging burn in her throat so she could say something to him—anything—to prevent him from disappearing from her life again. 
 
   After shaking Cael’s hand, Beck turned to her and his stare held the weight of a thousand words. “Come here.” 
 
   She wasn’t sure if she could get there, but somehow she managed. He reached down and touched the bruises on her cheek, now fading thanks to Regus. “Is the man that put these here still alive?”
 
   She shook her head. “No.”
 
   “Lucky for him.”
 
   His hand moved lovingly across her face to tuck her short hair behind one ear. “You cut it.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I like it.”
 
   He started to remove his hand and she grasped it and pressed it to her cheek. “Beck, please…my memories…I’m just not sure of anything anymore. Tell me I’m not mistaken. Tell me we are man and wife. Dear Highworld, tell me you love me.”
 
   A small smile curved his lips. “I wake up every morning loving you.”
 
   For long moments, she couldn’t speak and simply let his words drift over her, filling her, making her strong. She hadn’t realized how much she had grown to depend on his quiet strength and unfailing loyalty over the years. Yet, here he was, lifting her up when she needed him most. Two souls connected as one. They had created something beautiful and rare together and she vowed never to take it for granted. “I thought so.” 
 
   He dismounted and dropped down next to her. 
 
   “How did you find me?” she asked.
 
   “Rogan. As he was preparing to leave Nysa, he remembered seeing a woman with green eyes like yours. He thought it remarkable at the time, so I thought I better check it out. Do you want to tell me how you came to be here?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   “Fair enough.” 
 
   “You called me Queen. Is this accession war over? Does House Everard reign?”
 
   “That is an even longer story.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   He looked around. “Are you finished with your adventure? Are you ready to go home?”
 
   “Yes, I’m ready.” She placed a hand on her belly. “We both are.”
 
   “Both?”
 
   “Well, in another seven months or so.”
 
   “Seven…? Wait…are you…? Does that mean…?”
 
   “I think it means we’ve made another Earthshine child, my love. Another daughter, perhaps?”
 
   Her beloved wizard let out a booming laugh and dragged her face to his. He kissed her and she lost herself to lips as drugging as poppyvine. To muscular arms that enveloped her like the warmest blanket on the coldest of nights. How could she have ever forgotten this man? How could she have not remembered what it felt like to be loved by him? 
 
   Never again. Highworld willing, never again.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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