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      Gabriel Stricker, the best son a mother could ever ask for. I love you to the moon and back kiddo, always and forever. Chase your dreams. Never give up.
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        Karth—220 Years After The Reckoning

      

      

      Dying is easy. Living with myself, that’s the hard part. I was built for war. I’m good at what I do. We have lived in peace for over a century. The silence is driving me mad. I don’t trust it. For an immortal, trust is an illusion. If you live long enough, everyone will betray you in the end. So, I focus on progression, defenses mostly. I invent new things, things that will improve our lives. Staying busy is the only thing that keeps the voices at bay. Well, staying busy and lots of wine. People call me the Mad Queen, never to my face, but I hear the rumors. Demons, of every soul I have sent to the Neverworld, haunt me. No matter how I quiet the voices by day, when I close my eyes at night, they are there, waiting for me.

      Zamara Morgiathan toed the ledge of the forty-five-foot wall surrounding Mystic Lake. She swept a gaze over the settlement she’d spent centuries building, a tingle of excitement bubbled in her stomach. Her heart quickened as her Captain of the Guard, Scandronn Caiside, knelt in front of her, buckling her into the harness of her latest invention.

      She dipped her chin to watch him work. Scandronn’s flaming hair swept across his face as it danced in the breeze. A smirk teased her lips. 

      He glanced at her. “This might be yer worst idea yet, my queen.”  

      The smirk lingering on her lips erupted into a full-blown grin.

      Today, I will fly.

      He cinched the last strap into place and straightened himself. Scandronn towered over her. “I assume Cassian and Rose already tried to talk ye outta this?”

      Zamara huffed. “That’s putting it mildly.”

      “I don’t see why ye refuse to let one of the farm boys do this.” He frowned.

      “It’s not their invention.” Zamara smiled at him. “It’s mine—”

      “—er at least let Cassian or me fly with—”

      “—Scandronn,” Zamara placed a hand on his wide shoulder, “what good is our immortality if we refuse to make progress? We would simply be animals with extended life spans.”

      Scandronn stared at her with eyes of blue steel.

      “Not that you are an animal.” He turns in to them. “Well, you are. Aren’t you? You know what they say about the paw thing…” Zamara’s face heated. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that. I’m sure being an animal is amazing… we are all animals in the grand scope of things…” Shut up.

      Scandronn drew Zamara into his beefy arms. He tossed his head back and laughed. It was a booming, obnoxious sound.  

      She pushed off his broad chest and squeezed his shoulders. “It will be alright, I promise, I am not as breakable as Cassian thinks. Besides, Red said he saw me fly.”

      He shook his head, stepped back, and bowed. “Long live the Queen.”

      Zamara cringed. Why did she promise him that? She swallowed a lump in her throat and turned to observe the pine covered valley sprawled at her feet, where Cassian and Rose were waiting for her to fall to her doom. An ingrained need to soar through the skies plagued her. Zamara felt at home drifting through the clouds with Cassian, but she wanted to do it on her own. “… and may she reign in peace.”

      The ground loomed. Those granite boulders were sharp. Her heart wanted to jump out of her throat. Cassian might be right. Maybe she had a death wish, but progress had never been made by cowering in a corner.

      Today, Cassian and Scandronn wouldn’t be the only ones who could fly. Today, the people of the Mystic Lake settlement, her people, would have an aerial legion. She may have failed their father, she may have failed the rest of the world, but she would not fail her people. The next time the Western Isles decide to sail across the sea and harass us, we will be ready.

      She took a deep breath and counted to ten. Then, she closed her eyes and jumped, aiming for the inlet at the base of the mountain. Wind roared in her pointy ears and lashed her cheeks. Her white braids streamed behind her like banners on a parade float. Tears escaped the corners of her amber eyes. Zamara grit her teeth. She struggled to keep the bar at her chest straight. Her stomach plunged as the wings finally caught the breeze and evened out. Just like Cassian does it.

      She hadn’t felt this alive in forever.

      This is amazing! She took in the view with wide eyes and reminded herself to breathe.

      The Emerald Inlet sparkled at the base of the mountains like jewels caught in fire. A handful of sailing vessels, hers included, bobbed along its water’s edge. Docile waves lapped at their hulls in the warm summer breeze while the fishermen reeled in their day's catch.

      The Mage Tower rested inland, at the East Shore of Emerald Inlet, crafted from the purple granite of the mountains bordering them in the north. It was the only tower outside the wall.

      To the West, far out over the sea, afternoon thunderheads loomed. The clouds billowed and swirled in the sky like cream rolling through black coffee. By the time it arrived along their rocky shores, it would be a living, breathing, beast. She hoped it didn’t bring hail. The storms were worse since the Reckoning. They were stronger, more violent, like the people… 

      A deafening pop exploded above her head. Zamara recoiled. The glider jerked to the side, jarring her neck. Her teeth clacked together. The contraption shook. She turned to investigate. Her heart hammered against her chest. A hole gaped where the seam blew in the right wing.

      Troll’s tits, I am going to die today. Her hands trembled. She tightened her grip on the control bar.

      The flapping of ripped material was like cannon fire in her ear, making it impossible to think.

      She let out an incoherent stream of curses and fought to wrestle control from the glider. It was no use. She was going down fast.

      Think! She took stock of her surroundings. I’m still a mile from the inlet, at least. Straight ahead there is a 200-foot drop. If I crash over that it’s a free fall straight into those boulders. No thanks, I’m going to have to bring it down in the trees.

      Every muscle in her body burned with the effort of trying to keep the glider straight.

      She was close enough to the ground now, she could smell the damp dirt of the forest floor. Zamara let her feet drop from the bar they were resting on. Leaves of the treetops whipped at the soles of her boots.

      Movement from the ground caught her eye. Cassian and Rose crashed through the vegetation. Cassian couldn’t save her. He couldn’t shift into his dragon form under this thick canopy. A sour taste clung to the back of her throat. This is it. She wrapped her fist around her amulet and drew a protective shield around herself as she curled her body into a ball and gave one final shove to the control bar, sending the glider careening into the trees.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara dangled from a flimsy branch, fifty feet in the air, cursing her tangled ropes. Her stomach lurched. She failed. Of course, something like this would happen while Cassian and Rose are watching. 

      Her heart slammed against her rib cage. She brandished her knife and sawed at the mess of rope and leather.

      Rose and Cassian howled with laughter at the base of the tree.  

      Zamara grit her teeth. “Instead of standing there laughing at me, you guys could help me out for once!”

      “I told you not to do this, Zamara!” Cassian stopped chortling long enough to chastise her. “You brought this on yourself!”

      Insufferable beast. The branch snapped. A fleeting sensation of weightlessness came over her before her stomach vaulted into her throat. This is going to hurt.

      She flailed her arms and hollered. Fingers of branches clawed at her face and leathers as she plunged to the ground.

      Ten feet from the forest floor, her legs cracked a sizable log, sending her body end over end in a somersault.

      She landed back first on a pile of stones. A jagged rock cracked the center of her spine. Air sucked from her lungs. Her head rebounded off packed dirt. Her ears rang and black particles swarmed her vision. Nauseating pain radiated through her body. In that moment, she was grateful for her Magai blood. A fall from that height would kill one of the humans.

      Cassian and Rose rushed to her. Cassian stood over her head, worried eyes the color of coal darted over her contorted body. Rose’s red hair sprayed in curtains around her delicate face as she fell to her knees at Zamara’s side.

      “Oh gods, Zamara, are you okay?” Rose placed her pale hand over Zamara’s wheezing chest.

      “Can’t—” Zamara gasped, “—Breathe.”

      “Shh.” A faint green glow set alight Rose’s palm. “It's okay. Just lay still.”

      A tingling sensation started in Zamara’s chest and spread outwards to encompass the rest of her body. Her breath came easier as Rose swept power through Zamara’s fractured limbs.

      She laid there, staring at the emerald canopy of the ancient Cottonwoods with tears burning her eyes. From humiliation or pain, she didn’t know. But she did know that she didn’t want Cassian or Rose to see it. Zamara flung her arm over her head, burying her face in the crook of her elbow.

      She took some shaky breaths and tried to lay still while her body knitted itself back together.

      “Better?” Cassian asked.

      “I’m an idiot,” Zamara said.

      Cassian huffed. “You’ll get no argument from me.”

      “I don’t suppose you two brought any wine with you?” Zamara lifted her arm and cracked an eyelid.

      The world spun as Cassian bent over and hauled Zamara to her feet, wrapping massive hands around her upper arms and shaking her like a child would shake a doll. “Do you have any sense?” Onyx eyes bored into her as he snapped his incisors. “I told you not to do this…”

      She clenched her fists. Here it comes. Zamara lifted her chin but remained silent, bracing herself for the onslaught.

      “Do you have any idea—” Cassian’s dark eyes widened. He inhaled sharply and stilled. 

      His vice-like grip hurt her arms. 

      A malicious force slithered through the clearing, raising the hairs on her neck.    

      She frowned. “Cassian?”  

      He trembled as a bead of sweat formed on his heavy brow, locked in an unseen battle for control of his body.

      “Take your hands off my sister.” Rose growled.

      Zamara glanced toward her. Her sister’s eyes glowed silver—not her sister’s eyes. Rose’s eyes were green. Whatever stared back at her was not her sister. 

      A chilled, phantom finger traced the length of Zamara’s spine. She shivered.  

      Cassian made a choking sound. The veins in his thick neck pulsed, like he was trying to shift but couldn’t.

      “Rose,” Zamara warned, “stop it now. You are hurting him.”

      Rose locked burning silver eyes on Zamara and grinned. It was a toothy, maniacal grin that didn’t belong to her. “That is the point, little queen.”

      Zamara’s stomach weaved into knots. I can’t hurt Rose. What in the Never am I going to do? 

      Her breath hitched and she glared at the imposter. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      “Always the clever one.” Rose laughed. “In time. I merely wanted to stop by and get a first-hand account of what will soon be mine.” She spread her pale arms wide and turned in a circle.

      “Merely?” Zamara barked a laugh. “You must be older than the dirt I stand on.”

      “Much.” Imposter Rose raised her hand and curled it into a fist.

      Cassian gasped, crumpled to the dirt, and started trembling.

      “Enough!” Zamara bared her teeth and wrapped her left hand around her amulet. This better work. With her right, she flung an offensive blast of healing power outwards. Just like the one she used to heal the parasites that latched onto her councilman, Red’s, mind.

      The blast bounced off Rose as if she had an invisible shield molded to her skin. Zamara’s eyes widened.  

      Rose looked down at her breasts and cupped them. “I could have some fun in this body.”

      “What the hell do you want?” Zamara flashed her canines.

      Her sister’s eyes sparkled with glee as she sauntered across the forest floor, stopping in front of her. She could smell Rose’s honeysuckle perfume as she reached up with her dainty hand and tucked a white wisp of Zamara’s hair behind her ear. Bile surged into her throat. She slapped Rose’s arm away. “Don’t touch me.”

      Rose laughed. “I expected more from the daughters of General Oberon Snowdyn…you have really broken down over the years, Zamara. You were meant to be so great. And yet, you have retreated to a small patch of land and surrounded yourself with walls, content to let everyone else in the realm suffer. Like a coward. And it is driving you mad. Your father would not be proud.”

      “What would you know about my father?” She hissed.

      “Everything.” Rose shrugged. “Oberon raised me. After he had you two, I may as well have never existed. I know that you are a failure, just like he was. I know that you blame yourself for his death. You are weak, and you have dug yourself into such a hole, I don’t know if you will be able to crawl back out. You can’t even take care of yourself, let-alone your people. It is time you step down. Relinquish your crown to someone worthy.”

      Zamara barked a laugh. “Let me guess, you think that’s you.”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think.” Her sister shrugged. “It is what I am going to do. I knew your father, little queen, and he was a far better leader than you. He took everything from me—and by the time you and I are through, I will have taken everything from you—and there is not a damn thing you, or your council, can do to stop me.” She bowed. “We are done here. For now.”

      Rose grabbed fistfuls of her hair. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head. She released a piercing shriek and collapsed.

      Dread seized Zamara’s gut. The amulets are meant to protect us! She hit the dirt on her hands and knees and wretched.

      The three of them sprawled on the ground fighting for air. Zamara wiped her mouth with the back of her arm and crawled to Rose. She peeled her sister’s tunic away from her neck. Zamara fisted her hand in the material. “Where is your amulet?”

       “It’s in my jewelry box.” Rose frowned. “What happened—”

      “—What part of ‘never take it off’ do you not understand!” Zamara said.

      Cassian stood and brushed the dust from his pants. “Someone used your body to send us a message. Whoever it was, is immensely powerful.” He offered his hands to the girls and pulled them to their feet.

      “What message?” Zamara snapped. “Did you hear a message? Because I heard no message. All I heard was ‘I’m an old fool… Zamara please kill me.’"

      A strangled cry of disbelief lodged itself in Rose’s throat.

      “I need to go see Nevrine.” Cassian slung his arms around the girl’s shoulders and pulled them to his side. “So, what do you girls say we go retrieve that amulet, get some wine, and you will both swear to never again remove your amulets or jump from the wall.”
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      “I had the same training as you, remember?” Rose’s clipped voice drifted over the din of the crowd.

      “Yes. But you have never actually killed anyone.” Thank the Fates. Zamara tossed a shot of shine down her throat and slammed the glass on the table. It burned going down.

      …No. Thank us. The Fates would rather see us burn...

      I do it so she doesn’t have to.

      …we have shredded our soul to bits, damned ourselves, so she can remain innocent, ignorant…

      She is all I have left.

      “—this is ridiculous, Zamara.” Rose played with the rim of her mug. “You already have North Hallha like a prison. No outsiders in. No citizens out. Assigning an army of guards to follow me around is pointless.”

      “Is it?” Zamara laughed. “I’m glad you do not trust my decisions. Why must you always argue? I am your queen, you know.”

      “It isn’t that I don’t trust your decisions. I do trust you. The problem is you don’t trust anyone. Not even me. You need to find someone to spend your life with. Someone to love. Besides me. You can’t do that if you push everyone away. I just want you to be happy.”

      “I fail to see how not trusting anyone is a bad thing.” Zamara scoffed. “Trust is an illusion—an emotion. It is not real, not tangible. We cannot hold onto it. It cannot be measured. Leaders—good leaders—do not have the luxury of having emotions. Especially single entity monarchs. As a woman, if I took a king, he would instantly be raised above me on a pedestal. That is just the way things are. And I would fade to the background, a frilly commodity. I think not.” She snorted. “Relationships are a waste of time. They all eventually end up in ashes. I could be using that time to do something useful, like figuring out how to fly by myself, inventing things that make our lives better. Progress is the point of immortality. Always forward, that is what father would say. We are above things such as love.”

      “You sound like Nevrine.” Rose pursed her lips and stared into her ale like it would produce all the answers. Like it would tell her how to fix her broken sister. “I wish you would at least trust in the Fates. You can’t control everything, you know. If you just let go, let people in, placed your destiny in the hands of the Fates, you would be much happier.”

      Zamara let Cassian in, long ago. It was great while it lasted, perfect, really. She had never been happier. But nothing gold could stay. One day, he decided he didn’t want her anymore. Decided his vow to protect her was more important. It crushed her. She decided if she couldn’t have him, she didn’t want anyone.  

      Her heart panged. She hated seeing disappointment on Rose’s face. So out of place from her usual smile. 

      She turned her gaze to the other side of the tavern where Scandronn’s father, Boss Caiside, a stern-faced Jotun, and High Councilman, dried dishes behind the bar. He could have anything he wanted, and yet he chose to stay here and run this place. She would be nothing without her council. They put up with so much from her. She was amazed that they even stuck around. The Fates knew she wasn’t worth it. They abandoned her long ago, and after they allowed her father to suffer the way he did, she didn’t trust them. Not one bit. They could shove their destiny where the sun didn’t shine. Zamara had all she cared about behind these walls. The rest of Karth was not her problem.

      “I love you, Rose, and I trust you.”

      “Then why are you having all these guards follow me around?” Rose raised her voice and gestured at her new security detail, standing on the back wall of the tavern.

      They looked out of place standing amongst the rowdy crowd. Zamara loved this tavern. The citizens of Magland were much more carefree than the ones in Mystic Lake. The Magland farm settlement was built specifically for the Northmen. The walls and tall buildings in the city made them nervous, agitated.

      Zamara understood that more than anyone. She had her queen’s chambers in Dragon Tower but spent most nights alone on her ship.

      “I trust you, Rose.” Zamara massaged her forehead. “And the council. It’s everyone else that is suspicious. Father trusted Kain, look where that got him.”

      Rose shivered. “Do you think that is who… do you think he is back?”

      “I don’t know. Gods, I hope not.” Zamara chugged her ale and slammed the mug on the bar. “I have to relieve myself. Order me another, will you?”

      “Fine.” Rose rolled her eyes. “Don’t get lost.”

      “I make no promises. Besides,” she grinned and pointed to a handsome man at the end of the bar, “that guy has been checking you out this whole time. You should go talk to him—and I will call off your security when you learn to pay better attention to your surroundings.”

      Rose glanced to the end of the bar. She smiled and looked away while tucking a wisp of red hair behind her ear. Her cheeks bloomed pink. “Maybe I will.”

      Rose was beautiful. Inside and out. Zamara had never met a man that didn’t fall over himself in her presence. That poor guy at the end of the bar had no idea what he was getting himself into.  

      Zamara didn’t want to leave her sister’s side given the events of the day, but hovering would just irritate her and make her sneak off. Besides, the guards in the back were watching and Rose had her amulet on now. She would be fine.

      “Just don’t go anywhere alone with anyone.” Zamara stood from her stool and swayed slightly. Whoa. She needed some air. “Promise me that.”

      “Fine.” Her sister rolled her eyes.

      “Rose…”

      “Okay!” Rose raised her eyebrows. “I, Rose Snowdyn, promise not to sneak off, and to stay under the watchful eye of my jailors for the rest of the night.”

      “Much better.” Zamara smiled and kissed Rose on the forehead before pushing her way through the crowd. 
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        * * *

      

      The yard behind the tavern was empty, thank the gods. Her chest expanded as she inhaled salty air, infused with the scent of pine from the pile of split wood stacked against the fence on the far side of the yard. She spied three axes embedded in a round stump beside the pile.

      Zamara walked across the yard and pulled an ax from the stump, running her finger over the blade. It could stand to be sharpened. She dropped her arm and gazed at three wooden targets hanging on a shed on the other side of the yard.

      What am I going to do about Rose?

      …If it is Kain, we must put the city on lockdown…

      And tell them what? My sister was possessed? That will go over well. They are already on the verge of rebellion.

      …lie to them if you must. Tell them the Western Isles are threatening to attack…

      Maybe they are. Maybe it was them. They have been quiet for some time. I don’t trust it. They are up to something.

      …all the more reason to put the city on lockdown…

      And Magland?

      …bring them into the city…

      That would be a disaster. The Jotuns hate the city.

      …this wouldn’t be an issue if you would just listen to me and order Cassian to burn the Western Isles’ capitol down…

      There are innocent people in Castaway City!

      …coward…

      Shut up.

      …weakling…

      “I said, shut up!” The thunk of her ax hitting the bullseye brought her into focus.

      An amused bark of laughter startled her. She spun around to see a dark stranger leaning against the wall of the tavern. Her face heated. “I came out here to be alone.”

      “So did I.” His voice was smooth like silk and his crooked grin made her stomach flutter. “I was here first.”

      She sucked in a breath. Has he been standing there the entire time? She didn’t hear or see him at all. Zamara was sure she checked to make sure she was alone. Didn’t she? It was like he appeared from the shadows. Maybe she should lay off the booze, or at least stop mixing them.

      Zamara walked to the target and pulled the ax from the wood. She sauntered over to him and studied his face. Gods, he was gorgeous. His scent enveloped her, saltwater and mint. Her heart fluttered and her stomach flipped. She was grateful for the shadows, sure her face was flaming red. It felt like it.

      His short black hair was unruly, but that wasn’t quite the word for it. He styled it to make it so. Piercing blue eyes made her weak in the knees. Dark stubble framed perfect lips, begging to be kissed. Her mouth went dry. She forced her eyes away from his mouth and eyed the length of his body. That didn’t help. He was fit, and his dark clothes were of the finest fabric. His long coat was perfectly tailored and intricately detailed with swirling blue sea dragons on the cuffs and the hem, the Western Isles sigil. She frowned. “Where did you come from?”

      He smiled and cocked his head, crowding her space and looking down at her. “All over. I’m a merchant. My ship just got in today.”

      Zamara’s stomach burned and her heart thrashed against her chest. He was so close. His scent was intoxicating. Everything about him drew her in, he was mesmerizing. She blamed the ale and leaned in, half unwilling to let him intimidate her, half desperately wanting to see where things ended up.

      He pointed towards the sea where the silhouette of a hulking ship lumbered in the moonlight. “My ship.”

      “What are you carrying?”

      “I am not at liberty to say.” He cocked his head, gaze traveling the length of her body. “What is your name?”

      “My name?” Her eyes widened.

      He smirked. “We all have one.”  

      “Mae.” She blurted the first name that popped into her head. “My name is Mae. I am a guard.”

      “—you are so beautiful, Mae.” He cupped her face in his warm hands. “Let me look at you for just a moment.”

      Her heart shot into her throat as she sucked in a breath. The ax handle slipped from her hand and fell to the ground with a thud. His blue eyes were mesmerizing. It was like everything around her faded away and they were the only two souls in the Five Realms. Those eyes somehow brought her peace. 

      She found herself disappointed it was not her real name he spoke, imagining what it would sound like in his faint accent, rolling off those pouty lips… 

      She didn’t know who leaned in or if they just met in the middle. She felt his soft mouth on hers. It was sweet. At first. She melted into him. His arms encircled her waist. She wrapped her own around his neck.

      Gods. What am I doing? What if someone finds us? 

      She felt his hands grip her lower thighs, picking her up and spinning her around. Her back slammed into the tavern wall as she wrapped her legs around his hips. 

      He thrust himself into her. She could feel the bulge through his pants and the wetness in her undershorts. She cried out, grabbing a fistful of his hair.

      Stop this. I should stop this… 

      He growled and claimed her mouth again. She could feel the bristles of his stubble, prickling at her chin. 

      Her heart slammed against her chest as the stranger’s hands roamed the length of her body.

      She felt alive–free.  

      Screw it. Zamara scraped her fingernails down his back and pulled him closer. 

      A gust of wind blew against her face as she registered the sound of wingbeats and a loud thud.

      Her eyes flew open and her mouth went dry. 

      Frozen in place, heart hammering in her ears, she looked over the stranger’s shoulder and locked eyes with a snarling dragon. His muscled form took up half of the yard. 

      Her guts churned. It was like being doused in ice water. She dropped her feet to the ground and pushed the merchant away. 

      The strange man spun towards Cassian and drew his sword. 

      Not a good idea. Zamara stepped out from behind the merchant and placed her hand on his sword-arm, lowering it. “It’s fine. He won’t hurt us.” 

      Cassian tucked black wings into his leathery sides, careful not to stab himself with their barbs. Nostrils on his long snout flared as he sniffed at the surrounding air. Cassian snorted and huffed out a breath. He lowered his head, bared rows of massive teeth, and let out a guttural growl.

      Her eyes burned with humiliation and unshed tears. She loved Cassian with her entire being. And even though he didn’t want her in the same way, him catching her in this predicament was embarrassing. Her cheeks felt on fire. 

      A flash of light blinded her.

      Cassian stood in human form. The scale-cuffs encircling his forearms glinted silver in the moonlight. They allowed him to keep his armor and weapons on during a shift. All the shifters wore them. 

      He crossed his arms, still as a predator, unreadable but for the muscles in his square jaw ticking.

      She stared at him with her mouth agape, heart hammering against her rib cage.

      A dog barked in the distance. She could hear laughter from the front of the tavern.     

      Cassian slowly shook his head in disgust. Her throat closed.

      In a flash of light, he shifted into dragon form and hurled himself into the air. She watched him as he flew off, loathing herself and her complete lack of self-control.

      She turned to leave. The stranger gripped her arm. Her fist curled.

      “Does the dragon take that much of an interest in all the guards?” His eyes sparked. “Who are you, really?”

      She smirked. “My name doesn’t matter. We will never see each other again.”

      The shadow of a dimple took shape as he flashed her a grin. “Never say never.”

      Zamara sighed and wandered back into the tavern, bursting with the need to tell Rose.
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        * * *

      

      “What about Red?” Rose asked.

       “What about him? We aren’t a thing. We just enjoy each other’s company.”

      Rose laughed. “You are an idiot if you don’t know that man worships you and always has.”

      “I don’t have time for relationships outside the council.” Zamara shrugged. “He knows that. You do too, you just refuse to accept it. Red and I have talked about it, and we both agreed it was for the best to not get involved.”

      “Yes, you do. You have the time. That is just an excuse you use so you don’t have to get close to anyone. You let people get so close, and then you panic and push them away. You have time to have someone special. You choose not to.”

      “What about you?” Zamara grinned. “I have you. You’re special.”

      Rose rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I mean and you know it. But, yes, you do have me.” She giggled and put her arm around her.

      “To having each other. You are the only thing keeping me sane these days, sister.” Zamara raised her mug. Rose clanked it and they chugged.

      …Half sane, at least…

      Boss came bustling over. “Zamara, we have guests that just came in from the Western Isles. Prince Ander Pestos and his crew. Most of em stayed on the ship but he brought some servants and a couple guards with him. He wants to talk about trade. Red took him to the guest housing, but the council wants to convene there to get a feel for him and figure out what to do.”

      Zamara nodded and stood from her stool. “Good. I need to talk to Red anyway. We will head out at once. Thank you, Boss.”
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        * * *

      

      With white knuckles and numb hands, Zamara gripped the reins as she and Rose raced to the guest house, just outside the wall of Mystic Lake. 

      The cobbled road was well kept and as smooth as the gait of her black stallion. 

      Tall pines and cottonwoods encroached upon the sides of the pathway. Branches grew like leafy archways over their heads. 

      What. Have. I. Done?

      She bet that merchant was with Prince Ander’s company. That is why his clothes were so nice…

      …you should have let Cassian burn the Western Isles…

      Zamara glowered. I might not have a choice now.

      …there is our girl. You know they aren’t here for trade…

      Did he know who I was the entire time? If it gets out that I was with him in the back of the tavern…

      What would her people think? What would they say? The rumors she knew would be vicious. I could be ruined.

      …the Western Isles cannot beat our armies. We have always known it would have to be an inside job…

      Let’s just hope Red has seen something.  

      They reached a clearing and thundered along the outskirts of Oryn Forest where elaborate treehouses were built into the massive pines. The dwellings connected to each other with walkways of rope-bridges. It was where the island workers lived and having them off the ground was safer. There were predators in those woods.

      Cresting another hill, the Floating Islands came into view. Red was in charge of them, but they were her pride and joy. Her idea. Her accomplishment. A dozen massive chunks of land hovered at random intervals in midair. The bottoms of each were a smooth gray. Magnets. Turn the magnet on, the island would go up. Turn it off, it would sink back to the ground. Each island had its own purpose and was named as such. The wind in her hair was refreshing as they galloped by Corn Island, Cow Island, Shine Island…none of them were less than a hundred feet in the air.  

      A few more miles and they crested the last hill. Two towers sparkled behind the wall, piercing the dusky sky. Her breath hitched. It always did. Mystic Lake was beautiful. And it was hers. 

      Along the four-story black granite wall were three-story mill towers. They lit up like fire-towers, beacons, illuminating the way. Huge wooden panels groaned as they circled, round and round, lumbering lazily in the breeze.

      In between each mill tower, large apple trees stretched towards the heavens. Their blossoms added a splash of soft pink against the harsh backdrop of the dark wall. 

      Bullfrogs and crickets serenaded her as they approached the guest housing. The air became cooler, not so stifling. There was a sweetness to it, apple blossom and fresh cut grass.

      “I win!” Rose whooped and led her horse in a victory circle.

      The two sisters reined in their horses outside a gray stone manor, nestled in between two of the mill towers, and handed the huffing beasts off to a stable boy.

      She spied the silhouette of a tall man with lean muscle striding up the walkway. He wore black leather breeches, knee-high boots, and a loose black tunic with red embroidery around the open neck. A scabbard rested across his hip. The hilt of his sword, a silver viper wrapped around a gold pommel, shone with the reflection of torches lining the path. The viper’s eyes sparkled ruby in the firelight, the same color as Red's eyes. They were clear red because she healed him that morning. 

      His eyes would grow as dark as his wavy black hair the more he used his power, his mind would slowly succumb to the Veil. When that happened, Red lost all sense of where or who he was. He could be dangerous, like all seers. She found him locked in a cellar like that, completely mad, and healed him by accident. He has been with her ever since. 

      Red was handsome, in an exotic kind of way. She knew one thing for sure, there was no one else like him in all of Karth. 

      She needed to know if he saw anything. Defining their relationship could wait ‘til later.

      “Red?” She called. “We need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      In the gardens behind the guest-house, Zamara and Red swung together on a bench of woven wicker. Monstrous apple trees shadowed the area from the moonlight while little beams shone in slivers through the branches.

      “You didn’t see anything?” Zamara blew out a puff of smoke and handed an ornately carved wooden pipe to Red. “At all?”

      Her eyes were heavy. She rested her head on a feather pillow at one end of the bench while draping her calves across Red’s lap. He used his long legs to rock them gently back and forth.

      “Nothing.” Red growled. “Even after you healed me this morning. It is like something, or someone, is blocking my vision.”

      “Do you think it is a coincidence that the Western Isles are here now?”

      “No.” Red blew out a puff of smoke and shook his head. A stray lock of black hair fell over his crimson eyes. He used his slender fingers to brush it back. “I don’t know. All I know is that my visions are tainted and unreliable. I feel like something bad is coming. I don’t enjoy having Prince Ander here. He must be connected to it.”

      Zamara took the pipe from Red and drew long and deep. Warmth bloomed in her stomach. “We will monitor him. Assign some guards to follow him around.”

      Her muscles relaxed.

      The hinges of the glass doors squealed open. Heavy boots stalked toward them, scraping along the concrete. The scent of ashen smoke and leather filled the air. Cassian.

      “Would it kill you two to wait until after the meeting to do that?” Cassian stopped in front of them, resting his hand on the hilt of his sword. “This is important.”

      “I prefer to be outside.” Red chuckled. “You have a big enough stick up your ass for all of us, Cassian, and I would hardly call talking trade with the Pirate Lord’s lap dog important.” He took a puff from his pipe and blew the smoke in Cassian’s direction.

      “Trade is not the only thing on the agenda.” Cassian snapped. “You would know that if you were inside, where you are supposed to be, instead of getting wasted in the gardens.”

      Zamara swung her legs off Red’s lap and set them on the ground. The world spun. “So, now is probably a bad time to tell you that we have been drinking since breakfast? Which we also drank.” She grinned and raised an eyebrow.

      Baring his teeth, Cassian leaned down and planted his hands on either side of Zamara’s hips. He was so close; she could feel his hot breath dance across her lips. A hint of smoke hung in the air between them. Zamara raised her chin and stood her ground.

      “Do you not care to hear about what happened to Rose earlier?” He hissed. “Perhaps I should tell them that you two could not be bothered to join us. That you deemed each other’s company more important than that of your lowly council.”

      “Perhaps,” Red growled, “You should get your ugly mug out of our queen’s face.”

      Cassian’s jaw ticked as he straightened, eyes never leaving Zamara’s. “Perhaps our queen should start acting like a queen instead of an adolescent drug addict with zero responsibility, snuggling up to any man or woman who so much as smiles at her.”

      Red was a blur. He shot to his feet and wedged himself between her and Cassian. “Are we going to have a problem, old man?” Shadows welled from Red’s back like dark wings.

      Whoa. When did he learn that trick?

      Cassian blinked, turned on his heel, and stomped back into the guest house. He slammed and broke the glass door in his wake. Zamara could hear Xiao screaming obscenities at him in her native tongue. She hoped Xiao didn’t have any knives on her. Then another door slammed and shattered.

      Zamara released a shaky breath she didn’t realize she had been holding and tried to swallow past the lump in her throat. There were no words. That was not Cassian… yet it was. She paid attention to his eyes through the entire ordeal, half expecting them to start glowing. They stayed black.

      Speaking of black eyes, “Red? What was that?”

      His back was to her and his head bowed. Ebony hair shielded his face. There was a slight tremble to him as his wings of smoke curled into his back until they disappeared.

      When Red’s breathing slowed and he turned to face her, her stomach did a cartwheel. “Your eyes… they have a week of darkness in them… how?” She reached toward his chest with her palm alight.

      “What are you doing?” Red snapped strong fingers around her wrist and jerked her arm to the side. A midnight thunderhead roiled in his eyes. “You cannot heal me twice in one day.”

      “Here,” She snatched her cabin key from her leg bag and handed it to him, “wait for me on my ship. I am going to hurry through this meeting and join you. We will continue this conversation then.”  
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        * * *

      

      When she and Red entered the guest house, everyone was in their seats, putting way too much effort into pretending that they didn’t just witness a dragon throw a hissy fit. Red kept his head down and strode out of the room.

      Upon further inspection of the chamber, she noticed that the chair to her right, where Cassian always sat, was empty. She knew he stormed out but hoped he would calm down and come back. That crack in her heart spread a little more.

      His was not the only seat missing an occupant. The seat to her left was also vacant. Zamara grit her teeth and walked over to the bar. With her back to the council table, she poured herself some shine and knocked it back before refilling her glass. “Does anyone want to tell me why that beast was out there harassing us for not being in here, when my sister, Scandronn, and our guest of honor are also absent?”

      Paper rustled behind her and someone let out a suffering sigh.

      “He came in and asked where you were.” Nevrine said. “I told him you and Red were out on the swing. I didn’t expect him to go razing out there and pick a fight. I don’t think you want to hear my thoughts on why he stormed out there. I would like a little more time with my books before drawing any—”

       “—The lad’s jealous is why.” Boss snorted. “Don’t need a library to come to that conclusion.”

      Zamara pushed the cold glass to her temple. It was throbbing. Cassian made it very clear to her decades ago that there could be nothing between them. That he didn’t want feelings impeding his vow to be an overprotective pain in her ass.

      “Where did Red go?” Xiao asked.

      Should I tell them about what happened? Not yet. Not until I talk to Red, do a little researching of my own.

      Zamara turned around and leaned against the bar with a booted foot propped behind her. “He wasn’t feeling up to it. We did a healing this morning, and he hasn’t been sleeping very well. I told him to wait for me on my ship. I will fill him in later. Looks like it’s just us tonight.” True enough.

      Nevrine nodded, “Our guest is waiting in the main hall, Scandronn and Rose are with him. I told them we would send word when we need them. First, there is something I want to discuss with the council privately. Cassian doesn’t need to be here and frankly, given his attitude today, it is best to just let him go.”

      It was Zamara’s turn to suffer a sigh. She walked over to her chair and plopped down with the grace of a mule. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “As you all know,” Nevrine tucked a chest length wisp of white hair that had fallen out of his tie-back behind a pointed ear and shuffled some more papers, “there was an incident with Rose earlier today, in the forest.”

      He looked up with bright green eyes. When everyone nodded, he continued. “Right, well—there is no simple way to say this—I have been pouring through the archives and am almost certain that only seers have the power to take over and control someone else’s mind. Even then, seers with that magnitude of power haven’t existed since we banished them. Red’s power is but a fraction of what it would take to do something like that without aid.”

      What about his display today? Was that enough power to hijack someone’s mind? What is the council going to think? Red is the only seer left. Until now. I know it wasn’t Red…right?

      “What?” Boss frowned.

      That about sums it up. I should have been more prepared for this. I should have gone to see Nevrine and helped them obsess over boring archives instead of drinking into the night with Rose.

      “Let me finish.” Nevrine held his palm up. “Seer’s can only control the mind. Obviously, there is more to it than that. The powers that Rose exhibited today were not her own. The only account I could find of creatures being able to use someone else’s powers is when they ingest their blood or are Ceterus. The power does not come from our minds, it comes from our souls. Since Rose didn’t drink anyone’s blood…”

      Nevrine cleared his throat.

      Everyone looked on with confusion. “There are two possibilities I can think of. One,” He ticked off his finger, “Rose is bound to an immensely powerful seer who somehow slipped the net or two,” He ticked a second finger, “A seer who slipped the net, opened Rose’s mind, like a highway if you will, for Rose’s Ceterus to come traipsing in and use their power.”

      “Either way,” Nevrine shrugged, “Rose has a Ceterus, and a seer is involved.” He placed his notes inside his book and slammed it shut.

       “Oh,” Xiao let out a nervous laugh, “is that all?”

      “No, that is not all. For a seer to do something like that, they would have to be in our vicinity.”

      Zamara’s eyes widened, and her stomach dropped.

      “Ye couldn’t tell us that without all the frills and that hefty tome of yers, wizard!” Boss flung his chair back and boomed over his shoulder as he walked to the bar. “I swear, ye carry that spell book around just to make yerself look important!”

      He poured them all a glass of shine and lumbered back to the table with a tray, dealing the glasses out to Zamara, Xiao, and Nevrine like a deck of cards.

      Zamara and Boss clinked their glasses together before tossing the amber liquid back and slammed their glasses on the table, the Jotun way. Xiao and Nevrine left theirs alone.

      Nevrine pushed himself to hit feet and strolled into the hall, instructing one of the servants to go get their guest.

      Cicadas rattled on through the broken doors, growing louder by the minute. They must have chosen the tree right outside to serenade them.

      Zamara cleared her throat. “While we are waiting for Prince Ander and the other council members, are there any issues in your respective areas that need my attention?”

      Nevrine returned to his seat. “I would request a mandatory examination of the citizens. Maybe draw some blood to determine—”

      “—absolutely not.” Xiao leaned forward. “They are free citizens, not your lab creatures.”  

      Boss hurled his glass through the double doors. “Shut up! Tiny plague beasts!”

      It shattered off a stone column. Shards of glass rained down, joining their mates on the ground. The whirring stopped.

      Can always tell how drunk a Jotun is by the number of broken things they leave trailing in their wake.

      “Xiao,” Zamara pleaded, “what if we have a seer amongst us and we don’t even know it? We need to do tests.”

      “In order to do those tests, you need a unanimous vote from the council. If this is how you are going to be about the truth serum, I withdraw my supporting vote from that as well. And you wonder why they are on the verge of rebellion.” Xiao bared her teeth. “I will never okay you to forcefully conduct experiments on ANY of our people. I don’t care how dire the situation is. You can ask them. If everyone agrees, without you telling them we might have a demon in our midst, then I will support the blood tests. Otherwise, find another way.”

      Zamara grabbed Xiao’s glass and took a drink. Which in turn prompted Boss to help himself to Nevrine’s.

      “Is there anything else?” She glanced at Xiao and Boss and raised her brows. They both shook their heads. “Nevrine?”

      “I would request a private audience with you between now and tomorrow’s meeting. I would also request that tomorrow’s meeting be made mandatory.” He raised his eyebrows.

      She nodded. “I will join you at Mage Tower in the morning. As for another sharp mind, let’s hope I can get a little sleep tonight.”

      Nevrine frowned. “Your tonic is not working?”

      “Uh…” Zamara played with her amulet, “it works when I actually lay down to rest. Lately, it’s not enough to calm my mind.”

      “I will see if I can tweak the formula and up the anxiolytic properties.” Nevrine placed his pale hand over hers and squeezed.

      She squeezed back. “Thank you.”

      He dipped his chin. “If you need nothing else, I must take my leave. I need to get back to my studies.”

      “Of course,” She smiled and addressed the other two, “and tomorrow’s meeting will be mandatory.”

      Nevrine gathered up his book and promenaded into the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Rose skidded by the door, shrieking like a banshee. She grabbed the edge of the door frame on her way by and launched herself into the room.

      Fear clutched Zamara’s windpipe. She jumped to her feet and reached for her daggers. Her heart hurdled into her throat. Behind Rose, a flash of red fur streaked across the door frame.

      Her and Scandronn are only playing. Calm down. Zamara took a deep breath and released a death grip on her daggers. 

      Rose’s mouth fell agape. She scanned the glass littered balcony and the door she arrived through. “What in the Never happened to the doors?”

      Light flashed in the hall. She could hear Scandronn yelling. “How is it that ye’ve carried that heap of parchment around fer millions of years and ye still look like a lass? That fookin book’s gotta be heavier than I am!”

      He strutted in, barrel chested and red faced, and let out a low whistle, “What happened here?” He tossed his head back and hollered. “Come on in, lad! Looks like the party’s started without us.”  

      “Cassian lost his temper.” Xiao growled. “That is what happened here.”

      Movement near the doorway caught Zamara’s attention. Ander sauntered into the room and stood by Rose.

      Zamara gasped. I got caught groping the prince of the Western Isles? The bastard is married! Her stomach churned. She narrowed her eyes. I’m going to skin him alive.

      He scanned the mess with interest. A corner of his perfect, lying, mouth twitched. Did he know who I was? Was he just trying to seduce me because I am the queen?

      Zamara glimpsed the shadow of a dimple take shape. Does he find us amusing? I wonder if he would find it amusing if I had him tossed from the wall. What are the Western Isles going to do about it? Go to war with us? 

      …let’s toss him from the wall…

      Scandronn shuffled to Xiao and flopped down next to her. “—and ye call me an animal.” He flicked the tip of Xiao’s tiny nose with his index finger.

      She swatted his hand away.

      He tossed back Xiao’s drink.

      “Beast! Go get your own!” Xiao screamed.

      Zamara joined in. “I was drinking that!”

      Scandronn paused and glanced between the two. He spit his drink back into the glass, set it on the table, and slid it towards them with a smirk on his face and a twinkle in his eye. A challenge. If there ever was one.

      He is testing us.

      …Seeing if we can keep it together in light of our company…

      Or just reminding us we have some.

      Zamara sighed. Apparently, she didn’t drink enough to get some silence. Yet.

      Xiao wrinkled her nose.

      Zamara stared him down with a face of stone. One she learned to perfect when she was a toddler. Show no emotion lest they use it against you. Emotions equal weakness. That is the way of the Magai.

      Do I leave it on the table and admit defeat, or do I suck it up and lead by example? Her eyes narrowed. Well played, Scandronn. Challenge accepted.

      She picked up the glass and tossed the liquid down her throat.

       Xiao made a gagging noise. She hated spit.

      Zamara hated needlessly wasting things.

      Scandronn looked to Ander and gestured in Zamara’s direction. “May I present, Her Royal Highness.”

      “Shut up and go pour us some more drinks, boy.” Boss grunted.

      “We’ve met.” Ander’s grin had her stomach in knots.

      Rose pulled on his arm, leading him to Nevrine’s empty seat. 

      Zamara’s lip curled. Those two are hitting it off. Then again, Rose is kind to everybody.

      The sound of wood scraping over stone filled the room as Ander and her council settled down with their drinks.

      She wanted to rip his smug face off. “Alright, Ander Pestos, the floor is yours. Woo me as you have my sister, and you might just walk out of here alive.”

      A biting sensation pricked Zamara’s side as Rose pinched her.  

      “I mean, you might just walk out of here with an accord… silly me.” Zamara snapped her wrist and batted her eyelashes. 

      He smirked and pinned her with a haughty look that could only be achieved through centuries of always getting what he wants. “—and here I thought I’d already softened your heart towards me.”

      Her face flamed.

      He cleared his throat. “Let me start by thanking you and your council for being gracious enough to—”

      “—Skip the pomp lad. We ain’t got all night and us Jotuns have to eat.” Boss pet his beard.

      Zamara bit down on a smile.

      “Right.” He leaned back in his seat and studied them all like a giddy child who couldn’t wait to tell a secret.

      “Out with it lad!” Scandronn slapped the table.

      “I am here on a mission to establish a trade contract between the Western Isles and the Mystic Lake settlements.” He shrugged. “As I have already said. Also, to extend a peace treaty from Sideon Tyrnak to Zamara Morgiathan in the form of his hand in marriage. May we unite our people and live out our days in peace and abundance.” He reached into his cloak, pulled out a rolled-up piece of parchment bearing the Pirate Lord’s seal, and handed it to Zamara. “I don’t know what it says. Please don’t shoot the messenger.”

      A collective gasp filled the room, followed by utter silence. Even the bugs outside were still.

      She could feel the blood drain from her cheeks. 

      Zamara broke the seal and slowly unrolled it. The scroll read:

      

      My dearest queen,

      

      Tales of your radiant beauty have crossed mountains and seas. I find it impossible to get you out of my head. I burn for you. I wonder what you smell like. I wonder what it would be like to run my fingers through your pale, luxurious hair. I bet your eyes are even more mesmerizing than the stories do justice. Let me shower you in wealth. Let me taste you. Let me lay the world at your feet. Zamara Morgiathan, will you be my Queen?

      

      Forever yours,

      

      Sideon Tyrnak

      King of the Western Isles

      

      P.S. I anxiously await your response. Please do not keep me waiting. Also, please send my brother back in one piece. He is only doing my bidding. If anything were to happen to him, we would have to go to war. Nobody wants that. So, which will it be my queen, love, or war?

      

      Xoxo

      

      Zamara stared at the piece of parchment, reading the words over and over, completely dumb struck. A ringing started in her ears. Shadows welled in her bones, threatening to break them if not released. That simpering, narcissistic—

      “—not without me you’re not.” Red came blowing in and plopped in the chair closest to Ander.

      Everyone at the table sat a little straighter.

      Zamara went back to staring at the letter.  

      “What does it say?” Rose asked.

      It says, ‘I want what you have, I never get told no, I think you are a stupid girl.’

      Zamara locked eyes with Ander. “It says he anxiously awaits my response.” A smile crept over her face. “—and you are going to deliver it to him.”

      “Absolutely.” Ander exhaled a gust of air. “What would you have me tell His Majesty?”

      “Oh, you will not tell him anything.” Her smile turned vicious.

      “Kill him, chop off his head, shove this down his throat,” She handed the parchment to Scandronn, “Sew his mouth shut, and send his head back with a bow. That should be all the response His Majesty needs. I am the Mad Queen, after all.”

      The room erupted. Ander’s chair did a back flop as he shot to his feet. 

      Red slammed Ander’s face into the tabletop before his chair back ever hit the floor. 

      Knowing your opponent’s next move was useful.   

      She was joking. At first, she only wanted to get a rise out of him. But now…

      Zamara pushed herself to her feet. The pirate’s fear was delicious. Her nostrils flared as she inhaled it deeply, molten iron. Her eyelids fluttered. Somewhere, buried deep inside her, a slumbering beast cracked an eyelid. Darkness unfurled in her gut like wings. Her blood purred with songs of violence.

      She ran her tongue over sharp canines. The metallic bite of blood welled in her mouth. Zamara groaned. This feeling, the adrenaline, was her drug.  

      This was how Zamara was programmed to feel in the face of battle. She was made this way.

      Somewhere in the background she heard Xiao give the order to get Cassian.

      Let him come.

      Red’s eyes flicked to her right. That is where the first assault would come from. The council’s main purpose was to power check her. If she wanted to kill this man without Cassian’s second, she would be breaking her own law, and she would have to go through them.

      We can hurt them.

      …They’ll survive….

      We will have to do some time.

      …Worth it…

      So will Red. How do you think he will handle getting chained in the dungeon?

      …Damn it!

      The roaring in her ears abated. She inhaled and exhaled five times. Her heartbeat slowed. As her vision cleared, she glimpsed Boss and Xiao in her peripheral, weapons drawn. A rusty haired lion paced the floor behind Red.

      Zamara turned her head towards the garden doors. Rose stood next to Cassian. His lumbering mass was still as a statue. Broad and formidable, he cast shadows over the room.

      Rose handed him the scroll.

      Zamara’s stomach dropped. She had no idea how he was going to take this.  

      After glaring at her for a dramatic amount of time, he turned his attention to the piece of paper in his hand and began unrolling it. Onyx eyes darted over the page. His jaw muscles ticked. He crumpled the letter into a tight fist.

      Cassian strolled over to Ander, gently pulled out a chair, flipped it around, straddled the back of it and set the crumpled-up piece of paper a hand’s length from Ander’s crushed face. Then he leaned over the back of the chair and blew out a breath. The parchment burst into flames.  

      “Here is what is going to happen…” The smell of burned flesh and melted hair permeated the air. Ander hissed through clenched teeth. “… you are going to leave this chamber and go back to your rooms at once. In the morning, you are going to pack your belongings, board your ship, and sail back to your islands.”

      The fire smoldered out.

      Ander’s hair, face, and tunic were drenched in sweat. His lips peeled back and his jaw clenched in agony. Angry, brown blisters bubbled up on his cheekbone.

      Red gave Ander’s head one last shove and released him. Ander kept it resting on the table. He was shaking. His breath came in pants.  

      “You are going to find your Pirate King and tell him what happened.” Cassian said. “You are going to tell him that there will be no trade agreement. There will be no peace treaties or joining of our territories. There will be no wedding. He’d better get my queen out of his head, or he is going to lose it, and if he further tries to push this ridiculous idea, the only burning he will do is at the stake.” Cassian leaned back and crossed his arms. “Can you remember all of that or do you need to write it down?”

      “I remember.” Ander growled.

      “Good.” Cassian ruffled Ander’s singed hair and stood. 

      He prowled around the room, slowly, so he could glare at each of them, stopping in front of her and raising his chin.

      Zamara crossed her arms. “So…it’s okay for you to torture people without permission, but not me. Is that what you’re saying?”

      His ebony eyes locked onto hers, and he closed the gap between them with a single stride, stealing the air from the room. 

      He raised his palms to cup her face and paused halfway through, curling his hands into fists at his sides, “No.”

      His voice was rough.

      Breathing fire in human form will do that to a person.

      “What do you mean, no?” She snapped.

      Cassian searched her face, expression softening. Anguish burned in his eyes. “We both lost control.” 

      He cradled her head. “I’m—I will try harder.”

      Her heart clenched like the fists at her side. She leaned into his touch. She knew what he meant. This wasn’t about the prince. It was about earlier. This was as close to an apology as she would get. I will take it. She hated being at odds with him. She couldn’t stand seeing the hurt in his eyes. She bit her bottom lip and nodded.

      Relief washed over his face. Then, at the clip of a paw, the enchantment broke. His mask snapped back into place.

      Somebody cleared their throat.  

      Cassian glared around him one last time. “This meeting is adjourned.” He turned on his heel and stomped through the remains of the garden door. In one swift movement, he vaulted up and into the sky. Zamara held her breath until she saw him flapping into the night.  
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        * * *

      

      Zamara stepped off the gang plank and onto the deck of her ship as Red wandered off with a basket of food they managed to pillage from the witches in the kitchens.

      She propped her elbows on the railing and gazed across the inlet, inhaling deeply. The air smelled salty. The night was still. Moonlight reflected off the calm water. Mage Tower lumbered along the shore. Lights twinkled from its many windows. The stars above danced in tandem.

      Once they filled the holes in their bellies, she needed to figure out what was going on with Red and heal him again. It was important her seer had his wits about him. Especially if there was another one out there somewhere. Who knew what was lurking in the dark after her sister’s body was hijacked and the Western Isles showed up?

      Since then, it appeared that everything that could have gone wrong, had. Were they cursed? What was happening to Red? Was this other seer somehow responsible for his excessive darkness?

      Her chest felt heavy. Chills danced along her back. She twisted her amulet between her thumb and index finger. They should have locked the prince up. She couldn’t believe Cassian allowed him to go back to his rooms. But after she lost control like that, the council wasn’t going to take anything she said seriously. They would only think she was having another episode and defer to Cassian.

      “Zamara.” Red interrupted her thoughts.

      She turned to him. Her breath hitched. She had been staring off into space while he set up their dinner on a small wooden table. Emerald fire sparked inside jars. The makeshift lanterns cast green shadows across the deck. He pulled a chair out for her and raised an eyebrow. “Dinner is served, M’ Lady.”

      A bit of that heaviness lifted. Even with shadows dancing in his eyes, he still maintained his deviant charisma. Does he love me more than he lets on? Should I ask him? Give him a chance? She smiled and closed the distance between them.

      “M’ Lord,” she curtsied and took a seat.

      Red chuckled as he pushed her chair in, snatching up a bottle of wine on the way to his seat across from her. He popped the cork and poured them each a glass. Zamara reached over and took a sip. Her stomach grumbled.

      “So,” Red smiled and placed a sandwich on her plate, “Cassian was pretty pissed earlier.”

      Zamara rolled her eyes. “Cassian is always pissed.”

      “This is different.”

      “How?”

      “How?” He raised an eyebrow, “He was completely out of line with you. He broke two doors and disappeared in a huff.”

      Talk of Cassian had all thoughts of Red ever being more than a friend flying out the window. No matter how much they got along, no matter how attractive he was, he was still not Cassian. She would never be able to not compare the two. That wouldn’t be fair to Red, and she didn’t want the dynamic between her council to change, though Cassian’s stunt had already changed it considerably. Was Rose right? Was she just making excuses and pushing him away because she was scared?

      Red pursed his lips. “Then, he reappeared just in time to illegally torture the Western Isles prince. You don’t think that is at all uncharacteristic of him?”

      Zamara took a bite out of her sandwich and chewed it over. It is. She sighed. “I fear Cassian’s mood swings are the least of our problems.”

      Red chuckled and drained his wine. He set his goblet down and refilled both their glasses. “I fear you might be right.”

      “Speaking of uncharacteristic,” Zamara wiped her mouth and placed her napkin on the table, “are you going to tell me where you learned your new trick? Why are your eyes almost black when I healed you this morning?”

      “I don’t know. It started a few days ago.” He shrugged. “It’s the same power I have always had just—more.”

      “Where is it coming from?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Red,” Zamara pursed her lips, “there is another seer on the board.”

      He froze with a bite of potato salad halfway to his mouth. His face went slack and paled. “What do you mean there is another seer?”

      She sighed. “Nevrine said only seers have the ability to control another’s mind. That is what happened to Rose. So, unless it was you, there is another.”

      “I wouldn’t have the first clue how to control someone’s mind!” Red looked incredulous. “I didn’t even know it was possible—”

      “—Obviously, there is another. I know it wasn’t you. But—” Zamara reached across the table and grabbed his hand, “That is exactly why you need to let me heal you again tonight.”

      “Zamara,” He yanked his hand away, “I already told you no. It’s too dangerous.”

      “It’s more dangerous not to, Red!” She slammed her palms on the table and pushed herself to her feet. She had to do it. With or without his permission. He would be angry with her for a while, but that was a price she had to pay. She needed him clear minded. More than that, she did love him, and she couldn’t bear to see him suffer. It was dangerous, the darkness was poison to her. That was the only reason he was being stubborn about it. But it would be fine. She hoped. The amulet would flush the poison out.

      …it will be alright. We are stronger than he thinks. Show him…

      He jumped up and glared. “Don’t you dare.”

      “I’m sorry.” She lunged for him, knocking the table over along the way. The sound of shattering dishes pierced her eardrums as everything went sprawling. 

      She shoved her shoulder into his gut, wrapped her arms around his waist and tackled him to the ground.

      They tumbled across the deck, wrestling for the upper hand. Her skin stung where shards of glass impaled themselves.

      The world spun as he flipped her around. She sprawled on top of him with her back to his heaving chest.

      Red growled in her ear as strong arms snaked around her neck from behind and squeezed. “Enough, Zamara!”

      Spots swarmed her vision. Her eyes bulged, heart slamming against her chest.

      She elbowed him in the abdomen. Once. Twice. He relaxed his hold. Her lungs burned. She greedily sucked down precious air. Pain ignited on the back of her skull as she reared back, cracked him in the face, and rolled away.

      His long legs wrapped around her neck. He trapped her arm, wrenching on it until it felt like it might snap. She cried out and kicked up, connecting with his jaw. He released his hold.

      Heaving her body on top of him, she straddled his waist and pinned his arms above his head.

      “Zamara!” He snapped his teeth and bucked his hips, trying to dislodge her. It was no use.

      …end this…

      “Forgive me.” Her heart stuttered. She closed her eyes and burst forth a wave of healing power.

      The world tunneled and faded to black. Red’s screaming was the last thing she heard before losing consciousness.
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      Waking from a nightmare of flames, mist and blood spraying on her face, Zamara sputtered out water as she came to. A very pissed off looking dragon swam into sight. “Cassian!” She dragged herself to her knees. “What in the Never? You nearly drowned me!”

      Cassian bent down on one knee. He gripped her face and angled it toward the inlet. “Worse would have happened if I didn’t wake you from your coma.”

      Sailing in from the west, was a brigade of three ships, black sails, the Western Isles. Zamara’s heart dropped. They have never made it into the inlet before.

      She realized then that she was sprawled on top of Red when Cassian doused them. Her face heated. Gods. She jumped up and looked around. Her table was flipped on its side. Food and glass were strung across the deck. There was an angry scorch mark in the wood, where one jar tipped over and fire escaped. Her eyes widened. Troll’s tits! We are lucky we didn’t burn the ship down.  

      Red hauled himself up and glowered, balling his hands into fists. Fury emanated from him like a mirage in the desert. He looked like he was ready to murder someone. Awkward. 

      His red eyes were clear, like rubies, not a black swirl to be seen. There’s that at least, and we are both fully clothed. 

      She could only imagine how this looked from Cassian’s perspective. Zamara turned to him and took a steady breath.

      “Pirates,” Cassian’s jaw ticked as scales rippled up his neck. He put his hand on her shoulder and bent, so they were at eye level. “They made it through your first line. They will reach the shore in about 20 minutes. What do you want to do?” 

      Zamara shoved his hand away and took a step toward the ships. She narrowed her eyes and put her hands on her hips. “Ander?”

      “His ship is in Magland.” Cassian said.

      “Where is he?”

      “Last I checked, he was in the dining room of the guest house, eating breakfast with Rose.”

       “—and you didn’t think, Hey, there are pirates sailing into the inlet, good or bad, maybe I should secure their prince?” Zamara snapped her neck and glared at him.

      “I was looking for you.” Every muscle in the dragon’s body coiled and readied to strike.

      Her stomach flopped. He is seething. Good, I need my warrior.

      He placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and raised his chin. “Orders, my Queen.”  

      She took a steadying breath and closed her eyes. “You are my second line, Cassian.”

       Zamara cracked her knuckles one by one. “You can take most of them out. The rest of us can pick them off as they swim to shore.”

      “Red,” they locked eyes, “why don’t you go fetch me their prince?”

      He clenched his jaw, nodded, and left without a word. He is pissed at me too. Can I blame him? I will have to deal with that later.

      “Cassian,” she said, “Gather the Magai army on the shore. Then, take to the skies. Looks like we are going to have us a bonfire—and don’t hog all the kills.” She spun around and stalked into her cabin.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara shielded her eyes with her hand. Cassian was an exceptionally large man before he shifted but, in his dragon form, she was always rendered breathless at the sheer power and size of him. He was beautiful.

      “Zamara?” Nevrine spiked an ornately carved ivory staff with a large crystal attached to the top into the sand.

      Zamara held her hand up to silence him as she watched Cassian leisurely circle the ships careening into the inlet.

      Once.

      Cassian wasn’t lighting them up. When he passed, Zamara noticed what appeared to be fog rolling off the ships.

      Twice.

      Cassian turned back to shore. The vessels should be slowing by now if they didn’t want to beach themselves.

      “Something is wrong.” Nevrine said.

      Cassian was descending rapidly.

      Sand sprayed as Cassian shot into the beach and shifted back. His scale cuffs let him keep his armor and weapons. He stalked over to Zamara. She studied him with a raised brow, arms crossed.

      “The ships are empty.” He crowded her space, forcing her to look up.

       “What do you mean the ships are empty?” Zamara frowned, “That is impossible. I have a boom-chain and spikes set along the entire inlet. The odds of one ghost ship steering its way through are slim to none but three of them?”

      She ran a hand over her face and squinted at the now beached fleet. “They are not empty.”

      Zamara turned and placed a gentle hand on Nevrine’s upper arm. “Hold the shore.”

      Then she turned to Cassian and drew her Khanna’s. “Let’s go look around.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The soles of Zamara’s feet exploded with pins and needles as Cassian dropped her onto the deck like a sack of rock dust. She landed in a crouch, Khanna’s in hand, ready to slice through pirates. Pain lanced up her legs. She clenched her jaw and kept her eyes trained in front of her. She would not give him the satisfaction of seeing her discomfort. She drew power from her amulet. Her splintered shins knit back together. Cassian is acting like a child. He dropped me from that high on purpose. What is his problem?

      She squinted across the empty deck and sheathed her daggers. Zamara stalked off in the direction of the captain’s quarters. Cassian followed, nipping at her heels.

      Zamara spun and snarled. “Do not follow me.”

      Without waiting for a response, she whirled around and stomped off.

      He followed her as far as the cabin door, took a quick look inside, and wisely found somewhere else to be.

      The door creaked behind her, hanging askew on one of its hinges after Zamara ripped it open. She rummaged through a stack of captain’s logs at a desk in the far corner of the room. Useless. The last entry dates back two months ago, by a Captain Farrell, when his ship docked in the Western Isles after an ‘exploration trip’ from… Zamara ran her finger over the entry, “MGT?” Where and what is MGT?

      She continued to read. It took two moon cycles for the trip? They must have gone to the edge of the civilization, farther, past the wall and into wild territory. Magai Territory. MGT.

      Zamara’s heart stopped. No, it can’t be. MGT must stand for something else. Cassian and Nevrine told me the Magai south of the wall were all killed in battle. So, what reason would the Western Isles have for sailing so far? There is nothing beyond the wall but ruins.

      Frustration welled in her chest. She slammed the book closed and scrubbed a hand over her face.

      There is no way three ships drifted across the sea and arrived in my inlet without a crew. Where is the crew? Scandronn says the Western Islanders keep slaves. They might have secret compartments in their ships to smuggle them. Could soldiers hide in those compartments? I hope so. I am really in the mood to stab someone. This is all very anticlimactic.  

      Zamara rolled her neck from side to side. If I were smuggling slaves, where would I put—

      “—The other ships are empty.” Cassian stalked through the room and stood next to her.

      “Cassian!” Zamara’s hand flew to her heart. “A little warning next time?”

      He frowned, “You should have been more vigilant. Have you forgotten where we are? I swear I can’t leave you alone for longer than fifteen minutes without you finding trouble.”

      “Are you going blind?” Zamara raised her eyebrows and pointedly looked around. “What trouble?”

      “Did you search the rest of the ship before burying your nose in those books?”

      Zamara glared, “You know I didn’t.”

      Cassian crowded her personal space. “What if I were an enemy?”

      Zamara rolled her eyes. “Stop being such a drama queen.”

      She splayed her hand on his breastplate and tried to push him out of the way. 

      He snaked his hand around her forearm and brought his face to hers. “Why was Red on your ship? What happened with you two last night?”

      “Is that why you have been an ass all day?” Zamara fisted her hand and narrowed her eyes. “You have no right, Cassian. You had your chance. You had multiple chances. You rejected—”

      Cassian wrapped his arms around her and crushed her to him, claiming her lips with the fervor of a parched man seeking water in the desert. She melted in his embrace, utterly powerless when it came to him.

      He pulled away and rested his forehead against hers. “You are my sun, the only source of light in my life. My entire being revolves around you. It has since I first laid eyes on you. I never rejected you, Zamara. I have loved you since the beginning. You do not know how hard this is for me. You think I want to stay away? I want to take you in my arms and make love to you until we are both ashes in the wind.” He brushed the pad of his thumb across her cheekbone and cradled her head.

      Zamara closed her eyes, relishing the rough caress of his skin.

      “Then do it.” She leaned into him.

      “It’s just—when we are together—in this way,” He caressed the faint scar on her neck. “I cannot think straight. You drive me mad. I lose sight of everything around us and I will not—” He closed his eyes and swallowed before opening them again, “I will not put you in danger because my head is always in your bed and under your sheets like a love-sick fool.”

      “Damn your vigilance to the Never, Cassian.”

      He took a deep breath and straightened himself. “I made you a vow, not one of love but of protection, that is my duty, to protect you. Even if the cost is my happiness. My life is yours. My sword is yours. I am bound to you. Until the day I die, I will be here for you. But it’s best for you and your well-being that we are not involved romantically.”

      Zamara pursed her lips and stepped away. “What about my happiness, Cassian? You are willing to give up yours over a mistake that happened half a century ago, that I have forgiven you for over and over. Yet, you still feel the need to punish yourself. Why? It hurts me too, you know. What if my happiness is with you? I have my own sword. I have my own life. I have my own kingdom. It means nothing. I have no one to share it with.” She looked at the ground and shook her head. “I would rather have someone’s heart and take my chances. I would rather have love than a protector who can use a sword. I need someone who is not afraid to hold my hand in public. Someone that will stare into the flames and love me anyway. You need to stop doing this. I can’t take it. If you will not be with me in the way that I desire, the way that I need, then you need to get out of the way so I can try to find happiness elsewhere. Even if it is with Red. That is no longer any of your business. If you want to be a guard, then be a guard but, do it from a distance.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.” Cassian quirked a smile and studied the planks at their feet.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Zamara rested her hands on her hips. Her heart tripped over itself. Does he plan on leaving? She couldn’t bear it.  

      “It means…” He rubbed the back of his neck and growled, “never mind.”

       She snorted. “You piss me off.”

      Zamara threw a shield of fire around herself and stomped out to the deck. She stopped at the railing and peered into the water, gauging the depth. It’s deep enough.

      “Zamara,” Cassian stood behind her, “Let me fly you back to shore.”

      “So you can drop me again?” She barked a laugh and turned to him. “No thanks. I’ll take my chances with the sharks.”

      Cassian winced. “Zamara—”

      She leapt overboard, swan diving into the inlet. Water rushed her face as she plunged into the water and began her daunting swim back to shore. 

      Maybe the plan wasn’t such a great idea, after all. The water was freezing this far north. It felt like a thousand pins stabbing her bare skin.

      Cassian flew overhead, pissing her off. He was waiting for her to concede so he could swoop in and fly her back. All she had to do was stop and whistle. 

      She clenched her shivering jaw and continued on. She would be damned if she gave in and let him have the satisfaction.   

      Her muscles ached and her limbs were numb by the time she was able to stand and walk.  

      She crawled out of the water like a drowned swamp rat. Zamara anticipated torturing information from the prince. Rose, Cassian, Nevrine, and Red huddled on the shore. The Magai stood like statues along the beach.

      Zamara slogged over to her council and bared her teeth. “Tell me the reason the prince is not with you is that you have him chained in the dungeon.”

      Red stared at the sand. Cassian shook his head. Zamara’s stomach clenched. She looked at Rose.

      Rose absent mindedly reached for a stone that wasn’t there.

      Zamara’s eyes widened and she barked. “Where is your amulet?”

      Rose flinched. Her eyes glossed with unshed tears. Her face was red. “The last I saw him was outside the dining hall. He said he was going up to his room to pack his things. It wasn’t until he was gone that I realized so was my amulet.”

      “What!” Zamara screamed and curled her hands into fists.

      “I talked to the guards in charge of the guest chambers,” Red said, “and the two you had guarding him—and the two I had guarding him—and the servant girls who were working for Nevrine. Ander never returned to his rooms. Scandronn organized a search party, but so far, they have had no luck. It’s like he disappeared into thin air.”

      Along with the ghost ship’s crew, it would seem. Damnit!

      Zamara kicked a clump of dirt. It sprayed into the air and blew back in her face. Sand showered her eyes and flooded her mouth. Tiny granules glued themselves to the front of Zamara’s wet clothes. She spat. Her eyes watered. She blinked away the grit.

      Cassian stood with his back to her, hands on his hips, pretending to gaze at the clouds. Rose’s eyes welled with tears. Nevrine was stone faced. Red had his hands in his pockets, studying the ground.

      Zamara brushed the front of her clothes off. “This pirate is loose within our walls! Three of the Western Isles ships float in our inlet!”

      She looked at Rose. “You were possessed. They stole your amulet!”

      She pointed at Red. “Your power isn’t working right.”

      “This—” She shook her head, reigned her anger in, and said to Cassian, “—it’s a big deal. Too many things are going on for it all to be coincidence. I think—I think the Western Isles are making another move against us. What are we going to do?” 

      “Well,” Nevrine said, “there is nothing else to be gleaned from the beach. Zamara, why don’t you and Rose accompany me to my workshop? We can search for answers there while the others search for Ander. And I can create a protection charm for her, at least.”

      “… and miss out on the hunt?” Zamara grinned at Nevrine. “Not a chance. First one to find him gets to designate scullery duty to one of the council members for a week.” She took off running.

      Cassian tackled her into the sand once they were out of earshot and growled in her ear. “I realize you want to hunt, but if you go, Rose is going to want to go too. She is safer in Mage Tower. Go with her. Find some answers. Let me handle Ander. If we find him, I will come get you straight away.”  

      “Get off me, oaf!” Zamara grunted under his weight.

      Cassian popped up and hauled Zamara to her feet. “Okay?”

      “Fine.” Zamara ground her teeth. It’s so irritating when his rationality makes sense. She brushed herself off. She could use some library time to search for answers anyway. “Have some people sail the ghost ships to the docks in Magland and send someone to keep guard. There is a good chance Ander might be an ass and try to go home with his ship. Looks like the Western Isles just gifted us some shiny new vessels, how thoughtful.”
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        * * *

      

      Sleep was a fickle wench that night. The silk of her sleep dress clung to her crawling and over-sensitive skin. Beads of sweat pooled on her forehead. She punched her pillow to fluff it and flopped on her other side, staring at the wooden wall.

      I can’t believe this. Ander Pestos and the damn Pirate King have outmaneuvered me. Worse, I allowed it to happen. I should have seen this coming. I should have ordered the prince to be locked up the second I learned who he was. I allowed myself to weaken. He blinded me with his piercing eyes and his pretty words—and now everyone knows about it. The Mad Queen, groping the enemy behind the tavern in Magland like some bitch in heat. How can I face my people after that? Her stomach churned.

      Levi and Dante had to open their big mouths. They were sitting right next to Rose and I in the tavern. I know it was them. Embarrassing. Half my council is pissed at me. Nevrine probably thinks I am a worthless excuse for a Magai. And he would be right. I bet father is watching me from Asendia with his disapproving stare, shaking his head.

      She rolled onto her other side and sighed.

      ‘You were meant to be so great…’ Rose’s possessed voice echoed through Zamara’s head. ‘…You are weak, and you have dug yourself into such a hole, I don’t think you will be able to crawl back out. You can’t even take care of yourself, let alone your people. It is time you step down. Relinquish your crown to someone worthy…’

      Zamara flung the sheet off and stomped to her hand carved mini bar in the corner of her cabin.

      She rifled through a bottom cabinet, searching for her new sleep tonic. The rigid wood beneath her dug into her knees. Glass clanked as she slid bottles of wine and shine out of the way. She reached into the cupboard, grabbed one, stood, and unscrewed the lid.

      Bottom’s up. She brought the green liquid to her lips and chugged. It was bitter and gritty, like dirt. Nevrine made it out of ground up leaves and only the gods knew what else. She didn’t care what was in it. She would be taking a trip to sleep city within minutes.

      A soft thump outside her cabin door pricked her ears. She froze, straining to hear. Her heart picked up speed.

      …It isn’t loud enough to be Cassian…

      Probably just a stray cat waiting for me to pass out with food in my hand.

      …what if it isn’t…

      Should I have listened and slept at the tower tonight?

      Zamara screwed the cap onto the empty jar and set it down next to a pencil drawing of her, Rose, and their father when they were teenagers.

      Was she hallucinating? I really need to get some rest.   

      Thump, closer this time.

      She spun around and grabbed her Khanna’s. No time to dress, she kicked the door to her cabin open and stomped outside in her nightgown. The worn boards of the deck were warm beneath her bare feet.

      Thick fog curled itself around her body. She could hardly see the daggers in her hand. Calculated, heavy bootsteps stalked towards her. The skin on the back of her neck prickled as a bead of sweat trickled down her spine. She shuddered. There was a chill to the air despite the warm night. Something was not right.

       Thump.

      Thump.

      Thump.

      Definitely footsteps.

      Her heartbeat quickened.

      Zamara flared her nostrils and inhaled deeply. The air she breathed was laced with energy. A pleasant undertone of mint and saltwater tickled her nose. Something warm bloomed in her stomach. A hot wave of excitement surged through her veins and her arms grew heavy. The feeling, though not unpleasant, gave her pause. Was it the sleep tonic or the fog muddling her brain?   

       A cool breath whispered across her cheek. The disembodied reverberation of male laughter drifted from somewhere nearby, penetrating her bones. The fog dissipated slightly. She couldn’t place where the laughter was coming from. It was near but far, here, then not, like the fog itself was laughing at her. He was playing with her.

      Fool.

      Zamara drew power from her amulet and sent it into her Khannas. Liquid flames coursed up her blades and undulated in the mist, creating a green, dreamlike haze. The fog retreated as if it was afraid of being burned.

      Thump.

       Thump.

       Thump.

      Louder this time.

      Zamara’s heart slammed against her chest as she flashed her canines. “Show yourself, coward.” Her voice was gravelly, like the Tavern maids, sultry and raw from too much shine and cloves.

      Velvet laughter caressed her weary bones. “Now, that is no way to speak to your intended.”

      His voice was a familiar echo that punched her in the gut. Her spine snapped rigid. A black form materialized through the mist.

      The man’s shadow was tall and lean-muscled. His ebony hair stuck up in different directions, elegant chaos. He studied the planks at his feet.

      “I must admit, at first, the proposal was just meant to throw you off…” He lazily strolled across the deck, searching the boards for something, as the fog around them cleared away. “But, after it all went down, it piqued my curiosity. I am going to kill your pet now, by the way.” He rubbed a hand down his face where a grotesque burn should be. His face was as perfect as ever.

      “I had to suffer in agony all night and morning until I could heal myself without being suspicious. I expected that from him. It’s why I decided not to let my brother do this. You, however—are supposed to be a spoiled, sheltered, princess. Imagine my delight when I learned of your savagery!”

      He stopped in front of her, just out of reach, as his eyes snapped up and held her stare. Burning cobalt pierced her heart and sent ice skittering through her veins. His eyes were so blue they glowed in the dark.

      Zamara stumbled backwards, her spine pressed into the cabin door, “Y-You.”

      Her coordination was off.

      He grinned and bowed with a flourish. “Sideon Tyrnak, at your service.”

      How could I be so stupid? The Pirate king has been right under our noses, parading as Ander this whole time!

      Sideon cocked his head. “Put the swords away, love. You’ll only hurt yourself. I’m not here to harm you. You simply have something that I desire.”

      He leisurely scanned her from head to toe, pausing on the stone between her breasts. Zamara shivered. He has come for the amulet. She glared at him and squared off.  

      An oily sensation cascaded over her skin. Her body grew heavy.

      Dammit! The tonic is working its way through.

      …Now or never…

      Might as well be now.

      Zamara lunged. She raised a heavy arm and slashed her right Khanna down in a wide arc.

      He disappeared into nothing. She stumbled forward and lost her footing. Her knees stung as they cracked the deck. Her Khanna’s scattered and burned out. What the hell?

      He re-materialized behind her. Fire burned through the back of her skull as he yanked her up by a fistful of hair, slamming her against the wall to her cabin with unnatural strength. Air whooshed from her lungs. The wood at her back splintered in on itself. The back of her head cracked the wall and she hissed through her teeth as they clacked together. Her vision blurred and the world spun.

      “Submit.” He held her arms together over her head with one hand and used his body to pin her in place.  

      “Never.” She tried to headbutt him.

      He dodged it with ease and tightened his grip.

      “You are making this harder than it has to be.” He chuckled. Azure eyes blazed. He is enjoying this.

      She bared her teeth. “I like a challenge.”

      …Obliterate him…

      Zamara tried to draw from her amulet. There was a well of power there, but it was like a door slammed in her face, a door she couldn’t open. Her eyes widened as her heart slammed against her rib cage, breath coming in pants.

      Sideon crooked a smile, reached into his collar, and drew out two amulets. He hooked his thumb through the chain and dangled them in the moonlight for her to see. Her throat closed as tears sprang to her eyes. She recognized Rose’s green amulet. The other stone was blue, different than hers, but the craftsmanship was the same.

      She struggled to free herself from his grip.

      “Two stones cancel out your one.” He beamed, let the amulets fall to his chest, brandished a knife, and held it to Zamara’s throat. Her knees tried to buckle. She locked them. It was all she could do to just hold herself up at this point. Her body was so heavy.

      “I lied.” Sideon grinned like an unhinged maniac, drunk on power. “I am very much going to enjoy this.”

      There was a burning sensation in her neck. The metallic bite of blood filled the air. Warm liquid trailed down her esophagus, leeching her body of heat and strength. Black particles danced across her vision. Control of her limbs completely shut down. She closed her eyes as a single tear fell down her cheek.

      Rose. I failed her. Again.  

      Sideon traced the hollow of her neck with his tongue. A feral growl slipped his lips. Chills trickled down her spine. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled deeply before purring in her ear, “I almost want to keep you.”

      She leaned against him now, her body completely shutting down. Her vision started to tunnel. She tried to cry out. Only wet gurgles escaped. Blood bubbled into her airway. She choked on it. It coated the back of her throat and seeped from her lips. So cold. Zamara trembled in his arms.

      “Alas,” He leaned back. Her neck stung as he yanked her amulet off, “you would be more trouble than you are—”

      He froze, licked her blood from his lips, and frowned. His eyes widened. Shock plastered to his angular face.

      Zamara hardly registered the pain of him clamping his slender fingers onto her jaw like a vice, forcing her to look at him.

      Sideon searched her eyes. Looking for something. She could hardly keep hers open.

      “Tell your pet that I said, you taste like sunshine and honey." He snaked the tip of his tongue out and licked the blood from her bottom lip. “You belong to me… and there is not a damn wall he, or anyone else, can build that will keep me out.” He finalized his point by punching a hole through the wall next to her head.

      She was too drained to even flinch.

      He flashed her a razor smile and sauntered backwards. The Pirate King returned his hands to his pockets while Zamara crumpled to the deck.

      “We are not finished with each other, Zamara Morgaiathan. Not even close.”

      The world tunneled and burned out.
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      Sprawled on a golden bench, Cassian stared at the pond in the gardens atop Dragon Tower, lost in old memories….

      Cassian lifted Zamara from her crib and held the infant close to his chest as he bounced her and patted her back. She smelled like sweet sunshine, calming, like a balm to his weary soul, a healing light, radiating through him, driving out the cobwebs in even the darkest corners. 

      His brother's voice echoed in his head. Love! It’s called love… 

      She made a grunting noise and snuggled his neck.

      Cassian held her tighter. His traitorous eyes burned with unshed tears. Cassian tried to swallow past the lump in his throat. 

      He had lost so much. Too much. His father was a monster. Which made him a monster, by proxy. The last dragon. Cassian was just a coward doing his master’s bidding. He clenched his jaw.

      No more. Never again will I let my father manipulate me. Never again will I take another order from that beast.

      Sometimes things, people, must be sacrificed for the sake of the greater good. Sacrifice. The commander had said. And Cassian knew in his heart that Zamara was the greater good. That she was worth the sacrifices that had been made, and the ones to come. That his men did not, would not, die in vain. It’s what Sero and Torren would have wanted. 

      “We will find a way, little one.” He bounced her. “One day, we will save the people of the other realms. But for now, you grow. Big and strong. One day, you will save us all. And I will stand by your side through everything. It’s you and me, little one, to the very end. This, I vow to you.” He placed his lips on the top of her head and took a deep breath.

      A golden light as pure as the sun radiated from her tiny form, wrapping them in her embrace. His muscles relaxed as a healing calm trickled through his veins. Peace. He had never felt more whole and at peace in his entire life.

      The glow slowly retreated into her tiny body.

      Cassian placed her back in her crib and tucked her pink blanket around her sleeping form. He positioned her stuffed dragon next to her, bent down, brushed a soft kiss over her forehead… and turned around to go to battle. To fight for her. To slake his sword with the blood of her enemies. Our enemies. To face his father. One last time…
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        * * *

      

      The rooftop door banged off the wall. Cassian jolted from his reverie. He pushed off the bench and jumped to his feet.

      Red rushed toward him, face as white as paper, eyes a vacant stare.

      “What is it?” Cassian’s heart leapt into his throat.

      “It’s Zamara.” Red’s voice trembled.

      Cassian's stomach dropped. He needed to hear no more. He sprinted to the ledge, flung himself into the air, and shifted, diving in a straight line towards her ship.

      His muscles relaxed as he tucked in his wings, streamlining them, and raced down the side of the mountain.

      Why didn’t I feel anything through the bond? Maybe Red’s vision was wrong. He must be wrong.  

      His heart stopped and his blood ran cold when he got close enough to see her lifeless body, sprawled in a pool of blood. He didn’t bother circling. Instead, he dove straight onto the deck. Splinters flew and boards snapped at the impact. He didn’t care. He just needed to get to her.

      Cassian lifted her into a sitting position and began checking her over for wounds. Nothing. Her amulet was gone but she was breathing…barely. Her lungs rattled. “Zamara!”

      He gently shook her. Her head listed to the side. “Little one, wake up!”

      Cassian’s throat closed and tears sprang to his eyes. This was too familiar.

      A hawk flew in and shifted, Scandronn. His face drained of color. He froze.

      “Go get Nevrine!” Cassian roared. “Get him to Dragon Tower, immediately. Tell him her amulet is lost and he needs to bring medical supplies.”
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      Rose heard Cassian yelling and doors slamming in the corridor. She wandered out of her chambers to see what the uproar was about. She was not prepared for the carnage she stumbled upon.

      Cassian held her lifeless, blood-soaked sister in his arms. Her white locks matted and stained a brownish red. She was so pale, her lungs gurgled as she fought for each breath. Even unconscious, Zamara fought. Her heart shattered. I should have made her stay in the tower tonight. Tears sprang to her eyes as she rushed after Cassian and Nevrine into Zamara’s chambers.

      Rose stood there, with her mouth agape while Nevrine pumped blood and other fluids back into Zamara’s body. She had never felt so helpless in all her life. Without their amulets, there wasn’t a damn thing she could do but pray to the Fates.

      There were no marks on Zamara. Whoever did it stuck around long enough to heal any superficial wounds, but she had already lost so much blood.

      Her sister’s throat was slit. At least, that was what Nevrine deduced from the splatter pattern. She shivered at the memory of the crude words.

      To top that off, Red was unable to see who attacked her in his vision. Whoever did it was somehow cloaking themselves. Why?

      All she had were questions!

      Rage bubbled up in Rose’s chest. I will find who did this to her, and I will kill them.
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        * * *

      

      Rose sat at the head of a bulky oak table in the dining area of her own chambers. Her last meal of roasted venison and vegetables rested in front of her, untouched and cold. Lumps of wax littered the table where candles have burned down to stumps, casting her room in ominous shadows. Her eyes strained in the dim lighting. Her body was numb. Last night was hell. She paced all night by Zamara’s bedside and spent the entire day at her side until the council forced Rose to return to her rooms this evening for some rest. That wasn’t going to happen. Not until she knew her sister would be alright. 

      Zamara slumbered across the hallway in a drug induced sleep, tubes sticking out of her emaciated body. But her breathing was better. Her lungs no longer rattled. She was healing. Slowly.

      Rose shook her head. It was all she could see when she closed her eyes. Her fingers were sore from hand-stitching an ornate leather pouch. Something she had done thousands of times. The repetition soothed her rampant emotions. She needed to occupy her mind.

      When the bag was complete, she would fill it with herbs and other trinkets. Then hang it from a gnarled tree in the middle of Oryn Forrest as an offering to the Nirumbee. Their father said that tree once teleported people to the other realms, that it was once living and magnificent—Edrasile—he called it.  

      The Nirumbee were a race of ferocious mountain dwarves. They lived in an underground city of jewels. Legends say each dwarf carried the strength of ten men. They also said the Nirumbee could impart wisdom and would trade their knowledge for offerings–And right now, they needed something.

      A flighty shadow on her balcony drew her attention, but there was nothing there. She must be seeing things. Rose swallowed a lump in her throat and glanced around the room. The wall clock ticked incessantly.

      Her balcony doors burst open and banged off the wall. She yelped and sprang from her chair. Fog billowed in like steam escaping a boiling pot of noodles. The remaining candles sputtered and burned out, plunging the room into frigid darkness.

      Rose hurtled to the doors and slammed them shut with a resounding clank. Her shaky hands fumbled with the lock. It finally clicked into place. She rested her forehead against the cool glass. Since when does the fog reach the settlement? 

      Goosebumps whispered along the nape of her neck. She shivered. A creepy-crawly sensation prickled over the runes on her skin.

      Something was watching her. She cupped her hands around her eyes and squinted through the glass, trying to peer into the dark gardens below. The only light came from the illuminated fountain. Ribbons of swirling fog cast moving shadows across the walls of the courtyard. Her heart galloped wildly in her chest and her breath became erratic.

      She inhaled the scent of blown out candles. Calm down, Rose. It’s nothing. Your nerves are shredded. You are being paranoid. Breathe.

      Breath in…

      Breath out.

      Breathe in...

      Breathe—

       “—See anything worth getting excited about?” A deep voice cut through the silence.

      She shrieked and spun around.

      A gorgeous man, armed with a sword, daggers, an ax, and as large as Cassian, sprawled across her bed. He grinned with predatory intent, showing off a pair of dimples. Ink covered every visible part of his body save his face.

      That face was perfect, if not for an angry scar that struck through one of his eyebrows. Rose thought it only added to his allure. This man was clearly a warrior.

      His raven hair was pulled back into a bun atop his head. Tendrils of silk stubbornly fell from his ponytail and framed a face of hard planes and harsh angles. His eyes were the color of quicksilver.

      He wore all black: leather pants, knee-high boots, a tactical vest with gunmetal gray stitching, and leather arm gauntlets–shifter cuffs. Her eyes caught on one of his hands. It looked like it was of metal, but it was seamless, blending into the rest of him like it was just another part.  

      He was familiar. A memory that tickled in the back of her skull that she couldn’t quite grasp.

      She walked over to her dressing screen, where she discarded her leathers and daggers on the floor. She focused on breathing normally. Her heart felt like it would jump out of its cage.

      “What are you doing in here?” She picked her weapons up and twirled them around. The show was to serve two purposes, to unnerve the man and to hide her shaking hands. She didn’t want to fidget. She didn’t want him to know how terrified she was.

      His smile grew. He cocked his head. “I come to retrieve what they promised to me.”

      He is probably the one who slit Zamara’s throat… and now he has come for me.

      A pounding started at the door leading into the hallway. “Rose! Open the door!” Cassian’s voice was frantic. He won’t be able to break that door down. I’m on my own.

      “Get rid of the dragon or I will kill him.” The warrior said. His voice was smooth as the suede that lined her boots.

      Rose narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?”

      “I am called Kain.” He rose from her bed. “I have no last name.”

      She gasped. Kain! This is not good.

      “Ah,” he laughed, “I see you have heard of me.”

      The pounding at the door stopped. Her heart thundered in her ears. Cassian must be going around to the balcony. I need to keep Kain talking. “Why don’t you have a last name?”

      “Orphans don’t get last names in Draconia—at least—they didn’t until I killed their King.” The man shrugged a wide shoulder and inspected his nails. “Once I ascended to the throne, I changed a few… things.”

      “You are too late.” Rose snapped. “We don’t have the amulets.”

      He stalked closer. “The amulets are not what I seek. Not yet, anyway.”

      “Don’t come any closer!” Rose took a step back and raised her daggers.

      He held his palms in front of him like he was trying to coax a wild animal away from attack. “I will not hurt you. I promise to take good care of you. You are safer with me than anyone else in the Five Realms. You are important to me, Rose. You are my way home.”

      Her eyes widened. How does he know my name? “Get out of my room, you creep!”

      He sighed. “I was really hoping you would not make this harder than it has to be. We don’t have time for this. You will come with me. Even if I must knock you out and toss you over my shoulder.”

      “What!” Rose shrieked. “I will go nowhere with—”

      Kain disappeared into nothing as her balcony doors shattered. A flash of white and Cassian stomped into the room, sword drawn.

      A wave of relief washed over her. Her daggers clattered off the stone as she ran to him and flung her arms around his waist. She buried her face in his ribs. “Cassian, it’s Kain, he wants to take me with him.” Her legs trembled.

      “Listen to me, Rose.” Cassian pulled back and locked eyes with her. “I need you to grab your Khannas and go wait for me across the hall. Guard your sister. Lock all the doors and do not open them for anyone. Understand?”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. Words were beyond her at this point. She ran to her blades and bent to pick them up.

      A wet thud cracked and echoed off the walls. She spun towards the sound. Bile pushed its way up the back of her throat. Her stomach roiled and she gagged. That noise would haunt her forever.

      “I have wanted to do that for centuries.” Kain stood over an unconscious Cassian. He held a jagged stone the size of her head and grinned. “You know, he isn’t as perfect as he would have you and your sister believe.”

      Her eyes widened, “Is he—”

      “—Relax. He is fine. Come with me now or he won’t be.” Kain held his metal skinned hand out for her to take it.

      Her eyes locked on a trail of blood flowing from a gash in Cassian’s forehead. His eyes were closed, but his chest was moving. He was going to wake up with one hell of a headache, but he would heal fast. She just needed to draw Kain away. She took a shaky step towards retreat.

      Rose collided into a wall of muscle. Massive arms wrapped around her from behind. She sucked in a breath, but before she could belt out a scream, darkness descended upon her and he dragged her into an eternity of night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Zamara’s eyes flew open. Her heart vaulted into her throat. She sucked down a series of breaths while she tried to get her bearings. I was on my ship…

      She darted a glance around the room. Threaded tapestries hung from the walls. Furs from past hunts draped across the furniture.

      The mattress of a four-post-bed caressed her bare legs. The stories of her and her council’s adventures were painstakingly carved into the wood. I’m in my apartment in Dragon Tower. How did I get here?

      The Veil dissipated and it all flooded in. She remembered. Everything.

      We are not finished with each other, Zamara Morgaiathan…  

      She raised her hand to her neck. Strange, there is no wound. She was clean. Someone dressed her in a forest green sleep-dress. Zamara combed her fingers through her hair. Her silken locks hung over her breasts and down her back in waves. No blood.

      For a fleeting second, she wondered if it could have been a dream, but her amulet was missing. Her magik was gone. A knot formed in her throat. Dread weighed her body down as much as the thick furs piled on top of her.

      Her balcony doors burst open. Zamara shrieked. A light flared and Cassian stomped into the room.  

      Relief washed over her until she caught sight of his face. One side was masked in blood. The look in his eyes was wild.

      “You are awake, good.” He paused beside her bed. “How do you feel?”

      “I could ask you the same.” Zamara frowned, “You do realize you are covered in blood, don’t you? Is it mine?”

      “Some of it.” He knelt by her bed and took her hand. There was a tremble to his own. Zamara searched his eyes.

      “Most of it is mine.” Cassian said, “Zamara—I—I don’t know how to tell you this.” His voice broke. He squeezed her hand and bowed his head.

      Zamara instinctually traced the scarred runes scattered along the buzzed sides of his skull and ran shaky fingers through his silken hair, trying to calm him. He trembled. 

      Fear was a hot poker stabbing her in the gut. Did Sideon go after Cassian too? She couldn’t stand the thought of that monster anywhere near her people. She stilled her hand. “Just tell me.”

      Cassian closed his eyes and breathed deeply through his nose. “I have failed you.”

      “What do you mean?” Does he blame himself for my attack?

      His eyes snapped open. “It’s Rose—Kain came and I couldn’t stop him—he took her.”

      Zamara’s eyes widened. A low whine, like a warning siren, wailed in her inner ear. “He took her?”

      “I tried to stop him. He just—he can walk the Veil. He cracked me over the head with a giant rock. By the time I came around—they were gone.”

      Oh. She sucked in a breath. This is worse. This is way worse. The man on my ship claimed to be the Pirate King. He could also walk the Veil. What is going on here? Is this an organized attack? Is Sideon in league with Kain or are they the same person? “You’re sure it was Kain? Did you see him?”

      “No. He wasn’t in her room when I came through the balcony. She told me it was him.”

      “How did she know? We have never seen him.”

      “I don’t know.” Cassian shook his head. His wound was still bleeding.

      A spark of hope ignited in her chest. Zamara grabbed his hand. “When did this happen?”

      “I don’t know how long I was out for. I came to you directly after I awakened. It was dark when it happened and it’s still dark so no more than a few hours ago.” Cassian said.

      Zamara narrowed her eyes. “They could still be in the settlement.” She looked down. Tubes stuck out of her arms. Her skin stung as she ripped one out.

      “What are you doing?” Cassian grabbed her hand.

      She ripped a needle from her other arm with her free hand. Blood oozed. “We need to get to the wall and put the settlement on lockdown.”

      “We don’t need to do anything,” He grabbed both her hands. “I will go to the wall. You will stay in bed and recover. You lost a lot of blood.”

      “I think Kain hit you harder than you are giving him credit for.” Zamara barked a laugh and continued unhooking herself. “I’m going with you. That is an order.”

      He fisted his hands in her sheets and growled, growled at her. She held his stare with an equally impressive glare.

      His nostrils flared. “Let me help you with your IV’s, stubborn woman.” He popped up and retrieved some gauze from her nightstand. “You are going to lose half the blood Nevrine gave you if you keep yanking them out like that.”

      It didn’t hurt as much when he did it. She relished the touch of his warm hands on her arms as he gently removed all her tubes and wrapped her tiny wounds in gauze like blood wasn’t hemorrhaging from his own head.

      Zamara swung her legs over the bed and stood. A wave of nausea washed over her. She swayed.

      Cassian held her close and frowned. “You should stay in bed.”

      She pushed off his chest. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

      “You don’t want to put some clothes on?”

      Zamara looked down. “I’m wearing clothes. Quit wasting time.”

      She strode onto the balcony. Cassian followed. He vaulted over the railing and shifted. His massive form hovered alongside the veranda. Zamara climbed over the railing, took a deep breath, and jumped onto his back.

      Warm summer wind kissed her face. The rhythmic flapping of Cassian’s wings cleared her head.

      This

      Is

      War.

      All I wanted was to live out my days in peace with my people. Kain will regret kicking this beehive. The entire realm of Karth will regret it. I didn’t want this, but he forced my hand. I will not stop until this world and theirs either trembles at my feet, or we are all consumed by the flames.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara slumped in her chair at the council’s table. Her toes dug into the carpet as she swiveled her seat back and forth. The carpet bristles tickled her bare feet. She was in such a rush to get here. She didn’t waste any time finding shoes.

      Xiao, Scandronn, and she were waiting for Boss to get in from Magland. Once he arrived, they could start this meeting and make plans to wipe the Western Isles off the map. Castaway City wouldn’t know what hit them until it was too late.

      She scowled at the granite top. I’m going to the Isles. I will get our amulets back. Sheltered princess indeed. I’m going to murder the Pirate King and string him up by his balls in the center of their city. No, I’m not going to kill him. I’m just going to string him up and let his people stone him to death. Or is it Kain? Or both. It doesn’t matter. They will not get quick deaths.

      Crickets and bullfrogs rattled on through the open balcony doors. They melded with the roaring crescendo of a fountain in the courtyard below. It was a midsummer night symphony. Usually, Zamara found solace in the early morning hours. When the rest of the world slept, she was free. Tonight, every croak and chirp felt like thousands of pins, jabbing her frayed nerves. What if I string them up together? Then I just let them hang there and starve to death. Would one of them try to eat the other?

      A sniffle came from across the table. Zamara glanced up. Xiao’s face was flushed. Her almond eyes were bloodshot, and red rimmed from crying. She leaned on Scandronn. Her head rested on his chest. He held her close to his side, wrapped in his enormous arms. Zamara studied the pair with longing.

      She wished she had someone to lean on. Instead, she leaned her head on the table.

      Someone placed a steaming mug of coffee and a blueberry muffin next to her face. She lifted her head and saw Red take his seat on the other side of Rose’s empty chair. “You need to eat something, regain your strength.” He reached across the table and took her hand. “I’m here for you, Zamara. I am always here for you. Whatever you need. We just need to get through this meeting.”

      Zamara swallowed hard and squeezed back, “Thank you.”

      She wrapped her hands around the mug. It chased some of the cold away.

      She looked over her shoulder. One of the double wooden doors, connecting the courtroom to the council chamber, was ajar. Cassian paced back and forth with his hands on his head. If he kept at it, he would burn a path into the carpet. Nevrine was doing a lot of pointing and gesturing with his hands. Zamara narrowed her eyes. That looks like a conversation they should be having with the rest of us.

      “Yer not gonna believe this!” Boss came bowling in and flopped in his chair across the table. “They somehow made off with the Lady Merida and one of the ghost ships. That’s why I’m late. How are they sailing these ships without a crew?”

      Zamara pinched the bridge of her nose. “They don’t need one. Their Pirate King is a veil-walker. He can be in multiple places at once.”

      Boss cursed. The chair groaned under his weight. He addressed Scandronn in his sandpaper voice, “Have yer guards found anything yet, my boy?”

      “The wall’s on lockdown. I have two teams sweeping the settlement. We sounded the alarm. Not like anyone would be outta their houses at this hour. If she’s still here,” Scandronn turned to Zamara, “We’ll find her.”

      “They are not in the settlement.” Cassian followed Nevrine into the room and took his chair. He rested his arm across the back of Zamara’s seat and swiveled her, so they were touching knees, a silent show of support. “They could be halfway across the world right now. Kain is also a  veil-walker, and he can do it with another person. He is… powerful. I trained with him when I was a boy.”

      Zamara frowned, “You never mentioned that.”

      “There is a lot you don’t know about me.” Cassian winked, rested his hand on her knee and squeezed. His attempt to lighten this dreadful situation. It did nothing to mask the weariness in his voice.

      Nevrine cleared his throat. Cassian shot him a glare. Interesting, I will deal with these two later. The safety of my people needs to come first.

      Zamara asked Boss, “How are things out in Magland? Do we need to bring the farmers in?”

      “Besides the ships disappearing, it’s quiet. No cause fer alarm in my neck of the woods.”

      “Do you want some extra guards?”

      “No, keep em in the settlement fer now.” 

      She turned to Red, “The Islands?”

      “We’re good.” Red waved his hand.

      Zamara nodded and looked across the table to Nevrine.

      “Mage Tower is on lockdown.” Nevrine told her. “We don’t need extra soldiers.”

      “Okay, now that we are all gathered, let’s get on with it.” Cassian rested his hands flat on the tabletop. “We were attacked twice. I found Zamara and brought her to the tower yesterday. Her amulet is gone. While Zamara was recovering, Rose was abducted. She told me it was Kain. Then he knocked me out. I didn’t see him. Red couldn’t see anyone in his visions either. They are cloaking themselves. Zamara,” He grabbed her hand, “Why don’t we start with you telling us everything you can remember. If that is okay?”

      Zamara closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I was on my ship trying to sleep, I couldn’t. I took a sleep tonic. There was a noise outside, so I went to check it out. A man came out of the mist. It was Ander—or the man we assumed was Ander. Sideon Tyrnak has been the one gracing us with his presence, the entire time.” Zamara fisted her hands, “Right under our noses. I tried to fight him, but the tonic kicked in. He, too, can teleport. He came for my amulet, slit my throat, and left me for dead.”

      Cassian frowned, “That’s it? You had no marks on you when we found you. He had to have stuck around to heal you. Something must have changed his mind. Did he say anything else? Did you tell him anything?”

      Tell your pet I said you taste like sunshine and honey…

      Zamara bit her lip. “That is all I remember.”

      “Okay,” Cassian rapped his knuckles on the table. “What do we know about the Western Isles?”

      Zamara clenched her teeth. “I plan to sail to the Western Isles to get answers and our amulets back. That’s all you need to know.”

      “That is a bad idea, Zamara.” Xiao said. “You do not have magik now. You are vulnerable. If the Western Isles have the amulets, if Kain is there, you could end up captive too.”

      “If Kain is there, all the better. Two birds. One stone.” Zamara’s fingernails cut into her palms.

      “Zamara,” Cassian snarled, “I don’t think you are grasping the fact that Kain can and will overpower you. You can’t beat him—”

      “—she can.” Nevrine said, “If we can get all four amulets, we can combine them. Then she would have enough power to defeat Kain.”  

      There are four amulets?

      “That is a big if, Nevrine.” Cassian said. “The other two were lost. Stolen by none other than Kain—”

      “—The Western Isles have at least three.” Zamara frowned, “When I was on my ship earlier, I couldn’t use mine. Sideon had Rose’s amulet as well as another. He told me his two stones canceled out my one. How do we combine the amulets?” Zamara looked to Nevrine.

      “It will not be easy. There is a place,” Nevrine said, “In old Magai Territory, deep beneath the temple of the sun goddess, called the Fenix Fires. It is there that it must be combined. I don’t know if we have any ships that are even up for the journey. Yours maybe, the Western Isles ghost ships would probably make it—”

      “—No.” Cassian snarled at Nevrine.

      “When Cassian and I were searching the ghost ships, I found a captain’s log.” Zamara bit her bottom lip and rested a gentle hand on her chest. “The Western Isles have been sailing into Magai Territory. They could be trying to combine them.”

      Zamara furrowed her brows. “The Isles must be in league with Kain. If they don’t have all four already, the odds are, they at least know where the other one is. We are wasting our time. We need to go to the Western Isles at once.”

      Boss said, “If Kain is in the Western Isles, it won’t matter if ye find the amulets er not. You won’t get to em. We all need to get some rest and tackle this in the morn’.”

      “At least then we will have answers.” Zamara slapped the table. “It will not hurt to go scout it out. If Kain is there, we plan accordingly. Just sitting here with our thumbs up our asses will accomplish nothing.”

      Cassian placed his palm on the small of Zamara’s back. His callused skin snagged over the silk of her slip. Heat from his hand radiated through the thin material and seeped into her muscles. Zamara sighed and relaxed a bit.  

      Cassian said, “We will call for a vote. Those in favor of going to the Western Isles tonight raise your hands.”

      Zamara, Red, Nevrine, and Scandronn raised their hands.

      Cassian said, “Those in favor of getting some rest and figuring this out tomorrow?”

      Cassian, Xiao, and Boss raised their hands.

      Zamara stood. “Four against three, great, see you all at the docks in an hour—”

      “—I’m pulling rank on this one.” Xiao said, “We need to gather better intel before making this decision. You are being impulsive, Zamara, as usual.”

      Ouch.

      “As am I.” Cassian said.

      I don’t believe this!

      “Great, then so am I.” Zamara slammed her coffee on the table. Brown liquid sloshed over the sides. The coffee stung as it slopped onto her hand. She did her best not to cringe. “I’m sure Rose would want us to rescue her, her vote counts as two as well. That makes seven against five. I’m still going.”

      “Then I move to remove you from voting due to the fact you are not in your right mind at the moment.” Cassian said.

      “I second it.” Xiao turned to Zamara, “And you cannot vote for someone who isn’t here.”

      Zamara’s jaw dropped, “What!? You can’t do that!”

      “Try me.” Scales rippled up Cassian’s arm.

      Xiao flashed her teeth. “Drop it, Zamara. I will lock you in the dungeon if I must.”

      Zamara looked to Red for help. He slightly shook his head. Make them think that they have won. The council may have won the vote, but that doesn’t mean I can’t go on a personal mission.

      “Fine,” Zamara pushed her chair back. “This meeting is adjourned. I’m going back to bed. I expect you all back here and ready to go to war by tomorrow’s council meeting. Do not bother me until then.”

      Without waiting for a response, she stalked out of the room, slamming and breaking the glass door in her wake. Whose dumb idea was it to put glass doors on our council chambers?

      Cassian caught up to Zamara in the stairwell. “You gave in too easily. What are you planning?”

      Zamara made a show of sighing and continued the climb. “I’m not planning anything, Cassian. I’m tired. There is nothing else to be done tonight.”

      They reached the top floor. It housed Zamara, Rose, Xiao and Cassian’s apartments. Rose and Xiao were on one side of the hall. Cassian and Zamara were on the other. Two guards were stationed at each door. The corridor was lit up by dome lamps every ten feet. There wasn’t a more secure area in the settlement. A Lot of good it did against someone who could teleport. It would make sneaking out an obstacle.

      They arrived in front of Zamara’s door. She leaned her back against it to tell him goodnight. Cassian placed a hand on her shoulder and rested the other on the side of her face. 

      A chill slithered down her spine. His dark eyes stared into her own, like he could see her every thought. He tucked a stray wisp of hair behind her ear. “Let me stay with you.”

      Zamara closed her eyes and inhaled his scent. Gods, she desired nothing more in the Five Realms than to curl up in his strong arms and let the rest of the world fall away. She desired it so badly, the incessant ache in her chest almost made her give in. But Rose needed her. Rose came first. 

      “No.” She whispered.

      He ran the pad of his thumb across her cheek. “Why?”

      Zamara narrowed her eyes. “I got my throat slit. My sister is missing. My council doesn’t want to do anything about it. Take your pick. So, you will excuse me if I want to go to bed, alone. After I sleep for about twelve hours, I need some time to process everything. Do not bother me until tomorrow’s meeting. Goodnight, Cassian.” She turned and grabbed the door knob, opening her door and stepping through. 

      “That is not fair. Zamara, please, I—" she slammed the door in his face and locked it.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara leaned her back against the door and took some shaky breaths as a tear escaped the corner of her eye. She had a permanent knot in the pit of her stomach. 

      Cassian’s door slammed. The paintings in her entryway rattled. He went inside.

      Cracking her door open, she peeked into the hall and spoke softly to Cassian’s guards. “Will one of you go fetch me a witch from the kitchens? Helga—if she is available.”

      The guard stationed on the right, Gabriel, nodded his head and took off down the corridor. 

      Zamara stalked into her closet and changed into a pair of leather pants and a black tank top before stuffing her feet into a pair of thigh-high combat boots. 

      She packed a small leg-bag of essentials, mostly weapons, and strapped it on along with her Khannas. 

      A few minutes later, there was a soft knock at her door.

      “My queen,” Helga swept into the room and gave Zamara a hug, “what can I do for you?”  

      Zamara pulled away and rested her hands on the witch’s shoulders. “I need you to cover my tracks, Helga, and make sure Cassian doesn’t find out I left.”

      Helga’s brown eyes widened. “Where are you going?”

      “To the Western Isles.” 

      “What?” She hissed. “Are you insane?” 

      Zamara flinched. 

      Helga sighed and closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s just–what are you thinking? You are drained, tired of both mind and spirit. You are in no shape to be going on a solo mission. And if something happens to you, who in the Five Realms will lead us?”

      “Cassian. And in the event something were to happen to Cassian, it would be Xiao, since she is legally my wife. You know, if you were that worried about it, you could have joined the council when I asked you. As it is, you denied me. You don’t get a vote.”

      Her nostrils flared.  

      “You took a dig at me. Now we are even.” 

      “–I’ve been thinking about that.” Helga bit her lip. “I can step in and help out, if I am ever needed.”

      “You act like I’m rushing in, swords ablaze, headfirst to my death.” 

      Helga crossed her arms in front of her. “Is that not what you are doing?” 

      “No. I will find a disguise, blend in. I will gain intel before making any moves. My sister’s life is on the line, Helga. And she is my responsibility. I will do this right. There is no other option.”    

      Helga stepped forward and silently laced Zamara’s arm gauntlets.  

      When that was finished, the witch led Zamara to her vanity and began the task of ruthlessly braiding Zamara’s hair in tight rows as they went over the plan. 
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        * * *

      

      The night was warm, scented with a floral hint of tiger lilies that drifted to them from the gardens atop the tower. Zamara carried a bag to her balcony rail and deposited it at her feet. She unzipped it before pulling out a rope, a harness, a figure eight, a carabiner, and a pair of leather rock-climbing gloves with the fingers cut from them.

      Zamara stepped into the harness and cinched it around her waist and legs. Then she donned her gloves. 

      She flung the rope into the darkness and hooked a leg over the balcony rail before turning to Helga, “Do you remember what to do?”  

      Helga rolled her eyes and rested her delicate hands on her hips. “Pull the rope up, distract the dragon. I got it, my queen.”

      Zamara nodded and climbed over the railing. “My new tonic is in the mini bar of my ship’s cabin. If you get some spare time, will you ladies try to reduce that for me?” She hooked the figure eight to the rope and clipped on to her harness. She twisted around and looked down to make sure she wasn’t tangled.

      “Yes, my queen.” Helga said.

      “If things go south and for some reason, I don’t get the amulets back, that will prove useful. It knocked me on my ass quickly. I can’t wait to see how it works when reduced. Make sure to put it into an oil so the main components can last longer in open air—”

      “—I have done that a thousand times. I got it, mistress.” Helga bit her lip. “Are you sure you hooked yourself up right?”

      Zamara turned to her and smiled. “I have done this a thousand times. I got it, matron.”

      Helga closed the gap between them and grabbed Zamara’s face. “Be careful,” she whispered and kissed Zamara’s forehead, “We cannot lose you too.”

      “I will be back before you know it.” Zamara winked as she leaned back and began her descent.

      When she reached the bottom, she unstrapped her harness and hooked her gear to the rope. After she gave it a couple tugs, Helga pulled it up.  

      Now all she needed to do was get through the gate and go see Nevrine. He can help.
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        * * *

      

      After skirting the northern wall, Zamara began her descent down the mountain. It was a three-mile trail of switchbacks all the way to Mage Tower. There were faster ways to reach the bottom, like crashing a glider, but this one offered the most cover. It was three feet wide and encroached on by pine trees, shrubs, natural springs, granite boulders and rocky drop-offs. In other words, it wasn’t visible from the sky.  

      Warm wind whispered through the branches and rustled the leaves. Zamara hadn’t been on this trail in years. She usually had Cassian fly them between towers. During the day, cable cars took people up and down the mountain. She and Rose played Ditch Dark Stark in these trees when they were teenagers. Being in the woods at night reminded her of a simpler time. A time when her and Rose’s biggest problems were when and if the general would realize that the bottle of shine under his basin was just colored water.

      She heard branches snap a short distance in front of her and halted. Her ears perked. Her breathing quickened. It’s just an animal. Then again, without my amulet, cougars could cause some problems. So could anyone with the ability to veil-walk. She unsheathed her Khannas and continued down the path.

      Insects buzzed in the trees as her boots snapped twigs and crunched gravel for the next mile. Still, she couldn’t shake the gut feeling that something was watching her.

      Each step was hard won. She felt light headed from all the blood loss. 

      A shadow figure darted across the path ahead. Dragon’s dung. The hairs on her neck stood like charged metal filaments. Zamara swallowed and tightened her shaky grip. Her limbs were so heavy, holding her weapons upright was a task.  

      She slowly approached the area ahead and scanned the bushes where the shadow was. Nothing. She turned her gaze to the treetops, and scanned their branches, half expecting a cougar waiting to ambush.

      Rustling leaves drew her attention down the pathway. A large form dropped from an overhanging tree branch, landing in the middle of the path just twenty paces ahead. Her heart picked up speed. Zamara took a defensive stance and held her Khannas at the ready as her breath caught in her throat.

      “It’s me, lass.” A voice boomed from the shadows. “Put yer daggers away. I can’t believe ye thought ye were gonna go rough up some pirates without me. What’s Nevrine gonna do? Bore them to death? Ye need me.”

      She exhaled a gust of air and sheathed her blades as her tired muscles relaxed. “Nevrine might not be a raging ball of mountain man glory, but he is useful.”

      Scandronn chuckled and ambled to her side. “How long has it been since we’ve quested together?” He slapped her on the back. “I’m going with ye. Don’t try and talk me out of it.”

      “The last time we quested together, Helga and her people tried to sacrifice us to the cauldron because you drank their sacred wine.” Zamara’s mouth quirked. That was fun. I don’t deserve their undaunting loyalty. I might as well let him tag along. Since I don’t have my amulet and Cassian isn’t coming, I could use the muscle. Zamara smiled. “So, what are we calling this quest?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After sneaking through servant passages to avoid detection, Zamara and Scandronn strolled through Nevrine’s workshop. The veranda doors were open. They searched for Nevrine outside and found him pruning his fruit trees.

      “Nim N’ Vard,” Zamara spread her heavy arms, “The quest for truth and justice.”

      Nevrine raised an eyebrow. “Whatever you two are up to, leave me out of it.” He returned his attention to trimming branches.  

      “What? Combining the amulets was your idea.” Zamara rested her hands on her hips.

      “Nevrine,” Scandronn picked a grape and popped it into his mouth, “Ye must quest with us. Yer useful.”

      Nevrine sighed and set his shears down. “Just because you two call it a quest, does not make it so. I know about your quests. My idea was to combine the amulets, not sail to certain death. Which is what we will be doing if we go there without an army.” He leveled his emerald gaze on Zamara.

      “… and that is what we are doing. Right after we get them back.” Zamara said. “—combining the amulets, I mean, not sailing to certain death. I don’t plan on dying.”

      “What is your plan?” Nevrine removed his gloves. “How, exactly, are you going to get them back–or did you two waste the entire hike here just thinking of a name?”

      “We’re gonna take one of their ghost ships’ n’ disguise ourselves as merchants.” Scandronn scratched his beard. “After that, we were hoping ye would have some ideas.”

      Nevrine closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I hate myself for saying this but, I do have an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      “Gods,” Zamara covered her nose with her hand. “It smells worse down here than it does in the stairwells.”

      Scandronn walked in front of her with a torch. “Smells like someone shoved a buncha rotten troll corpses inna septic tank n’ then lit them—”

      “—thank you Scandronn.” Nevrine called from behind Zamara. “That smell is the sulfur from the mud pots. It will get worse the farther down we go.”

      “Great,” Zamara said, “how much farther?”

      “Not much, two more tunnels. These are old mine shafts. There are hundreds of them. They go on forever. I do not know where all of them lead. Your father used them for storage. I have found some interesting things down here.”

      “So, what does this idol do?” Scandronn asked, “—and why do ye have it hidden in the arse hole of the realm?”

      Zamara barked a laugh. “Gaia’s prison purse.”

      Scandronn’s laughter shook the walls.

      Nevrine sighed. “It is charmed to control the mind of whomever you give it to. All we have to do is get the Pirate King to hold it. Then, it should be as easy as asking him to give them back.”

      “What the hell, Nevrine?” Zamara halted and turned to face him. “How do I not know about this? I could have been using it on Cassian this whole time.”

      “It doesn’t work like that.” He stopped outside a solid metal door. “Here we are.”

      They entered a limestone chamber. A stone walkway led to a raised platform in the middle. Pools of mud bubbled on all sides. An intricately carved marble altar rested atop the dais. 

      Zamara didn’t know what she expected to see, but this wasn’t it. The altar was empty.

      “Uh, Nevrine?” Zamara said.

      “Taking away someone’s free will is some serious magik. It comes at a cost. I’m not going to leave the idol out for just anyone to stumble upon. Your intentions must be pure. You must pass a test for it to be revealed to you.”

      “Okay…” Zamara said, “What sort of test? If you are the one who put it here, why can’t you just tell me how to pass it?”

      “Because I do not know. It is different for everyone. Only five of us have tried, we all failed.”

      “Well, that doesn’t put pressure on me or anything.” Zamara grumbled and walked to the altar. “What do I do?”

      “Just put your hands on the imprints. The altar will show you.”

      Zamara spied two outlines in the shape of hands. Here goes nothing. She took a deep breath and placed her palms flat on the stone. It was rough and warm to the touch.

      The altar clicked and whirred from within. The center of her palms stung. Heat rushed through her body and her vision blurred.

      When the haze cleared, she was alone in the chamber.

      A little boy, wearing a tattered linen robe, sat in the corner. Dirty golden hair hung around his face in clumps. The boy was curled into a ball, arms wrapped tightly around his knees. He rocked back and forth and hummed to himself. The tune felt familiar to her. It fluttered in the back of her mind, just out of reach.

      Zamara raised an eyebrow. This is my test? She padded down the stairs of the altar and took a seat on the stone next to the child.

      She rested her weight on her hands and sprawled her legs in front of her. “Hello, I’m Zamara, what is your name?”

      The boy continued to rock, humming his strange tune until it was embedded into Zamara’s brain. She would be singing it in her sleep if she ever got some.

      Zamara decided to try a different approach. She got up and kneeled behind the boy. Then she gathered his hair and began to braid. The boy jumped when Zamara made contact.

      “It’s alright.” Zamara said. “I won’t hurt you. I’m just fixing your hair, so I can see that handsome face of yours.”  

      The boy stopped humming and stared at the wall.

      “I used to braid my sister’s hair for her when we were younger. It calmed her down. I couldn’t have been much older than you when I learned how. How old are you?”

      “I don’t remember.” The boy whispered.

      “That old huh?” Zamara chuckled. “I forget how old I am sometimes, too. You don’t look a day over ten.”

      A corner of the boy’s mouth twitched. “I have always liked you.”

      Zamara’s hands stilled. “You know who I am?”

      “We were friends once.”

      “I’m sorry. You must be mistaken.”

      “I’m not. Once you have your amulet, you will remember.”

      “There are four of them. I need to combine them, so I can save my sister. She was taken. That’s what I’m trying to do. Nevrine said I need to get some idol from here. That I must pass a test. Do you know what he was talking about?”

      The boy looked at the ceiling. “Finish braiding my hair and you can have the idol.”

      “—but what about the test?”

      “You have already passed it.”

      Zamara frowned. “What was it?”

      The boy chuckled. “When you hold the Akashi Stone, you will know.”

      Zamara finished braiding his hair, all the while humming that stupid tune.

      She returned to the chamber with Scandronn and Nevrine, holding a chunk of black malachite with living iridescent swirls, chiseled into the shape of a rosebud.

      She looked at Nevrine, held it up and grinned. “Nim N’ Vard.”

      Nevrine shook his head. “This just might work.”
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        * * *

      

      Zamara and her two accomplices padded along a wooden dock on the outskirts of Magland. A static sound of waves beat the shore and the familiar tang of saltwater steadied her nerves. She had the idol tucked safely away in her leg bag.

      Their new ghost ships lumbered in the water. Crates lined the boardwalk. As they approached the ships, Zamara noticed three shadowy forms, loading boxes of goods onto one of them.

      Scandronn cleared his throat. “It’s a little early in the morn’ for workers to be on the docks.”

      One of them disappeared onto the vessel.

      “Yes, it is.” Her Khannas sang as she drew them from their sheaths.

      It captured the attention of the two figures on the boardwalk. They abandoned their crates, dropped to their knees, placed their fists over their hearts and bowed their heads.

      At least they are my people. She blew out a breath and sheathed her blades. Zamara recognized the pair as she stopped in front of them. Levi and Dante. “Off your knees, young men. We do not scrape and bow.”

      She offered them her hands and helped them to their feet. Their eyes were enormous. “I am no better than the rest of you. The only thing I ask is that you keep me in your hearts.”

      “—and tell us what you are doing out here at this hour.” Nevrine said.

      “That too.” Zamara smiled. “Actually, I have another bone to pick with you two as well.”  

      “They are helping me.” Red strolled down the gangplank of the ship to her right. “You know, if you guys are disguising yourselves as merchants, you might want to have goods on your ship.”

      He stopped in front of Zamara. “I can’t believe you thought you could sneak off without me. That hurts.” He clutched an imaginary dagger in his chest.

      “That’s just it.” Zamara snorted. “I was trying to be sneaky about it.” She looked around her at the crowd standing on the dock. “If I and three other council members are missing tomorrow, the ones who voted to sail to the isles, no less, Cassian will know something is up.”

      “Six people is a crew.” Red said. “Something you will also need if you are going to pull the merchant thing off.”

      “No way.” Zamara locked her arms across her chest. “Those two are not coming with us.”

      Levi stepped forward. “Your Majesty, we can sail. We won’t be in the way. We prom—"

      Red held his hand up to silence him.

      “Zamara.” He closed the gap between them and gripped her by the elbows. “As long as they stay on the ship, they will be fine. I have foreseen. They will be more help than hindrance, trust me.”

      Zamara bit her bottom lip. 

      …They will be coming of age soon… 

      If anything happens to one of them, I could never forgive myself. 

      She argued. “What if Boss realizes they are gone and comes looking for them?”

      “They are supposed to be working the islands with me tomorrow. He won’t.” Red rubbed her arms and leaned down to look in her eyes. “Trust me.”

      “I do trust you.” Zamara closed her eyes and exhaled. “They will be your responsibility. You and Nevrine must stay with them, protect them at all costs.”

      She snapped her eyes open and pointed at Levi and Dante in turn. “You are not to leave the ship and you must obey all orders. Sailors who disobey, spend time in the bilge. And you must keep your mouths shut. Not a word about this to anyone. Ever.”

      Dante bounced. “Thank you, Your Majesty—”

      “—you won’t regret this.” Levi picked up his crate and got back to work.

      The pair reminded her of Rose and herself when they were teenagers. She and Rose were about their age when the general took them on their first mission. That mission was a disaster.

      These two are the least likely in all the realms to obey orders or keep their mouths shut. What was Red thinking?
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      Zamara leaned against the ship’s wheel and gazed at the stars. They blinked into and out of existence in a cloudless sky. She basked in the cool energy of the moon. Nevrine stood under the awning of the captain’s cabin with his eyes closed, recharging. It was a beautiful night, but beautiful wasn’t going to get her sister back. The clouds weren’t the only thing absent. The wind stilled as well. Nevrine did what he could to fill the sails, but his power had dwindled. He burned out an hour ago. They were dead in the water.

      Red was across the ship, on the upper deck, gazing at the stars. He didn’t go below unless it was life or death. Zamara made sure it never was. She knew what it was like to drown in fear of the past repeating itself.

      Scandronn, Levi, and Dante were below deck trying to get some sleep. When the ship was still, the silence crept up on her. She became twitchy and paced. Pacing led to thinking. Thinking was like opening a door to the Neverworld. It was too much. She needed to keep her mind busy. That little boy’s strange tune played on repeat in the back of her head since the chamber. She knew Nevrine couldn’t hear it, but to her, the boy might as well be standing next to her. She couldn’t face the darkness, not yet. She couldn’t get sauced either. So now what? How did I keep the voices away before?

      “I’m going below deck.” She turned from her spot at the wheel and spoke into the shadows of the cabin door. 

      Nevrine emerged from the awning. “You need some rest, child. Sleep, that is what will keep your demons away. If you don’t get some, you will just keep spiraling.”

      “What I need,” Zamara grit her teeth, “Is to get our amulets back.”

      Zamara trudged below deck in search of a sparring partner.
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        * * *

      

      “So, mister steal your wife—” Zamara crossed her daggers in front of her. Her body uncoiled as it absorbed the impact of Scandronn’s overhead swing. She flew five feet and crashed into a stack of empty barrels like a wrecking ball. Air forced from her lungs as her body struck the railing of the upper deck. The metal edge of a drum jabbed her in the ribs. Zamara gasped. I cannot take the brunt of another strike, not without my magik.

      She leaned her head against the railing and gulped down air. The wind picked up. Zamara could hear Nevrine chuckle as barrels rolled across the deck. He finds this funny, does he? Zamara gnashed her teeth and forced her body to stand.

      “Yer rustier than a tin can at the bottom of Mystic Lake lass!” Scandronn barked a laugh and took a defensive stance. “Again.”

      He is right. I have let myself grow soft this past century. If I cannot best Scandronn, I won’t have a chance against the Pirate King. For Rose, I need to have that chance. I also haven’t heard that boy’s tune since I have been getting my ass kicked. Double bonus. Suck it, Nevrine.

      Zamara bent at the knees, lowering her center of gravity, and nodded. Scandronn charged before she could ready her daggers. She skirted around him and took a stance with the railing to her back. Zamara knew two things. One, she might not be as strong as Scandronn, but she was faster. Two, Scandronn didn’t live on a ship.

      She advanced. Made him think she would try blocking him again. Zamara wanted him to throw his weight into it. At the last second, she deflected his strike and spun out of the way. Waves rocked the ship. His footing was unsure. He struggled to get his legs underneath him. His body was like a run-away freight train. He couldn’t stop in time. He crashed over the railing.

      Gulls vacated the crow’s nest as Scandronn hit the bottom deck and roared. The planks at her feet trembled.

      To her right, a slow, taunting clap began. Nevrine melted out of the shadows. His chest puffed. He glided to Zamara and lifted her chin. A rare smile shone on his face. “There she is.” His eyes sparkled with mischief. Uh-oh. “I was wondering when you were going to shut your mouth and start using your brain again. Now that you have accomplished that…” His smile grew. He stamped his staff on the deck. The crystal at the top glowed. “Our enemies will have magik, Zamara. You will not.” Nevrine crouched. “Again.”

      Zamara groaned and raised her arms.

       “—hold on a second.” Footsteps thundered up the stairs.

      Zamara exhaled relief and dropped her daggers to her sides. She turned to see Red approach them.

      “In case the wind and the gulls weren’t glaringly obvious,” Red pointed to the bow of the ship, “land ho.”

      “What did ye just call me?” Scandronn tromped up the stairs behind him.

      “Scandronn,” Zamara said, “go get the boys up please. It’s time to take our places.”

      He spun around and stomped down the stairs.
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      Zamara and Scandronn meandered down the docks of Castaway City, their faces hidden in hooded cloaks. She was amazed that it was as easy as pulling up and telling them they had goods to drop. Scandronn told the patrol they were working for Captain Farrell. It was his ship, after all. The guards didn’t question them or seem suspicious at all.  

      Now all they needed to do was find the Pirate King and get him to hold the idol.

      “He could be anywhere. Why aren’t we just asking the guards to take us to him?” Scandronn asked.

      “I want to scout the place out.” Zamara stopped in front of a hooded figure sleeping on the boardwalk and produced a chunk of gold from her cloak pocket. She quietly placed it into a mug in the beggar’s lap and they continued. “Preferably, without an escort. What if Kain is here? Besides, the guards would probably just lock us up and go get him. What if they seize our weapons? Worse—the idol? We would be screwed.”  

      “So,” Scandronn said, “What are we going to do?”

      “Let’s start at their stronghold.” Zamara pointed at a massive wooden structure atop a hill. Its spires loomed above the rickety establishments in the streets. “You can get into places I can’t. We can split up and try to find him.”

      “That is a terrible idea.” Scandronn shook his head. “So many things can go wrong.”

      “Do you have a better one?” Zamara raised her eyebrows.

      “No.”

      Scandronn and Zamara continued along the main path toward the fortress.

      Their dwellings were decrepit shacks with thatched roofs. No two were the same. They were built from all manner of scavenged things, old signs, repurposed furniture, sand, seaweed. The windows were dark, but the homeless population was out in full force. The stench of piss wafted from dirty alleyways where people crowded around barrels of burning trash. Street urchins hopped barefoot from roof to roof. They were skin and bones, dirty, coughing, starving. It was terrible. A renewed hatred for the Pirate King burned in her gut. How can he live in such opulence while his people suffer so?

      They approached the major gateway of the fortress. Disappointment held Zamara’s hand. Guards and people filled the entryway. They were searching for weapons and checking the wrists of everyone before letting them in.

      Scandronn grabbed some poor guy on his way by, lifted his shirt sleeve, and said to Zamara, “—tattoos, numbers.” The man made a grunting sound before Scandronn released him and he scurried off.

      Great, there goes the front gate. Zamara’s nostrils flared as she looked around. “How are we going to get in? That damned wall is 30 feet high.”

      “Let’s skirt the outside. We might get lucky and’ find a weak spot.” Scandronn said.

      Zamara nodded and looked Scandronn up and down. “If nothing else, you can boost me up. I can climb the rest of the way. You can meet me on the other side.”
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        * * *

      

      Zamara dangled from the wooden wall of the fortress. Her legs quivered as she shoved her booted toes into cracks between the tall planks.

      Scandronn hid in the shrubbery, twenty feet below. Zamara told him to shift and stay hidden the moment she stepped from his raised hands and clung to the fence. She didn’t see him the last time she looked at the ground. Zamara hoped that was a sign that he listened to her. No alarms are going off. That’s optimistic.

      She gnashed her teeth, inching her hand upward, and pulled herself up another foot. Almost there, only ten feet remained between her and the top of the wall. This would be a lot easier with Cassian.

      The joints in her fingers ached in rhythm with her heart. This was the first time in over a century they have been this far away from each other. His absence picked at something deep within her. Cassian didn’t even know she was gone. Guilt had been a constant companion since they set sail to these cursed Isles.

      Zamara inched herself up another foot. How am I going to get the amulets back if this idol doesn’t work? The Pirate King probably wears them. What if I can’t get him to hold the idol? What if he decides to just toss us into the dungeon? Perhaps I was being a little impulsive…

      “—As much as I enjoy the view, love, I’m going to need you to come down from there.” 

      Someone, not Scandronn, called to her from the ground. She would know that lilting voice anywhere. It played on a loop inside her brain. Sideon Tyrnak.

      Zamara lost her grip and tumbled backwards.   
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        * * *

      

      Sideon watched the Mad Queen scale his wall as his guards hauled her unconscious captain away. What in the Five Realms did she think she was doing? She was so reckless. He scoffed. Of course the Fates would saddle him with someone that had a death wish. His family was cursed. He didn’t know why the Fates hated them so, but they did. The feeling was mutual.

      He should have known Zamara would retaliate. But he didn’t think she would kidnap his brother-in-law. How she managed to do it without her magik, or raising any alarms was still beyond him, and why would she come back afterwards?

      Something weird was going down. He had the feeling there was a lot his father was not telling him. That was nothing new. He had so many questions. It was time to get some answers. He cleared his throat and stepped out of the shadows, “As much as I enjoy the view, love, I’m going to need you to come down from there.”

       She squeaked, like a mouse, lost her grip, and tumbled backwards. Sideon’s heart shot into his throat and his body moved without consulting him.

      He found himself staring down into wide eyes the color of the sun, trying to convince himself that he only caught her because he couldn’t interrogate a dead person. Every part of his body she pressed against told him otherwise.

      Realization dawned on her exquisite face. She offset her balance and flung herself from his arms.

      There was a lingering buzz of energy.

      She inhaled sharply and took a step back, looking at him like he grew another head. When did I reach for her? Sideon glared at his offending hand and curled it into a fist, forcing it down to his side. He growled through his teeth. “Why are you here?”

      She searched his face. Irritation gave way to confusion, then anger, and finally resolve. “I need your help.”

      Not what I was expecting. The words brought her pain and were delivered in such a defeated tone, he could barely make them out. His heart tightened. Where is the dragon? He tilted his head and scanned the night sky. “What trickery is this?”

      “I’m alone.”

      “Then you are an idiot.”

      “I had no choice.” She snapped. “Cassian wouldn’t even entertain the idea.”

      Sideon ignored the stab of jealousy from hearing that beast’s name dance across her pouty lips. He mentally slapped himself. She may look like a goddess, but she is still the enemy… and Ander is still missing.

      He snaked his hand out and squeezed it around the back of her neck, crushing her to his chest. Bloody hell, she smells like flowers.

      Focus.

      He brought his mouth to her ear and rumbled conversationally. “What have you done with my brother?” 

      She stilled, looking up at him through thick lashes. Her eyes, those eyes, were molten and calculating. If seeing deceit wasn’t one of his specialties, he would have missed that flicker of surprise. She knows something.

      “Who—”

      “Don’t lie to me!” He pushed them back, pinning her against the wall with his body, trapping her dagger searching hands to either side of her head. His chest rose and fell, breathing labored.

      “Stop.” Sideon struggled to keep his anger in check. “You are outmatched and outnumbered.”

      “Never.” She hissed and snapped her teeth.

      “Struggling will only hurt you more.” He tightened his grip.

      He needed to remember that without her stone; she was weak. He could break her for good. That thought didn’t settle very well in his stomach. Only because I need her to get my brother back. His grip slackened.

      She breathed a sigh of defeat and spoke to a rock on the ground. “T-they took my sister. I need to get her back. Please, I will pay any price. I even brought you something, as a show of good faith. It’s in my leg bag. Take it out and see.”

      “What?” Her sister is missing too?

      Her pleading caught him off guard. She slipped his hold and shoved him.

      “Get. Off. Me.” Her voice grew louder. “Is your hearing impaired?”

      There she is. It was an act. She wanted me to see her as weak so I would relax my hold. I played right into it!

      Sideon grinned. He couldn’t help it. This woman fascinated him. He never knew what she would do next. It was refreshing and amusing—and a giant pain in the ass.

      If my father knew about this…He couldn’t bring himself to believe it just yet. To think about what that could mean for him.  

      She circled him so his back was to the wall. “I said… they kidnapped my sister, and it is,” She jabbed a pointy finger into his chest, “your fault.”

      “I may have taken the amulets,” He took a step back and raised his palms, “but I had nothing to do with your sister’s kidnapping.”

      Zamara snorted, “I’m supposed to believe the guy who tried to kill me?”

      “I didn’t though. I healed you instead.” He smiled, showing off his dimples. “That should count for something. I also just saved your life.”

      “Why—Why didn’t you just let me die?” She bit her bottom lip. “What changed your mind?”

      I learned you are mine. Such a pain, it changes everything. He dragged his gaze from her soft lips and the memory of claiming them. “I realized you are of more use to me alive.”

      “Bullshit,” She put her hands on her hips and looked around, “where is my captain?”

      “He is fine. I had my guards haul him back to your—my—ship. They will stay under surveillance until you and I figure this out.” He tried to school calmness into his expression. “When was she taken?”

      “Go to hell.”

      “Look around babe, we are in hell.”

      “If anything happens to one of them, I will kill you. I’ll not rest until I do. So, that might make for a pretty crappy next hundred years for you.”

      “Technically,” Sideon cocked his head, “you are now my prisoner. So, you can either work with me, or I will just toss you into the dungeon for the next hundred years, your choice.”

      She rested both hands atop her head and took a deep breath. Sideon tried his best not to stare at the rise and fall of those perfect breasts, failing miserably. Gods, this woman is dangerous.

      “He took her the night after you tried to kill me.”

      Hot blood coursed through his body. This can’t be a coincidence. My father used me. He clenched his jaw. “My sister’s… husband is also missing.”

      Her eyes narrowed.

      He continued, “I believe the same people took him.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “You don’t have to. They left a note.” Sideon reached out and took her hand, “Come with me to my fortress and I will show you.”

      She jerked her tiny hand from his and cocked her head. Long, silky braids glinted silver in the moonlight and tumbled over her shoulder. “Why are you so quick to help me?”

      Good question. Sideon sighed, “We were working with Kain to get the amulets. He betrayed us. He went too far when he took Ander. I love my brother-in-law like I would my blood. I too want my sibling back. I believe that working together is the best chance for both of us.” True enough. Sideon offered her his arm. After staring at it like a viper for long seconds, she finally conceded and allowed him to escort her back to the fortress.
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        * * *

      

      “How did you know it was me?” Zamara asked.

      Sideon chuckled. “I have no merchants who are women. Throw a pointy-eared Magai, a creepy man with red eyes, and an enormous man into the mix. Well… how could I not know it was you? The captain also knew that ship was supposed to be sitting in the inlet of Mystic Lake. I don’t know if I should be insulted or not that you even thought that would work.”

      “So what? Your captain ran straight to you to tattle on me?”

      He quirked a smile. “Something like that.”

      Sideon continued to lead them along a wide, sand splashed, boardwalk towards the fortress gate. 

      He glanced sideways at her and grinned. “Though I must say I was relieved to find that the ‘beast of a man’ was your captain of the guard and not the dragon.” 

      “Curious,” he patted her hand, “the high and mighty queen travels outside her pristine walls without her pet?”  

      Zamara snorted, “I was outside my pristine walls without my dragon when you snuck onto my ship and tried to kill me.”

      “…and how did that work out for you?”

      “How did it work out for you?” She snapped.

      “Well, my brother is missing, so there’s that…”

      Zamara stiffened. “I would say I’m sorry, but I’m not. You are the ones who brought this all into play.”

      She jerked her arm out of his, “—and how do I know this isn’t all some convenient ruse? Why should I even believe you? You’re pirates.” Her voice climbed. “You lie, cheat, and steal for a living!”

      Everyone along the boardwalk stopped and stared.

      Sideon snaked his arm out and yanked her to him. “Listen very closely, princess.” He wrapped her braids around his fist. “Don’t presume for a second that you know anything about me,” he tugged her hair just hard enough to tilt her head back, “my people, or the way we live.” Icy breath whispered across her cheek. “We have suffered for years while you play dress up, throw feasts and drink into all hours of the night.”

      “Didn’t your mother ever teach you about personal boundaries?” Zamara snapped.

      “No,” Sideon dug his fingers into her arm and tightened his grip on her hair. “No, she did not.” 

      His eyes darkened. He searched her face then. Zamara felt the struggle inside him, radiating off him in waves.

      In an instant, he let her go. She stumbled backwards.

      “Do not ever speak of my mother again.” Sideon said. Pain and anger laced his voice.

      …Punch him…

      Something bad must have happened to his mom.

      …That gives him no right to put his hands on us…

      You’re right. Let’s punch him.

      …Wait, wait. Don’t punch him. We are here for the amulets. That is our mission. Do not sacrifice the mission. We can kill him later…

      After we get Rose back. 

      Zamara swallowed hard and forced herself to nod. “So, where is this note?”

      “My sister has it.” Sideon grabbed her hand and tugged her toward his fort. “We must go to her.”

      “Then what?” Zamara scraped the soles of her boots across the boardwalk. “After I read this note, are you going to give me the amulets so I can rescue them?”

      Sideon threw his head back and laughed.

      Zamara’s face heated. She glared at the back of his perfectly coiffed hair. “I am not here to waste my time, king. If you have no intention of returning what you pilfered… I will find another way.”

      “Threats?” Sideon squeezed her hand and darkness descended. 

      She clawed at the black and clutched Sideon’s hand as if it was a lifeline. Panic gripped her throat. What if he leaves me here? They stayed that way, suspended in night, until moments later they were standing at the top of a grand staircase.

      He leaned down and crooned into her ear. “You don’t have any magik and you left your pet at home. You are alone, at my mercy. You are in no position to be threatening me.” He pulled back so they were face to face and twirled one of her braids through his slender fingers, studying it. His haunting eyes snapped to hers. “We will speak with Merida. From there we will decide which course of action to take regarding our lost family members.”

      He grabbed her hand and led them up the stairs into the left wing, presumably to wherever Merida was. That is why he always insists on touching me. He can teleport with another person, like Kain. It must only work if we are touching. So how do I counter that? Gloves—

      “—my sister’s chambers.” Sideon brought them to a halt outside two double doors, fashioned from heavy wood. “Before we enter, I need you to understand that you are not the only one who is missing a loved one. My sister is grieving. If you upset her anymore with that smart-ass mouth of yours, I will veil-walk us onto a ship that will take you straight home. So, this will be a wasted trip. You will have nothing, no answers, no jewelry, no insight…” He pulled her to him again. “So, I suggest you behave.”

      “I’m not here to pick a fight.” Zamara rested her palms on his chest and pushed out of his grasp. “I just want my amulets back.”

      Sideon barked a laugh, “You have done nothing but pick a fight with me since you  tumbled from the wall and into my arms. You are welcome, by the way.”

      Zamara rolled her eyes. “If I was trying to pick a fight with you, you would know.”

      “Stab first and ask questions later.” He grinned, “I know.”

      Sideon turned and opened the door. For the third time that night, he dragged her into darkness…

      “Mer?” Sideon strolled to a table nestled in the chamber’s corner. He struck a match and lit a lantern. An orange glow spread through the room. The stressed angles and planes of his handsome face in this lighting made Zamara’s heart trip over itself. “How are you doing?”

      “How do you think I’m doing?” A quiet feminine voice came from a rocking chair across the room, facing the window. Zamara couldn’t see her. The back of her chair was in the way.  

      On the left side of the room, a gigantic bed sat on top of a dais. There was a wooden wardrobe and some side tables. A doorway rested to the side of the bed, probably leading into a bathing chamber.

      Merida stood from her chair and faced them. She was a whole head taller than Zamara. Ebony hair hung past her shoulder blades in wild curls. Her eyes were the same mesmerizing shade of turquoise as Sideon’s. Hers were duller somehow. Dark circles entrenched themselves in the skin beneath her eyes. You could tell they were twins, but Merida’s features were softer, more feminine. Her face wasn’t as angular. She had curves. Even under the layers of exhaustion, her natural beauty shone through.  

      “Sideon, how many times have I told you not to drag your toys into my wing?” Merida sized Zamara up. “Where did you come from? You are a lot prettier than any of the tavern wenches I’ve seen.” She cocked her head. “And you don’t dress like one either.”

      “Mer,” Sideon cleared his throat, “this is Queen Morgiathan, of the Mystic Lake Settlements.”

      Merida’s eyes widened. She looked at her brother. “That is not funny.”

      “—it’s true.” Zamara stepped forward. “My sister, Rose, was taken too. I thought you guys had something to do with it. I still don’t believe that you don’t.” Zamara eyed Sideon. “I came here to either find her or find a way to get her back.”

      “That is not my problem.” Merida glared at Sideon. “Why did you bring her here?”  

      “To show her the note,” Sideon sighed, “Ander was taken by the same people, Mer. I believe that working together, at least until we get them back, will benefit both sides. We can set aside our differences just this once, for Ander.”

      Merida crossed her arms and considered it.

      She nodded. “I will jump into bed with as many enemies as it takes if it means getting my Ceterus back.”

      “Not exactly a picture I want painted in my head, sis.” Sideon shook his head. “I’m going to fetch a servant to start a fire and bring us some drinks. It’s freezing in here. When I return, we will hash this out. I will only be away a few minutes. Try not to kill each other while I’m gone.”

      He strode out of the room. The door clicked behind him. Silence fell over the chamber as Merida and Zamara stared at each other.  

      Merida broke first. “I would offer you something to eat, but that isn’t something we have the luxury of doing just for fun around here. I’m sure I could rustle up some stale flat bread if you are hungry.”

      “I’m not hungry, thank you.” Zamara pressed her lips together. “I had some stale bread on the voyage here.”

      Merida nodded and wrapped her arms around her middle. She shivered, turned around, walked to the window, and resumed staring out to sea.

      Zamara shuffled to the fireplace and began building a fire. The wind howled through the chimney like a wailing entity.

      “My brother just went to get someone to do that.”

      “You are cold now.” Zamara stacked logs on top of kindling. “I don’t mind.”

      Zamara dropped to her knees, wrapped stiff fingers around a box of matches on the ledge, and picked it up. She lit the tinder and brought her face level with the flame, blowing out a gentle breath.

      Zamara crouched on hands and knees in front of the hearth, mesmerized, as she nurtured her infant fire into a crackling blaze, fed it some more wood, and watched it become a roaring inferno. Resting her hands on her knees for support, she popped up and bared her palms to the flames. Delicious heat seeped from the hearth, warming her hands.

      Merida pulled out the chair closest to the fire and sat. “Never in a million years did I imagine the infamous queen of the Mystic Lake settlements would build me a fire.”

      Zamara smirked, “Desperate times…” Speaking of desperate times. “Why don’t you guys farm?”

      Merida frowned, “Nothing will grow.”

      That makes little sense. “What have you tried growing?”

      “Lots of stuff. Wheat, corn—”

      “—have you ever tried planting fruit trees? You know, things that actually thrive in this climate?”

      “What does it matter? Like you even care.” Merida snapped.

      “Contrary to what you all believe, I am not a monster. I take no joy in seeing innocent people suffer. I had no idea it was this bad here. Maybe if your brother was serious about a trade agreement, instead of just trying to get close to me so he could steal from me, I would have been able to help. I have wheat and corn coming out my ears.” She grinned at Merida, proud of her pun. Merida rolled her eyes, completely unimpressed. Zamara cleared her throat and continued, “When I get home, I will send you some. Not for you guys,” She gestured toward the window, “but for the kids in the street.”

      Merida narrowed her eyes, “We have nothing to trade with. The only thing we have an abundance of is sand.”

      “That’s not true,” Zamara smiled. “You have my amulets… and sand has its uses. We make the glass in our Ag Tower out of sand. I could show you how to replicate it. You could build your own tower. Then you wouldn’t have to trade at all. You’d have all the fresh produce you want.” Zamara laughed, “I don’t think you realize just how much I would part with to get my amulets back. Getting them back means getting my sister back. For her, I would give my life.”

      “Even if I agreed to that,” Merida crossed her arms, “It wouldn’t matter. I, personally, don’t have them. It’s not my call to make.”

      I figured as much. So, I must give the idol to Sideon. I might not even need it. Zamara shrugged. “I will send some, regardless. I need nothing in return. Only your word that it will feed those kids. I will send medicine as well. Actually—thank you for the ships. Those will do fine as payment.”

      They sat in tense silence, staring at the flames. Zamara did not know how much time passed.

      A gentle knock sounded at the door and Sideon strolled in. 

      A scrawny blonde girl in a plain brown dress followed him. She discarded a tray of drinks on the table and turned to Sideon. “Can I get you anything else, your Highness?”

      “No. Thank you. You may go help Celia now.” He smiled.

      The girl bowed and took her leave.

      “Let’s see this note then.” Zamara said.

      He smiled. “Has anyone ever told you that you are incredibly impatient?”

      She stared at him.

      He cleared his throat. “Right. Merida?”

      Merida took a worn piece of paper from her pocket and handed it to Zamara.

      She unfolded it and read:

      

      Change of plans. I have Prince Ander. If you want him back in one piece, return the amulets. His life depends on it. It is the only way. You will understand in time.

      

      Zamara looked up. “So, are you going to? Return them?”

      “Do you know about it?” Sideon asked. “The Akashi stone. Do you know what it is capable of? Is that what your plan is, to combine the amulets?”  

      Zamara’s eyes widened. “I—”

      “Good luck with that, darling.” He barked a laugh. “I, alone, know where the fourth one is.”

      “So you don’t have it?” Zamara took a step towards him.

      “It’s in a safe place. Far out of reach from you. What I do have, is a map that leads to it.”  

      “—we are going with you.” Merida jumped up.

      Zamara handed her the note. “Maybe we should talk about this first, before we jump into anything.”

      “She is right.” Sideon said. “We are going with you. You won’t make it without us. You need our ships and our map.”

      Zamara pursed her lips. “—and would you both be agreeable with that? If I let you join me on this journey, will you let me use them? Will you help me repair the stone?”

      “Since we would be using my ships, technically, you would be joining us but, yes. I will sail with you and help you acquire the Akashi Stone, if you help me get my brother-in-law back. Do we have an accord?” He raised an eyebrow and offered his hand.

      She knew she was going to regret this, but what did she have to lose at this point? Zamara nodded and took his hand.

      “Come with me.” Sideon pulled her to the doorway. “It’s late. You look exhausted. I had a guest room prepared for you in my wing. You should try to get some rest. We can go over all the details in the morning.”

      He called across the room, “You too, Mer. This is going to work. Goodnight.”
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        * * *

      

      They trudged through the darkened halls of the fortress. The only light source glowed from torches set into the wall every ten feet.

      It was humid. The hairs that escaped her braids stuck up in a million directions. The entire fortress smelled of damp wood. Mosaics of shells and other ocean treasures sparkled along the corridor. They may not have an overabundance of precious stones and metals, but they made what they did have work. It was cozy.

      She was exhausted. Which was a dangerous thing to be in enemy territory. Her body dragged. They wandered through halls for what felt like forever. Pressure built a home for a migraine behind her eyes.

      However, it was not the state of her tired body that worried her. She could feel her mind starting to slip. Inaudible whispers danced around in her head. They blended into a background of violin music and children’s laughter. The little boy’s song was back in full force.

      She couldn’t wait to face plant into a bed. They rounded another corner. Zamara noticed a beautiful dark-haired woman outside a set of doors. At least, she would be beautiful if her face wasn’t twisted into a scowl. She jabbed a pointy red nail into the air and yelled at a servant girl. Zamara could instantly tell this was not a woman she wanted to spend time around. Her energy was repulsive.

      The servant girl held a tray with a tea set on top. A curtain of brown hair hung around her face. She nodded and stared at the tray.

      “Are you listening to me!” The lithe woman slapped the platter out of the girl’s hand. China flew everywhere.

      Zamara snarled.

      The woman whipped her head in their direction and planted her hands on her hips.

      “Queen Morgiathan,” Sideon rested his hand on the small of her back and gestured at the woman, “This is Francesca Drake. She is one of my advisors. Her room is next to yours. Mine is across the hall.”

      “Francesca,” Sideon beamed, “may I present her royal Highness.”

      “So,” Francesca narrowed her gaze, “you are the woman my husband left me in the gutters for.”

      “I,” Zamara’s mouth fell open. “What?”

      Sideon bounced on his toes and gave a whoop of laughter. “I told you she didn’t know.”

      Zamara turned her attention to Sideon. “What in the Never are you blathering about? Know what?”

      “Before you bound Cassian,” Francesca sniffed and raised her chin, “I was his wife. I was to be the next queen of Draconia, you know? He left me for you. He left me and denounced his crown. He abandoned his people to suffer for all eternity and instead gave you everything that should have been mine. He betrayed his father. King Livius blamed me for losing his favorite son. He banished me to Karth—”

      “—Let me stop you right there.” Zamara raised her hand. I need a minute to wrap my head around this. Cassian is just an old friend of my father's. He protects us because it was our father’s dying wish. According to this woman, Cassian is her husband and a wayward prince. I can’t take anymore. Lies! They must be. Sideon staged this to get under my skin. Just like his fake proposal. He is trying to divide us. “That is a pretty story and all, but I didn’t bind Cassian to anything. He just showed up one day barking orders and has been a pain in my ass ever since. In all our years he has never, not even once, mentioned a wife. Nor has he mentioned that he is royalty. I think you are mistaken.”

      Wife. The word curdled on her tongue.

      “This just keeps getting better.” Sideon laughed.

      “He wouldn’t.” Francesca grinned like a viper. “In Cassian’s eyes, nothing exists beyond you. That’s how the binding works, and you did bind him. He is the one who found you when you were an infant. You did it unwittingly, like you do most things, honestly I have no clue what any of them see in you, but make no mistake—”

      “—what exactly is the reaction you were hoping to get from me? If it’s all the same to you two, let’s just skip to that part. I’m tired. I would like to get some sleep. Also, you should probably help this poor girl clean the mess you made in your glorious display of self-control.”

      How am I going to get any sleep after that?

      “This is not Mystic Lake,” Francesca hissed, “You would do well to remember that, your Highness. Here, you do not give orders.” She took a menacing step towards Zamara. Sideon stuck his arm out. She glared at Zamara, “Here, people who upset me don’t last very long. Rest well, girl.” She spun around and tromped into her room, slamming the door.

      That woman is psychotic.  

      Zamara’s knees strained as she bent down and placed a broken cup and some shards of glass on the tray. She could feel Sideon’s gaze burning into her back as she caught the servant girl’s brown-eyed stare. She looked terrified and confused. Poor thing. Zamara helped the girl to her feet with the tray, cleared her throat, and addressed Sideon. “Do you mind if I borrow her for the night?”

      “This is Celia. I brought her here for you. She will be staying in the servant’s quarters attached to your room. Use her as you wish.”

      “Thank you.”

      “She wasn’t lying.” Sideon reached out and grabbed her hand. “But don’t worry about Francesca. In a fight my money would be on you.” 

      Zamara withdrew her hand and flattened her back against the doorway. “Can you get a letter to my crew? I want to let them know that I am alive, and we are going to be working together. I’m sure Red already knows. I just don’t want them to worry… or come busting up in here with swords ablaze.”

      “I can do that. Rest well, my queen.” He grinned and bowed. “For tomorrow morning the Western Isles and Mystic Lake settlements will officially be allies.”
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        * * *

      

      “Can I get you anything, your Highness?” Celia stood in the middle of Zamara’s room. “I can fetch some more tea.”

      “That will not be necessary.” Zamara unbuckled her belt and laid it on the bed along with her Khannas. I will be sleeping with these tonight. 

      She peeled her pants off and tossed them on the floor. The sheets were soft against her bare skin as she crawled into bed, sat cross legged, and nodded at the chair beside it. “Sit, please, Celia.”

      “Yes, your Highness.” Celia crossed the room and gingerly sat in the chair, wringing her hands in front of her.

      “Is she always that pleasant?”

      The corner of Celia’s mouth quirked. “Worse, your Highness.”

      “You can call me Zamara.”

      Celia’s eyes met hers. “Do you have servants in Mystic Lake?”

      “Yes.” Zamara nodded. “I, personally, don’t have one. But there are servants. I pay them though.”

      “Are there any openings?” 

      “Probably. Being a servant isn’t high up on the list of jobs people choose to do. I would have to ask Xiao.” Zamara raised an eyebrow. “Why?” 

      “Will you take me back with you?”

      Zamara’s eyes widened. “Is it that bad here?”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything.” She picked at a thread on her apron. “The king and princess aren’t so bad. But I am not assigned to them. I work for Francesca. Some days, I would like to toss myself from the pier.”

      Zamara pursed her lips. “I can understand that.”

      “The servants have it better than most. We at least get one meal a day and scraps. We have a roof over our heads. I shouldn’t have said anything. Forgive me.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I’m always sticking my foot in my mouth.”

      Zamara watched the girl. She seemed sweet. It would probably piss Francesca off if I took her with me.

      Zamara tilted her head. “Yes.”

      Celia’s brown eyes snapped open. “What?”

      “Yes.” Zamara shrugged. “I forgive you, and I see no reason why you can’t come with me. You have knowledge of this place and the way they run things. If we are to be allies, I could use that. I will tell Sideon that I am taking you in the morning. I will make it part of the agreement.”

      Her mouth fell open. “R-Really?”

       “Yes, really. Pledge your loyalty to me, and I will take you with me. I will protect you and care for you as I do all of my citizens.”

      “Thank you!” Tears welled in her eyes as she jumped up. “I will be loyal to none but you. I promise. Thank you so much your high—Zamara. You will not regret this.”

        I hope not. I probably shouldn’t be making these decisions when I am in this state. But what is one more servant? Zamara smiled. “We can talk more in the morning. Get some rest, Celia.”

      She curtsied and hurried out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara startled awake to the echo of a slamming door. Muffled arguing seeped through the wall of the room adjacent, Celia’s chamber. I barricaded my main door last night.

      Her heart hurdled into her esophagus. She flung her covers away and silently bound toward the side-doors that connected her room to her servant’s quarters. She splayed her hands in front of her and rested her ear against the wood.

      “—stand aside Celia.” Sideon’s voice rumbled through the door.

      “Your Highness, sleep finally took her not two hours past. Won’t you let her re—” The woman’s shriek was cut off by a crashing chorus of broken dishes. Zamara narrowed her eyes. Did he just toss that poor woman across the room? Gods! He is such a f—

      The door Zamara leaned against flew open and she stumbled forward. She let out a yelp of surprise. Sideon caught her and held her at arm’s length. He raked his gaze down the length of her body.

      Zamara shivered under his scrutiny. Goosebumps broke out across her bare arms as she realized that she stood in front of him wearing nothing but undershorts and a tank top. She didn’t exactly pack for this trip.

      “See something you like?” Zamara raised her eyebrows.  

      His blue eyes locked on hers. “Get dressed, now. You have five minutes.”

      Zamara placed her fists on her hips. “What makes you think that you can just come blowing in here—"

      He grabbed her jaw, pulling her face an inch from his. “—we don’t have time for this. Take a deep breath. Tell me, what do you notice?”

      Zamara inhaled deeply and frowned. “Smoke.”

      “Smoke,” he snapped. “Half my city is up in flames. It would appear the dragon has discovered your absence. So, I will not ask you again. Get dressed or I will drag you outside in your undergarments.”

      Her eyes widened. Cassian is here? Any hope she had of getting her amulets back and working with the twins flew out the window. Damnit! They weren’t going to help her at all now. Not after this.

      Zamara spun around and snatched her pants off the floor next to her bed. After tossing them on, she shoved her feet into her boots and strapped on her leg bag and Khannas. “Ready.” She walked over to Sideon and offered her hand.

      He cocked his head, “Impressive.” Then he took her hand and darkness fell.

      The two re-materialized in the fortress’s courtyard.

      A thick blanket of smoke hovered over the city. Cries of terror saturated the haze. The occasional flame licked at the skyline like a serpent’s tongue tasting air. Rage beat against her chest. All these innocent people. This is my fault. Her throat constricted. She looked to Sideon. He scanned the skies. His hands balled into fists at his side and his jaw muscles pulsed.  

      “I didn’t want this,” Zamara said softly.

      Sideon narrowed his eyes. “It would seem that your dragon doesn’t care much what you want.”

      “I’m sorry,” Zamara studied the ground. “I can help you rebuild.”

      “I want nothing from you.” Sideon snapped, “Just get that monster out of my city.”

      Zamara opened her mouth to say something else. There is nothing else to say. She nodded. She brought her thumb and forefinger to her lips and whistled two notes, one high, one low.

      Sideon stuffed his hands in his pockets and smiled to himself. He looked at the ground and shook his head.  

      Zamara narrowed her eyes, “What?”

      “Nothing,” He shrugged, “I just think it’s funny that you summon him like a dog. You put on a good show, love. I will give you that. You almost had me fooled.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You have no measure of control over him.” He cocked his head. “Clearly, he is your master. You are nothing but a puppet with strings for him to pull. You may have bound him to protect you, but it is apparent that he thinks he can do that best by keeping you caged. He isn’t protecting you. He is controlling you. You would be a welcome addition to the world beyond your walls. You could help many people.”

      He eliminated the space between them in one menacing stride. “Now I know he will never allow it. Even if I were still willing to help, which I am not, he would still not allow it. Good luck getting your sister back. He won’t let you do that either if it puts you in danger. You might be a queen, but he is a tyrant, just like his father. A rabid beast that needs to be put down.”  

      An enormous shadow crawled over the pavement. Gusts raged through the courtyard. Wing beats announced Cassian’s arrival. People shrieked and ran for cover. He struck the ground in the center, a glorious display of talons, teeth, and bunched muscle. A loud crack ricocheted off the walls. Chunks of asphalt flew. The earth trembled.

      She sprinted to him before he could destroy anything else. “Cassian!”

      He whipped his head in her direction and narrowed his gaze. Anger scorched her veins. He ruined everything. She snatched up a chunk of rubble and hurled it at him. “What do you think you are doing!”

      He roared in her face. Stray tendrils of hair whipped behind her as she skidded to a halt. She cocked her fist back and blasted him in the snout. He huffed and shook his head. Then he locked onyx eyes on hers, lowered his head, peeled his lips away from his fangs and growled, a guttural, haunting sound. Her stomach dropped. She spun around and took off running. He snatched her up with his talons and flew off.

      Zamara screamed obscenities at him until she lost her voice.
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      Cassian deposited Zamara beside a bench in the sitting area of his roof-top garden. The gentleness he handled her with pissed her off. He obliterated the only chance I had at getting Rose back. She inhaled breath after breath, shaking from her fury. It was a living, breathing, beast seeking violence with the tenacity of an addict needing a fix. A ringing rushed through her ears. One voice overpowered the others with utmost clarity.

      …kill…maim…destroy…

      Rage built in her chest like a pressure cooker from the moment she learned of his pursuit. If she didn’t let it out, her bones might break.

      In the back of her mind, the logical part was telling herself to calm down. It was only a whisper.

      …rip…tear…blood…

      Fire shot through her veins as she drew her Khanna’s and grinned, murder in her eyes.  

      Cassian shifted to his human form in a flash of light.

      “Zamara,” He held his palms up, pleading. “I was worried you had been captured, or worse, killed.”

      “They were going to help us! The only person who killed anyone, is you.” She pointed her sword in his face and bared her teeth.

      “I did what I had to.” Cassian raised his chin, “What do you think would happen to our people if they lost you and half the council? And you involved two teenage kids! What were you thinking? What you did was reckless, selfish.”

      If wanting to save Rose is selfish then, so be it.

      An image of sick, dirty, starving children gathered around a barrel of burning trash flashed through her mind. What he did was murder. The crimson roar bouncing off the inside of her skull abruptly silenced. She stopped shaking. A wave of calm washed over her. She locked eyes with Cassian. A fiendish smile crept over her lips. Even without the amulet, her eyes blazed like the sun.

      “I won’t fight you.” Cassian took a step back.

      “That’s your problem.” She raised her daggers and charged.

      Cassian deflected her swing and used her momentum against her, spinning her around and flinging her into a bench. She slammed into the back of it, tipped it over, and rolled into the pond.

      Zamara emerged from the water looking like a drowned swamp monster. She screamed a battle cry and advanced again.

      Cassian didn’t brush her off this time like she anticipated. While Zamara was prepared to be tossed again, she planted her feet. Cassian held on. He spun her around and crossed her arms in front of her, wrapping his hands around her wrists and bending until she dropped her daggers. They clattered off the granite.

      He leaned down and growled into her ear, “You need to calm down.”

      Zamara reared back. His teeth clacked off the back of her skull. He relaxed his hold. She elbowed him in the gut. He doubled over. She spun around and brought her elbow down on the back of his neck. His body crumpled to the ground.

      Zamara walked over and picked up her discarded daggers. The door to the roof flew open. Boss, Xiao, and Scandronn came running in. He made it home quickly.

      The wind was knocked from her lungs as Xiao barreled into Zamara and wrapped her arms around her neck. “I’m so glad you are okay.”

      Boss hauled Cassian to his feet and slapped him on the back, “What’s going on here?”

      Xiao stepped away and looked around.

      “I’m not finished with him.” Zamara pointed at Cassian with her dagger.

      “No,” Cassian frowned and wiped a trickle of blood from his mouth with the back of his hand, “we can continue this later. Have your little reunion.”

       He stomped to the tower edge and dove off.

      Her vision tinged red.

      …He is not getting off that easy...

      We need to calm down and strategize.

      …Cassian must be punished for what he has done…

      We need to get the council on board.

      …Fine. Fine. Hurry up with it…

      Zamara took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

      She pointed at him as he flew off. “He needs to be held accountable.” 

      “What happened?” Xiao touched her arm.

      “The Western Isles agreed to an alliance.” Zamara sheathed her daggers. “Kain kidnapped the real Ander. They were going to help us combine the amulets. In return for food and medicine, they would give them back and let us use their ships to sail into Magai territory. They know where the fourth one is. They have a map that leads straight to it. Then Cassian showed up and destroyed not only our alliance, but half their city as well. Who knows how many people he hurt or killed? If there wasn’t a war before, there will be now.”

      “He was only trying to protect you.” Xiao said.

      “Let me rephrase this.” Zamara rested her fists on her hips. “Honoring any alliance I make is the law. There were innocent children in those streets! What he did is treason.”

      “He had no idea ye had an alliance, Zamara.” Boss said. “Far as he knew, they had Rose and the rest of ye were captured too. His methods of retrieving ye may have been over the top but—”

      “—where’s Nevrine and the others?” Zamara asked Scandronn.

      “Sailing home. They should dock in a couple hours.”

      “What happened?” Zamara said. “Did he even stop to talk to you?”

      Scandronn shook his head. “He flew right over the top of us. Then he disappeared fer a while. When we saw him again, he was pouring fire on the city. Red told us we needed to get outta there. Soon as we saw Cassian had ye, we set sail. I flew here, Nevrine’s pushing the sails.” 

      Zamara rested her hands on her head and breathed deep.

      “Zamara,” Boss said, “we need Cassian. Let him be, fer Rose’s sake. If we’re all fighting amongst each other, we aren’t focusing on bringing her home. After we get her back, if ye still want to charge him with treason, we’ll take it to court. We need to stick together now.”

      Boss is right. Cassian most likely started a war with the Western Isles, a war that we can’t win without him. Zamara growled. “I will give him one more chance. If he disobeys me or undermines me one more time, I’m throwing his ass in the dungeon.”

      “That is reasonable.” Xiao nodded. “Why don’t you go get ready? Come down to the dance for a little while.”

      “How can you even think of dancing right now, Xiao?” Zamara raised her eyebrows.

      “Like it or not, these are your people.” Xiao said. “They are scared. Kain took Rose from an impenetrable city, a tower that a dragon sleeps on top of, and now you and Cassian are at odds. They need you two to be united now more than ever. Go to your chambers.” Xiao grabbed her hand and squeezed, “Take a bath. Have a couple drinks, smoke a pipe, slip on a gown, and come back. An hour, that’s all I ask. For the people.”

      Zamara’s throat bobbed and she nodded. “One hour.”

      She turned to Boss. “I need you to load the Western Isles ships with wheat, corn, apples and antibiotics. Have them sent to Castaway City with an apology. It’s the least we can do for the atrocities that have been committed.” 
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        * * *

      

      Resting her head on a rolled-up towel and with a washrag draped across her face, Zamara tried to clear her head as she steamed in a bath. Her chest expanded as she breathed deeply. She decided to skip the cocktails, needing to clear her mind.

      Helga quietly let herself into the bathing chambers. She sprinkled rose petals and lavender oil into the water to calm Zamara’s raging heart. The witch sat cross-legged on the ledge and undid Zamara’s braids, brushing her hair out with her fingers. “I take it things didn’t go as planned?”

      Zamara snorted. “Things were going great until Cassian’s big ass came busting in and ruined everything.”

      “Are you honestly that surprised?” Helga chuckled.

      “How did he know?”

      “It didn’t take him long to realize that you and the others were missing, and to notice the missing ship in Magland. After that, nobody could stop him. He flew up to your balcony and broke in. The rest is history.”

      Zamara sighed. I figured that is what happened.

      “You must forgive him.” Helga said. “You need each other. Rose needs you both. Karth needs you.”

      “Why does it have to be me? I never asked for any of this.”

      “It just does.” Helga massaged Zamara’s head. “The alpha never asks for their responsibility. They are just born that way. It is who they are. The sooner you can accept that, the easier things will be.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Now,” Helga squeezed Zamara’s shoulders, “Let’s get you ready to face the world.”

      After her bath, Zamara lined her eyes with a coal stick and stained her lips with berry juice.

      Her white locks were wavy from having them in braids for so long. Helga piled half Zamara’s hair atop her head and secured the sections with jeweled hair pins. They helped soften the harshness of her crown, a golden band of antlers braided into her hair. Heavy is the head.

      Zamara left her apartment to face her subjects. Her halter gown of flowing crimson silk felt like lotion against her skin as she glided down the hallway. Her Khannas hung on a golden belt that hugged her hips. She wore black leather thigh-high boots. Her powerful thighs peeked through opposing hip-high slits with every step she took. She had slits cut in most of her dresses. She wore matching shorts under them all. One never knew when battle would break out. Especially with her people.

      She looked good, like a queen—a warrior queen—one who didn’t need a dragon’s protection. She was going to make Cassian eat his heart out. His betrayal was a festering sliver. It grew more painful the more she pondered. She contemplated turning around and locking herself in her apartment for the rest of the night. Xiao is right, my people need to see me. If the noise coming from the hall is any indication, I would say the entire settlement showed up tonight.

      She arrived at the main doors of the banquet hall. Two of Scandronn’s guards stood at attention on each side. Their faces lit up as Zamara approached. They pulled the doors back to allow her entry.

      She paused in the entryway and scanned the room for Cassian…

      There, in the corner, Cassian’s well-defined arms sprawled across the back of a lavish sofa. His white tunic hugged his shoulders and hung open around his chest, displaying large tribal tattoos that ran the length of his torso, up his throat and along the buzzed sides of his skull. He rolled his sleeves to just below his elbows, drink in hand, feet kicked up on the low table in front of him. Beautiful women in gossamer wraps surrounded him. He looked like he didn’t have a care in the world… and he was staring right at her. They locked eyes. She quickly turned away. Her face heated and her heart skipped a beat. He totally just caught me looking for him… and he is still staring at me! She bit her bottom lip and forced herself to stand proud.

      She continued looking over the crowd.

      On the left side of the room there were rows of buffet-style bars, filled with every kind of food Zamara could ever imagine. Some, she hadn’t even seen before, like the little round balls covered in what she could only imagine was caramel sauce. She promised herself that she would try some of those later.

      Witches rushed in and out of the kitchens behind them, refilling bowls of meat, sides, and salads. In front of the food bars, there were round dining tables sprinkled throughout the area. Down the middle of the room was a wide aisle bordered by potted plants and life-size sculptures of the High Council. The aisle led up to a dais with eight golden thrones. A long table, laden with food and drink, rested lengthwise in front of them. On the right side of the room there sat a bar, lounge chairs, and a dance-floor.

      Cello bass and drum-beats pulsed against her body. They tickled her ear drums and resonated down her torso. Heat blasted her in the face. The energy of the room was enthralling. So many bodies milled about. The banquet hall was not small, but it was full. Her breath quickened. Packed. Like sardines. The entire settlement must be here.

      “You clean up well, your Majesty.” The guard on the right bowed his head.

      She could feel Cassian’s onyx gaze drilling holes into her still. She sauntered over to the guard and rested her hand on his chest. She gave him a quick peck on the cheek, smiled coyly, and said, “Thank you.”

      Then she dropped her hand and went to search for a drink.

      Zamara watched Scandronn whisk Xiao off to the dancefloor as she perched on her throne. Nevrine, Boss, and Red were seated with her. The two chairs on either side of Zamara, where Cassian and Rose should be, were empty. So much for them putting on a united front. 

      The music died down as the band took a break. With a heavy heart, she swirled her wine around in her glass and answered questions for the villagers.

      “My queen,” A rotund blonde man with an impressive mustache bowed at the foot of the dais. “I know that we have the guard and the Magai, but there is a group of civilians that wish to fight in the coming war.”

      Zamara smiled, “Who told you that there would be war?”

      “Nobody,” Mustache cleared his throat, “My queen, we just assumed that since the princess was taken—”

      Zamara held her hand up and dragged herself to her feet. Silence descended over the hall. “—I understand many of you were not alive during the Great Wars of the Reckoning.” Zamara raised her voice. “I do not blame any of you for wanting to avenge your princess. I do too, and we will, but trust me when I say, war is our absolute last resort.”

      “Why?” A young man shouted from the back. “We have an army of magik wielders, the guard, a dragon, you… maybe we should go to war.”

      His outburst got a small group of cheers to go up in the room.

      Zamara sighed, “Just because we have the numbers does not mean we should use them. We have those things for the protection of our lands and our citizens. Tell me, who will protect our women, children, and elders if I take our army traipsing all over Karth and back? Even so, where would I take them? We have no idea where they have gone.”

      “Tell me,” Cassian stood, opening his arms to the civilians surrounding them. “Who will lead our people if you take our army traipsing all over the realm and back? Why do you automatically assume that you are going to be on the front lines? Why are you always so quick to place yourself in harm’s way? You are a queen. You do not need to be at the head of the army. That is why you have generals. You are more valuable here, with your people, they need you more.”

      Murmurs floated through the room. Some of them agreed with him. Zamara hissed, “I am queen and Captain General. You would do well to remember that. I am a leader. That is what I am doing, leading. Which means being on the front lines. I will ask nothing of my soldiers that I, myself, wouldn’t do. You know that.” She glared. How dare he try to manipulate me into staying here and using my people to do it! I will not allow him to control me like this.

      “We could protect the citizens!” Dante yelled from the back of the room. Of course, those two would have a hand in this.

      “There will be no more talk of war!” Cassian silenced the room. “We have seen what wars do to people, to societies, many of you have not. I have watched once great civilizations crumble into nothing more than piles of dust. War is expensive. The price is not worth paying. War means pain and death. More death than most can stomach. There is no glory in standing knee deep in the body parts and blood of your brothers and sisters.” He locked eyes with her. “Only a fool would wish for war.”

      The price is not worth paying for my sister's life! Sideon was right. He needs to be put down. I need some air. Zamara set her goblet on the table with a little more force than she intended, not trying to cause a scene in front of her people, but still wanting Cassian to know she was angry with him, she stood and glared at him until he broke eye contact. Then she turned and wandered through a pair of glass-doors stationed behind their thrones, out to the gardens.

      Zamara came to rest by a fire pit, searching for answers in the flames. 

      None of my people will ever take me seriously if Cassian must always interrupt and undermine me. She understood her people’s desire to fight. They can’t feel safe after losing Rose from within these very walls. If only I had a general direction. Something to tell them. Rose and Kain could be anywhere. Who is to say they are even in this realm? Then there is the fact that Cassian has been withholding information from me... She couldn’t get what Sideon said about Cassian not letting her save Rose out of her head.

      Music poured through the open doors as the band started up again. She heard dry grass crunch on the side of the building. Footsteps? She rested her hand on the hilt of her dagger and silently wandered to their source.  

      She didn’t find anything. Still, she couldn’t shake this gut feeling that someone was there.

      Zamara poked around in the trees a little more. Nothing. She sighed and turned around to head back.

      Cassian came tearing around the corner. She bounced off his chest. Her fists clenched as she tried to skirt by him. He sidestepped and grabbed her shoulders, directing her away from escape. Zamara ground her teeth. 

      The only way to get him to leave me alone is to suffer through whatever it is he has to say. She leaned against the granite wall and crossed her arms.

      “Zamara, please.” He placed his hands on either side of her head, caging her in. “Just—talk to me. I can’t stand this rift that’s growing between us. What can I do to make this better?”

      “You destroyed our only hope of getting Rose back.” Zamara narrowed her eyes. “Short of bringing her back yourself, there is nothing you can do that will make us OK. As far as I’m concerned there is no us.” Her voice wavered.  

      She closed her burning eyes and took a deep breath. A traitorous tear escaped and rolled down her cheek.

      Cassian gently wiped it off with the pad of his warm thumb. He cradled her face in his ginormous hands and touched his forehead to hers. “There will always be an us, Zamara. The Fates have spoken. Our destinies are intertwined. We can’t control that any more than we can control the sunrise or the tides.”  

      He doesn’t want to be with me. The only reason he is, is because of the damn bond.

      Her eyes snapped open, and she pulled away. “Is that all I am to you? A burden the Fates tossed at your feet that you begrudgingly babysit?”

      Cassian’s eyes widened. “What? No. That is not what I meant at—”

      “—tell me something, Cassian. When—When was it you just up and decided that it was your job to protect me?”

      “I…” Cassian frowned and his jaw muscles ticked, “…I already told you.”

      “Refresh my memory.”

      “It was your father’s dying wish.”

      “You’re sticking with that story, are you?” Zamara raised her eyebrows. “What would you have to say for yourself if I told you I know? I know you are the one who found me when I was a baby. I know that I somehow bound you to me. I know that you have been lying to my face for centuries. What I don’t know, and I would like to, is why?”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “Are you my enemy, Prince Drake?”

      Cassian narrowed his eyes. “Who told you?”

      Zamara snorted. His nerve. Who told you? That is what he has to say for himself!

      She wanted to kill him all over again.

      She smiled sweetly. “Your wife.”

      Cassian’s nostrils flared. He made a choking sound in the back of his throat and gripped her shoulders. “Zamara—no—please, let me exp—”

      She punched him in the nose. There was a satisfying crack. His head snapped and he stumbled backwards. Blood spurt all over the front of them both.

      Zamara stomped into the banquet hall looking like she just committed a murder. 

      Cassian, only a few paces behind her, didn’t look any better.

      She was over it. Coming to this dance was a stupid idea. Her hand hurt. I’m going back to my ship.

      She wound through the crowd on her way to tell her council goodnight. She was here for longer than an hour. She fulfilled her duty to Xiao. Now she needed to be alone with her thoughts.  

      As Zamara approached her chair, the main doors to the banquet hall sprang open. Dense mist obscured the doorway and billowed in. Some of the townspeople shrieked. All of them moved away as if they were afraid of touching it.

      Her council materialized around her, weapons drawn, ready to battle some invisible force.

      Zamara didn’t draw her daggers. Somehow, she knew he was here before the doors even opened. He was a spark of hope in her chest, a flutter in her stomach. It’s my amulet. They brought them.

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” Sideon sauntered down the aisle with his arms spread wide. “Have no fear, your hero is here.”

      Merida treaded behind him with a scowl on her face. Women and men of all ages whispered, giggled and ogled the twins.

      They paused in front of the dais. Sideon looked her and Cassian over with a smirk. “Trouble in paradise?”

      “You.” Cassian pointed his sword at Sideon and bared his teeth. “You had no right to tell her—”

      “—the truth?” Sideon barked a laugh. “From the looks of your face, I’d say she thinks otherwise.”

      Cassian took a menacing step toward the twins.

      Sideon’s stormy eyes crackled. He popped his knuckles, one by one. He is brave or stupid. Zamara didn’t know which… a little of both.

      Zamara dug her nails into Cassian’s bicep and yanked him back. “If you touch him, I will have you thrown in the dungeon to rot. Stand. Down. Soldier.”

      That is the only warning he is going to get. I will be damned if these two and their pissing match costs me Rose.

      Zamara drew her Khannas and pointed them towards the two men, addressing them both. “Do I need to remind you boys whose house you are in? You will behave.”

      Sideon gave a sweeping bow and grinned. “I am here to serve, my queen.”

      A gust of whispers blew through the room.

      “She is not your queen.” Cassian flared his nostrils and turned to Zamara. “Those are human niceties. I am bound by no such things. I am here only to protect. Even if it’s from yourself.” He turned to the guards, “Enough with this madness. Capture the pirates and lock them up.”

      Madness?

      …So, we are playing it like this are we…

      He thinks he can just muscle us around without our magik.

      …Then he is a fool…

      He should have known better.

      …He deserves this…

      Zamara sighed, “Have it your way.” With a flick of her wrist, she sliced a gash in Cassian’s peck.

      Cassian looked upon her with horror, then understanding, and finally, resignation.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      She smiled and blew him a kiss. “Goodnight sweet prince.”

      His eyes rolled back into his head, and he fell over.

      “While I have my daggers out,” Zamara yelled over the din in the room, “Does anyone else wish to challenge my position?” She looked around with her eyebrows raised. Not a single soul. She put on a show of twirling and sheathing her daggers. “Didn’t think so.”

      She turned to Sideon. “What changed your mind?”

      “Well, the note says if we want Ander back, we need to return what we stole. As much as I hate to say it, right now, we need you just as much as you need us. You are the only option we have.”

      Zamara nodded to him. I will take what I can get.

      She addressed the crowd. “The Western Isles are here to help us get my sister back. They are under my protection. If anything happens to them while they are inside our walls, the perpetrators will have me to deal with. They are our guests. You will all treat them as such. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

      “A show of good faith.” She turned to Sideon, smiled, and gestured towards Cassian. “I put the beast down.” She sauntered over to him, grabbed the lapels of his jacket, raised up onto her toes, and growled in his ear. “I am nobody's puppet.”

      A handful of guards hauled Cassian to his rooms, where he would stay, snoozing off the effects of the oil Helga rubbed on the end of Zamara’s daggers before coming down to the dance.

      The oil, a concentrated decoction Helga left in her rooms while she was away, was the equivalent of ten of her sleep tonics. Leave it to the witches to take something basic and turn it into a weapon. Zamara smiled to herself. I really love those hags.

      Cassian would be out for a while. Helga assured Zamara that she would see that Cassian didn’t wake until Zamara wanted him to.

      It would give her the chance to hash a plan out with the twins. They could get a head start without him getting in the way.  
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        * * *

      

       “Still thinking about your pet, love?” Sideon drew her from her thoughts.

      His smile was nothing short of dazzling. Why does he have to be so beautiful? She frowned at him and pretended her racing heart had nothing to do with his charm, proximity, dimples, perfect hair, or his obnoxious use of the word ‘love.’

      Damn him. Zamara clicked her nails on the tabletop in the council’s chamber. She swiveled herself and faced Sideon. He lounged next to her in Cassian’s chair. “Where is it?”

      “I’m sorry,” Sideon smirked. “Where is what?”

      Zamara grit her teeth. I’m not playing these games. She wrapped her fist around the pommel of her Khanna. “You know what.”

      “We didn’t bring it.” Merida said, “It was the only way we could ensure our safe passage. Otherwise, how are we to know you won’t kill us the second we hand it over?”

      “Mer! Why must you always spoil the fun?” Sideon said.

      “Fun?” Merida smacked him on the back of the head. “My Ceterus is missing. You can shove your fun. If you will not take this seriously, you can leave.”

      That. Right there. Merida is the only one who will take this as seriously as me. Still, I could have sworn I felt my amulet earlier. It must be with them.

      “I second that.” Zamara walked to the bar and poured everyone a drink. “Anyone who cannot take this seriously needs to leave, now. This is your only out. After this, for the ones who remain, know one thing. From here on out, we are a team. No past discrepancies matter. The slate is clean. The only thing that matters is bringing our people home.” She placed a drink in front of everyone.

      Then she grabbed a knife and held it to her palm. “I, Zamara Morgaiathan, Queen of the Mystic Lake settlements, declare war upon Kain. Until we get our family back and exact justice upon those who would do us ill, I pledge myself to this mission, and to my team. With my blood,” Zamara cut her palm and squeezed her fist over the table, letting her blood flow into a ceramic bowl in the center, “for the mission. Until we succeed, or until death takes us all.”

      She dumped her drink into the bowl.

      Xiao drew her dagger to follow.

      “Zamara.” Nevrine cut in. “Stop, you have no idea what you are doing.”

      “I know exactly what I am doing.” Zamara snapped.

      A blood oath. Unbreakable only in death. She was binding them together for the common good. Otherwise, she didn’t trust the Western Isles not to slit her throat the second she acquired the Akashi Stone. Breaking a blood oath was enough to damn one’s soul to the Neverworld. It would deter them all from trying to kill each other.

      I need to leave two behind. A fail safe.

      Her face softened. She turned to Xiao and took her hand. “You cannot do this with me.”

      “What?” Xiao said, “I can. Where you go, I go. You promised. You cannot break a promise!”

      “Xiao,” Zamara’s heart panged, “you know better. I told you I would never take you into danger again. That was my promise.”

      Xiao snatched her hand away. “I am no princess. I can handle myself. I’m going with you. Rose is my family too.”

      “I need you to stay and run the settlement. You are the one they all come to with their grievances. They are comfortable with you. I need you to lead our people.” Zamara turned to Boss. “You too, I need you to run the farm settlements and help Xiao. Helga is also willing to step up and help out for the duration of the trip. She will be a temporary council member. She will be treated with kindness and respect. As long as she sits in one of these chairs, her vote is as good as any one of ours.”

      Boss grumbled something under his breath but nodded. “I don’t wanna shove my gigantic arse in a ship and traipse through the jungle anyway. I’m good with staying in the North.”

      Xiao flung her chair back and stormed out.

      Zamara bit her bottom lip. I will have to talk to her later. “If anyone else would like to follow, now is the time to do it.”

      No one did.

      They all took the oath. Their blood joined together in the bowl. Zamara stirred it and threw in a crystal. Then she poured a little bit of the mixture in each of their cups and lifted a toast. “To truth, justice, and the safe return of our family. Nim N’ Vard.”

      “Nim N’ Vard.” They all raised their glasses and drank.

      “Now what?” Scandronn asked.

      “The plan is to load up some gold, supplies, a small contingency of Magai soldiers and head south with the Western Isles. The council and I will take my ship. The others will be provided by the Western Isles. I want to be loaded up and ready by sunrise. We set sail shortly after.”

      “You don’t have to take your ship.” Sideon said. “You can use one of mine.”

      “I’m taking my ship.” Zamara gave him a pointed look.

      “Suit yourself.” He smiled and raised his eyebrows. “If it doesn’t make the voyage, don’t come crying to me.”

      Zamara’s nostrils flared. “Will it?”

      He shrugged. “It might. Your Magai soldiers can take one of mine if you want to be stubborn about it. In case yours doesn’t make it. It isn’t like I didn’t bring enough.”

      She nodded. “Is everyone caught up? Are there questions?”

      They all said no.

      “Alright then.” Zamara placed her palms on the table and stood. “I adjourn this meeting. I will see you all in the morning.”
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      As she advanced towards the dock, the horizon was obscured by a structure out at sea far grander than anything she’d ever seen before. Tall masts broke the skyline, and a huge ship head dwarfed her own, floating beside his monstrous vessel like nothing more than a dinghy. She once considered her ship impressive, but it didn’t compare to Sideon’s.

      He convinced her to set sail with them for the first leg of the trip. So they could iron out their strategy. She looked forward to it. There were many questions burning her tongue. It would give her a chance to get some answers.

      Zamara’s boots thumped along the wood while shouts of captains organizing their crews and squawks of the gulls drifted through the salty air. She found Xiao standing by the boat that would take her to Sideon’s ship.

      “A peace offering.” Xiao held out a basket of blueberry muffins and cracked a smile. “I cannot stand for us to part angry with each other.”

      “I was never angry with you, Xiao.”

      She looked out to sea and pursed her lips. “I will miss you all so very much.”

      “And we will miss you.” Zamara took the basket. “I will sleep better at night knowing you and Boss will be here to run things though. It is only a two-month trip. We will be there and back before you know it.”

      Two months more without Rose. She would have loved an adventure like this. Zamara’s heart hurt. She felt so lost without her sister.

      Xiao wrapped Zamara in an embrace. “Please, be careful. I couldn’t bear it if anything were to happen to any of you.”

      Zamara pulled back and forced a smile. “It will be alright, Xiao. Now, I must be off. Take care of things for me.”

      “I will.” Xiao nodded and placed her fist over her heart. “May the Fates be in your favor.”  

      “And yours.” If the hags even exist. Zamara turned to board the boat with a heavy heart.
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        * * *

      

      The ship’s railing dug into her forearms as she leaned on it, staring toward the inlet until it was nothing more than a dot on the horizon.

      Merida joined her. “Sideon tells me that Xiao is your wife?”

      A corner of Zamara’s mouth twitched. “She is, technically. According to the old laws.”

      Merida’s brows creased in thought. “What do you mean?”

      Zamara smiled. “A year before The Reckoning, Rose and I went on our first international mission with our father in Asyria. He had to do something classified. We couldn’t join him. So, he gave us a bunch of money and told us to go explore.” Zamara scraped at some chipped paint on the railing. “Anyway, we went to check out their enormous market. We were looking at scarves and I noticed there was a wagon full of filthy, scared, young girls. One of them dropped something. Some man was beating her with his belt and dragging her around by her hair. The other girls cowered in the wagon, but the one they were beating had fight in her still. I remember being astonished that something that horrific was happening in broad daylight, in a packed market, and everyone was just pretending that nothing was going on. It made me angry, and even though the general always harped on us about keeping a low profile, I couldn’t help it. I snapped. I threw the man through the wall of one of the nearby stalls and announced to everyone in the market that I was taking her, and if anyone was going to stop me, to get it over with. Apparently, there were a few willing to rise to the challenge.”

      “What happened?” Merida’s eyes widened.

      Zamara shrugged. “Rose and I destroyed a few stalls and left a wake of half-conscious assholes trailing behind us.” She laughed, “The general was pissed that we drew that much attention.”

      “So how does that end with you two being married?” Merida grinned and leaned into her.

      Zamara frowned at the memory. “The embassy told me that Xiao had to go back to where I found her. That she was not a citizen, so there was nothing they could do for her. I tried telling them that the traffickers would kill her if I brought her back, but they didn’t care. I couldn’t stomach the injustice of it. Instead of taking her back, we went and got married. She became a legal citizen, and I brought her home. You don’t even want to know how the members of Mystic Lake treated me after that lovely decision. Rose and I were already powerful objects of gossip. Our fathers’ compound was there under the guise of a group home for troubled youths. Then I went and married an Asyrian prostitute. I was outcasted, banned from businesses, sneered at, and whispered about. Back then, same sex marriage was taboo. The townspeople did everything but turn up on my lawn with torches and pitchforks. If they could have made it past the compound’s fences, they probably would have. She has been with us ever since. I have tried to tell her to find someone. That she is free to do as she pleases, but she is very loyal, and very stubborn.”

      Merida chuckled, “I can see that. You never got an annulment?”

      Zamara’s face fell. “The world ended shortly after that. An annulment just seemed stupid.” She sighed. “So, you and Ander are Ceterus? How does that work? What’s it like? Cassian and I are bound apparently but it doesn’t feel any different.” Zamara shrugged.

      “You and Cassian, that is something else, something specific to the dragons. I don’t know how that works.” Merida gripped the railing and stared out to sea. “With us, Ander and me, it feels like half of me is missing. That doesn’t begin to describe it.” She frowned and rubbed her chest. “It feels like a bomb of rusty nails exploded inside my upper body. When it is not hurting, I’m cold, empty. Draconians don’t have weddings like Karthians do. We don’t spend our life savings on frivolous things just so we can utter a few meaningless words to each other in front of our friends. We don’t have the luxury of backing out on each other when things get a little difficult. We take blood bonds with one another. We share a life force. It hurts, physically, like I might die if we don’t get him back. I am so lost without him.” Her voice broke.

      Zamara grabbed her hand. Merida’s eyes darted to hers. “We will get them back, Merida. You have my word. We will bring them home.”

      Merida searched her eyes for deceit but Zamara knew she found none. She meant every word.

      Merida flung her arms around Zamara, knocking her off balance.

      Zamara found herself hugging the girl back.   

      Someone cleared their throat. “Mer, you are being summoned below deck.”

      Merida rolled her eyes and turned to face her brother. “Why did we have to bring her?”

      “Who?” Zamara glanced between the twins. Please tell me they left the psycho at home.

      “You know why.” Sideon grabbed Zamara’s hand and looped her arm through his. “Now, if you will please excuse us, sister, I need to plot world domination with our new ally.”

      Merida groaned and tromped off.

      “I have no desire to dominate the world.” Zamara tried to pull away. “The world doesn’t deserve to be dominated.”

      Sideon squeezed her arm in place. “Just walk with me. I have something to show you.”

      “It’d better be my amulet.” Zamara grumbled.

      “Which reminds me,” Sideon twirled her around so her back was to his chest.

      Her muscles bunched. “What—”

      “—relax.” He laughed and conjured her amulet from nowhere, “Lift your hair.”

      She complied. He clasped it around her neck. Her chest tingled and her veins hummed with energy. It purred along her bones. Zamara smiled. Hello friend.  “… and my sister’s?”

      Sideon leaned down and mused in her ear, “Let’s not get greedy. Merida will keep your sister’s stone until we get to the Magai fortress. She doesn’t have a dragon at her disposal. She needs the protection.”

      Zamara opened her mouth to argue, then snapped it shut. It makes sense. Rose isn’t here. Might as well let Merida use it… as long as we remain on the same side. Zamara nodded.

      “Bloody hell.” Sideon chirped. “Did you just agree with me?” He tilted his head back, “Hey everyone! The queen just—”

      Zamara slapped her hand over his mouth. “—your people do not need a play by play of my actions.”

      Sideon raised a palm in consent, but his eyes sparkled with mischief.

      Zamara removed her hand.

      “Secrets build bonds.” Sideon took her arm again. “That wasn’t what I wanted to show you, though. Come on.”

      She bit down on a smile and let him lead the way.
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        * * *

      

      Sideon’s cabin was elaborate, to say the least, thrice the size of hers. A long, meticulously carved table sat in the center of the room, a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling above it. The planks were covered by maroon and gold throw rugs that matched velvet drapes. 

      Zamara followed Sideon to a hand carved bar sitting to the right of the table. 

      Sideon poured them some drinks from a crystal decanter and handed her one. Zamara raised an eyebrow, “No, thank you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s a weakness. I cannot afford to have weaknesses if I am going to get my sister back. When I drink…bad things happen. I lose control.”

      “In my experience, I have quite enjoyed you losing control. I refuse to see that as a bad thing.”

      Her face heated. “I got caught groping the enemy behind the tavern and all my people found out about it. How is that not bad?”

      Sideon snorted, “You and I have very different definitions of the word. When you have lived for as long as I have, seen things I have seen, and can’t sleep without waking up in a cold sweat, when that many memories play on loop in your head, it is never bad to take a break from the prison that we call our minds. It’s not like it can kill us. Besides,” He offered her the drink again, “we are no longer enemies. We have time to pass.”  

      That struck a chord deep within her. He has no idea… we have a lot more in common than I initially believed. She smiled and took his offered drink. “You are a bad influence.”  

      Sideon closed the gap between them and hooked his index finger under her chin. He tilted her head back and studied her face. They locked eyes.

      Her breath caught in her throat as he returned her grin, “—also irrelevant.”

      She laughed and clasped his wrist. “I think you believe we are more immortal than we actually are. We can still die, you know.” Of course, he knows, he almost killed me.

      The smile fell from his face. “I did not know you were—” He searched her eyes. “Forgive me.”

      What does he want me to say? He tried to kill me! I will never forgive him, but maybe I can get over it. Lots of people have tried to kill me. He has also saved me…

      Zamara sighed and tossed her drink back. It burned going down and took her breath away. “So, what is relevant?”

      “Getting Ander and Rose back.” Sideon strode to a desk in the back of the room that rested atop a small platform.  Behind the desk were floor to ceiling windows, overlooking the ocean. He set his drink down on top of it. 

      Zamara set her empty glass on the bar and followed. 

      He pulled out a map from a locked cupboard and unrolled it on the desk. A basket of apples rested beside it. He placed one on each of the map’s corners. Then he snatched an apple for himself and took a bite.

      Sideon’s map was much more detailed than anything she owned. After parts of Hallha fell into the sea and the reapers overwhelmed the world, it would seem the only ones brave enough to create a new map of the inland waterways and beyond were the Western Isles. Her maps were only vague outlines of the new coastline and they all stopped at the wall. 

      Zamara leaned against the desk and scanned the map, trying to commit every major landmark to memory. She would add most of this to her own once she found a moment alone.

       After they sailed down the known coastline, past the Southern Wastes, a city rested where the wall met the sea. From there, a large river would transport them through the center of Utekka territory. Halfway down that expanse of land, a bridge stretched across the mouth of a canyon. Beyond that, an intricate maze of rivers twisted through dense rainforest, old Magai Territory. There were unexplained red dots scattered throughout the forest.

      She frowned. Could those be Magai camps? There are so many of them.

      Cassian and Nevrine must have known about this. Her gut coiled into knots.

      Sideon hovered behind her. Mint and salt-water invaded her senses. Why does he always have to infringe on my bubble?

      He reached around her, his arm brushing against hers. A zap of energy danced across her skin. Slender fingers pointed at a spot on the map, “This is where we are now.”

      He traced the shoreline of North and South Hallha, down to the wilds of old Utekka and Magai Territories. “This is where we are going. We must cross here, at the wall, to get into the river. It isn’t accessible from the ocean anymore. If we follow the old coastline, we will have to abandon our ships and hike for weeks through dense rainforest to reach them.”

      “What is this?” Zamara pointed where they will cross.

      “The locals call it Port Angelis. A wasteland tribe took it over in the chaos of The Reckoning. Their claws sunk deep. Those lands were never reclaimed. They run that area now and have gates blocking off the estuary. They turned the wall into a fortress. The only way we get through those gates, is if they let us.”

      Zamara frowned, “Will they?”

      “That is where the mountain of gold we brought comes in. Their chieftain has a weakness for pretty things.” He winked. “He also has something called a sextant.”

      “I know what a sextant is.” Zamara said.

      “Good for you.” Sideon playfully yanked one of her braids, “But it isn’t any sextant. It’s charmed, with blood magik, to show us the way to the Magai. There is only one person alive that can read it. Once we get beyond the wall, we enter an elaborate maze of rivers. The Magai are never in the same place for long. We could be wandering around forever without so much as a hint of their whereabouts. Without that sextant, we don’t stand a chance.”

      “How do you know about all of this?” Zamara said.

      “I have…” He pressed his lips together, “dealings with their leader.”

      “What?” Zamara’s eyes widened. “How? Who is their leader? How many are there?”

      Sideon tossed his head back and laughed. “Slow down, love. I will not be telling you all my secrets in one sitting.”

      Zamara narrowed her eyes. “I hope you are the one person who can read this sextant.”

      “I am.” Sideon smiled. “It’s mine.”

      “Why does this chieftain have it?”

      “One of my captains lost it to him in a card game fifty years ago. He doesn’t know what it can do. Thinks it’s just a normal sextant that we use for sentimental purposes.”

      Zamara laughed. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      She watched him as he rolled up the map and stashed it in the cabinet.

      “Why can’t you just veil-walk us to where we are going?”

      He rifled through a bottom drawer of the cabinet. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “So how does it work?”

      He chuckled. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “I think it would be a good idea to know the limitations and capabilities of my ally. Don’t you?”

      “I’m sure Nevrine has a book about it somewhere…”

      “I want to hear it from you.”

      “I can only veil-walk within a hundred-meter radius, and I can only go to places I have been before. I can do quick jumps in between places but it takes a ton of energy to walk the Veil. If we aren’t careful, we can burn out and get stuck there.” Sideon pulled out a black-and-white checkered board and turned to her with a triumphant smile that had her heart tripping over itself. “Do you play?”

      “Show me one ruler that doesn’t know how to play chess.” She raised an eyebrow.

      He barked a laugh. “I know two.”

      “Are they good rulers?”

      “Not at all.” He grinned and set the board on the desk.

      Might as well. I could pass the time with worse people. He is charming. I could stay for a little while.
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        * * *

      

      Throwing-knife in one hand and a mug of ale in the other, Zamara perched atop Scandronn’s shoulders. “Nim N’ Vard!” She raised her mug.

      “Nim N’ Vard!” Sideon’s deck crew shouted as Zamara sunk her knife into the center of a target board, knocking Celia’s knife out of the way.

      Celia screamed from atop Sideon’s shoulders and chugged her brew. She swayed. Sideon sidestepped to keep her from falling.

      “If ye two lose one more time, the lass will need a bucket!” Scandronn boomed.

      “Just because we are fair, and I am getting thirsty, we will drink with you.” Zamara clanked her mug against Scandronn’s.

      The crew chanted, “drink, drink, drink.”

      Someone cleared their throat. Silence followed. Zamara wiped her mouth with the back of her arm and looked around. Francesca stood on the deck with her arms crossed and her eyebrows raised.

      Zamara unceremoniously climbed down Scandronn’s back. Her feet hit the ground, and she stumbled sideways. Scandronn caught her by the arm and tucked her into his side.

      “Cassian was just here. He didn’t want to ruin the fun, or deal with the immaturity, so he came and found me. We had a delicious time catching up. When her Highness gets a minute. He would like to see her in her cabin.” Francesca addressed Sideon, “it is getting late. You should come to bed.”

      There was a barb in the pit of her stomach. He found her first? Is he that mad at me? She ground her teeth, wanting to rip Franchescas face off. 

      “Francesca,” Sideon helped Celia dismount, “I think I will sleep in my bed tonight.”

      “Your loss.” She smiled sweetly and ran her hand down the plunging neckline of her ridiculous gown. Her eyes flashed to Celia. “Come, girl. I will take tea.”  

      Zamara’s lip curled. Who wears that amount of lace on a voyage like this? How did I not notice Cassian fly in? How long has he been here? Why is Francesca so cruel to Celia? She obviously has a thing for Sideon…maybe she needs a taste of her own medicine.

      Zamara sashayed to Sideon and rested her hand on his bicep. “Can you take me?”

      Francesca hissed. Zamara smirked.

      Sideon’s blue eyes glinted. He knew exactly what she was doing. He wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I don’t want anyone to know I can walk the Veil with you. For now, let that stay between us. However, if you really want to continue down this road, I would be more than happy to take you to bed with me.” He nipped her ear, ran his hand down her spine and pulled her into him. “That would really piss her off.”

      Heat raced through her veins. For a second, she forgot all about their audience. She closed her eyes, leaned into him, and inhaled his minty scent. His arm tightened around her.

      Scandronn coughed. “Do ye want me to go tell Cassian yer ready, Zamara?”   

      Her eyes snapped open, and she pulled away. What the hell was that? “Yes—” Zamara croaked and swallowed. Her mouth was dry. “—thank you, Scandronn.”

      He rested his fist over his heart, burst into a hawk, and flew off.

      She forced herself to look Sideon in the eye. He smirked. Clearly, he was proud of himself for the reaction he drew from her.

      “I didn’t bring servants.” She cleared her throat.

      He laughed and raised an eyebrow. “Would you like to take Celia with you?”

      “Yes?”

      “My queen.” He gently pinched her chin. “Of course you can take her. You can have anything your little heart desires. You need only ask.”
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        * * *

      

      The bed in Zamara’s cabin beckoned for her to pass out as she sat on the mattress, straight backed, hands in her lap, watching and waiting for Cassian to make the first move. Her quarters were shoddy compared to Sideon’s, but they were familiar, comforting.

      She watched Cassian lean on top of her desk, arms crossed, a booted foot propped behind him. His jaw worked as he stared at the ground and frowned. “The Western Isles seem to have taken a shine to you and Scandronn.”

      “Yeah well, we aren’t miserable cods so there is that to work with.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked. “I’ve missed you.”  

      Zamara’s heart stuttered. Gods, I’ve missed him too.

      …He went to his wife first…

      A bitter taste clung to the back of her throat. “Clearly you have missed your wife more if you went and found her first. Apologies if I was being too immature for you.”

      “I most definitely did not search her out.” Cassian laughed. The soft baritone sound was a soothing balm to her soul. “If I knew she was lurking in the shadows of the main deck, probably waiting for me, I would have landed anywhere else but there–And I said nothing about you being immature. She is doing what she has always done and putting words in my mouth. I don’t think you are immature. You just have a thirst for life. I love that about you—admire you for it, even. It looked like you were enjoying yourself. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” He nodded. “I will always choose you over her. Always.”

      She snorted. “That is just the bond talking. What did you see in her, anyway? She is psychotic. Have you seen the way she treats her servants? I had to steal poor Celia.”

      Cassian sighed and hauled himself to his feet. “It was an arranged marriage, Zamara. My father was king. I had no say in the matter. I never loved her.” He strode across her cabin, sat next to her, and took her hand. “Not like I love you. I would do anything for you. You. It is not just the bond.”

      “I just—” Zamara’s throat closed, “—I don’t know what to say. I want to believe you, more than anything, but—”

      “—I realize now that I was wrong.” Cassian got on his knees in front of her and took her hands in his. “I’m sorry, hurting you was never my intention. I’m done hiding things from you. I will tell you anything you want. What else would you like to know? I will tell you my entire life story if that is what you desire. Please, don’t just brush me off. Give me a chance to fix this, to fix us.”

      Us? Her heart clenched. She swallowed hard.

      “I haven’t been here for you how I should have.” He hopped up and grabbed her tonic off the top of the bar. “You were right. I have been an overbearing ass. You have fallen on rocky times, and I have only been making things harder for you. Honestly, I am ashamed of my behavior. I should have been at your side in whatever you decided instead of trying to shelter you.” 

      She opened her mouth, “Cas—"

      “—It’s just,” he came to stand before her, “I’ve already lost you once, and I can’t stand the thought of that ever happening again. I wouldn’t live through it. I wasn’t there for your father when he needed me the most. Kain blindsided us all. I wasn’t there for you when Sideon attacked you. I almost lost you. You could have died, for good. I lost Rose. I failed her. I failed you. This whole thing is my fault. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing you too—and when you ran straight to the man who did that to you, I just—I lost my mind.”

      He closed his eyes. His nostrils flared as he breathed deep.

      “It’s not your fault, Cassian.” Zamara took his calloused hand. “I forgive you. It’s nobody but Kain’s fault, and he will pay. Tell me everything you know about him. I mean everything.”  

      “Don’t forget that Sideon Tyrnak is the one who made it possible for Kain to take Rose in the first place. They are probably leading us into a trap.”

      “He made mistakes.” Zamara frowned. “He is trying to make up for them. Much like you are. Nobody is perfect.”

      “Why are you defending him?”

      Good question. She sighed and rubbed her temple. “None of this would be possible without their cooperation. We need them, Cassian.” 

      “Why do you think that?” He barked a laugh. 

      “Aside from needing their ships and their men? Or their knowledge of Port Angelis and the map? Because he is the only one who can take us to the fourth amulet. He has some sextant, charmed so only he can read it.” 

      “So?” He raised his eyebrows. “We don’t need him to use the sextant.”

       “What do you mean?” Zamara Narrowed her eyes. “Only he can read it. You know about it?” 

      “Francesca is a blood witch. I bet she is the one who charmed it. That is how I found you when you were a baby. If we can get Francesca to charm it for one of us, we wouldn’t need Sideon. We could get the sextant in Port Angelis and take their ships. They probably plan on betraying us after we get the amulet anyway. This way, we get the jump on them. I don’t know if you noticed in your haste to leave, but Sideon’s men severely outnumber us. 

      “The council can protect our crew from Sideon’s human soldiers. Our army needed to stay behind to defend Mystic Lake. If we lose our stronghold, we lose everything. Kain probably knows that. I wouldn’t put it past him to make a move on it. If he does, I want you to fly back instantly.” 

      He shook his head. “Not unless the Pirate King is out of the picture.”

      “How would we do it? I don’t want to hurt them.” 

      “We can knock them out and leave them in Port Angelis. I brought some of that oil Helga gave you.” 

      “—But I made a blood oath.”

      His eyes widened. “What? Zamara, why would you do that? What was the oath? In your exact words.”  

      “I, Zamara Morgiathan, Queen of the Mystic Lake settlements, declare war upon Kain. Until we get our family back and exact justice upon those who would do us ill, I pledge myself to this mission, and to my team. With my blood, for the mission. Until we succeed, or until death takes us all.”

      “Why are you so impulsive?” He dropped his head, sighed and smoothed a hand over his braid. “I did not make any such oaths. There are ways around it.” 

      She looked at the ground. “I don’t want to betray them.”

      “I know you don’t, little one. But if we don’t, they will, we may not have a choice and we must do everything in our power to get the amulet and get Rose back. We need to think like generals. Like the Magai. Not like humans with emotions. I’m here now.” He opened the jar and handed it to her, “Drink this, it will help you relax. I won’t let anything happen to you, Zamara. We can talk about this in the morning. I will tell you everything over breakfast.”

      “Just Sideon. We can tell Merida that something happened to him…we don’t need to involve her.”

       The bed creaked and groaned under Cassian’s weight as he climbed on top and sprawled out. “Come here.”

      Zamara raised an eyebrow.

      “Please. Will you please come here? Let me hold you.” He reached for her.

      “Why?”

      Cassian’s chest heaved. “Because the only time anything ever feels right, is when you are in my arms. Let me hold you so I know you are safe, and we can both finally get some rest.”

      Zamara’s willpower melted away. She tossed her tonic back and set the jar on the floorboards. “You didn’t get enough rest in your sleep of defeat?” She curled up under Cassian’s arm and rested her head on his chest.

      Cassian played with her hair. “I’ve been flying all day and night, Zamara. I’m not a machine.”

      Warmth seeped through his shirt and into her cheek. She could hear the steady drum of his heartbeat. “You’re not mad at me?”

      “No,” He kissed the top of her head, “I deserved that. It’s pretty powerful stuff.” He chuckled.

      “Yeah, it is.” She smiled and matched his breathing. The air smelled like smoke and leather. She felt safe. Her body relaxed. Her eyelids grew heavy…

      “It’s you and me, little one.” He rested his head on hers. “Always. To the very end…and I’m sure the Pirate King failed to tell you this, but I think it will help you sleep. I did not kill anyone in the Western Isles, Zamara. I need you to know, every building I burned was abandoned and falling apart. I even did a sweep to make sure there were no squatters. I knew you wouldn’t want me to, that it would hurt you. You can ask Celia. If you think about it, I did him a service really...”

      With a smile on her face, Zamara drifted off to slumber.
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      Marching along the boardwalk with her crew, Zamara approached the city gates of Port Angelis. An emblem of a snake, biting its own tail, adorned the entryway, the Port Angelis sigil.

      Two armed guards stood on either side. According to their name tags, the one on the right was Jori, and the one on the left…Thomas. Jori was tall and stocky with a handsome face and a square jaw. His hair was blonde and cropped close to his head. He was clean shaven. He held himself with the confidence of a leader. A leader wouldn’t be guarding the gate. The other, Thomas, was much shorter. His face reminded her of a weasel. He slouched against the gate in a wrinkled uniform.

      All they needed was an audience with the chieftain and the sextant. He would let them through. He must. Hopefully, they brought enough gold. If he wasn’t cooperative, this mission would fail. That was not an option. They must do whatever it took to achieve their objectives. Her guts twisted at the thought of betraying Sideon. She didn’t know if she could go through with it…

      Whatever it takes. For Rose.

      “He is not allowed past these gates.” Jori nodded towards Cassian.

      “What? Why?” Zamara asked.

      The guard pointed to Cassian’s chest. “We are not allowed to let anyone with the dragon’s crest in the city.”

      “She doesn’t go anywhere without me.” Cassian lifted his chin.

      The guard raised an eyebrow, “Then she can stay outside the walls with you.”

      Cassian stepped towards him, “Or maybe I should just—"

      “—Cassian,” Zamara hooked her hand around his bicep, “You can wait for us on the ship.”

      “Zamara. No!” His nostrils flared

      She squared her shoulders and stared him down with a face of stone. They had recently talked of this. It was his chance to put his words to action. Would he concede, or continue to be an overbearing ass?

      He sighed, pointed his index finger in Jori’s face, and bared his teeth, “Tell your chieftain if anything happens to her, I will burn his entire city to ash.”

      “He will,” Sideon said. “He did it to mine.”

      Cassian looked smug.

      Jori narrowed his eyes as Thomas’s face leeched of color.

      This isn’t really starting off all that well. Zamara gripped his arm. “It will be alright, Cassian. I am not helpless.”

      He glanced sideways at her and snorted. “I know you are not helpless, little one.”

      He directed his ire back to Jori, “Let me rephrase that. She will burn your entire city to ash, and I will take care of anything she might have missed. Make sure and relay that message to your chieftain as well.” He eyeballed the man, gracefully spun around, and stomped off.

      Jori made them disarm, including their amulets and any other magical objects. Thomas patted them down and slapped bracelets on them to block any magical abilities. After being frisked, Jori led them to the fortress to meet Chieftain LaCruz.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara glanced up and down their table in the dining hall. The sound of clanking silverware and meaningless chatter had her on edge. The band chafed at her wrist. Without her amulet and her Khannas, she felt helpless—and she hated it.

      There were guards stationed at each end. The guards had been up their asses with crossbows since they walked through those gates. Like I can do anything against one hundred bolts pointed in my face. Zamara snorted.

      “Zamara, try this, it’s amazing.” Red pushed his plate in front of her.

      She looked down to find a message scrawled in red sauce.

      Keep calm. No sextant if we are locked up.

      Zamara used her spoon to erase Red’s message and took a bite. She tried not to gag. This is disgusting. She forced herself to chew and swallow. “Oh yeah, this is great.”

      Sideon leaned over and crooned in her ear. “You are a terrible liar.”

      His breath sent shivers down her spine. 

      Chieftain LaCruz addressed their table from his throne in the room’s front. “To what do I owe the pleasure of hosting such esteemed guests?”

      Sideon’s soft voice floated to the front of the room. “We desire the use of your sextant, for a trip beyond the wall.”

      The chieftain raised his eyebrows as a dark-haired guard with twisted braids and tattoos on the shaved sides of his head, leaned down and said something in the chieftain’s ear. They had a quiet conversation.

      Sideon leaned over and whispered, “that’s Commander Cage, the chieftain’s enforcer. He is a monster. He plays with these people as a cat would a city of mice.”

      She studied the unsettling man. A chill trickled down her spine. The commander produced a necklace, handed it to the chieftain, and returned to his post behind the throne. 

      Commander Cage pierced her gaze with icy blue eyes. Her skin crawled as the two of them locked into a silent stare down from across the room. 

      Everything but his chiseled face faded to the background. The top right quarter of his forehead was mangled, producing a gruesome scar that extended to the top of his cheekbone. The back of her neck prickled, and her mouth went dry. She forced her attention to Chieftain LaCruz.

      “Forgive me, your Highnesses,” Chieftain LaCruz crossed his hands over his robust belly and smiled at her company, “but why should I allow you the use of my property? Why should I let you pass at all? What business do you have in the lower territories? What do I get out of this?”

      Zamara cleared her throat. “I have gold.”

      “That is a start.” He eyed her hungrily.

      Sideon said, “I have been told that you have done business with my captains in the past.”

      “I haven’t been blessed with any contact from your people in quite some time.” The chieftain sneered, “Since I sent you that last shipment of slaves. In fact, the last time the Western Isles were here, your captain seduced my wife.”

      “That is unfortunate.” Sideon said. “Who is this captain you speak of? Perhaps I shall demote him.”

      Chieftain LaCruz grinned. “His name is Captain Farrell. No worries.” He waved his hand. “It has been dealt with. My wife paid for her infidelity with her head.”

      Zamara gasped. Sideon seized her hand under the table.

      “What became of the captain?” Sideon said.

      “He made off with twice as many slaves as he paid for. Now my daughter is missing. I’m not entirely sure that he didn’t have anything to do with it. Funny thing,” The chieftain pounded the table with his meaty fist. Silverware clinked and quivered. There was a collective gasp. Silence filled the room.

      Zamara looked around. These people were terrified of this loser. If I did that, my people would just cheer and toss their drinks back. Zamara clenched her jaw.

      “After we finished sawing my wife’s head off, a flash of light caught my commander’s eye.” He gestured to the commander. “It was an egg-sized bit of silver, coated in blood, buried amongst the gore at our feet. If it weren’t for the light reflecting off the metal, we would have missed it!”

      Sideon’s grip tightened on hers. She squeezed back. I really don’t like where this is headed.

      “I have never seen anything like it before.” Chieftain LaCruz produced the necklace his commander gave him. “I thought to myself, it is quite gaudy.” He dangled it in front of him. “—But then I realized that it opens.” He opened it and handed it back.

      Commander Cage and five of his buddies marched over to their table and surrounded them. Zamara’s heart picked up speed. The commander stood behind them and handed the necklace to Sideon. His presence stole the breath from her lungs.

      The chieftain continued. “Do you know what I found it to be? A charm, from a blood witch, that can alter the wearer's appearance. But their true appearance must be inside the locket, or they lose it forever”

      She peeked over Sideon’s shoulder. Blood drained from her face. He held an unmistakable drawing. Unless the twins had a triplet– 

      Captain Farrell is Sideon. We are screwed.

      “My wife always had such talent in the arts, don’t you think? She captured your likeness perfectly, Captain.”

      Sideon jumped up. 

      Bits of sauce splashed onto her shirt as the commander slammed Sideon’s head into a plate of food, shackled his wrists behind his back, and dragged him away.

      Every muscle in her body tensed, ready to fight their way out.

      “Zamara.” Red gave her a knowing look.

      Keep. Calm.

      “I will not permit the use of my sextant.” The chieftain looked Zamara over. “Your gold will only get your ships through the wall. Otherwise, take your chances sailing down the coast. The Pirate King is now my prisoner. You must leave him here. I will give you all rooms, you are welcome to spend the night, but tomorrow morning you must be on your way.” 

      Every word out of the chieftain’s mouth had Zamara yearning to break his nose. Then heal it. Then break it again. She clenched her jaw and fisted her hands.

      Red cleared his throat.

      Keep calm. She took a steadying breath and forced her body to relax. We have time. If we can get the chieftain alone…

      “That is very gracious of you, Chieftain LaCruz.” Zamara stood, she registered the clicking of one-hundred crossbows, pointed at her head. She glanced around coolly and locked eyes with the grotesque man. “I was hoping to have time to speak to you…” Zamara bit her bottom lip, “… privately. There are other matters I wish to discuss. Perhaps I was wrong to align myself with the pirate. I think I need someone more like you. I am very wealthy, you know… and I have no king to share my treasures with.” Zamara shrugged. “I think we could come to a much better agreement… one that would satisfy us both.” She smiled and batted her eyelashes.

      I just puked in my mouth a little.

      Her skin crawled as the chieftain dragged his gaze along the length of her body, smacking his greasy lips. “Very well. I will have the guards show you to my chambers.”

      “Oh! I—uh…” Not now! I need time to come up with a plan and get something to drug him with. “I was hoping for a chance to freshen up first?” She tried to look sheepish. “We have been at sea for some time.”

      “Women.” The chieftain huffed. “As you wish. Guards, take our guests to their rooms. I will send for you at sundown.”
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        * * *

      

      Zamara stood by the open balcony doors, wondering what the other council members were doing.

      “I can’t believe my brother!” Merida paced the length of a dull gray area rug.

      “I can.” Zamara walked to the side of a four-post bed and pulled the top drawer of the nightstand open. Nothing.

      “What are we going to do?” Merida stopped pacing and addressed Zamara. “Did you mean what you said? That you should have aligned yourself with the chieftain?”

      Zamara picked up a vase of flowers sitting on top of the stand and sniffed them. “No. I made a vow, sealed in blood, I keep my promises.” I sound like Cassian.

      Merida flopped down on the bed. “Then why did you say it?”

      Zamara sighed and went to sit next to Merida. She took her hand. “Sideon knew he was going to get captured, so did Red. They both told me to keep going, or all of us would have ended up in chains. I needed to say something to get the chieftain to agree to being alone with me. I’m hoping Nevrine can whip me up a last-minute poison or something.”

      “What about our bracelets?” Merida held her arm up. “Without our magik we are useless against so many men.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Zamara smiled, “My council is a force to be reckoned with, with or without their magik. The outside world seems to have forgotten that. Cassian made us all train without it in case we ever found ourselves in a situation like this. Our bodies are weapons. Our minds are sharper than any sword…” Zamara trailed off and looked around the room.

      “That’s great, but your council isn’t here. It’s just us, and there are guards outside our doors with weapons.” Merida hugged herself.

      There. In the corner. A pendulum-clock. Those have magnets in them. Zamara rushed over to it, jumped up, and ripped it off the wall.

      “What are you doing!” Merida hissed.  

      Zamara tore the backing off the clock and peered inside. She looked at Merida and grinned, “I can get the bracelets off.”

      Merida’s eyes widened, “How?”

       Zamara reached inside and pulled out a small grey object. “Magnets, it’s how they lock the bracelets.” She strode to Merida and held the magnet to her wrist. It popped open.

      Merida’s jaw dropped, “How did you do that?”

      Zamara shrugged, “I know a thing or two about magnets. Now that your bracelet is off, can you teleport like your brother?”

      Merida screwed her face up and concentrated. Panic befell her features. “It’s not working!”

      Zamara continued to look around. She noticed a black stone with golden flecks embedded into Merida’s bracelet. This must be malachite, from the Jinny marshes, how they block the magik. She had never seen the stone with her own eyes, but Nevrine has mentioned it before. Zamara studied the wall, covered in roses and vines, and bound over to it. She reached up and peeled a bit of the paper away.

      Just as she thought. “The walls are made of the same stone as the bracelets.”

      A shadowy figure dropped onto their balcony from the one above. Merida jumped.

      Red waltzed into the room, stopped in front of Zamara, and gently took her arm to unlock her bracelet.

      Zamara jerked away. “Not yet.”

      Red frowned. “What do you mean, not yet?”

      “I need to wait until after I see the chieftain, or he will know something is up.”

      “Uh—you’re not going to see the chieftain.”

      “I need to.” Zamara searched Red’s eyes. “It is the only way to get the sextant.”

      “We don’t need it.”

      “Red. Yes, we do.” Zamara grabbed his hands, “We need to get out of here, with the sextant, our stuff that they took, and Sideon. Stop worrying about me.”

      An incredulous look befell his face. “That is impossible.”

      Zamara pulled her hands away and placed them on her hips. “I don’t mind a few bumps and bruises so long as we all get out of here.”

      “… and if it’s more than that?”

      “I broke my spine to test my glider. What do you think?”

      He sighed and walked over to take Merida’s bracelet off. “Oh. You already found it.” He smiled. “I had a clock in my room too. The others are right behind me. They are searching their rooms for weapons we can use.”

      “—we need to call in a servant.” Nevrine’s voice floated in from the balcony.

      Merida yelped as her hand flew to her chest. “You need to put a bell on that one.”

      Zamara turned to Nevrine. “How long have you been standing there?”

      His mouth twitched. “Long enough to hear your lovers’ quarrel.”

      Red snorted. “You aren’t nearly as funny as you think you are, old man.”

      Nevrine glided into the room with a bouquet of white flowers. Dirt fell from the roots and left a trail on the carpet. He spoke while Zamara removed his bracelet. “I found something that will knock the chieftain out, but I need a few more things to make the decoction.”

      Zamara raised an eyebrow, “Like what?”

      A loud clattering came from the balcony. They turned their heads towards the commotion. 

      A large body slid down after that. There was a lot of grunting going on. Scandronn hung, butt crack on display, with one of his legs caught in the bars above him, like a sloth.

      “You want some flowers for that vase?” Zamara laughed.

      He lost his grip and trounced the ground. A chandelier in the dining room shivered. Its crystal tears tinkled against each other. Two abstract paintings detached from the wall and struck the area rug beneath them. The floor trembled. Everyone stood, staring while he set himself right.

      Nevrine blinked and hissed. “Beast! Can you make any more noise? I don’t think they heard you on the other side of the compound.”

      “The last time I scaled balconies.” Scandronn brushed himself off. “I did it as a monkey.” 

      He straightened himself and raised an arm. “This bracelet is pure evil.”

      Zamara bit down on a smile and held the magnet up. “Come here, wild one.”  

      The door to their chamber flew open and banged off the wall. The gate guard, Jori, rushed in. He halted at the sight of them. His hazel eyes widened.

      Time stopped as they all stared at each other in surprise. 

      Zamara’s heart bounced around in her chest. 

      Bird song floated in through the balcony doors.

      Jori gulped, placed his fist over his heart and took a knee. “I am Jori Helvig, your Highness. I pledge my allegiance to you and your council. If you will take me with you. I can get you all out.”

      Her eyes widened. “Why? You would switch sides, just like that? I do not have room at my side for disloyal people.” 

      “I am loyal, your Highness. But not to the chieftain. My loyalty is to the princess. She is out there somewhere. I wish to look for her.”

      “I am not going on any side quests. Straight there. Straight back.” 

      “I know, your Highness, and I do not ask you to.” Jori got to his feet. “But I cannot help her while I am holed up here. My chances of finding her are much higher if I am with you. I have to try.”  

      It would be useful to have an insider. He might even have a key to the dungeons. With Jori and the decoction, we have a shot at getting out of this. All of us.

      …What if he betrays us…

       Then we kill him and move on.

      …Whatever it takes…

      “Scandronn,” Zamara rested a hand on his shoulder. “I need you to get a message to Cassian. Tell him there is a new plan. I need you two to figure out how to get that gate open and get our ships through. Do not let Cassian come busting in here throwing flames, there are too many innocent people in the streets.”

      Scandronn rested his fist over his heart and took a running leap off the balcony. He burst into a seagull and flew off.

      “Jori,” Zamara said. “If Nevrine gives you a list of things he needs to make the decoction, do you think you can get them?”

      “Yes, your Highness.” He nodded.

      “—and are there fire escape plans or anything? Can you acquire or draw a map of the fortress’ layout?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Thank you, Jori.”

      She said to Nevrine. “Get him a list.”  

      Nevrine scrawled one out and handed it to him. Jori turned to leave.

      “—and Jori?” Zamara called to him as he marched across the room.

      He halted and turned to her. “Yes, your Highness?”

      “If you betray me, I will find you, capture you, and keep you as my pet. In a small cage. I will hunt down everyone you hold dear and kill them in front of you. Then I will let their bodies rot around you, just out of reach, while you slowly starve to death, longing for the flesh of your loved ones. Do not forget who I am. Do I make myself clear?”

      His eyes widened before schooling his face into a mask of serenity. “Yes, your Highness.”

      She nodded. “Good. You may take your leave.”

      He rushed out.  

      She glanced at Merida and wondered why she wasn’t paying attention. “Merida?”   

      Merida worried at her bottom lip, staring at the bed spread. Her eyes snapped up.

      “You okay?” Zamara asked.

      “Huh? Oh—yeah. I just, you all know exactly what you are doing, and I’m just—my brother always—I’m in way over my head.” Her voice broke. She covered her eyes with her hands. Her raven hair fell in curtains over her face. It was a gesture so like Rose, it woke something up in Zamara.

      “Hey,” Zamara kneeled in front of Merida, lifted her chin with her index finger, and grabbed her hands. “It’s okay to be afraid. Everyone gets scared. Even me. To be brave, you must first be afraid. It helps to remember you are not alone. We do this together. We are going to get your brother back. I don’t leave people behind.”

      Merida nodded her head.

      “Do you want to help? I give Rose small tasks to keep her mind from straying to the worst. It helps her.”

       “Y-yes.” A genuine look of hope blossomed on her face.  

      Zamara’s heart melted. She didn’t think she could consider Merida to be an enemy anymore. If she betrayed them, she didn’t think she could live with herself. That was just not who she was.

      “Good.” Zamara smirked. “I don’t think I could get ready to seduce this disgusting chieftain without you. If I did my own hair and makeup, I would come out looking like a drunken clown and he would turn me away at the door.”

      She laughed. “I doubt that.”

      Zamara and Merida spent the rest of their daylight getting ready for her ‘date’ with the chieftain while Nevrine brewed his decoction. Red and Jori planned out their escape route with the maps Jori acquired. 

      She felt dirty using her body in this way. Part of the reason she trained so much was so she never found herself in a situation like this. But without the sextant, they would never get to the last amulet. Without the last amulet, she didn’t stand a chance against Kain, and would never get her sister back. She had no choice. She had to do it, for Rose. 
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        * * *

      

      The sun had set, Commander Cage and Jori escorted Zamara to the chieftain’s chambers in all her finery. The vial of his demise rested between her cleavage. The Commander’s presence unnerved her, but the tension between him and Jori was suffocating. I wonder if it has anything to do with Jori wanting to escape with us. Jori seemed like a nice enough guy, but all snakes were smooth on the outside. As long as he remained useful, she would let him live.

      They came to a set of heavy wooden doors. The commander pulled one open and pinned her with disconcerting blue eyes. “Enjoy your night, Highness.” His suggestive grin made her stomach roil and had her wanting to turn around and run in the other direction. 

      You can do this. Whatever it takes. For Rose. 

      She took a deep breath and sauntered into the viper’s pit.

      She found Chieftain LaCruz in the dining area of his chambers. He greeted her with an uncomfortable and inappropriate embrace, led her to her seat, and poured them some wine. The golden sextant was displayed on the table.

      “Sit down.” He showed off a crooked smile.

      She sat.

      “I had my cooks prepare us something special tonight. We can at least enjoy a good meal together before we get to the good stuff, yeah?” He winked and stared at her cleavage.

      Zamara downed her wine. He eagerly refilled it. They ate in silence. She had another glass.

      “Thirsty girl.” He smacked his greasy lips. “I like that. I will call my servants to retrieve us another bottle.”

      “Chieftain LaCruz,” She rested her hand on his arm and batted her eyelashes, “if we are going to do this, I want to do it right. In the North, there is a tradition. When a man is courting a woman, and they have their first meal together, the man must be the one to serve the woman. It shows her that his intentions are to provide for her and that he is capable of doing so. Will you go get the wine?”

      “What an odd tradition.” The chieftain snorted. “Is that what you really want?”

      She nodded. “It would please me very much.”

      “What do I get out of it?”

      …whatever it takes…

      She smiled, placed her palms on the table, and slowly got to her feet, sauntering around the table, never breaking eye contact. He pushed his chair back and gulped. She grabbed him by the lapel of his jacket and yanked him towards her, planting a kiss on his fat, slimy lips.

      Bile surged up her throat. Her skin crawled.

      …stab him! There is a knife, right there…

      I must stick to the plan.

      She forced herself to linger as she pulled away and purred. “You get no more until you please me, chieftain.”

      “Very well.” He laughed and pushed himself up. “I will go get you some more wine, woman.”

      She beamed. “Thank you.”

      Her stomach did somersaults. It was all she could do not to hurl. Zamara watched him waddle out of the room. The door clicked behind him. She gagged and scrubbed her mouth with her napkin, discarding it on her plate.

      Zamara took the vial from her cleavage and dumped it into his glass. She sat back and took stock of the room while she waited for his return. It was just an ordinary dining chamber, complete with long table, opulent rugs, tapestries, and a candlelit chandelier.

      He joined her once more and refilled her glass.

      “I would like to propose a toast.” Zamara lifted her glass. The chieftain’s nostrils flared. He looked annoyed but humored her.

      She smiled. “To new beginnings.”

      “New beginnings.” He grunted.

      They clinked their glasses together and drank.

      The chieftain set his glass down and sawed into another steak. “What does this new beginning entail, exactly? A piece of ass, I hope. After I just went traipsing all over the fortress to bring you…”

      He keeled over, hitting the ground with a thud.

      “I’m sorry, what were you saying, chieftain?” Zamara laughed and took a long pull from the bottle. She took a knee, placing her hand on his chest. “Violent beginnings, have violent ends. Thank you for the wine and the sextant. That was very gracious of you.”

      She took off her bracelet and used a steak knife to saw through the throw rug around him. Kicking off her shoes, she grabbed the edge of the rug, and about gave herself an aneurism trying to heft him into his bedroom. 

      Gods, he was heavy. 

      She discarded him by his bed and left. 

      Back in the dining room, she tied the sextant to her belt and messed up her hair. She rushed over to the door and took a deep breath. Here we go. Zamara opened the door and jumped. She was face to face with Commander Cage.

      He peered inside. “Where is the chieftain?”

      “He was exhausted.” She tried to look mortified. “He told me to go back to my room for the night. So, good night to you.” She bowed her head and started walking.

      The commander grabbed her by the arm. “Did Chieftain LaCruz give you that, or did you take it?” He nodded at the sextant hanging around her waist.

      “We made a deal.” Her heart picked up speed. “He said I could take it.”

      “Is that so?” The other guard raised his eyebrows. “Then you won’t mind if I just go confirm that with him.”

      …we can’t let him do that…

      She pivoted and jabbed him in the throat. He collapsed. 

      Commander Cage tried to grab her from behind. She elbowed him in the face, spun around, chambered her leg, and kicked him in the groin. He made a strangled sound as he cupped himself and sank to his knees.

      She spun around, heel kicking Cage in the jaw. Pain shot through her foot and up her leg. He fell limp and hit the ground like a sack of onions, out cold.

      She grabbed Cage’s crossbow from the ground beside him and turned her attention to the other guy, rolling around and gasping for air. She aimed it at his head and pulled the trigger. His brain matter splattered across the floor.

      So much for not drawing attention.

      Zamara used the commander’s dagger to cut her skirts short, shoved the knife in her belt, strapped the crossbow to her back, and headed for the dungeon.

       She had to stop every few turns to consult Jori’s map. 

      Her lungs burned and her bare feet slapped against the cool concrete, echoing off the walls of the empty hallways.

      The stairs to the sub-levels were just around the corner. She crept up to it and took a quick peek. Two men. One on each side. Right had a crossbow. Left held a sword.

      She propped against the wall with her crossbow at the ready, giving herself time to catch her breath.

      Zamara took a deep breath into her lungs, leaned around the corner, aimed, and shot the crossbow guy in the head on her exhale.

      The second one raised his sword.

      She snatched the knife from her belt as they stared each other down.

      He laughed. “What are you gonna do with an unloaded bow and that little pig sticker, Magai bitch.”   

      Zamara grinned. “I’m gonna stick a pig, of course.”

      She flung the crossbow at him, distracting him as she closed the distance, ramming her knife upwards, into the bottom of his chin. He swung the hilt of his sword in a downward arc, hitting her in the ear. Her skull felt like it split open and light flashed in her eyes.

      I’m blind!

      Warm mist sprayed her face as she yanked her blade out and blindly slashed at his throat. The pain in her head made her want to vomit. The world spun. She staggered backward, shook her head, wiped her eyes with bloody hands, and blinked rapidly. Her head rang. Her heart pounded against her chest. She could hear nothing but ringing! Her vision spun into focus enough for her to watch the sword guy’s blurry form as he fell to his knees, and flopped face first into the ground.  

      She helped herself to his sword and made her way down the spiral stairwell to the hallways of prison cells. 

      A measure of stealth was required. It was slow going, especially without her Khannas.

      Bodies lined the ground. She was exhausted and breathing heavy from slashing and climbing over them, but she was gaining ground. Her ears never stopped ringing.

      The corridors were narrow. Which worked to her advantage. She cut her way through them, two at a time. Hacking and slicing. Stabbing and gutting. The sword’s handle grew slick and sticky. She painted the walls, ceiling, and floor red with the blood of people whose only crimes were being enslaved by the wrong man.  

      … It’s necessary to save Rose, and your people are in danger. They are counting on you. You are already damned. What’s a few more notches in your belt? Just pretend they are reapers. We can dwell on this later…

      She carried on.

      When she got to the dungeon, she looked truly terrifying. The skirt of her dress was in ribbons. She was barefoot and coated in gore. She looked like a demon. From Merida’s reaction to the bodies, Zamara knew that is exactly what she thought of her. A monster. Zamara looked around, really looked at the carnage she left trailing in her wake and cast her head down. She couldn’t look at them. Faces of her victims and their last moments played on a reel in her brain, over and over. Her face grew hot with shame as it kindled in her gut like a lazy campfire, turning the tips of her ringing ears a shade of pink.

      “You did what needed to be done.” Sideon cut her off and lifted her chin. There was no condemnation in his beautiful blue eyes. He looked at her with awe. “If you had hesitated, once, we wouldn’t all be standing here right now. Merida knows that. Blood just makes her queasy.”

      Zamara found comfort in his touch and his words. It gave her a renewed energy. She swallowed and nodded. “Let’s get our people out of this gods’ forsaken city.”

      Zamara and Sideon surged into the darkened courtyard with their stolen weapons at the ready. Nevrine, Red and Jori followed, flanking Merida. They needed to get to the ships. First, they must stop by the security station to retrieve their amulets and weapons. Zamara hoped Cassian and Scandronn got the gate open. If they didn’t, things could get hairy. I can probably blast it open once I get my amulet.

      Zamara looked around the courtyard, trying to get her bearings.

      “It’s this way.” Jori jerked his chin in the gate’s direction and took off. “Come on.”

      They dipped through dusty alleyways and dodged clusters of guards on patrol. The guards didn’t seem alert to the fact that her company was now loose in the streets after drugging the chieftain, stealing from him, slaying dozens of guards, and freeing a prisoner. She hoped the patrols stayed ignorant, at least until they could get their ships through the wall. She didn’t want to kill any more people than necessary. The less the better.

      The six of them crouched behind a storage shed, fifty paces away from the lit-up gate house that held their belongings. The docks laid just beyond it. 

      “Two guards at the gate,” Sideon grabbed Zamara’s forearm with his free hand. “Three more in the gatehouse. I got this. I will distract them and get our stuff. The rest of you get through the gate. I will meet you all on the other side.”

      “I can go with you.” Zamara said. “You might need backup. Nevrine can cloak the others.”

      Sideon slid his slender fingers down her arm and grasped her hand. “You don’t need to worry about me. You will only slow me down.”

      Zamara narrowed her eyes.

      “Besides,” Sideon winked and caressed the back of her hand with the pad of his thumb, “it’s my turn to have some fun.”

      Her breath hitched. Goosebumps shivered up the length of her arms as a chill shot down her spine. She licked her lips. “Fun?”

      Sideon, yanked on her hand.

      Her eyes widened as she stumbled forward and crashed against his chest.

      He ensnared her in his arms and crushed their lips together.

      Zamara’s nerve endings exploded as she instinctively parted her lips and Sideon snaked his tongue out, claiming her mouth for his own.  

      She stumbled forward as Sideon vanished into the night.  

      A buzz of energy lingered where their lips just joined. Zamara brought her fingers to her mouth. Her face flamed as she turned to the others, studying the rocks at their feet. Awkward.

      A siren wailed from above the wall. Zamara sighed.

      She turned to Nevrine. “How are you doing? Getting close to a burnout?”

      Nevrine’s face was alight. “It is merely a reflective energy; it takes nothing, child. You would know this if you had ever deigned to listen during our lessons.”

       The old fart is enjoying this. “What?”

      Nevrine sighed. “I’m already cloaking us. We need only walk through the gate.”  

      Zamara counted ten bodies scattered around the entrance, discarded in pools of blood. Some of them hung from the gate itself. Sideon did all this in a matter of minutes?

      She looked around, wondering where he went.

      “W-Where is he?” Merida trembled. “Where is my brother?”

      “I don’t know.” Zamara peered into the empty gate house. Did he get our stuff? Did that piece of dung betray me? “Maybe he went ahead…”

      “What if he was taken?” Merida sounded frantic.

      “I will take Red to check it out.” She barked at Nevrine. “Get everyone else onto the ship.”

      Her and Red ran into the gate house. Their stuff was still there. What in the Never? She snatched up the amulets, hung them around her neck, and strapped her Khanna’s to her sides as Red peeled his shirt off and placed the rest of their stuff on top of it. She tossed in a handful of those magik blocking bracelets, they might come in handy. She felt whole again.

      “What do you think, Zamara?” Red wrapped his shirt around their items and picked it up.

      Sideon could have been captured. All signs pointed to that outcome. She had to make a call. Quick. The backup guards would find them any minute. She had the amulets. The sextant. Everything that they needed… “He might have made it to the ships.”

      “Do you really think that?” Red raised an eyebrow.

      “No.” She sighed. “We have to get out of here though. Let’s just get this stuff to our ship and go from there.”

      They trounced along the boardwalk and ran to their docked fleet.

      Her stomach dropped. In between them and her ship, stood another twenty innocent guards that were sent to their deaths. Sideon was in front of them, on his knees, beaten and bloody, with a magik blocking band around his wrist. Seeing him like that did something to her. It hurt her on a deeper level than she would ever admit. She wanted to tear them all to shreds.

      …do it…

      I need to be smart.

      She brought two fingers to her lips and whistled high. There was a flash from the deck of her ship as Cassian took to the skies in his dragon form and circled.

      The guard standing behind Sideon glared. “What is he doing?”

      “He is waiting for the command to start torching things.” Zamara smiled.

      “If he does, I will kill the pirate lord.” The guard placed his sword across Sideon’s throat.

      “I do not wish to kill you all.” She drew her Khannas and lit their blades with emerald fire. “Nor do I wish to burn your city down. Give me the Pirate King and let my ships through the gate. Stand down. Let us pass, and I will allow you all to walk away unharmed—”   

      “—The Pirate King is mine.” Commander Cage sauntered to the forefront. “He stays. Leave him, and I will open the gates. You can be on your way, Mad Queen. Lucky for you, the chieftain is still alive. We have no quarrel with you. And get that sack of shit traitor out of my city.” He pointed at Jori, standing on the deck of her ship. “You are banished, Jori Helvig! Under punishment of death.”

      One high note, and Cassian would drench their city in fire.

      Killing thousands of innocents.

      She had the amulets now. She could easily take the guards out. Could probably just blast the gate open.

      …leave him…

      I don’t want to.

      …We already agreed to this with Cassian. Now we have an excuse to leave him behind…

      Some excuse. He knows I can take them all out. If I agree to this. He will know I did it just to get him out of the way. He will see it as a betrayal.

      …the Fates have dropped this opportunity in our lap. Take it. For Rose. It is only a matter of time before Sideon betrays us anyways…

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Letting her Khannas sputter out, she returned them to her belt.  

      “Zamara,” Sideon croaked, “no. You can’t be considering it!”

      Commander Cage smirked. “That gate is made of malachite. You won’t get through unless I open it.”

      She sighed and brought her fingers to her lips, whistling once high, once low, signaling Cassian to return to the ship.

      “Your call, Highness.” Cage grinned.

      Zamara swallowed hard, heart pounding, and nodded to the commander. “Deal.”

      “Bitch!” Sideon spat. “Traitorous bitch! Damn you to the Never, Zamara. How could you? You took a blood-oath. Well let me make you one, under pain of the Neverworld, I vow to Var that you will regret this. When I catch you—”

      Cage whacked Sideon upside the head with the hilt of his sword. Sideon crumpled to the ground. “He won’t escape.”  

      The murderous look on Sideon’s face would give her nightmares. If he ever caught up to her, he would kill her.

      The guards hauled Sideon off. She was going to be sick.

      Zamara followed Red up the ladder of her ship as the massive gates squealed open.

      Cassian heaved her over the railing and onto the moonlit deck. “Are you hurt?” He ran his hands over her body, checking for wounds. Zamara gently nudged him away, “I’m fine, Cassian. Most of it isn’t my blood.”

      A look of relief washed over his face.

      She felt anything but. She had just damned herself to the Neverworld by breaking a blood-oath, and if Sideon ever escaped his captors, he would make sure she met her end sooner rather than later. After she combined the amulets, she was no longer any use to him. He would kill her.
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        Inferni

      

      

      Rose sprawled on a pile of furs inside her and Aera’s yurt. It did nothing to shield her from the unbearable heat of the desert sun. If anything, it felt like she was inside an oven, slowly cooking alive. Asyria was nothing like North Hallha. It was a rolling sea of sand and death as far as the eye could see. Sweat dripped down her temple as she wiped it away. Her hair was soaked and sticking to her skin. She hated everything about this. 

      Kain–the pompous ass–found a way to make her his Ceterus, a deal he made with her father when she was still a toddler. Why? He would not say. It hurt her to her very core that her father would betray her like that. But as long as the monsters she was forced to resurrect with her blood knew she was bound to him, they would treat her like a queen. That small reassurance of safety, and Aera, were the only things holding her together. 

      Rose Snowdyn, the Mother of Monsters. She scoffed. 

      Angrboda was the Mother of Monsters, and probably the greatest female to ever exist. Stories of the jotun commander were her and Zamara’s favorites when they were little. 

      Rose sighed. She only wished she could be as brave as Angrboda. Zamara was the brave one. Zamara would come for her. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind. And when she did, Kain would kill her. 

      Rose would not let that happen.  

      “Kain wants us on top of the pyramids tonight.” Aera appeared through the yurts entrance and flopped on a stack of pillows. Her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  “When the blood moon reaches its zenith, that is when we will open the gateway.”

      “Did you find anything out?” Rose asked. 

      “I’m going through behind Engor and the trolls.” Aera crossed her tiny booted feet, propping them on the low table, and laced her slender fingers behind her head. “Engor doesn’t know anything about it, and I’m not telling him. He would try to stop me. But once I am through, there is nothing he can do about it and will have no choice but to take me in.”  

      Rose frowned. “You don’t think Kain is going to notice that his most valuable seer has disappeared with the trolls?” 

      She smirked. “Ander and I made sure he will be too busy trying to figure out what to do about the broken gateway. He won’t notice I’m gone until it’s too late.” 

      A spark of hope built in her chest. Rose leaned forward. “Do you think you can get a message to my sister?” 

      “If she doesn’t kill me first, I am a seer, remember.”

      “We have a seer. He is even on the High Council. Zamara trusts him with her life. I trust him with my life.” 

      “What about the darkness?” 

      Rose smiled, “My sister can heal it away.” 

      Aera’s shadowed red eyes widened. “She can–she can take it away? Forever?” 

      “Not forever. They do sessions every so often when it’s needed. If you join her, and take back your crown, there is no doubt in my mind that you two together could beat Kain’s demon army.”

      Aera sighed. “Come with me.” 

      “Aera,” Rose bit her lip and shook her head, “you know I can’t.”

      “I know.” She swallowed and looked away. “I don’t want to leave you.” 

      “You must. Have you seen your eyes? If Kain makes you use your power one more time, the darkness will surely take you. We found Red like that. Trust me, you do not want to go there. You must go.”

      “I just–”

      “–promise me, Aera,” Rose grabbed her hand. “Promise me you will go with Engor and find my sister. Have her heal you and tell her that Kain and I are bound. Warn her about the army. Promise me you two will ally and help each other end this once and for all. And tell her,” Rose's voice broke, “tell her not to worry about me. If it comes down to it, even if killing Kain will kill me, I want Zamara to do it anyway. I want her to put our people’s lives above my own. I know she will struggle with it. But I want her to know that it is alright. I would not blame her. That I gladly die for our people. If that is my destiny, I am ready.”        
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        * * *

      

      Emaciated and drained, Rose looked on at the demon army Kain acquired with her blood. Invisible ants danced down her spine. Tens of thousands of reapers, returned from the Neverworld, stood in formation at the base of the pyramids. The Neverworld did something to them. They were anything but beautiful now. Their eyes were hollowed, noses and mouths nothing but slits, like their faces melted away in the fires. The army rested in eerie silence, like statues, awaiting orders.

      Scattered amongst them in smaller groups, massive trolls wore ridiculous bone helmets and banged ridiculous bone shields with their ridiculous bone handled swords.

      Two ugly, screeching creatures flew through the sky.

      Shackled at her side, Ander had seen better days. Kain beat him. She could no longer recognize his face. Bruises, new and old, blanketed his entire body in varying shades of red, purple and yellow. His rum-colored eyes swelled to slits like a swarm of bees attacked him, and his curly brown hair was dirty and matted to the side of his head.

      “One more time.” Kain gently took her hand and drew a knife. She cried out and tried to pull away, but his grip was iron. Her chains clanked as he hauled her upright. As soon as her blood touched the Inferni Stone at their feet, the portals would open. Leading the trolls to Zamara, and the reapers to the Forbidden, Mystic Lake’s back door.

      “Master.” Aera crested the top of the stone stairs and approached them, her crimson eyes were riddled with darkness. 

      Aera would lose her usefulness shortly. 

      Rose would miss her only friend in this gods-forsaken place, but if Aera didn’t leave, Kain would kill her, just like he did the others. No matter that I told him, seers could be healed. ‘A waste of energy’ he told me. 

      Rose scowled. She hated him. But knowing that Aera would get away brought her a little satisfaction. And a little hope that she might one day get to return to her sister and the council, her family. Return to her safe life of luxury that she took so much for granted.  

      Aera was wild eyed and out of breath. “They have breached the wall at Port Angelis.”

      “It is time.” He pulled a vial of Rose’s blood from around his neck and handed it to Aera. “Go make sure the troll’s gateway works on that end. You will know when to add this. The ground will tremble.” 

      “Yes, master.” Aera nodded her head and accepted the vial before spinning around and descending the ungodly amount of steps. 

      Kain chuckled and turned to Rose. “Your sister isn’t as intelligent as people give her credit for.”

      Rose narrowed her eyes and jerked her hand from his. “She is smarter than you.”

      “We shall see, my dear.” He flashed perfect teeth, silver eyes glittered. “Right now, she is doing exactly what I need her to be doing. Getting me the Akashi Stone. Only a divinity with a pure heart can repair it.”

      “Obviously, that isn’t you.” Rose glared.  

      “I loved once.” He frowned and snatched her hand up. “All it brought me was madness and pain. Love is a weakness, princess, and you are as weak as they come. It makes you blind to the bigger picture. It makes you do stupid things. Look at my son-in-law here.” He jerked his chin in Ander’s direction. “Now, where were we?”

      He sliced her palm. Blood trickled down and seeped into the stone. The ground trembled beneath her as the trolls disappeared into the pyramid to their right. From the left, an explosion rocked the other. Dust billowed from its entrance.

      Kain snapped at a silent soldier standing with them. “What happened?”

      “M-My Lord, there must be a problem with the gateway in the Forbidden.”

      Ander chuckled from the ground.

      Kain’s eyes snapped to him. “You did this!” He pointed at him and bared his teeth, “I swear on my crown boy, when I find a way to break your Ceterus bond, I am going to kill you, slowly and without mercy.”

      Kain roared into the sky. “Why must I do everything myself!”

      Rose flinched and her heart shot into her throat.

      He turned to her, malice shining in his eyes. “At least now we will get front row seats to your sister’s demise. Be happy, my flower.” He crushed her to his chest and caressed her cheek. “If you are lucky, you may yet glimpse that tiny head of hers before I lob it off. Let us take you home, shall we?”

      With that, he dragged her into oblivion.
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      Potato skins methodically fell to the bottom of the tub, landing in a heap. The pads of Zamara’s fingers were withered from peeling so many. This was her third sack. Her rear tingled with pins and needles, and her back ached from perching on this hard stool all afternoon. But doing mundane prep work was better than the alternative, being around people. At least the galley in her ship was free of those. Her cabin sure the hell wasn’t. She needed to be alone, to do something that kept her hands and mind busy.

      A frantic clicking of paws scurried along the wooden floor. The corner of her mouth twitched. Those rats would make good soup if the need ever arose.

      I can’t believe I left Sideon behind. We could have saved him. Now, I am an oath breaker. It is amazing the Fates haven’t yet struck me down.

      She had a feeling that was still coming. They were just biding their time, waiting for the right moment to destroy her.

      …He would have done the same thing to us if given the chance…

      I’m not so sure about that anymore. I almost—I think I miss him.

      She missed his playful grin, missed bantering with him. She was bored without him. He brought a smile to her face. Her blood sang when he was near. She felt guilty for leaving him.

      Her heart fell. She ruined it. Anything they might have had, was dust in the wind. She would never again see that side of him. He hated her now.

      …We did what we had to do…

      We broke a vow.

      …He couldn’t be trusted. Especially not with Rose’s life at stake. Who is to say he won’t kill us and take the amulet for himself the second it I make it whole? Things will be easier without him. Now the amulets are ours…

      She caught the fleeting scent of mint floating through the air, as if just thinking about him summoned his spirit.

      Something cold and sharp pressed into her throat. A muscled arm wrapped around her midsection and yanked her back against something solid and warm. 

      Hot breath caressed her ear as a familiar voice seduced her. “You betrayed me. Did you honestly think I wouldn’t catch up? You underestimate me, love–and that will be your downfall. Now, what will I do with you?”

      Relief that he was safe washed over her.

      …He will kill us…

      He can’t kill us. 

      …yet… 

      He needs us to get the amulet. 

      …That doesn’t mean he can’t make our lives hell…

      Worse than death. 

      She could feel the blood drain from her face and swallowed hard as her heartbeat quickened. “You could let me go?”

      “My morals dictate that I slice your throat.” He dragged the blunt end of the knife down the side of her neck, cold steel trailing between her breasts. She shivered. “It’s what I do with traitors. If I don’t punish you, it will make me look weak. I also can’t cut your throat now, can I? I still need you to get the amulet.” He removed the knife from her neck, spun her around, lifted her, and pinned her on the counter. “We find ourselves in quite the predicament.” 

      He trailed the knife down the front of her shirt and cut it open in one fluid motion.

      She gasped. “What are you—”

      “Settle down.” There was a pinch at her neck. Sideon dangled the amulets in front of her face, his blue eyes glittering with malice. “I will be holding onto these for the foreseeable future.”

      “Sideon,” Her heart fell, “I’m sorry. I had no—"

      “—Do not lie to me. You owe me that much.” Sideon shoved the amulets in his pocket and dragged her to her feet. “It’s time to face the consequences of your actions, darling.”
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      Sideon felt nauseous as he dragged Zamara across the deck and began the task of tying and securing her wrists to the beam above her head. His guts twisted into knots. He didn’t know what to do with her.

      His men jeered in the background, calling for blood.

      Merida rushed to his side and hissed, “Sideon, what are you doing?”

      Everyone grew silent.

      There were those amongst his crew who reported back to his father.

      If I let her go, take it easy on her…if father learns I care for her…

      A chill slithered down his spine. Sideon could never hide from that man.

      Never.

      Sideon forced a mask of indifference over his face. If it is a show they want, I will give them a show. As long as Zamara makes it out of this alive.

      “This witch left me in Port Angelis.” Sideon bared his teeth. “She is an oath breaker. In the name of Var, I must exact payment. A pound of flesh.” He cut the back of her tunic down the middle and bared her back before retreating a few steps. 

      One of his crew members scrambled to place a whip in his hand. The leather was cool against his skin. His fingers tightened around the handle, imagining his father’s throat as he squeezed. 

      His sister’s eyes grew wide as she grabbed his arm. “You can’t!”

      “I must.” He snarled in her ear. “Do you hear the crew? Would you rather I slit her throat? The punishment for dissention is death. I must do something. If I do not punish her, they will vote me out of my position, and vote someone in that will. Someone who will not be as nice as me.”  

      She flinched. Glaring at him with angry tears in her eyes. “You don’t have to do anything. You are the king.”

      His heart was heavy. “I do. You don’t understand. If I don’t, father will see that I care for her and use it against us. Please just, trust me, Mer. This is the only way.”

      Zamara grumbled nonsense around the gag in her mouth. He was glad he couldn’t understand what she was saying. With her sharp tongue, she would talk him out of it. Then they would all be screwed.

      He took his position, raised his arm, and slashed it down.

      The crack of a whip echoed through the air. 

      It tore into her flesh, flaying her skin, shredding his heart. 

      She screamed. 

      The pained cry curdled his blood. He was damned. Just like his father, he was damned. And because of his father’s pride, she would pay the price.

      He tightened his grip, raised his arm, and slashed down. Careful not to hit her in the same area. 

      She cried and yelled through her gag. Her body shook.

      He clenched his teeth and bit back tears, bile creeping up his throat.

      Again.

      And again.

      With each slash, a part of his soul died.

      Five cracks of the whip. Five gashes in her back.

      What was taking the dragon so long?

      Sideon stopped, walked to Zamara, healed her wounds, and resumed torturing her.

      Again.

      And again.

      He was dead inside.

      Cassian hammered the deck in his dragon form and snarled.

      Finally. Sideon’s crawling skin buzzed with energy as he dissipated into the Veil.
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      Canyon walls loomed on both sides. They had crossed into Utekka territory. Zamara held Cassian’s rigid bicep for support as they skirted around the deck of her ship.

      Sideon healed all but two of her gashes. Without an amulet, her body was sore and heavy. It suffered from exhaustion and blood loss. She would heal at a normal pace. The two he hadn’t healed, would scar. He had marked her for eternity. She didn’t know how to feel about that.  

      “Are you feeling alright?” Cassian asked.

      “I’m fine. I want to go check on Red.”

      He raised an eyebrow and glanced sideways at her. “Red wasn’t whipped.”

      “He has been expending a lot of power and I currently do not possess the means to heal him.”

      The muscles in Cassian’s jaw ticked as he glared at the hulking ship ahead of them. “I am going to kill him, you know?”

      “Red?”

      “You know who.” His arm muscle tensed under her hand. “The coward can’t veil-walk away from me forever.”

      “He probably can.” Zamara pressed her lips together. “Besides, it’s over now, Cassian. We have more important things to focus on. Dare I say, I even deserved it.”

      “No.” Cassian snarled. “You did not, and this is far from over.”  

      They climbed the steps to the upper deck in silence.

      Red laid shirtless in a wooden chair with his eyes closed. She couldn’t tell if he was sleeping or not.

      They stopped at the foot of his chair.

      “Red?” Zamara said.

      He raised his dark eyebrows in question.

      An earth-shattering roar bounced off the canyon walls, penetrating her bones and raising the hairs on her arms. Rocks skittered down the cliff face and plunked into the river. Zamara startled and looked around. “What in the Never was that?”

      “I don’t know.” Cassian frowned and rested his hand on her back, careful to avoid her wounds.

      A surge of energy tore through the canyon.

      “Let me grab Scandronn. We will scout it out. Stay here.” He launched himself into the air and flew off.

      “I didn’t think the dragon would ever leave.” Sideon popped in. “What a mother hen. I came to tell you the Bone Bridge is around the bend.” He offered her his hand. “What do you say about going to check it out? I think you will appreciate their morbid sense of décor.”

      I would appreciate chopping his hand off…

      “Did you not hear that?” The runes on Zamara’s neck prickled as she looked around, her heart picking up speed. She disliked being sandwiched in this damn canyon. “I don’t like it. We are like fish in a barrel right now.”

      “It was probably just an animal.” He studied her. “The echo in the canyon amplifies sound. They banished the trolls with the reapers. If it is anything dangerous, I will veil-walk us out. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Zamara barked a laugh. “I don’t believe you.”

      “I know you don’t.” He let his arm fall and looked at the ground. “I made a mistake. I’m sorry, Zamara. As a ruler yourself, you must understand where I was coming from. I cannot allow dissention or appear weak to my people in any way. Besides, you betrayed me first. Now, we are even. And you might not believe me, but I mean it. I will not let anything happen to you.”

      “Too late for that.” She curled her hands into fists. “And you can take your apology and shove it up your ass. Don’t pretend that you care about me. Don’t you dare. The only reason you wouldn’t let anything happen to me, is because you need me to combine the amulets. Nothing beyond your own self interests. What happens after that? After I’m no longer of any use to you, what then? Besides, it is not just me I’m worried about.” She leaned on the railing and observed her crew milling around on the lower deck. A chill shot down her spine despite the clammy air. She turned to Sideon. “How much longer until we are out of this?”

      Sideon shrugged. “Half hour, maybe longer without wind.”

      She said to Red, “Get everyone below deck and have Nevrine push the sails.”

      “Zamara, I assure you we are safe.” Sideon grabbed her hand. “I have traveled this route many times—”

      “—don’t touch me.” She yanked her hand away.

      A faint buzz floated through the air, whirring like bees above their heads.

      She looked up. “Everyone below deck! Now!” Zamara’s bellow echoed off the canyon walls.

      Spears of fire rained from the sky. She watched one impale itself in a Magai soldier’s head directly below her and leaned over the railing. “Leave him! Get below—"  

      The air sucked from her lungs as Sideon grabbed her and veil-walked them into her cabin.

      “What are you doing?” Her eyes widened. “We have people out there!”

      “People who need you alive!” Sideon wrapped his arms around her from behind as she tried to skirt around him.

      “What the hell, Sideon?” Zamara kicked off the soles of her feet. “Get off me!”

      “Listen to me,” Sideon hissed in her ear. “You can shield us all.”

      “I can’t,” Zamara grunted and flung her head back, trying to head butt him. She caught him in the chest. “You stole my amulets!”

      “Stop fighting me!” His grip tightened. “You can. Use my power. There is a way.”

      Zamara stopped kicking. She planted her feet on the ground and turned to him. Her brow furrowed. “How?”

      Sideon coughed and glanced away. “By drinking my blood. The Draconians learned long ago that they can absorb another’s power by drinking from them. It is why they took to drinking human blood, and why it is illegal. Cassian knows. It was his job to hunt the ones who did it down and kill them.”

      Zamara gasped and reached for his hand, “Then let’s do it.”

      “Know this Zamara, there are consequences.” Sideon searched her eyes, willing her to understand. “If you do this, there is no going back. It binds us together. We will always share a connection.”

      He slid a throwing knife from its sheath at Zamara’s thigh and ran it along the length of his palm.

      What in the hell are we doing?

      …Drink it. This way he can’t kill us...   

      But then I also can’t kill him!

      A terrible scream rippled through her port hole followed by an explosion. Red is out there. An image of the broken and shackled boy she found trembling in a cellar flashed through her head.

      Damn the consequences.

      She brought Sideon’s palm to her mouth and drew deeply. Power erupted from her core in a blinding white light, searing her from the inside out, scrambling her brain.     
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        * * *

      

      Zamara trembled in Sideon’s solid arms, sweat dripping down her face and neck. She could feel him running his fingers through her hair with soft, calming strokes. 

      Her frantic breathing slowed. 

      A shadow fell over the room.

      Zamara struggled to lift her head and found Cassian in the doorway, fists clenched, jaw working. 

      “Trolls,” he said softly, “they targeted the cargo ship. The men and supplies that were aboard are either burnt to a crisp or lost to the river.”

      “Gods.” Sideon exhaled as Zamara dragged her weary body into a sitting position and placed a palm on her aching forehead. 

      Cassian turned accusing eyes on Sideon and bared his teeth, “—but you got what you wanted. I should run my blade through your heart for what you have done, but that doesn’t appear to be an option anymore, does it? How convenient for you.”

      His face softened as he approached Zamara. “Thankfully, your blast sent them away before they could torch anything else. The crew wants to know if we keep going or make camp. I need orders, Zamara.” He reached down and hauled her to her feet.

      She closed her eyes, fighting away a wave of nausea. “We keep going for now. It is not possible to retrieve the bodies. We need to get out of this ravine and put some distance between us and the trolls. Once we make camp, we can have a ceremony and replenish supplies. Then we can figure out where to go from there.”

      “I’m not leaving you alone with him.” Cassian curled his lip. 

      “I just saved her life. You think I’m going to hurt her now? After this?” Sideon raised his cut palm. “I can’t, and you know it. In fact, I just saved all your lives. I believe the correct words are thank you.”

      “Not all.” Cassian snorted and crossed his arms. “You are probably the one that set this ambush up.”

      “Cassian,” Zamara said softly, “go give the orders.”   

      He opened his mouth to argue but stopped, nodded, and placed his fist over his heart. He spun around and stalked out.

      Sideon turned to her. “Zamara, I—"

      “—Leave me, please, Sideon. I need to think.”

      He pinched his lips together, nodded, and strode away.

      Zamara hit the ground on her knees and sobbed into her hands. Her heart broke for the crew members and their families.  

      She stayed like that, unraveling on the floor of her cabin for some time when Merida snuck in, joined her, and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “This is not your fault. Regardless of our losses, we need to keep going. Whatever it takes. Combining the stones is the only way.”

      Zamara sniffed. “Our people are dropping like flies, and we haven’t even reached our destination yet.”

      “Those sailors knew what they were getting themselves into when they signed up for this voyage. Don’t let their sacrifices be in vain.”

      Zamara squeezed her eyes closed. She is right. Without the Akashi Stone, we have nothing. I need to pull myself together and move on, always forward. That is what our father would say. She nodded and wiped her eyes. “You are right. We need to keep going.” 

      “I know.” Merida rubbed Zamara’s back. “I’m always right.” 

      The corner of Zamara’s mouth twitched as she looked at Merida. A spark of mischief shone in her blue eyes. 

      A little bit of heaviness lifted from Zamara’s chest. “Do you know who the leader of the Magai is?”

      “I do.” Merida nodded her head. “She is an old family friend. My piece of crap father found her after The Reckoning and took her in. He is the one who helped place her on the Magai throne. She isn’t my favorite person in the world.” Merida made a sour face. “She always flirts with Ander—and sleeps with my brother. But she has the last amulet, and we need her. Her warriors are very skilled. We need her army.”

      Zamara’s heart stuttered. She didn’t know why the thought of Sideon with another woman bothered her so much, but it did. “Will she be hard to find?”

      Merida shrugged. “I don’t know. Sideon is always the one who traveled to see her. He always found her, though. The sextant works. It’s just a matter of where they are. They move around a lot. It’s a big jungle.”

      “Well, let’s hope we aren’t stumbling around forever looking for them. We are running low on supplies.”
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      Tired and hungry, they trudged on.

      Zamara slogged after Sideon and Merida. It was slow going through the dense rainforest, humid and hard to breathe, like a wet towel smothered her face. She hadn’t been dry in days. Cassian and Scandronn were out scouting. The former hadn’t spoken a word to her since he learned she drank Sideon’s blood.

      Nevrine and Red followed her, a steady presence at her back. Their small contingency of Magai warriors and Western Isles soldiers trailed behind them in a single file line. She instructed the others to guard the ships and replenish supplies.

      The blisters on her soggy, aching feet complained with each step. They needed to make camp soon. We are going to starve to death before we ever find these rogue Magai. She growled.

      They must be careful and quiet. Trolls had been tracking her company since they descended into the forest, and the beasts had an immaculate sense of smell. The stinking swamp mud her company rubbed all over themselves flaked and itched. Without it, the Trolls could catch their scents from a mile away.

      Their pathway, if you could call it that, was uneven, overgrown, and soggy. She swung her Khannas and chopped through hanging vines. The thing about vines was they were not just pretty leaves. They were home to insects of all shapes and sizes. Some of them bit. Hairs graced some of their stems that got embedded into her skin, irritating it. She wished she could burn them, but that would be a beacon straight to their location. The rainforest was a glorious and unforgiving place.

      She wondered if Sideon’s sextant worked. They had been at this for over a week. Her sister had been at the mercy of Kain for a moon. Zamara’s stomach twisted into knots, with hunger or worry, she didn’t know. Her heart was weary. She felt the absence of both Rose and Cassian. A ping of anger raced through her. They left her. They left her to carry this burden on her shoulders alone. The weight of the world, just like their father did. Her throat ached.

      “Do you feel that charge in the air?” Nevrine stamped his staff into the ground, drawing her attention. He and Red had stopped. She halted and joined them. Nevrine continued, “We are close to the fortress. Which is good, that is where the amulets must be combined.”

      “How is that good?” Red slapped his neck. “This damn jungle, it’s pointless is what it is. Without the other stone, this entire trip is futile.” He bared his teeth and snarled. “We risked our lives to get this sextant, and it doesn’t even work! The only thing retrieving it accomplished was assuring we would face an army on our way home. I knew we should never have trusted the pirate.”

      “It works.” Sideon appeared at her side. His blue eyes flashed. His dark hair had grown to his chin. He wore rows of war braids to keep it from his face. With his shadow of a beard from their time spent traipsing through the jungle, he looked older somehow, more king-like. “They must be moving, probably to intercept us. They are close.”

      “How close?” Zamara turned away from him and began walking the path again, needing to put some distance between them. She called over her shoulder. “We need to make camp and hunt.”

      Sideon disappeared and rematerialized in front of her. She rebounded off his upper body. He seized her arms and whispered in her ear, “Remarkably close. The animals are watching us. We are in range of their leader.”

      Zamara’s cheeks flamed. She took off walking ahead of everyone.

      A jolt of energy zapped her skin as she tripped over a large tree root and stumbled into a clearing. Her lips parted as she gazed at a massive stone structure ahead. A moss and lichen covered fortress was nestled into the trees, overgrown and crumbling. Nobody has been here for years.

      Gravel crunched under Zamara’s boots as she squatted down and snatched up a few stones from the ground. She weighed them in her hand. Once magnificent statues and pillars had been reduced to rubble. Not normal wear and tear, these are battle scars.

      “What happened here, Nevrine?” Zamara stood and turned to her company. One by one, they stumbled through the invisible shield. Veins of static ran overhead, outlining a massive dome of energy.

      Everyone but Nevrine and Sideon observed the grounds with wide eyes. Her Magai soldiers all took a knee, bowed their heads, and placed their fists over their hearts. 

      This is a sacred place for them. It pained her to see something that was once so great in such a defeated state.

      Sounds of the jungle raged around them. It had claimed this space for its own once again.

      “Kain happened here,” Nevrine said, “and trolls. The Magai lost their only source of protection. The shield is nowhere near as strong as it once was. It once prevented anyone without the Magai’s permission from entering. Now, it just renders this space invisible. We will have to set up a watch, but the dome will at least provide us some cover. I think this is our best option for camp. Give the orders and send out hunting parties. Then, I will take you to the temple.”

      This place had more protection than Mystic Lake and look at what it has become. 

      …Ashes to ashes… 

      Dust to dust.

      …Truly, nothing gold can stay… 

      Is this what will become of my settlements?

      …Yes. If we don’t beat Kain, we will lose everything…
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        * * *

      

      Zamara followed Nevrine into the belly of the beast.

      They progressed along a rocky outcropping in one of the larger underground caverns. The scent of rotten eggs assaulted her nostrils, sulfur. Sweat ran down her face, soaking the scarf protecting her mouth and nose. She strived to keep her balance without touching the scalding rock face to her right. To her left, far down in a ravine, ran a river of lava. It was familiar to her somehow, like she had been here before, in a dream or something.  

      Nevrine led her past the source, a lake of magma, and to the temple of the sun goddess beyond, a large chamber with a circular well in the middle and lava that flowed beneath. The well was shaped to look like a bird’s beak. Their reflections looked back at them from a glassy floor of obsidian. The ceiling was vaulted. Statues of large birds with wings of fire adorned the walls.

      “Come, child.” Nevrine steered her to the well in the center. “Once we get the fourth amulet, this is where it must be made whole again. There are some things I want you to know before you do this. I do not know who calls themselves the leader of the Magai now, but the only ruler before them was the daughter of the sun goddess, the Fenix, you. By right, these are your people, if you want them. I will stand behind you in whatever you decide. As I have done for millennia.”

      What? I’m the leader of the Magai? A descendant of a goddess? The Fenix? What does that even mean? Besides I have been lied to by those closest to me for my entire life! This one, at least. She narrowed her eyes. “Who all knew about this? And why can’t I remember anything?”

      Nevrine continued, “Every five-hundred-years, you burst into flame and are reborn from the ashes. The Akashi Stone, birthed in the Fenix Fires beneath our feet, right alongside you, has always been the source of your power. You have led many lives. The voices you hear are not demons of people you have killed but remnants of your memory’s past…and…I think it might have something to do with Cassian when you two were bound together. However, that is not my story to tell.”

      Her eyes widened. She almost choked on her spit. “So, does this mean I am not mad? You say I am the daughter of a goddess. Who? Do I have two parents? Or am I just some weird experiment of the Fates?”

      “Of course, you have parents.” Nevrine snorted. “You were born of the goddess Sol, she never divulged who your father is. Your mother bravely met her end in battle. After we lost her, the responsibility of your care fell to me. We came to Karth to start anew with our people. Your true name is Sunna. Cassian named you after the goddess of the Draconian sun, Zamara. I raised you. I am the closest thing to a parent you have ever had until the General came along. In each life, I am the one you entrusted to raise you from childhood until it was time for you to ascend or come into your power. You do that here. We will perform the ascension ceremony, hoping it also heals the Akashi Stone. Every re-birth you have had, has been right here in this very chamber. But this last time, things were different. This time a prophecy was involved. A seer warned me that a great evil would wash over our land, ending the world as we knew it. Right before it was time for you to reincarnate, I learned the Draconians came to steal you and use your power to restore their sun. The seer told me there was only one way to save our realm. A dragon would come for you, a dragon who had not yet been bonded. That he would raise you and protect you. It was the only way.”

      “What sort of power? What does it do?”

       “It gives you access to Akashi, the all-power. Akashi is the element of creation and chaos. It both heals and destroys. It is the element of the gods, and only a god can wield it. It can do anything. It can open portals between realms, given the right circumstances. I assume that is the reason Kain wants it. The problem is, not all gods are godlike. Their descendants can also use the power. So, in the wrong hands—"  

      “—chaos.” Zamara’s stomach dropped.

      Nevrine nodded. “When you brought Xiao home, you and Rose caused quite a stir in Asyria. Your position and who you were was given away. We knew that it was only a matter of time before someone came for you and the stone. We decided that instead of having you ascend, we needed to cleave the stone and scatter the pieces. The power that was emitted upon breaking them apart was so magnificent, it caused Blackstone to erupt. I don’t need to tell you what happened next. It was Oberon and my decision. We are the reason for the Reckoning. It was our fault. It will take an equal surge of energy to reunite the stones. Which is why only one with a pure heart may do it. Why Kain needs you.”

      “Well,” Zamara chortled, “we are all screwed then. I don’t know if you have realized this yet, Nevrine, but my heart isn’t exactly pure.”

      “I know you better than you know yourself.” He looked into her eyes and placed his palm over the center of her chest. “Your heart is pure. You are the most stubborn entity I have ever known but your heart is in the right place. Stay true to yourself, trust in the Fates, and you will save us all. You need to let go of these doubts and believe in yourself the way we all believe in you.”

      Zamara shuddered. “What if you are all wrong?”

      Nevrine smiled. “The Fates are never wrong, my child.”
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        * * *

      

      They ascended the stone staircase and entered a circular chamber where they found Sideon and Merida waiting for them. A cacophony of inaudible whispers drilled its way into her brain. It was like being in a room where everyone was talking at once. Only, the room was completely void of all life. Torches on the walls cast moving shadows throughout the room.

      Firelight illuminated a border of large, scorched marble columns. Shadows lurked in the darkened corridors beyond. An iron chandelier rested askew atop a great round table. A large crack shot through the middle of its stone slab. Toppled chairs surrounded the table. Some of them littered the floor in pieces. The room was familiar to her. What was once opulent and solid was now an empty shell of pebbles and ash.

      “This was the Magai’s council chamber. It has definitely seen better days…” Nevrine strode to an ornate chair and set it right. “This was your seat.”

      Sideon drew his sword and took a defensive stance. He searched the blackness beyond. Zamara followed his gaze. The darkness stared back.  

      “What is it?” She drew her Khannas.

      Merida shuffled behind her.

      Sideon said, “We are not alone.”

      Shadows danced beyond the torch’s glow.

      Menacing growls erupted from the gloom and echoed off the pillars. Five snarling jaguars prowled into the light and encircled them. Her breath caught in her throat.

      “I know it’s you.” Sideon took a step closer to her and readjusted his grip, “Show yourself, or I’m dispatching your cronies.”

      The jaguar closest to them leapt at her. Sideon disappeared. The jaguar froze in mid-air like it hit an invisible wall as Sideon reappeared on top of it and plunged his sword through the back of the beasts’ neck. It hit the stone with a wet thud. Dead on impact. 

      The remaining jaguars put their teeth away and plopped onto their haunches.

      “What the hell?” Zamara hissed.

      “Their Queen is a shifter.” Sideon smiled as he wiped blood from his sword. “One of the rare ones that can control the minds of animals. A temporary gift that was bestowed upon her by my family so she could take the throne.” He raised his voice, “and this is how she repays me.” He jabbed his sword in the direction of the dead jaguar.

      Low feminine laughter smothered the room. A woman sauntered into the light like she was the god’s gift to this realm. Zamara recognized her, Giselle, a spiteful cow that went to school with her and Rose. She lived at the compound with them. Her favorite hobby was stealing their boyfriends. She slithered away like a coward when the world ended. If she had followed orders, my father might still be alive.

      Looking at her smug face set Zamara’s temper ablaze. Fury punched her in the gut. This is who the Magai’s new leader is! Zamara bared her teeth and hissed. “What are you doing here Giselle?”

      “Um, these are my lands. I am the Queen of the Magai. What are you doing here?”  

      “It wasn’t enough for you to steal my boyfriends, you had to creep off and steal my lands and my crown too! You are not Queen of all Magai, just these ones, for now. They deserve better than a two-faced deserter sitting on their throne—”

      “—what she means to say is we have traveled far and would be grateful for some bread and some ground to sleep on, your Highness. We will also be needing the amulet.”  

      “I meant exactly what I said.” Zamara turned to Sideon. “Do not ever put words in my mouth again. I do not need her charity, nor will I accept it.” She gestured to the dead Jaguar. “Perfectly good meat that doesn’t need to go to waste.” She addressed two of her Magai warriors. “Take this thing to the soldiers. We can eat it. And save the fur.”

      They placed their fists over their hearts and dragged the limp animal away.    

      “Why would I give up my stone? For her nonetheless.” Giselle scrunched up her beak-like nose. “So she can have more power? I don’t think so. You can find another way. A way that does not further weaken the Magai. Also, I see you have my swords.” Giselle nodded at Zamara. “I would like them returned.”

      Zamara threw her head back and laughed. “What in the Five Realms makes you think these are your swords?”

      “They belong to the Queen of the Magai, the one who sits on the throne of the citadel.” She sat. “Me.”

      “You can have my Khannas,” Zamara took a fighting stance and grinned, “when you pry them from my cold dead hands.”

      “That can be arranged.” She snapped her fingers. The jaguars snarled and about twenty white haired, pointy eared Magai came prowling out of the shadows.

      The five Magai with Zamara hissed and stepped in front of her, acting as a shield between her and them.

      “Enough.” Zamara barked. Everyone paused. “I won’t be having you fight your kin on my account. Giselle, stop this nonsense. Get off your ass and let us settle this like adults.” She walked to her chair at the roundtable, sat, and gestured to the chair across from her.

      Nevrine took the chair to her right. Merida claimed the chair to her left. Three of Giselle’s Magai moved to sit as well.

      “Ignore her,” Giselle pointed at Zamara and bared her teeth, “they stopped being your kin the second you abandoned them to the Trolls.”

      “Giselle,” Sideon dissipated and reappeared in front of her. He looked into her eyes and ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “You know I gave that to you for safekeeping and would one day return for it. Today is that day.” He sensually slid his hand down the column of her throat and tilted his head. She closed her eyes and pressed herself against him as she purred, “What do I get?”

      Zamara’s insides wretched.  

      “I trusted you, Giselle.” His voice sounded cold and cruel. Sideon’s grip tightened on her neck. Her eyes flew open in horror. She gripped his wrist. “Do not break my trust. The amulet is not yours to keep, or even bargain with. Be grateful I have allowed you to keep it for this long.”

      The remaining four jaguars closed in. Nevrine threw a magik shield around them. One jaguar shifted into a golden skinned, tawny-haired man with sharp canines and wild, gilded irises. He stepped to the shield, bared his teeth, and banged his fists against it.  

      Giselle clawed at the back of Sideon’s hand, her eyes wide with panic.

      “Are you going to hand it over willingly or do I need to strangle you until you pass out?”

      Giselle did her best to nod. Sideon released her, and she stumbled backward with her hand to her throat. After a few deep breaths, she took the amulet off and handed it to Sideon with a shaky hand.

      He in turn took the ones he was wearing off and had Merida hand hers over. He offered them to Zamara with a smile. “Are you ready for this, my Queen?”

      Zamara accepted them with a sigh. “Apparently I was born ready.”
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        * * *

      

      She navigated around loose debris as she followed Sideon and Nevrine into the Fenix Fires.

      Merida and Giselle trailed behind. Giselle’s tawny haired bodyguard, Desmond, brought up the rear.

      We are finally doing this. After everything, the power these stones give me will help me defeat Kain and save my sister. It felt like something was expanding inside her chest, growing with each step.

      The chamber was just as they found it.

      Zamara walked to the edge of the caldera. “Now what? Do I need to chant something? A sacrifice? We can sacrifice Giselle for the greater good.”

      “You can try.” Giselle glared.

      The corner of Nevrine’s mouth twitched. “Cast the stones into the fire.”

      Zamara held them over the bird’s waiting beak and let go. They sizzled and smoked, slowly sinking into the magma.

      … nothing.

      Zamara frowned. “Uh—did we do something wrong?”

      “Patience, child.” Nevrine hissed.

      The ground began to tremble. The sound of horse’s hooves running across packed earth rumbled through the chamber. Stray clumps of dirt fell from above.

      Tendrils of indigo shot out of the lava like craggy hands and wrapped themselves around her, blinding her, consuming her.

      Her runes burned.

      The smell of charred flesh stuffed itself down her nostrils.

      She opened her mouth to scream.

      Nothing came out.

      Lightning suffocated her.

      The pain ebbed and the world spun as Zamara was sucked into a vision.

      She watched Kain slicing Rose’s palm and an army of reapers reborn from her sisters’ blood…

      Everything blurred together in a cacophony of light and colors before reforming another scene.  

      She watched Kain and his army marching through the portal and amassing in The Forbidden...

      Zamara was whisked through a foggy war camp erected on black sand and into a large tent in the center of it all.

      Kain sat on a throne at the head of a table looking every bit the war chieftain he was. To his right, Rose slumped in her seat, looking sallow and defeated. The image of her fiery sister sitting there without hope crushed her. Does she not know that I will save her? Worse, is Kain and his army so horrible that she thinks me unable to succeed?  

      She turned her attention towards a moaning lump at their feet. A man with scraggly brown hair and a beaten face laid askew on the ground. Her eyes widened. Is that Ander?

      “Eat, my darling.” Kain placed a chicken leg on Rose’s plate. “You will need your strength,”

      “I’m not hungry.” Rose pushed her plate away. “Give my rations to the slaves.”

      “You haven’t eaten in days,” He slid the plate back, “I will not allow you to starve yourself to death. I know that is what you are trying to do. As my Ceterus, if you starve, I starve—right? I admire your strategy, but it will not work. You might as well just give it up and stop torturing yourself, that is all you are accomplishing. Now eat, or I will shove it down your throat.”

      “I’m not trying to starve myself.” Rose glared at him. “I just don’t want others starving on my behalf. Your rations are meager and cruel.”

      “They are necessary.” Kain dabbed his mouth with a napkin and placed it on the plate.

      “Thanks to this one,” He jerked his chin in Ander’s direction, “we only have rations for one month. So, while your sister is preoccupied in bringing me the Akashi Stone, we take Mystic Lake and tap into their food stores. I would much prefer the comforts of the Tower to these shoddy tents anyways, wouldn’t you?”

      She cupped a hand over her mouth. This changes…everything. And one month? Impossible! Zamara’s throat collapsed. How will I ever make it back in time? By the time I get home, Kain will have my sister and my city. I can take it back. I will have the amulet, and Akashi. We will destroy him.

      She sneered and was pulled into another vision, some strange underground city.

      A large, inverted crystal pyramid descended from the ceiling and glowed like a stolen piece of the sun, turning the cavernous space into day. An intricate tower made from sparkling jewels rested just below it. Beautiful.

      Zamara was breathless. “What is this place?”

      “—you are in Ladora, the underground city of jewels.”  

      She jumped and spun toward the gentle voice. The golden-haired man was familiar to her. Zamara narrowed her eyes. “Who are you?”

      Laughter floated through Zamara’s head.

      “You know me.” He said.

      “Are you,” Zamara swallowed hard, “are you a god?”

      The man nodded.

      Zamara felt something cool and smooth bloom in her hand. She held the amulet, an opalescent stone with living swirls and sparks of iridescent.

      The god morphed into a little boy, the boy from the mud chamber, and back to his adult form. “I told you that when you held the amulet, you would know. I am Mani. God of the moon. I am your uncle. Obviously, you get your good looks and quick wit from me.” He held his arms out and winked. “We are on the cusp of another Reckoning. Old players who we thought long gone are reappearing. Kain has somehow figured out how to open a portal to the Neverworld and reactivate some of Edrasile’s gateways from Inferni. If he gets the amulet, he will have access to all Five Realms and absolute control of the Veil, the dead would overrun Asendia. You can see why we need you to put a stop to him.”  

      Woah.

      Zamara stood there with her mouth agape, staring at him like an idiot. What exactly does one say to a god?

      “You don’t have to say anything.” Mani flashed a dazzling white smile. “Just listen. I have repaired the amulet for you and will send you back with the elemental powers intact, but you cannot access the all-power—”

      “—What?” Zamara felt the blood drain from her face. “Why? That was the whole reason I came. You don’t understand. I need that power. I didn’t traipse halfway across the realm for common magik. I could have gotten that from my Magai! I will do anything. What do you want?” She trembled. Her breathing quickened. “My soul? I will sell you my soul. Please, my sister—gods—my entire settlement—”  

      “—what happened to your sister is unfortunate.” Mani’s voice hardened like a stern parent scolding a child. “Your settlement is not yet lost. There is something much greater hanging in the balance and your soul is not yours alone to bargain with.”

      This entire trip was all for nothing. Not only did she lose her chance to save Rose, Kain would take her settlement as well. And there was nothing she could do about it. Tears sprang to Zamara’s eyes. She had so much riding on the power of this amulet. She was so focused and determined that this would work; she didn’t stop to think about what would happen if it didn’t.

      Mani sighed and stepped forward. “Even if I wanted to give you the power, I cannot. For it is not me who is preventing it.”

      “Then what? Is it because my heart is not pure? Is this another test? What do I have to do? Help me.” Her voice cracked. “I am begging you.”

      “You have a beast inside you, Zamara.” Mani gently took her hand. “A rot, an infection. You know it as well as I. The more you feed it, the stronger it becomes. The gods have forsaken these lands long ago, but they have not forsaken you. They have gifted you a dragon and a veil-walker. You three will do amazing things together.” 

      “What?” Zamara frowned.

      “Your destinies, as well as your souls, are intertwined.”

      Zamara choked on her spit. “Are you telling me that Sideon is my Ceterus!”

      “Your selective hearing astounds me. You have two.”

      Zamara screwed up her face, “So, I’m supposed to have some sort of harem if I want to accept Fate?”

      He laughed. “You are a goddess. You can have as many lovers as you want. Many of us do, but that is not what it means to be Ceterus. True, many of the pairings have fallen in love over the years and made vows to each other in that regard. But many of them simply take enjoyment from being in the same presence as the other. Having a Ceterus is a gift from the Fates. It is predestined. Those bonds were created long ago, initially for them to share powers in battle. If you work at it, you can even share thoughts.”

      “Honestly,” Mani raised a manicured eyebrow, “I am surprised that for all your intelligence, you haven’t figured that out yet. They will take the darkness and shoulder it for you, they will tame your beast. In return, you will give them light. Together, you are unstoppable. Only together, can you prevail. Without each other, your balance is off. Without one, the others will perish. You must accept this destiny. Civilizations have risen and fallen, waiting for rulers like you. You can unite and restore order to the Five Realms. You can end hunger and sickness. You will have the power to save everyone. But you cannot do it alone. You must train your magik, every day, only after you master the elements and accept your destiny can you wield the all-power.”

      “How do I accept my destiny when I don’t even know what it is!”

      “You must forgive yourself for the past. You must open yourself up and let people in. Stop building walls around your heart. You must learn to trust yourself and others. Trust in the Fates above all. They will guide you to your destiny. Now, I have held you in this realm for long enough. It is time you return to the real world. Your friends will start to think you dead. May the Fates be in your favor, child.”

      “Wait–” A blinding white light exploded through her skull as she felt herself being slammed back into her body.

      Zamara cracked a heavy eyelid. Worried pools of blue brought her back to the present. Those were not the eyes of someone who wanted her dead. She was wrapped in Sideons arms on the ground. My Ceterus. She smiled and held up the Akashi Stone with a shaky arm. “Let’s go home.”
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      Zamara ended up sharing a coach ride with Francesca and Giselle as their company thundered through the trees. Giselle’s guard accompanied them on the journey to their ships. From there, Desmond and Scandronn would lead their combined forces up the coast on horseback. The trail was narrow but clear. When they would reach dense parts of the rainforest, their path would tunnel underground. With the horses and the trail, what took them days of hiking would only take the teams hours. They would arrive at their ships any minute now.

       She leaned back with her arms crossed. Her tiny body managed to commandeer half the gilded carriage. Her booted feet rested on the dark mahogany bench across from her. A silk scarf draped over her eyes. She chewed her lip and seethed.

      Nevrine handed her the scarf before she got in the carriage. Cassian wrapped a letter in it. She clutched the letter in her fist. He couldn’t even be bothered to tell her goodbye. All it said was that he wasn’t angry. He was just staying out of the way like she asked. He had some side quest to go on with Nevrine. He didn’t tell her what it was. Only that it was important, he needed to think, and they would hold Mystic Lake for her in her absence—and they stole the idol. Why? She had no idea.

      Does Cassian know about our bonds? Does Sideon? It would explain some things. How long have they known? How long have they been keeping this from me? Thorny vines of betrayal took root in her intestines. That would mean Cassian lied to me. Again. After promising not to.

      They both lied.

      Why?

      Does the thought of being tethered to me disgust them? Am I so unworthy?

       A lead ball settled like a paperweight in her throat. Her trust in them splintered like a lumber door on a winter’s eve being kicked off its hinges. The wooden shards impaled themselves in her heart. She didn’t have time for this!  

      Don’t think about either of them.

      Now that she had a clear image of what Kain looked like, she imagined stabbing him in the face, multiple times, with a dull, rusty knife —

      “So, what is it like to live so close to Sideon?” Giselle asked Francesca. Her voice grated. “If I had that kind of access to his Highness, we would never leave the bedroom. He is thrice the size of any man I have ever been with. Is that a Draconian thing?”

      Zamara ground her teeth. This is going to be an exceedingly long trip home.

      She did her best to ignore them, trying to deal with the onslaught of memories and emotions raging through her skull. Still trying to comprehend what Mani told her. The Akashi Stone was a dead weight hanging around her neck. Worthless.

      “It’s true,” Francesca said, “Draconians are larger than the average human male, but none of them are comparable to him.”

      “—Zamara,” Giselle jabbed the side of her thigh with a pointy fingernail, “what is your favorite thing about his sexual prowess?”

      Gods, how can one woman be so irritating? “I wouldn’t know.”

      “Are you telling me you two haven’t shared a bed yet? I have seen the way he looks at you, like he wants to eat you alive. I wish he would look at me like that. Zamara, don’t tell me you are still a virgin?”

      Her condescending giggle had Zamara’s muscles tensing.

      …We could toss her from the carriage…

      “I have been celibate for fifty years.” Zamara clenched her teeth.

      “Why?” The girls said in unison.

      “Because the only man I want… doesn’t want me. Not like that, anyway. Now, stop asking me stupid questions. Some of us have bigger things to worry about than the size of one man’s dong.”

      Zamara pursed her lips. Damn. That hurts to say out loud. Only it is not completely true anymore, is it? If she was being honest with herself, Cassian was no longer the only man that she wanted… and that terrified her. 

      “I know exactly how that feels,” Francesca said. “He was the same with me. I don’t think Cassian is capable of loving another in that way. I don’t think he knows how. His father had over fifty wives. He treated them all poorly. Had some of them killed, even. They were nothing more than brood mares to breed power into his blood line. When I first learned of my betrothal to Cassian, I was petrified. I thought he would be like his father, and he is, in some ways. Luckily for me, he was more honorable towards women, but he still had no idea how to show affection.”  

      Am I that obvious? Zamara grabbed the scarf off her face and leveled her gaze on Francesca. She tilted her head and studied her, as if seeing her for the first time. “I am sorry, Francesca. I never knew he had a wife. If I did, things may have been different.”

      “It was an extremely long time ago.” Francesca waved her hand and sniffed. “No use worrying about what might have been.”

      “Seriously?” Giselle barked a laugh. “The dragon is who you have been pining over all these years? You are so weird.” She shrugged. “To each their own, I guess. So, what you are saying is Sideon is fair game? –because I plan to spend many, many hours getting reacquainted with him tonight.”

      “Even if I told you no,” Zamara bared her teeth, “since when have you ever cared about playing fair? You were never concerned about stealing our men before. What has changed, Giselle? Have you somehow miraculously grown a conscience?”  

      Her jaw dropped. “I can’t believe you still hold that against me. It’s not my fault you were such a prude.”

      “No,” Zamara growled, “but it was your fault for being a vindictive whore.”

      She smirked. “Technically, if you pursued Sideon, you would be stealing him from me. Along with thousands of other girls. I hate to break it to you, but he is way out of your league in that department. He isn’t the type to cuddle and whisper sweet nothings into your ear. You could never satisfy his appetite. He would probably find your inexperience laughable. As for Rose, there wasn’t a guy–or girl–for that matter, in Mystic Lake that she didn’t sleep with. It was kind of hard not to cross paths with her. She was a bigger whore than I was. Probably still is.” She curled her lip in a sneer. “I bet she is sharing a bed with her captor as we speak. I wouldn’t worry about her too much.”

      Fury gripped her by the throat. 

      That’s it. Zamara lunged at Giselle and grabbed the front of her shirt, hauling her from the bench and tossing her to the other side of the carriage. She punched Giselle in the nose. Once. Twice. Pain shot through her hand. 

      Giselle shrieked. 

      Zamara’s cheeks burned as Giselle raked her claws down the side of her face. Zamara’s vision tinted red. 

      She gripped Giselle by the throat and slammed her into the other bench.

      Giselle landed a knee in Zamara’s stomach. 

      Zamara gasped for air but held on tight, refusing to release the hags throat.   

      Giselle broke free and they continued grappling inside the wagon. 

      Francesca screamed at them to stop while trying to scramble out of the way. 

      Zamara smashed Giselle against the door and the two toppled from the carriage. 

      Dirt flew as the pair shrieked and rolled around on the shore.

      Zamara got the upper hand and cocked her fist back to deliver a satisfying blow when someone yanked her off by the back of her jacket.

      Desmond hauled Giselle to her feet.

      “What the hell do you think you are doing?” Sideon snapped in Zamara’s ear. “We need her. Control yourself, for once.” He tossed her to the side and went to check on Giselle. 

      Giselle threw herself into his arms and started fake crying. “I have no idea what happened! One minute we were talking and then out of nowhere she just attacked me.” She buried her head in his chest.

      “You lying witch!” Zamara balled her fists and started towards her.

      “Enough!” Sideon held his arm out.

      His tone stopped her dead in her tracks. Surprise and hurt punched her in the gut. I can’t believe he is taking her side! She raised her chin and scowled. 

      “You need to find somewhere else to be.” He pointed. “Go to your cabin and pour yourself a drink or something. I don’t care what you do, but you need to go cool off. No good can come of this. I will find you later.”

      Zamara was out of breath, shaking from her fury.

      Is he dismissing us?

      …For her?...

      How dare he!

      …show them what we can do…

      Tears stung her eyes. She clenched her fists. Her body trembled as she tried to put a lid on the strange power welling up in her bones, begging to lash out at her enemies.

      If we use the magik now, it will only solidify their beliefs that we are out of control.

      She took a steadying breath. I need to go cool off.

      Zamara didn’t want him to see how much his words hurt her. She whirled around and stomped in the direction of her ship.

      As she was marching away, she heard Giselle carrying on, “C-can I stay with you tonight? I don’t feel safe with her. Did you know she hears voices? They tell her to do evil things. She tried to burn me alive when we were younger. That’s probably why she attacked me. She is c-crazy.”

      “Of course, you can stay if it makes you feel safer. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      Burned her alive? We saved her! 

      Zamara snarled as she approached her ship. Those two can have each other. I have more important matters that require my attention.  
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        * * *

      

      Zamara sat at a desk in the corner of her cabin, trying to concentrate on cooling the decoction in front of her. If she got the elements exactly right, maybe she could break their stupid bond. She sighed and massaged her aching neck. This was her third attempt, and she was running out of frogs. Wielding water and air were new and uncharted territory. If she didn’t figure it out soon…

      Her mind strayed to Sideon and Giselle.

      Soft sounds of stringed instruments and laughter floated through the port hole above her bed. She gnashed her teeth. It sounded like they were enjoying each other’s company.

      Zamara wondered if Sideon showed Giselle as much attention as he did her. Probably. They already slept together, multiple times. He agreed to let her stay without a moment’s hesitation. Apparently, he would rather get laid than spend his night bantering with me. Can I blame him? I haven’t exactly been warm and inviting. Maybe Giselle is right. Maybe it’s my fault no one wants me.

      She rubbed her chest where a sharp pang prodded at her heart. She felt like they were at the academy all over again. 

      Out of all the people in the world, what were the odds that the key to defeating the man she hated most in the entirety of the Five Realms, would be the cooperation of that bitch? Zamara hated her almost as much as she did Kain. The Fates were cruel.   

      She jumped up, slammed the window, and stomped back to her chair.

      Why do I even care? It’s not like I have a claim on him.  

      … we do… we drank from him… he is ours…

      Zamara bounced on the edge of her seat. A ceramic dish of elixir steamed in front of her. She swabbed it with tweezers and a cotton ball, rubbed the tincture onto the belly of a frog, then placed the amphibian in an empty jar.

      She held her breath and studied it.

      The frog shook. An acidic tang burned the inside of her nostrils. The animal’s skin bubbled and smoked. Zamara’s eyes widened. The frog let out a shrill scream. It shrieked for an entire minute before its eyeballs popped out and splashed down the sides of the glass. Then it went completely still.  

      She sighed. That is not at all what I was going for. Where in the hell is Nevrine when I need him? Zamara glared at the frog and picked the jar up, bringing it to her face. “You look like a fool.” She cocked her arm back and rifled the jar off the wall, shattering it.  

      Wild laughter bubbled up behind her. She sprang out of her chair and spun towards it.

      “What the hell!” Zamara squinted, “Is there a reason you are just sitting on my bed like some stalker? Gods!” She rested a hand over her heart, “What do you want?”

      “Apologies,” Sideon wiped a tear from the corner of his eye, “scaring you was not my intention.”

      “I don’t believe that,” she snapped. “Otherwise, you would knock like a normal person.”

      “I heard your window slam. I wanted to check on you.” He clutched at his stomach. “It’s just, your impulse control—or lack of—is hilarious.” He threw his head back and laughed again. “You really can’t help it, can you?”

      “I’m fine,” Her face heated. “If insulting me is what you came here to do, you have reached your objective. Feel free to go back to partying with Giselle. As you can see,” she swept her arm to encompass the mutilated frog, “I have work to do.”

      Sideon pushed off the bed and stalked across the cabin.

      Zamara’s heart jumped into her throat as her fog of embarrassment washed away and she realized she wore nothing but a flimsy chiffon sleep slip, practically translucent. Her mouth went dry. She rested her hands on her waist to keep them from trembling.

      He stood before her, gripped her hips, and yanked her to him. “I am not insulting you.” 

      The air was thick, infused with mint, salt-water, and bad decisions. She laid her palms flat on his chest and tilted her head to look into his eyes. A lazy grin played on his lips. He carried an energy with him that always threatened to overwhelm her. 

      Zamara wanted to wipe that smirk off his face. She knew that look, that obnoxious sparkle in his eyes. It was the look of a predator circling his prey. Only she was not prey, not even close, and he knew it. She was not some jaded lover begging for his attention.

      She was his equal.

      …and he is ours…

      That thought rammed her in the gut like a wagon load of boulders. It was a challenge, one for dominance. It made her blood sing. The beast inside her purred. She had grown quite fond of these intense exchanges. However, she knew from experience, the next thing that flew out of his mouth would have her testing that very same control he mocked her for.

       “You are cute when you are jealous.” Sideon winked and reached around her, snatching up the ceramic bowl on her desk. He smelled it and frowned.   

      “What?” Flames licked Zamara’s neck and scorched her cheeks. “I am not jealous—don’t touch that!” She seized the bowl and turned to place it on her desk. “Did you not see what it did to that frog?”

      She stayed like that, with her back to him, palms flat on the desk, hunched over, trying to hide her red face and get her breathing under control. What is wrong with me?

      Sideon snarled at her back. There was nothing human about it.   

      Before she realized what was happening, he wrapped her hair around his wrist like a leash. Pins and needles danced across her skull as he yanked her head back and sunk his teeth into her shoulder.

      A familiar resonance of pleasure and pain escaped her lips. He cupped his hand over her mouth to muffle her cries and drew deeply.

      Her knees buckled. Sideon released her hair and wrapped his arm around her midriff, heaving her body flush with his. He grinded himself against her and growled in her ear. “Do you feel what you do to me? You. No one else.”

      Gods, they weren’t exaggerating about his size. She whimpered into his hand, prompting him to tighten his grip.

      “You taste like sunshine and honey…” He slid his tongue up the length of her neck and nuzzled her ear, “… and you are mine, and there is not a wall that you, or anyone else, can build that will keep me out. There is not a potion you can brew that will change this, and I better not ever catch you trying to again. You are not the only one with a beast inside you. Mine is getting near impossible to control when you are around and honestly, I’m tired of trying.”

      He nipped her earlobe. “So, unless you want me to shred your clothes to bits and ravage you on every surface in this cabin,” He dragged his palm down the front of her stomach–lower–her breath caught in her throat–lower– He cupped her sex, earning a soft mewl from her, she could feel the heat from his palm radiating through the silk. His breath scorched her ear, “...until you are begging me to stop… I would suggest not bending over like that in front of me again.” 

      He smacked her ass. 

      The beast was wide awake. 

      …Let’s do this… 

      She could feel the power well up inside her, there to obey her every whim, hers to command. It felt natural, like controlling an invisible limb, as she blasted him across the room. 

      He landed on her bed. 

      With little more than a thought she shredded his clothes to ribbons.  

      Zamara couldn’t stand the thought of there being anything between them. A carnal need took over. She couldn’t control it if she wanted to. She didn’t. 

      Her hips swayed as she prowled towards him, the silk of her sleep dress caressing her oversensitive skin. The heat of his gaze set a fire in her core. 

      He watched her with interest, eyes bluer than the sky. 

      She swallowed hard and allowed her gaze to roam the length of him, drinking him in. His smooth, tan skin rippled over sculpted muscles even the gods would be envious of. 

      And he is mine. 

      The mattress creaked under her hand. Her heart hammered with adrenaline as she crawled on top of him, straddling him. The chiffon of her slip, sliding up her thighs and pooling around her waist. 

      He gripped her hips, stomach muscles hardening as he sat up. The length and level of his arousal was brutal against the thin silk separating them. 

      Sideon gently tangled his hands in her hair and brought their lips together, tasting, teasing. 

      He tasted like shadows and saltwater. She could feel the heat of his calloused hands through the silken material, sliding down her back, pulling her closer. He growled into her mouth. “Ride me, my queen.” 

      Zamara obeyed, rocking her hips, riding the length of him through the silk, pressure building in her lower abdomen.

      She sucked in a breath as he ripped her sleep dress away from her body, tossing it aside, and claimed her mouth with his own. His lips were firm, more demanding this time. She answered back in kind.

      Sideon pulled away and rested his forehead against hers. She could feel his breath against her lips as he whispered, “How do you want it, love?” 

      “Hard.” Her body trembled with need as she grabbed fistfuls of his hair. “Make me yours. I want you to own me. I want you inside of me. Now.” She crushed their lips together.     

      “Now?” He pulled back with a grin and raised an eyebrow. “Right now?”’

      “Yes!” She tossed her head back. 

      He licked and nipped and kissed the column of her neck while massaging her breast, rough hands scraping over the inflamed skin. 

      She was breathless. “Sideon, please! I cannot take this teasing another minute.” 

      He growled into her mouth before releasing her. He gripped her thighs with strong hands, spun her around, and pushed her forward. She caught herself with her hands as he yanked her legs back.

      With one hand wrapped in her hair and the other gripping her hip, he pulled her head back to him, bearing her throat, and rumbled in her ear, “Is this what you want, my queen?” 

      “Yes!” She cried out as he entered her and paused. 

      She would go mad if he kept doing this.

      “...and who do you belong to?” He pulled out and teased her with the tip of his erection. 

      She sucked in a breath. “Sid–”

      “—I want to hear you say it, my queen.” He nipped her neck and crooned in her ear. “Say, I belong to you.”

      “I belong to you.” She would have told him anything in that moment. 

      “I am yours.”  

      “I am yours.” She panted. 

      “Forever.” 

      “Forever.” 

      “Good girl.” 

      She whimpered as he shoved himself inside her and didn’t slow the movement, giving her full, hard thrusts. Her breasts bounced with each assault. 

      “Gods, Sideon.” she arched against him when he cupped her breast. Two fingers rubbed across the sweet spot and her eyes rolled back into her head. So close. The strength of what was building was staggering. Her body would be blown to ashes when this struck. If he stopped, she’d scream. Scream, and beg. And maybe kill… She came abruptly, crying out, every muscle drawn taut. It was almost too much. Almost.

      “You’re mine, Zamara,” he said softly, pressing himself into her depths and grunting with his own release. “Mine alone, now, and forever. Mine, whether you want it or not.”

      She pulled against his grip and sucked in a breath as he pressed even deeper. The aftershocks made her tremble. 

      “Always and forever, my queen,” he nipped her ear as he maneuvered them onto their sides and held her close. “You are mine and I am yours. I will always take care of you. And there isn’t a wall that anyone can build that will keep me away from you. Gods help any poor soul who tries. Remember that.” 

      Zamara smiled and closed her eyes. 

      My equal.

      …sacred Ceterus…

      Mine to love and protect.

      …forever…
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      Energy hummed through her entire body. Zamara was enveloped in delicious warmth. Sideon’s arm was unceremoniously draped over her waist. One of his legs haphazardly covered her own, like he was afraid of her leaving while they slept. His gentle breath caressed the nape of her neck. Gooseflesh prickled along her shoulders. She shivered.

      She hadn’t slept that well without tonic in years.

      A cool breeze floated in from the porthole and kissed her bare skin. She inhaled the heady scent of mint and saltwater. Sideon’s heartbeat mingled with the thunder of waves beating against the hull of the ship. She couldn’t remember a time when things felt this right. This is where she belonged. Her body ached in all the right places. She smiled and stretched. A growl reverberated from behind as an iron arm locked around her midsection and pulled her back. “Don’t even think about leaving this bed.”

      Zamara smiled into her pillow. She had no such thoughts. She could stay here in his arms forever. She arched her back and pressed herself against him. His grip tightened. She could feel him harden. Round two is definitely underway.  

      The door to her cabin sprang open and banged off the wall. Red burst in with his hands over his eyes. “Zamara, we have a problem.”

      Sideon grumbled into her hair. His breath was hot on her neck. “Of course we do.”

      “What is it?” She swung her bare legs over the edge of her mattress and plodded to a trunk at the foot of her bed, flung it open, snatched a cotton wrap from the top of the pile, and draped it around herself.

      “Are you dressed yet?” Red snapped.

      “Yes,” Zamara said, “get on with it.”

      Sideon stood and wrapped the sheet around him like a towel.

      Red peeked through his fingers and curled his fists at his sides. His jaw muscles worked, and his mouth was set in a grim line. “We are approaching the mouth of the canyon. The Trolls have a barricade of felled trees blocking the river. They erected lookout towers and a fort. Their army is gathered there.”

      Damn. She was hoping they wouldn’t have to fight until they reached Port Angelis. The trolls had a sizable army, enough to turn the tide of a battle. If she was going to defeat Kain, she would need all the soldiers she could get.

      If only I could talk to their leader…

      “Red,” Zamara said, “have the fleet drop their anchors and call a meeting. I want everyone gathered on the main deck of Sideon’s ship straight away. I have an idea.”

      “Yes, your Majesty.” Red bowed his head and left to fulfill his task.
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        * * *

      

      After Zamara and Sideon found clothes, Sideon veil-walked them onto the deck of his ship where they found Red, Sideon’s crew, and Giselle waiting for them.

      Zamara took a deep breath and let the words tumble out. “I need someone to capture one of the troll’s leaders for questioning.”

      “What?” Red’s eyes widened. “Zamara, that is too dangerous.”

      Francesca hissed. “Are you insane?”

      “Why?” Sideon rested his palm on her back. “What are you thinking?”

      “It doesn’t matter what she is thinking because we are not doing it!” Francesca curled her fists.  

      Zamara locked eyes with Sideon, imploring him to understand. “What if I can get them to join us? Their numbers could mean the difference between victory or defeat, and I don’t want to lose any more people to pointless battles. If we are going to push through the wall at Port Angelis, we will need as many people as we can get.”

      “I’m not joining up with trolls!” Francesca screeched.

      “You could just incinerate the blockade and we can sail through while you shield us.” Giselle rested her elbows on the ship’s railing. “That is what I would do.”

      “You would have me leave the trolls for Scandronn, Desmond, and their soldiers to deal with?” Zamara snorted. “How are the Southern Magai still alive?”

      Sideon shrugged. “Burn the trolls too.”

      “They are trolls, Zamara.” Red spread his palms. “Demons. We cannot trust them.”

      Zamara looked at the deck and quirked a smile. “That is exactly what Cassian said about you.”

      “What?” Red lowered his voice. She glanced at him. His eyes burned. Oh, he is pissed. Did I say that out loud?

      She sighed, “When I found you, he didn’t want me to take you in. He said you couldn’t be trusted either.”

      Red opened his mouth to speak.

      Zamara held her hand up, “—before you go beating yourself up over it, it didn’t take him long to admit he was wrong. You are our most valuable asset. You became more than that though, Red, so much more. You are our family. I cannot fathom a life without you, neither can Cassian. He loves you. He just has a crappy way of showing it sometimes.”

      His brow furrowed as Red pondered her words. “Do you really think you can sway them to our side?”

      “That all depends on their level of cognitive thinking. If they speak our language and can understand me…” Zamara bit her lip and shrugged, “probably.”

      “Fine,” Red exhaled and shook his head, “I will go get you a damn troll.”

      Zamara grinned and launched herself into his arms. “Thank you.”

      Francesca huffed and dramatically stomped off.

      What is her problem?

      “I will go get the troll.” Sideon clenched his fists. “I can mist. You cannot. I will get him to the shore. Just be ready to help me reel him in.”

      “We will go get the troll.” Red smirked. He stuck his finger in Zamara’s face. “—but we are going to be present when you question him.”

      She bit his finger.

      He jerked his hand back and shook it out. “Yes?”

      “Fine.” She beamed and grabbed his shoulders. “If I’ve learned anything from my council, it is not to judge a book by its cover, or the stories other people tell. This is going to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Red sat on a tree stump, examining a blow dart Giselle gave him before they departed. Apparently one of these bad boys could knock a large animal out cold. Hopefully, it worked to the same effect on a troll–or a veil-walker…I need to get some more of these. Nevrine probably knows how to make them.

      He spun it between his fingers and watched the downy feathers dance in the breeze as he contemplated all the ways he could murder Sideon and still make it look like an accident, waiting in silence for the Pirate King to return with insight on the troll’s numbers and camp layout. 

      Having someone who could veil-walk was quite useful. Although, he would never admit that to Sideon.

      “—I think I found something promising.” Sideon cut through the branches and joined him in the clearing.

      “Do you get a kick out of startling people?” Red raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.” Sideon grinned and slapped him on the back. “Probably as much as you enjoy interrupting them—If you ever do that again, I will scoop your eyeballs from their sockets.”

      Red barked a laugh. “You will want to—but you won’t. You would not risk the wrath of my queen over a slight inconvenience. If you want to stay in her good graces, I am untouchable to you. You should not make threats you cannot keep, Majesty. It diminishes your word and your value, not that you had any in the first place. But–Two things a ruler cannot afford to lose.”

      Sideon scoffed. “Spoken like a true High Councilman of the Mad Queen.”

      “You should call her that to her face sometime.” His eyes flashed. “What did you find that was so promising?”

      Sideon pointed to a grouping of trees that escaped the troll’s axes. “I found one wandering through the woods alone. I think he is our best chance.”

      Red let his eyes unfocus and sifted through their possible paths. He found one that involved Sideon’s troll and the dart. He grimaced. That path had the potential to go horribly wrong–But if done carefully, it would absolutely get them what they wanted. It would also be highly amusing.

      Red nodded. It’s settled then. He loaded the dart into the blowgun and stood. “He is the one. Let’s go get him.”
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        * * *

      

      Red snuck up on the massive creature and waited in ambush behind a lichen covered boulder. Its cool surface was rough against his palm as he peered around it and studied his prey. The troll was within throwing distance, on his knees in the grass. His back was to them. He pulled flowers out by their roots and gently placed them in a willow basket.

      He licked his lips and readjusted his grip on the blowgun.

      Sideon popped up behind him and whispered. “A group of five are on their way to join him. We only have a small window before they get here. We need to make this quick. Ready?”

      Red nodded and turned to the troll. The bone armored demon was out of place, covered in death, humming with the birds, completely unaware of his visitors.

      This is almost too easy. Red brought the blowgun to his mouth and shot at the exposed part of the troll’s neck.

      The troll brought a trowel up to intercept the dart. It pinged and bounced off. Red’s eyes widened. Shit.

      Laughter rang out from the woods’ edge. The troll’s buddies were getting closer. Red closed the space between them, jumped on the troll’s back, and put him in a headlock.

      The troll reached behind him, grabbed Red’s tactical vest, and flung him over head.

      Red gasped as his back struck the ground and his vision blurred. He saw the outline of a helmet before being hefted up. Strong arms wrapped around his neck from behind. He clawed at them like a wild animal.

      “Sideon!” Red choked out. “Help me.”

      Sideon came out of his stupor and disappeared. 

      Bastard!

      The troll grunted in Red’s ear and slackened his hold. Bones snapped.

      Red struggled to get out of the troll’s grip. The beast stumbled forward, and body slammed him into the ground.  Air whooshed from his lungs as he got a face full of dry grass.

      He heaved but couldn’t catch a breath. 

      Couldn’t move. 

      He was being crushed. 

      His heart hammered in his chest. 

      Red found himself back in that dark cellar. 

      Chained. Powerless. Alone… 

      Panic set in. 

      On the precipice of descending into madness, the weight on his back dissipated and light flooded in.

      So did the agony of shattered bones trying to pull themselves together. 

      He gritted his teeth and squeezed his eyes against a wave of nausea. 

      A dim bluish light pulsed in the darkness as a soothing tingle danced through his limbs. His eyes fluttered open. 

      A smug looking Sideon stood above him with an extended hand and a black eye.

      He healed me. Saved me. 

      Red grabbed his hand and accepted the help. His eyes were drawn to the sleeping troll with a dart protruding from his neck.

      The sound of rustling branches and muffled voices brought everything into sharp focus. “We’ve got to get him out of here before the others arrive.”

      Sideon disappeared and came back with a stretcher. He set it on the ground. The two rolled the troll onto it and hefted him up.

      “Gods,” Red grunted, “bastard’s heavy. Can’t you just do your thing and pop him back to the ship?”

      “I can only do that with Zamara. Just suck it up and let’s get out of here before his buddies show up.”
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        * * *

      

      “We found this one picking flowers.” Red laughed as they tossed the mammoth troll at her feet.

      Zamara raised an eyebrow.

      “Not very leader-like.” Sideon said. “I know, but his armor is nicer than all the others. He is someone with power.”

      “Nice black eye.” Zamara smirked.

      “My mind was on other things.” Sideon’s eyes sparked as he looked her up and down and licked his lips. He cast her a devious smile. “He is agile for his size.”

      Hummingbirds flitted about in her stomach as thoughts of the night before flashed through her mind. Her cheeks grew hot.

      She turned away and paced the span of deck with her hands behind her back, waiting for the helmeted sasquatch to stir. As she paced, she studied him. These mysterious and devious architects from the Neverworld intrigued her. She had never seen a troll without its helmet on. Sometimes she wondered if they could even take them off. Were they as ugly as everyone said they were?

      This would be so much easier if Nevrine and Cassian didn’t steal the damn idol.

      “Bring me a couple chairs if you will, Red.” Zamara cleared her throat. “Sturdy ones.”

      Her voice roused the unconscious beast. He rolled onto his hands and knees and shook his head, trying to come out of his stupor.

      “Should I get some rope too?”

      “No need.” Thanks to her practice with Sideon, she could restrain this troll with the beginning of a thought. She wasn’t afraid… but he was. She could scent the metallic hint of his fear in the air. She circled him. He rose to his knees and stared straight ahead at the rail, sweating profusely. She could smell that too.

      He was a big guy, though probably not as big as his armor made him seem, Cassian’s size. His face was obscured behind an ornately carved helmet of bone.

      When she rounded on him, she moved a chair behind him and sat him in it with her mind.

      “What is your name?” She asked.

      He snarled.

      Zamara chuckled, “If you are not going to tell me what you are called, I will make something up. Something ridiculous, like Sarah—Sarah the Flower Troll. Would you like for your name to go down in history as Sarah?”

      I smell smoke. That angered him, good. He can understand me.

      The troll lunged towards her.

      She slammed him back in the chair and laughed.

      “Listen Sarah,” Zamara grabbed a chair for herself and straddled the back of it. She crossed her arms over the chair’s back and rested her chin on her hands, a perfect portrait of nonchalance. Zamara peered into the troll’s light brown eyes. He returned her stare. His gears are grinding. “I did not capture you to torture and kill you. I think there is another way. A way that will benefit both our people. I think wiping out a race capable of building magnificent structures such as your bridge and your makeshift war fort would be a waste. I don’t enjoy wasting things. Don’t get me wrong, my council is all for annihilating your kind and going about our business, I would. I just think there is a better way. So how this goes is entirely up to you. Do you know who I am?”

      The troll looked offended but nodded.

      A response. That’s a start. “Have you heard of my walls? My towers?”

      Another nod.

      “So, have you also heard that jotuns built them? They are distant cousins of yours if the literature is to be believed.”

      His caramel-colored eyes widened. He doesn’t know. Perfect. “I’m going to tell you a story, Sarah. When I finish, I want you to choose. Cooperate with me, join me if you wish or remain my enemy. If you choose the last option, I will release you to give you a sense of a fighting chance, but I warn you, if I must go through you to get back to my people, I will.”

      She held out her hand and sucked a cannon ball into her palm. Then she completely incinerated it and crafted a gentle breeze. She told a story of jotuns and shifters with the ashes. Children and adults of both races living side by side in Magland, happy, appreciated.

      The entire time she created these images, she regaled the troll with the story of how a seer saw an army of Northmen, running from the north to Mystic Lake for amnesty. How they ended up trapped in a blizzard and freezing to death in the mountains. She told him of how she and her council showed up and saved every single one of them that still drew breath, how she integrated them and built Magland for them. How she gave Scandronn and Boss seats on her council to represent their people. How they built the towers and walls for her out of gratitude, how they have lived in peace and abundance ever since… and when Zamara finished telling their story, she felt lighter. That is why we do this.

      The last particle of ash blew away in the breeze. He stared at the ground for a minute, contemplating what she told him. Or contemplating her death, either one.

      “Engor.” The troll said quietly. His first word. Zamara could hardly make it out.

      “Engor?” She asked.

      The troll nodded and took off his helmet, brown hair tumbled past his square jaw in tangled waves. 

      Zamara gasped. He was incredibly attractive. “Why do they call you trolls?”  

      She reached out to touch his perfectly chiseled cheek before she realized what she was doing and got her hand under control.

      “My name is Engor, not Sarah,” he sneered, “—and I wasn’t picking flowers. I was finding herbs for my Urchin. They call us trolls because like your shifter and your dragon, we too can change forms.” He lifted his thick arm to show her his cuffs. “We were all demi-jotuns once, just like your shifter. Then, we were cursed by a Jinni–and only because our other forms are ugly, my people have spent the last two hundred years suffering in the Neverworld. Our bridge is the only home we have ever had. Our distant cousins don’t give a monkey’s ass about us. While they were living in peace and abundance, they left us to the demons. Kain is the one who brought us back. He is the one we owe our allegiance to. If we go against his only command, he will kill us all.”

      “If you don’t step aside, I will kill you all.”

      Engor’s tan face darkened. “Then you are no different than him.”

      “This is war, Engor,” Zamara crossed her arms, “if you were in my position, if it were your people being threatened, what would you do?”

      He sighed, “Probably the same thing.”

      “What is Kain’s command?”

      “Retrieve the Akashi Stone and kill the dragon.”

      Zamara barked a laugh. “That is two commands, impossible ones at that. The dragon isn’t even with me. He set you up for failure, Engor. He must have planned on killing you anyway.” She inspected her nails, “Kain doesn’t care about you or your people. You are just a means to an end with him, cannon fodder. I offer you so much more. A real home, equality, maybe if things go well a spot on my council. Hell, build yourselves a bone tower for all I care. He will have a hard time killing you if he can’t get to you. Mark my words, Engor, Kain’s days are numbered. When we face each other on the battlefield, he will not be the one to walk away.”

      “We can’t just pack everything up and leave.” Engor said.

      “Then don’t,” Zamara shrugged, “just tell your men to stand down and let my ships through. I have another army riding up the coast on horseback. They can join and travel with their company if you choose. You will come with me. We will meet up with our armies outside Port Angelis and sack the city. After all this is over, your people can either start over there, return to your bridge, or join us in my territory.”

      “You plan to sack Port Angelis?”

      “Yes… It is a slave city. I wish to liberate them. Their chieftain is not fit to rule. He too stands in between me and my people.”

      He thought about it. “What will you do with him?”

      “I don’t know. Kill him probably, why?”

      Engor’s brown eyes grew cold. “He hurt someone who means very much to me.”

      “Vengeance then,” Zamara grinned, “I lost men because of him, Engor. His death warrant is already signed. However, I have bigger fish to fry. So, if you want him, he is all yours.”

      “I do not need your charity.”

      “Well,” Zamara bit her lip, “maybe I need yours.”

      Engor raised his dark eyebrows, “What could you possibly need from me? We have nothing you don’t already have.”

      “Besides needing you to let my ships through, I could really use your men. I have worked hard to make the Mystic Lake settlements a safe and sustainable place for my people. People who are free and proud, accepting of each other’s differences.” She took a breath. “The settlements are not a privileged place for superior people. They are for everyone. They are the last place in all of North and South Hallha free of starvation and suffering, possibly the entire realm of Karth. If you let that light go out, we will all be plunged into darkness, never to surface again. Hell is when the evil of this realm snuffs out the belief that it can be stopped. Kain and his army of reapers are threatening to do just that.”

      Engor laughed. “Kain is not the only evil in this realm. I assure you of that, miss.”

      She leaned forward. “Ally with us, Engor. Travel with us. Fight with us. Prove to the world that your kind are not demons. Let us end Kain’s reign of terror once and for all. Earn your place amongst us and I will welcome you and your people with open arms. Together, we can stop him. We can unite and end the tyranny of both continents. Together, we can end pain and suffering across all North and South Hallha, not just Mystic Lake. Think of it as an investment in your people’s future.”

      “…and the chieftain is mine?”

      “All yours.”

      Engor nodded. “I will need to talk it over with the elders.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “Feel the water in and around you, every droplet.” Sideon held her from behind and mused in her ear. “Let its energy flow through you. Seduce it. Become one. Dance with it. Envision what you want it to do. Then, take the lead. Harness it, command it.”

      Zamara shivered. “It’s just—hard to concentrate with you so close to me, breathing down my neck.”

      He chuckled, stepped back, and raised his palms in placation.

      Sweat trickled down her spine as she focused once more on pulling the water from the air and intermingling it with earth magik to cut and fill a hidden oasis. They needed to hide their ships while they waited for the other armies. With the help of Engor, she fashioned sturdy dams to contain the water until they were ready for it. Reshaping the earth was a lot harder than it sounded.

      Now she must redirect the marshes into one large lake.

      Her focus was destroyed when a cheetah bounded up to Giselle and flashed into Desmond. They were conversing in hushed tones. Zamara narrowed her eyes and watched the pair. Giselle nodded to him and patted him on the shoulder. Desmond shifted back and pranced off.

      Giselle sauntered to where her, Sideon, and Engor stood. Her smug horse-face had Zamara’s hair prickling with annoyance.

      Giselle came to rest by Sideon. She shielded her eyes from the sun and gazed out across Zamara’s empty lake. “Sideon. Just do it for her. She isn’t getting it, and Desmond tells me there is a patrol from Port Angelis headed this way. Also, our armies are not far behind. They will arrive sometime tonight. So, put a hurry on this plan so we can hide everything from that patrol before they get here.”

      “Go away, Giselle. I almost have it.”

      “That isn’t what it looks like to me.” She crossed her arms and looked down her nose. “I don’t know if you forgot this, but one of those armies is mine. If they get caught or killed by this incoming patrol—because a certain queen was too proud to let someone else do what she could not—you can kiss our alliance goodbye.”

      Sideon lowered his voice. “Giselle—”

      “—Oh, now you care about your army.” Zamara stepped forward. “You didn’t seem concerned when you were ready to let them battle Engor’s tribe.”

      Giselle clenched her jaw. Her nostrils flared.

      “Listen, Giselle,” Zamara sighed, “Scandronn and Engor’s tribe are also with them. I will let nothing happen to them or your people. I can do this—but—I need you to find somewhere else to sulk. The longer you are nagging in my ear, the longer I am not focusing on the task.”

      Giselle rolled her eyes. “Just get it done.” She burst into a hawk and flew off.

      Engor snorted. “She isn’t a very pleasant person, is she?”

      Zamara laughed and slapped him on the back. “You don’t know the half of it, Engor.”

      “She may not be pleasant.” Sideon said. “—but we need her army.”

      “Alright guys,” Zamara clapped, “I think we are ready to put some water in this hole.”
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        * * *

      

      Velvet sand contoured to their bodies as Zamara and Sideon sprawled on the beach. She perched between his long legs, reclining against his chest. He rested his chin on her head and drew soothing, lazy circles on her stomach with his thumb.

      A campfire blazed in front of them, bathing them and their circle of comrades in soft orange light. Engor sat close by, telling a story of trickster Jinni’s that dwelled in the marshes.

      Her eyes were heavy and out of focus. She gazed beyond the flames. Out on the lake, their ships floated atop a gentle ripple of moonlit waters like hulking sentries, black silhouettes against a backdrop of shining diamonds.

      Francesca was still on Sideon’s ship. She barricaded herself in her cabin after they joined forces with the trolls and refused to come out.

      Zamara seduced waves lapping the shore into animal forms that frolicked along the beach. They didn’t get far before collapsing. She was exhausted and her mind was elsewhere. How are we going to take over Port Angelis? They have a ton of men, and a wall. I can’t lose any more people.  

      Sideon turned into her and spoke softly against her ear. “I have already heard this story a thousand times. What do you say I get us out of here, somewhere more private? I know you want to.” He nipped her ear. “I can feel it.”

      Gods, this man will be the death of me. She turned to him and brushed their lips together. “I do—but Scandronn and the others will be here anytime. We need to make a plan to push forward.”

      “I will veil-walk us into the chieftain’s chambers this instant and we can take his head if it will get me some time alone with you.”

      Zamara pulled back and studied him. “We could do it, couldn’t we?”

      “In the chieftain’s chambers? Absolutely.” He splayed his hands across her abdomen and pulled her into him.

      “No,” she laughed and turned her body around to face him, “We could take him out. We can share powers. Do you think you can teach me to walk the Veil?”

      He sighed. Resigned to the fact that romance wasn’t in his cards just yet. “I could, but it took me years to learn, Zamara. Decades to be able to control it. Besides, the chieftain’s fortress is surrounded with that stone, so we wouldn't be able to get into it. I don’t see how we can overwhelm the walls either, not without taking a great loss.”

      “I agree.” Zamara nodded. “And we can’t storm the gates. That malachite is a complete game changer. When Scandronn gets here, they will expect me to have a plan. I don’t—” Zamara looked at the ground and whispered. “—I don’t know what to do.”

      He tilted her chin towards him. “Don’t worry. I have some ideas. We will figure this out. You don’t have to do everything alone, you know. There are other leaders here: Engor, Giselle, me. Maybe it’s time you use us.” He pinched her chin. “Just a thought.”

      Zamara snorted and turned away. “Giselle is an idiot.”

      “I heard that.” Giselle snapped from across the campfire.

      “I don’t care.” Zamara laughed.

      Giselle jumped up and glared at Zamara. Everyone went silent. She stomped past them and into the tree line beyond in a huff.

      “You must make amends with her if you want her people to follow you into battle against Kain.”

      “I will place them under Cassian’s command. He can deal with her.”

      Sideon tensed. “You give the dragon too much power. He takes advantage of it.”

      “He is the most qualified. He has more experience in warfare than anyone in Karth. He has power because he has earned it repeatedly with his loyalty and protection.”

      “Not true,” Sideon said, “Kain has more experience.”

      Zamara snorted. “What do you know of Kain?”

      Sideon’s face darkened. “I know he is ruthless and deceptive. He is not to be underestimated. King Livius and every single other person who made that mistake died for it.”

      “And how do you know this?”

      “I am Draconian, Zamara, I know him as we all do, the orphan boy with silver eyes and great powers, raised by the General. He crawled up the ranks to become a commander in the King’s army.”

      Merida’s mouth quirked. “The most feared army in all the realms.”

      Sideon continued as if this was a fond memory of theirs, a bedtime story. “Many realms they conquered with Kain and the General at the helm. They were inseparable.”

      Merida said, “until the General betrayed him—”

      “—you mean he betrayed the General.” Zamara snapped.

      “He did,” Sideon nodded, “at one point in the timeline. Though some would say his actions were justified.”

      “How the hell does one justify betrayal and murder?” Zamara raised her eyebrows.

      “Before that, Kain had an affair with one of King Livius’ wives. They bore children. When the king found out about the affair, he ordered General Oberon to kill his wife, her babies, and hunt down her secret lover. Once the General learned it was Kain, he couldn’t go through with it. But it was too late for the King’s wife. Oberon ran to Kain and told him what happened, that he needed to take his children and run. They banished the General to this realm for failing to follow orders. Kain’s betrayal and subsequent murder of the General was his idea of vengeance for the death of his love. With the General out of the way and Cassian occupied with you, Kain was free to take the Draconian crown. From orphan, to commander, to conqueror, to king. He is a legend.”

      Zamara’s stomach flopped. Hearing about her father in this manner created a cold pit in her soul. Do all Draconians speak this way about him? “This is some Draconian fairy tale?”

      “Something like that.” Sideon’s mouth quirked. “My point is you rely too much on the dragon.”

      “So?”

      “He is not here and there are others you can share your burdens with.”

      “You would have me strategize with a fool?”  

      “I can’t speak for Engor or Giselle, but I, for one, am a brilliant strategist.” He chuckled. “Remind me, how many times did I beat you at chess?”

      “Okay, I’ll bite.” She rested her head on his shoulder and looked at the stars. “What are your brilliant ideas?” 

      “There are tunnels that run underneath the wall. Immigrants and drug runners dug them before The Reckoning. Most are blocked off, but the chieftain doesn’t know about all of them. I used the tunnels for smuggling slaves. Instead of a full-on battle, we sneak inside with only a small group. We could create some sort of contained commotion. Not so big that the chieftain goes into hiding, but big enough for him to want to come out of his fortress. We need to draw him out. Once he is outside, you and I can just pop in, take his head, and be done with it.”

      “Would we, though?” Zamara raised an eyebrow. “Be done with it. If we take the chieftain’s head, will his soldiers lay down their arms or will they keep fighting? If I fell in battle, my people wouldn’t stop until they were victorious or followed me to the other side.”

      “Neither would mine.” Engor grunted in agreement.  

      Sideon laughed. “The chieftain is not like you two. He is not a warrior. He rules over his people with tyranny and fear. Besides the officers, all his soldiers are slaves. They will not follow him into the afterworld, they will celebrate his crossing.”

      “He is right.” Jori said from the other side of Red.

      “Who will rule them after he is gone?” Merida asked.

      Jori swallowed hard, “He had a daughter with his late wife. She was beautiful, intelligent, kind, and strong, just like her mother. She is the chieftain’s heir, but she disappeared after her mother was beheaded. Nobody knows to where. Some think she was killed. Some rumors claim she escaped with the slaves. Most believe she fled south.”

      “He probably killed her too.” Zamara said.

      “I don’t think so.” Jori frowned. “The Chieftain is cruel, but he had a soft spot for her. I think she got away.”

      “She didn’t escape with the slaves.” Sideon said. “I would have known.”

      “Other than her,” Engor said, “there is no one else in line to rule. The job would probably fall to the chieftain’s commander. He is just as bad, if not worse, than the—"

      “—The commander is mine.” Jori growled. “He is cruel and enjoys getting his hands bloody. He gets off on torturing women and children. You would be trading one tyrant for another. Death would be too kind for him. All we will need is a proxy, just to stand in until we can find their princess and place her on the throne.” He placed his hands on his knees and stood. “Now, if you will excuse me, I need to go take a piss.” 

      Zamara studied Engor and arched an eyebrow as Jori wandered off. “You know an awful lot about politics of Port Angelis for being trapped in the Neverworld for the past two-hundred years.”

      “Kain had a servant from Port Angelis at Inferni.” Engor cleared his throat and poked at the fire with a branch. “We became close. She told me the princess escaped into Utekka territory.”  

      Zamara rubbed her chin. “Wouldn’t the gods be smiling on us if the long-lost princess of Port Angelis just somehow fell into our laps?”

      A commotion came from the trees behind them. Zamara twisted to see hooded forms emerge. The shadow of a large man carried a flailing child by the leg.

      When they approached and were bathed in firelight, Zamara recognized the large man to be Scandronn. Upon closer inspection, she realized it was not a child he carried. Rather, a tiny woman. Her hair was brown and all over the place. Her wild eyes were dark as night—but little red flecks shone through. 

      Engor snarled and jumped up. “Take your dirty paws off of her!”

      “Gladly,” Scandronn discarded her by the fire. She fell into a heap at Engor’s feet. “She’s been asking for ye. Won’t speak to nobody else but to curse us. She’s yer problem now.”

      “What are you doing, Urchin?” Engor hauled the woman to her feet and shook her by the shoulders. “I told you to stay with the tribe! Are you okay? Did this buffoon hurt you?” He checked her over.

      Engor’s protectiveness reminded her of Cassian. Her heart panged. Something akin to guilt stalked beneath her skin. Gods, I wish he were here. Zamara jumped to her feet. Sideon, Merida, and Red shadowed her.

      Scandronn grinned at Zamara, scooped her up in a bear hug and whirled her around before placing her back on her feet. “We found this tiny demon stowed away in the weapon chests. Squirrely thing she is.” He jerked his chin in the girl’s direction. “Could probly give ye a run for yer money.”

      Urchin brushed the front of herself off. “Since when have I ever done what you have commanded me to do, Engor? You are not my master.”

      “No, I am not your master. But I made an oath to protect you, and I told you to stay with the tribe. You do not need to be here for this.”

      “You also said we could take revenge on the chieftain together. Then, you left me to go off and do it yourself. Typical troll, hogging all the glory. You lied to me you—you turd!”

      Scandronn whispered in her ear. “See?”

      Zamara bit down on a smile. I like her.

      Engor grabbed the seer’s arm and marched her away from the fire into a city of tents beyond. “Urchin, listen to me…”

      The troll’s lumbering voice faded out as they ambled farther away. Zamara turned and stared into the dancing flames. Silence descended on them all. 

      “… that was our long-lost princess, wasn’t it? She is the reason Engor wants vengeance on the chieftain… and she is a pixie-seer? I did not see that coming. Maybe the Fates are smiling on us. Red? When they return, if Engor will allow you, I would like for you to check on her and help her get set up in the ladies’ tent.”

      Red nodded. “I will.”

      “And go inform Jori that she has turned up, please,” she said, “he will want to know.” 

      Red placed his fist over his heart and strode off in the direction Jori went. 

      “Scandronn,” she said as he flopped down in the sand, “what happened? How did she even come to be with you?” 

      “I told ye,” he unlaced his boots, “she stowed away in one of the weapon chests. They brought her to me. She refused to answer any of my questions. Said she’d only talk to Engor. I had to toss her in a carriage and board the doors. She is a seer, ye saw? But the darkness has her good. She talked nonsense, made threats, and asked for him the entire way here. We had to board her up in a wagon because she was starting to get violent. It’s been a long journey.” 

      “I’m sorry for that.” Zamara handed Scandronn a skin of wine. “And unfortunately, it is probably going to get worse before it gets better.” 

      “I’m with ye all the way, my queen.” He took the wine and uncapped it. “Ye know that.”    

      She nodded. “I do.”

      They all stared into the flames for some time.

      Red, Jori, Engor, and Urchin returned to the fire. 

      Engor cleared his throat. “My Urchin has something she would like to tell you all.”

      She straightened her back and addressed the group. “My name is Aera LaCruz. I am the princess and heir to Port Angelis. Engor filled me in on what you plan to do to my father. I can help. I want to help. I know of ways into and around the city that you can travel without being detected. However, I have my stipulations. One, Engor gets to kill the chieftain. Two, his head is mine. I will have it stuffed and display it on my mantelpiece.”

      Zamara nodded, “That sounds—”

      “—three,” the princess pointed at Sideon and bared her teeth, “I don’t want that bastard anywhere near me during this mission. He is the reason my mother is dead.”

      “Not gonna happen.” Sideon’s nostrils flared. He fisted his hands and stepped forward. “I need to be at the queen’s side in case things go bad so I can get her out of there.”

      “—That is not all.” Aera raised her hand and waited for silence. She turned to Zamara. “I have followed Engor here through the portal in Inferni. I have been with Kain. I have news of your sister and the other man.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “Go on...”

      “Rose told me about Red, your seer.” Aera glanced at him. “She told me that you take care of him and heal his darkness. I am willing to trade my vast knowledge of Kain and his plans in return for regular healings, an alliance, and my rightful place on the throne in Port Angelis.”

      “You don’t want much, do you?” Zamara snorted. “You realize I am currently at war. I don’t need you as much as you think I do. As you pointed out, I already have a seer on my council.”

      Aera crossed her arms and raised her chin, “Those are my terms. Do you want my help or not?”

      “No,” Red stepped forward. His fists clenched. “You do not understand what you are asking. Taking the darkness hurts her. Even I put off being healed until the last minute. No way am I letting another seer come in and make it worse.”

      Zamara placed her hand on Red’s shoulder. “That is not your decision to make, Red.”

      “What? Zamara,” He flung his arms in the air, “you can’t possibly be considering this!”

      She held up her hand to silence him and addressed Aera. “So, let me get this straight, you need my help to kill the chieftain and place you on the throne–And you want me to consent to regular healings and protection, for what? A scrap of information about my sister’s well-being? You are not in any position to be making demands, princess.”

      “Fine,” Aera shrugged, “then I will just be taking Jori, Engor and his men back to the bridge with me. You can go on without us. Shame. My father has a rather large army. You won’t get through the wall without us. The chieftain’s army will follow me to the ends of the earth once he dies. Kain’s army is also rather large. I have seen it with my own eyes. If I were you, I would think twice before throwing this alliance away, your Highness.”

      Zamara tilted her head and studied the girl. “Were there any other seers with you at Inferni?”

      “Some,” she nodded.

      “Are any of them as powerful as you?”

      Her eyes darkened, “I doubt even your Red is as powerful as me.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Zamara gestured between the two of them, “I can feel it coming off you in waves.” She looked to Red. What does he think? He nodded ever so slightly, giving her the go ahead to continue.

      Zamara took a step forward and rested her hands on the hilts of her daggers. “I felt it once before. When Red’s power was being strange. I just didn’t understand it—Until now,” She drew her Khanna’s, “it was you that mind jacked my sister and let Kain into her head, wasn’t it? You are the one who was blocking Red’s ability, pawning your darkness off on him. You started this whole thing. I should just kill you and be done with it. Take the throne for myself.”

      Her eyes widened and she took a step back. “Kain made me do it. He would have killed me. Trust me, there are things you need to know. Things Rose asked me to tell you. He has spies, secret weapons. I have done nothing but help your sister since we have–”

      Sideon appeared behind her with a knife to her throat and snarled into her ear. “Say another word and it will be your last.” 

      “Unhand her!” The metal of Jori’s broadsword glistened in the moonlight as he pointed it at Sideon. 

      “If you hurt her,” Engor growled and drew his sword, “our deal is off.”

      No. I need the trolls to take Port Angelis. I need their army to defeat Kain.

      “Sideon,” Zamara glanced between Engor and Aera, “release her.”

      There was a moment of tense silence between them. The crackle and pop of their campfire was the only noise.

      Sideon shoved Aera forward and sheathed his knife.

      If the Port Angelis army would really follow Aera, if I can ally with them, the southern Magai, and the trolls…I might have a large enough force to beat Kain without Akashi.   

      “Alright, Chieftess LaCruz,” She returned her Khannas to their scabbards, “I will give you your alliance. I will put you on your throne, and I will heal you. Once, for all your information, every scrap. If for no other reason than I need your mind clear for what lies ahead. After that, if you need to be healed again, you must come to me. I don’t have the time right now to be sailing back and forth.”

      Aera nodded and clasped Zamara’s forearm. “Deal.”

      Jori and Engor put their swords away. 

      “I will heal you tonight, give you the morning to rest. Then, you can debrief me, and we can take over Port Angelis. I asked Red to set you up in the tent with me and the other women. Shall we?” Zamara swept her arm toward their shelter. 
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        * * *

      

      Aera laid on a cot in the corner of their tent. She wore a simple cotton shift and was covered with furs. Red sat on a tree stump at the head of her bed, explaining to her how the process worked. She looked terrified.

      Merida paced.

      “Merida, will you please find me some rags and a pail of water?” Zamara said.

      Merida nodded, turned around, and disappeared out the tent flap.

      “What do you need those things for?” Aera croaked.

      “I don’t.” Zamara kneeled at her side, took her hand, and smiled. “I just wanted to give her something to do so she would stop burning a path in our carpet. It’s going to be okay, Aera. It doesn’t hurt.”

      Red continued. “There is just a strange sensation in your brain, like when one of your limbs goes to sleep, and then you fall into a deep slumber. That’s when the strange dreams commence. When you wake up you will still be exhausted for a few hours, but your darkness will be gone.”

      Her eyes widened. “—For how long? Will I be able to wake up if I need to? What if I have to pee or something?”

      Zamara chuckled. “As long as it takes for your mind to repair itself. Engor, Jori, and Scandronn will be right outside while you sleep. And I will be right here.”

      “So will I.” Red placed his hand on Aera’s shoulder.

      She blushed.

      Zamara studied him. She supposed he alone knew what she was going through. These two could be good for each other.  

      “It’s not that.” She closed her eyes. “I just—being back—this close to my father—the commander—" She swallowed and looked at them with renewed strength. “It’s not being healed that scares me. It’s the deep sleep part. We will be so vulnerable.”

      “We will.” Zamara smiled. “For a short while, but that is why we have people we trust to look after us and safeguard us while we sleep.”

      “I know Engor and Jori will protect me.” She took a shaky breath and nodded. “Let’s do this. I’m ready.”
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      Twigs jabbed Zamara’s bare feet as she loped through a dark, craggy forest. If that was what one would call it. A skeleton forest, absent of all vegetation. The bones of long dead trees grasped at her with their gnarly branches. It was eerily silent. Nary a sound or shuffling of life.

      She was in the Veil. Which meant she was asleep. Which meant Aera was also asleep, and probably lost and alone trying to navigate this place. She remembered how frightened she was the first time she found herself here.

      Zamara and Red found each other here often. Odds are Aera is here, and I can find her. She continued through the darkness, looking for any sign of light. It’s not like I have anything better to do.

      She darted into a clearing and found a worn down, abandoned temple. A statue of some long-dead god sprawled on the ground, cracked in half.

      Zamara bounded up its crumbling steps. Her arm muscles strained as she pushed her way through a wooden door. She paused to take in the temple. Benches lie overturned. Hymn book pages were ripped out and scattered everywhere.

      She found Aera at the end of the aisle, curled up in front of an altar, rocking back and forth.

      “Hey.” Zamara rushed to her and enveloped her in a hug. “It’s okay. I’m here.”

      “Is this real?” She sniffed and looked up. “Am I dead?”

      “It’s real. You are not dead. We are on another plane of existence. We call it the Veil. It’s an in-between, where we go when we are between life and death, the same place we go to dream.” She glanced at a statue of Helena, goddess of the Neverworld, standing on a pedestal with her arms outstretched. “You have never been here? This is where Red goes when he gets his visions.”

      “No.” She frowned. “This is nothing like the place I visit for my visions. The place I go to is beautiful. Filled with iridescent pools that hold the stories of all life that ever has or will exist.”

      “Well…” Zamara furrowed her brow, “that sounds lovely. But there is nothing like that here.”

      A loud crack, like lightning, ricocheted through the temple windows as the glass panes shattered inwards. A white flash of light temporarily blinded her. The burnt smell of ozone singed her nostrils. Thunder rocked the building, causing the ground to tremble.

      Aera gasped and grabbed onto her arm. “What was that?”

      “I don’t know.” Zamara frowned and dragged herself to her feet. “Stay here.”

      She bolted through the doors, into the dark yard, and looked around. Shadows slithered through the bony trees. The hairs on her neck prickled. An ancient and malicious force surrounded her. She spied movement out of the corner of her eye. A twig snapped. Grass crunched. A dark hooded form emerged from the shadows and came into view.

      “Little queen.” A perfect white grin. “Fancy meeting you here, with my traitorous seer.”

      Kain. Zamara’s eyes widened and her stomach dropped. She took a step back. “What are you doing here?”

      “Protecting my investment.” He advanced towards her. “You need to wake up.”

      “What?” She heard Aera scream from inside the church and darted a look towards the doors. What is happening?

      Kain appeared in front of her in a flash and wrapped his hands around her throat. “Wake—up—” 

      She violently clawed and scratched at Kain’s grip to no avail.

      “Wake up!” His voice echoed through the film of panic.

      Her vision blurred. She hurled through time and space, bile searing the back of her throat as her guts flattened. Zamara’s skin tightened around her muscles. Her head felt like it might explode.

      She was being violently ripped from the Veil. Which could only mean one thing. Someone on the other end was trying to wake her.
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      Sideon approached Zamara’s tent with two heaping plates of bacon and eggs. The sun had been up for a couple hours and not one of them had stirred. He realized that Aera and Zamara were probably exhausted, but the others should have been out and about by now. Everyone else was. He hoped breakfast would raise them from their slumber.

      … and maybe he couldn’t wait to see her. He paced all night in front of the entrance until Scandronn convinced him to get some rest. He was prepared to sleep on the ground outside.

      Since Red announced healing them hurts her, he had been fighting off the overwhelming urge to storm into that tent and rip someone limb from limb. Preferably the seer that was forcing her to do it. Preferably before she said something to Zamara that could ruin everything.

      He would tell her—but it needed to be the right time. Their relationship was too new, too fragile. He wouldn’t give her up for anything.  

      Engor, Jori, and Scandronn stood guard at the entrance.

      Scandronn grinned. “Mornin, yer Highness. Ye shouldn’t have.”

       “This is not for you.” Sideon barked a laugh. Shadows under Scandronn’s eyes and his frumpy appearance caught his eye. “Have you slept at all?”

      “No.” Engor shook his head.

      “Any sign of the girls yet?”

      Scandronn plucked a piece of bacon off the plate and chomped down. “No, but it’s not uncommon for Zamara to sleep the day away, especially after a healing. Lucky ye brought bacon. If ye try to wake her without a peace offering, she might stab ye.” He winked.

      “Thank the Fates I have you standing guard.” Sideon nodded towards the entrance. “Let me deliver the ladies their breakfast and rouse them from hibernation. Make sure I don’t get murdered, and you can be relieved from your posts for food and rest. My men will take over.”

      “Thank you, your Highness.” Engor peeled back a flap to allow him entry.

      Sideon ducked through and walked into the darkened interior. His eyes strained to adjust to the dim lighting. He tripped over a lump on the floor.

      A soft lump… in the shape of a body.

      His heart quickened. Sideon knelt, discarded his plates, and examined the form.

      Red.

      He held his breath and checked for a pulse. It was steady.

      Sideon shook his shoulder. “Red.”

      Nothing.

      Maybe Zamara healed them both last night—why is he sleeping on the floor?

      Sideon jumped to his feet and scanned the gloom. His eyes slowly adjusted to the dim interior. The only light came from a slit in the back of the tent, flapping in the breeze…

      His stomach dropped. That isn’t supposed to be there. His palms started to sweat. He rubbed them on his pants and rushed to one of the beds.

      Empty. He looked around. They are all empty!

      Sideon’s heart boomed in his ears. “They are gone!”

      He darted to the tent’s entrance and ripped it open. “They are gone.”

      Red grumbled from behind him. Sideon rushed to the seer and helped him sit up. “What is it? What happened?”

      Red slurred. “Commander Cage—knocked me out.”
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      Nightmarish visions pounded against her skull.

      Her stiff neck pulsated in pain from hanging her head for so long. Her wrists burned where the manacles dug in. Just the right height for forcing her to stand on her tiptoes or let the shackles of malachite cut into her wrists.

      “Zamara?” Merida’s soft voice roused her back to reality. “Are you awake?”

      Zamara cracked an eyelid. A dim chamber with stone walls swam into focus. A narrow rectangle of sunlight fell through a high up window slit. Its moat of swirling dust cast a soft glow over Merida. They strapped her to a metal table in the center of the room. She looked terrified. Zamara peered into the gloom and wondered if anyone else was taken.

      Putrid scents of moldy hay, piss, and old blood lingered in the air.

      Her amulet was gone.

      “Zamara.” Merida’s forehead creased as she strained against a leather strap to better see. “What are we going to do?”

      Keep her calm. Don’t make any plans out loud. Someone could be listening.

      Zamara’s body trembled with the effort of holding herself up. She lost most feeling in her extremities a while ago. She grinned at Merida, “I figured we would hang around for a while, see where things lead.”

      Merida relaxed a bit and rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

      “That was not funny.” Giselle’s waspish voice buzzed from inside a large animal crate in the corner.

      “We are in Commander Cage's torture room.”  Aera’s small voice came from beneath a row of countertops on the far side of the room.

      “Aera? Thank the gods you are alright. At least we are together. We are going to get out of this.” This could be good. The chieftain will want to see her for himself. This might be our chance to kill him. We just need to break free and get past our jailors. Zamara looked up and wiggled her chains. They weren’t attached to the hook, but she was too short to jump. After being in this position for so long, she might not be able to jump at all.

      “So, we are just going to wait around to maybe be rescued?” Giselle laughed. “… and I’m the idiot. You realize this is a torture chamber. None of us are going to make it out of here alive. She is giving you false hope. They are going to cut us up into tiny pieces. To think anything else is asinine.”

      “It could be worse.” Aera said.

      “How?” Giselle laughed.

      “Gods, you are such a priss!” Zamara snarled. “You are not helping—at all. I realize you are scared. So, I say this with the utmost respect, shut your mouth, Giselle. At least you have a cage to lie in—”

      “—ladies, ladies, ladies.” Commander Cage sang as he sauntered into the room wearing an apron and goggles on his forehead. The clanking of metal instruments in his kitbag chimed through the chamber with each step he took. He dropped it on a tray by Merida’s head with an ominous thud and gleefully scanned the room.

      “What a beautiful line up. We are going to have so much fun!” He clapped his leather clad hands, opened the bag, and started laying out his tools: bone saws, drills, hemostats, scalpels, pliers, a corkscrew, a small torch, branding irons…

      Zamara’s stomach churned.

      “I suppose you are all wondering why you are here, how you are here, and what position I play in all of this?” He meticulously arranged his tools. “You see, you each have armies that our scouts found camped outside our walls. Ones that won’t attack because we now hold their leaders hostage. The power is in our hands, and all we had to do was sneak into your camp, slice our way into your tent, blow sleeping powder in your faces, and carry you off. You are all fairly light. It was disappointingly easy. Long story short, the chieftain has allowed me free reign to extract any and all useful information you might have in those pretty little heads.” 

      “You lying bastard.” Aera hissed. 

      He chuckled and turned towards her cabinet. “And I must admit, forcing you to listen to your friends scream, while knowing it is all your fault, knowing you can stop it, will bring me joy. All you must do is say the words, my beautiful Aera. Say the words and this all goes away.”

      “What words?” Zamara frowned. 

      “You will hang for this.” Aera's voice was soft, defeated. “I hate you. More than anything in the Five Realms. I hate you and I swear you will pay.”   

      He plucked a scalpel from the tray and dragged the back of it down Merida’s cheek. “I’m here to show you exactly how things can get worse. Nobody will save you.” He sliced the front of her shirt open. “The chieftain knows about the tunnels. They have all been sealed up.”

      Merida cried out.

      “Leave her alone, you ugly bastard.”

      His electric blue eyes snapped to Zamara. A silver ring in his eyebrow glinted in the light as he raised it. “You think I’m ugly?”

      His outside appearance was pleasant enough. But the energy he emitted was repulsive. He had an angry scar that marred the side of his temple, a burn. I bet he is sensitive about that. “What happened to your face? It looks like a fried pigskin.”

      “If you must know, it is from your friend here.” He gestured in the direction of Aera’s cupboard. “She didn’t much care for my advances and hit me in the face with a torch.”

      Aera snapped. “I would do it again, you disgusting piece of—”

      “—It’s an improvement if you ask me.” Zamara said. “Maybe I will give you one to match. Symmetry matters.”

      He calmly placed the scalpel back on its tray and smirked. “I know what you are trying to do. Do not fret, your Highness, you and I will have plenty of time to play later. I have fantasized about this opportunity every minute of every day since I watched you mow down my men like they were nothing more than stalks of wheat. The bell tolled sixty-three times that day.” He plucked a simple corkscrew from his tray and pointed it at her. “I admire you—and I plan on breaking you, thoroughly, over an extremely long period of time. You will be my greatest work of all. But right now, I’m going to make you watch.”

      He pushed the spiral into Merida’s hand and gave it a crank. Merida’s sharp cry echoed through the room.

      Zamara laughed.

      The commander’s attention snapped back to her.

      “As exciting as that all sounds, you took my amulet off while I was in the middle of healing myself. None of your fantasies will come to pass.” Her head lolled and her vision tunneled. “I will die before you get a chance to torture me.”

      Cage set his crank on the table and rushed to her. He squeezed her face and forced her to look at him.

      His eyes darted side to side as he inspected her. “You’re lying.”

      She smirked and shook her head. “Check Aera’s eyes. You will find they are clear as a blood moon. I took her darkness. It is poison to me. You removed my amulet before it could be flushed out.”

      His eyes widened. He spun around and rushed to Aera’s cupboard, peered inside and swore. Then he jumped up and shuffled to Zamara.  

      He took her down from the hook. Her numb limbs refused to hold her weight. She collapsed in a heap on the floor.

      “If you die before I return, I will take it out on your friends.” He kicked her in the gut.

      Zamara gasped for air as she watched the back of his boots rush out of the room. There was a resounding clank of barred doors and a key turning a lock.
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      Sideon’s cloak trailed behind him as he rushed through underground tunnels, silent and efficient as the night. His mind settled into a violent storm of shadows. He was prepared to kill as many people as it took to retrieve what was his.  

      He took a right.

      The tunnel walls were worn smooth from years of hands sliding over them, groping their way through the dark, as he led them towards their freedom.

      This time he was breaking in. The irony was not lost on him.

      He cut a left.

      Sideon stopped to check the sextant, grateful for Francesca’s pouting. She was spared from being taken and could charm the sextant to take him to Zamara.

      “Yer holding up the line, Highness.” Scandronn said from behind.

      Sideon took off in the direction the sextant indicated. Engor, Desmond, and Jori followed him in black hooded cloaks. Each carried a torch and a sword.

      I will spill the blood of any being that tries to keep me from them and revel in their pain.

      He approached a dead end and came face to face with an obstruction of rubble. No. Sideon’s jaw clenched as he sheathed his sword and waved his torch across the blockade. Fury drilled into his bones.

      Scandronn stepped to his side. “Desmond and I can shift into something small and crawl through.”

      Engor pulled a pickaxe from his belt, “My troll form is much stronger. You three go ahead. Jori and I will clear the way and follow.”

      “That would take hours.” Sideon shook his head. “Go back. By the time I am finished with them, we will walk out the front gates.”

      “How can you be sure?” Engor frowned. “I’m not inclined to trust you with the life of their princess.”

      “Zamara wants her alive.” Sideon narrowed his eyes. “I plan on keeping her that way.”

      “With such high-profile prisoners, that place is going to be crawling with guards.” Desmond frowned, “They are going to overwhelm and capture us before we even find them.”

      Sideon barked a harsh laugh. “Do you know who I am, shifter?”

      “The slaves call you the Prince of Shadows.” Jori offered.

      Sideon flashed his teeth in a wild grin. “Do you know why they call me that?”

      They shook their heads no.

      He took a step back and angled his head to the side, sizing Desmond up. Many innocents will die today. But Zamara and Merida will be alive. That is all that matters. “Let us hope you never have to find out.”

      “You will walk right out the front gates…” Jori’s eyes widened. “That’s it!”

      Sideon frowned. “What?”

      “Engor and I are going to walk through the front gates!” Jori barked a laugh.

      “With no army.” Engor furrowed his brow. “Have you lost your mind?”

      “That’s just it.” Jori’s face was alight. “We have an army. The officers might be loyal to the chieftain and Commander Cage, but I was their captain. Most of the guards are loyal to me and the princess. I trained with them, drank with them, sat at their dinner tables. If I can get to them, tell them what is going on, that Cage holds her prisoner, they will let us in. We can start an uprising. These people will fight for her. They have been waiting for her to return and save them for a long time.”

      Engor rubbed his chin. “The others will already be causing chaos amongst their ranks. They will not be expecting an attack from within as well.”

      Jori nodded, “My guys will let us in. We spread the word about the uprising and take out those loyal to the chieftain.”

      “I like the way you think.” Engor smiled. “I see why my Urchin wishes to make you her commander.”

      That would take so much longer. 

      “Jori,” Sideon said, “where would Cage have taken them?”

      “The torture chamber,” Jori winced, “it’s where he takes all new prisoners.” 

      “Where is that in relation to where I was in the dungeons? Is it on the same floor?”

      “One below.” Jori shifted his weight. “If you can make it to that point, you would be able to find them. If we can take away their leverage, get the guards and the citizens to stand with us, we can overthrow the chieftain from within.”

      “That might work.” Sideon grinned. “See you all on the other side.”  

      He veil-walked to the other side of the blockade and waited for Scandronn and Desmond. The others could try to take control of the guards if they wanted. It mattered not. This would all be over soon.
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        * * *

      

      They emerged through a grate in an alleyway two blocks away from the market.  

      “Do ye know where we’re goin'?” Scandronn panted.

      “Yes.” Sideon reached around a corner and snatched a guard. His muscles strained as he hefted the man down the alley and tossed him into a dark entryway.

      Sideon shoved the guard against a wall, bared his teeth, and ripped a chunk from the man’s throat, exposing a main artery. It acted as a straw, pumping the man’s power straight into him. Sideon drank deep as the warm, metallic tasting liquid gushed into his mouth and slid down his throat. As Sideon sucked the life from him, he felt the effects course through his veins. That oh so addictive power. A boost of strength and speed. The blissfully numb feeling of not feeling anything at all. 

      His vision tinted red. He was hungry. 

      So very hungry.

      He knew he would hate himself later. But for now, he had no conscience, the power, and curse, of a reaper. The inability to feel. Anything. Maybe he would stay like this forever. His life would be so much easier if he didn’t have emotions. If that maddening woman didn’t plague his every waking thought, and every sleeping dream.

      All he knew was that she was his. And she was in danger. And he had to get to her. Damn anyone that got in his way. He would run his own father through if that is what stood between them. Lucky for his father, the chieftain and Cage were the ones he had his sights on.

      Sideon released the guard. The man’s body crumpled to the ground.

      Desmond’s eyes widened. His lip curled in disgust. “You’re a reaper.”

      Sideon stepped from the shadows of the doorway and wiped his mouth. “Are you two willing to flip a switch and do whatever it takes to get them back, or do I need to do this alone—because I assure you, you have seen nothing yet. Once we get into the square, innocents will start dropping like flies. Blood will spill. Screams will rip through the air. I am giving you a chance to leave.”

      Scandronn grunted, “Ye think I’ve not tasted human blood? I’ll do whatever it takes. Now, let’s go save my queen.” He shifted into the form of a massive rusty haired wolf.

      Sideon looked to Desmond.

      Desmond swallowed hard and nodded. “Whatever it takes.”

      He flashed into a jaguar.

      They ran to the square in front of the chieftain’s fortress. A massive fountain gurgled in front of it. Pairs of guards were stationed at every street entrance. Ten of them stood like statues by the front doors. Forty in all. Piece of cake.

      Sideon knelt and placed his hand on the ground, letting his power flow. It sought out every drop of moisture in and around them, calling it to him like a siren would call a sailor to their deaths. Soon clouds of mist billowed from the fountain and the entire square was sheathed in dense fog.

      He gave Scandronn and Desmond a nod. Their animal forms slinked into the haze and began the hunt.

      Agonized screams soon tore through the courtyard. Sideon closed his eyes and inhaled. He drew his sword and joined the fray with a smile on his face.

      It didn’t take long to gain control of the square. They never stood a chance.

      Sideon called the fog back into the fountain, revealing dead guards, artfully arranged into one word, surrender.

      Startled cries from servants in the fortress windows rang out across the square. He grinned. That should be a sufficient enough distraction.
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        * * *

      

      He and his shifters appeared as priests. Nobody would pay them any attention. The remaining guards, residents, and visitors of the fortress were too busy rushing to the windows so they could gawk at Sideon’s masterpiece as he snuck through side hallways of the fortress. Hoods hid their faces.

      He kept his head down, adjusting the rope he had tied around his waist as three oncoming guards rushed by.

      They approached the guards outside the throne room like they were meant to be there. He reached into his cloak and wrapped his hand around the hilt of his sword hidden underneath.

      “There is a situation we must speak with the chieftain about. I’m sure you have heard of the vandals in the square by now.” Sideon said in a scratchy voice. “We have information. He may want the commander present for this.” Two birds. One stone.  

      The guards exchanged glances.

      Sideon held his breath. Are they buying it?  

      His grip tightened on his sword.

      “Vandals.” The guard on the right snorted as he opened the door. “Have you seen the square, priest?”

      “Do not condescend to me, boy.” Sideon grunted as he strolled through the doorway and into the throne room.

      He removed his hood as he sauntered down the carpeted aisle and approached the platform, finding the chieftain perched upon his seat of power.

      Cage stood at his side. “If you value your women’s lives. Do not take another step. The Mad Queen is poisoned. If I do not get the amulet to her, she will die. And I, alone, know where it is.”

      The chieftain’s eyes widened. He did not know about that bit of news.

      Sideon stopped and studied the squat man. Chieftain LaCruz sat rigid. He kept fidgeting with his hands. He appeared scared—terrified, really.

      “Chieftain,” Sideon narrowed his eyes, “you do know that he has your daughter down there along with them, don’t you?”

      “He knows.” Cage smirked. “There is just nothing he can do about it. There will be a shifting of power soon.”

      It was clear to him now that Cage was the one who truly ran Port Angelis. The chieftain was nothing more than a pawn. A tool to be wielded for Commander Cage’s own self-interests. But who was pulling Cage’s strings? 

      “You think I care about her?” Sideon laughed. “After she betrayed me? Do whatever you want with her—but give me the amulet.”

      “You can’t have it.”

      “Then you leave me no choice but to take it.”

      “Kill me, you will never find it, and she will surely die.”

      “I don’t think so. I think you are bluffing. I think–I will take my chances.” Sideon drew his sword, pointed it at the commander and bared his teeth. “It’s over. Give me the amulet, and the chieftain lives. Get on your knees right now, surrender, and you might.”

      Cage tossed his head back and laughed. He stopped. A look of seriousness snapped into place. “No.”

      “Wrong answer.” Sideon smiled, looked at a scuff on the toe of his boot and reminded himself to get it fixed after this. “Scandronn. Desmond. Secure the chieftain. Kill anyone that gets in your way. The commander is mine.”

      Sideon’s vision tunneled to Cage. The only thing that existed in that moment was stabbing his sword into that specific heart.

      “We meet on even ground, Pirate King.” Cage grinned and drew double swords from his back. “Without your magik tricks, it is about who is the better man with a blade. And guess what? It’s not you.”  

      Cage charged.

      The two clashed swords. Over and over. 

      Sideon’s arm strained as he brought his blade down in a wide arc.

      Cage crossed his swords in front of him, blocking the blow.

      Sparks erupted. Metal sang. His sword was trapped. 

      Cage directed Sideon’s weapon to the side with one of his swords and stabbed him in the shoulder with the other.

      Pain erupted in Sideon’s chest. 

      Cage planted his boot and yanked his blade free.

      Sideon bit down on the fiery pain as the sound of his lost sword scraped across the marble. His guts churned. He stumbled backwards a few steps before catching himself.  

      “Told ya.” Cage tossed the bloody sword to the side and settled into stance with his other. “I am going to enjoy beating you into pulp.”  

      Sideon fumbled with the knot on his belt. He slid the rope off and wrapped it around his hand. Not completely defenseless.

      Cage charged a second time.

      Sideon swung the rope. As Cage brought his sword down, the rope snaked around the blade. Sideon yanked the weapon from his opponent’s grip.

      Cage was like a charging bison, unable to slow.

      The air wrenched from Sideon’s lungs as the commander plowed into him. Excruciating pain blasted his shoulder as they hit the ground.

      Spots swarmed Sideon’s vision. He managed to maneuver behind Cage, wrapping the rope around his neck. 

      He planted his boot in Cage’s back and yanked with all his remaining energy. His muscles burned and shook. 

      Cage violently grappled at his neck and flailed his legs to no avail. 

      Sideon clenched his jaw and bared his teeth. “Come on, you bastard.”

      The commander's thrashing slowed. 

      Sideon could feel the strength of his opponent waning. But so was his own. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold it. His body shook with the strain. “Just die already!”  

      Cage gave one last thrash before his body stilled.

      Sideon relaxed his hold and laid there for a moment, catching his breath. His hands ached from the death grip he held on the ropes. It was almost hard to open them. His arms felt like wet noodles.  

      But Zamara needed him–and he would not fail her.  

      His lungs burned as he rolled onto his hands and knees, crawling to Cage. He removed the rope from his neck, and the amulet.  

      Sideon could hear the chieftain at the front of the room, blubbering, blaming everything on the commander. Scandronn had him trussed to the throne with their ropes.

      As soon as the chieftain was apprehended, the guards stopped fighting. He could hear the citizens roaring for the chieftain’s head in the square. Jori and Engor must have got to them. They would have his head. After he saved Zamara. 
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        * * *

      

      Sideon rushed into the torture chamber. The scene he stumbled on was enough to silence the reaper inside.  

      His throat closed and a chill slithered along his spine.

      Zamara was sprawled on the stone floor next to Merida with a scalpel in her shackled and bloody hand. Tools littered the ground around her.

      His stomach dropped. Was he too late?

      “She is poisoned.” Merida cried. “Cage took her amulet before it could be flushed out. He went to get a healer but never came back. She dragged herself up here to free me and passed out.”

      Sideon knelt at Zamara’s side and removed her manacles. He drew her into a sitting position and secured the amulet around her neck. She stirred and mumbled something.

      Sideon gently laid her down and popped up at Merida’s side. “It’s all right, sis.”

      “Is it?” Tears fell down her eyes.

      “You are safe now.” He slashed through her straps. “I promise. We have taken control of Port Angelis. Scandronn and Desmond are tossing the chieftain and Cage in the dungeon this very moment.” He grabbed her, helped her sit up, and handed her Cage’s key ring. “Free the others, Mer. Can you do that for me?”

      “Y-yes.” She bit her lip and nodded as she grabbed the keyring with a shaky hand.  

      Sideon returned to Zamara’s side. “I’ve saved your life like five times now.” He wrapped her arm around his shoulder and hefted her to her feet.

      “I had it covered.” She slurred her words.

      “Sure you did.” He bent down and scooped her into his arms. “Just so you know, I’m never leaving your side again.”  

      “I can walk, you know…” She placed her head on his shoulder and dozed off.

      He rested his head on hers and held her tight as the others were freed.
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      Zamara cracked her eyes to sunshine. It took her a moment to get her bearings, blinking away the blur of slumber. An open and airy room came into view, strange and unfamiliar.

      “You are awake!” Sideon leaned over and took her hand.

      “Sideon?” Her heart leapt into her throat. “What are you—where are we?”

      “We are in the Port Angelis Fortress, as honored guests of the newly appointed, Chieftess LaCruz.” Sideon withdrew his warm hand and poured a glass of water from a pitcher on the nightstand. “You were healed. We were letting you rest, but I thought you might want to get out of bed and get ready for the chieftain’s execution tonight.”

      Zamara smirked and tossed the covers back. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      He laughed and turned to her. His face grew serious as he handed her the glass. “You trust me now, don’t you?”

      She bit her lip and accepted his offering. “Why?”

      “There are some things I want to say.” He looked away. “Things I should tell you. I just need you to understand that it changes nothing.”

      She sniffed at the water. It smelled fine.

      “It’s just water, Zamara.” Sideon tossed his head back and laughed. “I am so glad to see you awake. Life gets old without you there to brighten it.”

      She smiled. “What are you blathering about? Tell me if you wish or forever hold your tongue, don’t tease me with it.”

      He arched an eyebrow and grinned like a demon. “I thought you liked it when I teased you with my tongue.”

      Fire crept up her neck and scorched her cheeks as her breath caught in her throat. She tried to look unphased. “Out with it.”

      “I—” He looked at the ground, shook his head, and sighed before lifting his chin and locking blue eyes on hers. “I have never been so scared in all my life. When I saw you laying on that dungeon floor, I thought I lost you. What if I was too late?” The lump in his throat bobbed. “I—I love you, Zamara. I would never do anything to purposely hurt you. You know that, right?” 

      The room tilted on its axis. He loves me?  Her heart jumped into her throat. What do I say? Her stomach fluttered. She felt like a giddy schoolgirl, excited, and terrified of the prospect at the same time.  

      Did she love him? She knew her feelings for him were strong, but love? What about Cassian?

      “I—I don’t know.” She sighed and dropped her head, gazing into her glass.

      “It’s okay, Zamara.” Sideon hooked his index finger under her chin and raised it. His blue eyes were so mesmerizing. “We don’t have to talk about it until you are ready. We should, however, talk about me helping you bathe before the night’s festivities.”

      He reached out and took her glass from her, placing it back on the nightstand. 

      He lunged at her, scooping her into his arms. She screeched as he tossed her over his shoulder, smacked her ass, and carried her off to a steaming chamber like some barbarian.

      Clothes and all, he descended stone steps, submerging them into a warm, bubbling pool. It was what she imagined Asendia to feel like. 

      Her muscles relaxed as she floated there, with her back to his chest, cradled in Sideon’s arms.

      Light from the hundreds of surrounding candles flickered off the water.

      “The priests say these springs possess restorative minerals.” His low voice echoed off the columns around them. “We have this one all to ourselves…” 

      A shiver shot down her spine. She closed her eyes and smiled. “Then you should probably help me out of these sopping wet clothes so we can bathe properly.” 

      “With pleasure.” He growled. She could feel his breath on her neck as he reached down and gathered the hem of her sleep dress.

      Steam and fog swirled around them in the glowing candle lights. She raised her arms as he dragged the soft material over her head and discarded it on the stone ledge. Sideon gathered her hair up and laid it over her shoulder as he softly kissed her neck. She shivered despite the heat of the water.

      She turned to him, watching him with bated breath as he peeled his clothes away from his muscled body and added them to the pile. His tan skin glistened in the lighting. She licked her lips.

      With his back to the ledge, he reached out and pulled her to him. Her breasts pressed against his slick chest, causing her nipples to harden. 

      Zamara entwined her fingers in his silky hair and brought their mouths together, slowly caressing his tongue with her own. He tasted like mint, with a slight hint of minerals from the water.  

      Zamara could feel his strong hands grip her rear as he lifted her, situating her on top of his arousal as she wrapped her legs around his waist. She tossed her head back and gasped as he found her entrance, the length of his shaft sliding inside her, inch by delicious inch. 

      She closed her eyes and rocked her hips. 

      No. This is what Asendia is like. 

      Her breathing quickened as she rode him. 

      The water splashed around them. 

      She was getting close.

      So close.

      Sideon gripped her sides, stopping her.

      Her eyes flew open to find him grinning back. 

      “Look at me.” His soft voice was almost lost amongst the sound of her heart beating in her ears and the rushing water. 

      She obeyed, gazing into his beautiful eyes as he urged her to continue.

      The pressure inside her built. 

      And built. 

      Until her body couldn’t hold it anymore.

      She shook and cried out with release. 

      He captured her mouth with his own and quickly followed.

      In that moment, something clicked. Their souls connected, on a different level than just the physical. She knew she could never live without him.

      All the energy drained from her body. She wrapped her arms around his neck and collapsed against him, breathless and content. “I never thanked you for saving me.”

      “My beautiful queen.” Sideon’s breath whispered against her damp cheek. He planted a soft kiss on her temple as their breathing slowed. “I will always come for you. I love you, Zamara. Always and forever.”

      She was his. Body. Mind. And soul. And he was hers. She hugged herself to him, resting her head against his. 

      “Sideon?” She whispered.

      “Mhm?”

      “…I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Bathed in firelight, atop a five-tiered, pyramid-shaped-temple, Zamara stood on the execution platform in her black leather armor. The other leaders stood with her, representing their respective territories. Her weapons were strapped to her side, also indicating that she would kill anyone who disagreed with Aera’s claim. 

      She scanned the restless crowd below, scattered on the first three levels and expanding out into the city. She searched for any signs of dispute. The slavers, in particular. The smart ones, who haven’t been caught yet, should be long gone by now, but they could still present a problem. 

      We destroyed the very lucrative livelihoods of some very dangerous men. She wasn’t about to pretend those men wouldn’t seek vengeance.   

      “Daughter.” The chieftain’s panicked voice croaked as Jori shoved him to his knees at Aera’s feet. “Don’t do this. Please. I beg of you!”

      Stone faced, Aera lifted her chin and stared down her nose at him.

      Jori and Engor proceeded to use leather straps to bind the blubbering chieftain to the Sacrifice Stone, a granite slab, tilted to make the blood drain from the body when the throat was cut. At the foot of the slab, finger-width slits were cut into the stone, where the blood would make its journey from the body, through the slits and down into the temple below. Where it went from there, what the priests did with it, she had no idea.  

      She did know that this would be Port Angelis’ last forced human-sacrifice. The priests would be just as mad as the slavers when they found out. 

      “Aera!” The chieftain cried. “Aera, my blood, please! I will do anything.”

      Aera crossed her arms. “Can you bring my mother back?”

      “I’m sorry! So sorry.” The chieftain wailed as a wet stain spread across his pants. Snot ran from his nose. “It wasn’t my f-fault!” 

      “You gave the order.” Aera barked. “Now shut up and die with some dignity.”

      Zamara curled her lip. He looks pathetic.

      Aera and Engor shared a look. She nodded slightly, signaling that she was ready. 

      Engor took his position and raised his ax. 

      A hush fell over the crowd. 

      “Chieftain Lacruz,” Aera’s voice was soft, “for your crimes against this city, which are too many to count, I, Chieftess Lacruz, hereby sentence you to death by beheading. Do you have any last words?” 

      “You are a worthless whore,” he cried, “just like your mother.”

      The broad blade glinted in the moonlight as Engor swung his ax down. 

      Chieftain LaCruz’s head rolled across the platform.

      A chaotic cheer swelled in the crowd. 

      The blood spurting from the man's headless torso was so dark, it looked almost black as it trickled down the stone and into the drain. 

      Aera fisted her hand in his oily hair and held her father’s head up for all to see. Her black and red warpaint was menacing in the fire light. Blood was splattered on her face and covering her hands. She looked like a goddess of vengeance. 

      The crowd chanted, “Chieftess, Chieftess…”

      Zamara wanted that. The love Aera’s people held for her was inspiring.

      “People of Port Angelis!” Aera impaled his head on top of a spear, holding it at her side like a trophy. “The Continental Council has freed you from the tyrant Chieftain’s rule. With the help of our new allies: The Mystic Lake settlements, the Western Isles, the Utekka tribe, and the southern Magai, whose leaders are all standing here with me on this platform, we will create a new world order. Slavery is now and forevermore, illegal! Here, and everywhere else on this continent. As of now, you are all free citizens.”

      The roar of the crowd was deafening.

      Aera held a bloody palm up to silence them. “We will open trade routes, learn from each other, and protect each other. But we cannot build this future Asendia, not yet. A second tyrant walks our lands, a Draconian King. He goes by the name of Kain. He has amassed an army of reapers in the north, on the doorstep of Mystic Lake, our new capitol. As one of Kain’s prisoners, I have seen this army with my own eyes. I escaped, and with the help of these people, have returned to you!”

      The crowd erupted.

      Aera held her hand up. Silence washed over the square. “United, we will march north. We will meet the tyrant Kain’s army head on, and we will win! I will force none of you to fight. Those who wish may stay behind. But those who join me will be rewarded greatly. We fight for freedom!” She stamped her head adorned spear on the ground. “Equality! To put an end to the suffering throughout all our lands!”

      She walked the length of the platform, looking her people in the eye. “Then, when the dust has settled—only then—can we truly be free. Free to look forward! To build our paradise without the threat of a monster looming over our heads!”

      Aera hoisted the chieftain’s head into the air. 

      The people of Port Angelis erupted in applause and screams.

      Goosebumps trailed across Zamara’s neck and arms. She was impressed, and a bit envious, if she was being honest with herself. Aera’s people loved her. Adored her. They would follow her to the very end. Zamara wanted that.  

      She stepped forward and embraced forearms with the new Chieftess. “Bold of you to make your first declaration as Chieftess a call to arms. I cannot express how relieved I am to hear that.” 

      “I owe you.” Aera grinned. “And I like the picture you paint of our continent’s future.”

      “Well, with your help,” Zamara smiled and released her grip. “That picture becomes a possibility. Though I must admit, I am surprised you accepted the Western Isles into the union.”

      Aera shrugged, “I have reconsidered. Sideon saved me. I realized he isn’t to condemn for my mother’s death. It was my disgusting father’s fault. You two helped me end him. You helped me regain my sanity, take back my crown and save my people, I wish to do the same for you.”

      “For that I will be eternally grateful. Kain is a threat to us all.”

      “Which reminds me,” Aera grabbed two goblets from a passing server’s tray and handed Zamara one, “I have something for you that I stole from him before following Engor through the portal.”

      Zamara’s eyes widened. “What is it?”

      She pulled a folded piece of paper from her bosom and handed it to Zamara.

      Sideon snuck up behind Zamara as she was unfolding the paper and wrapped his arms around her.

      At the top of the paper there was a symbol of three interlocking triangles.

      “It is a map of some sort…” Zamara frowned. It was in ancient Magai. “I don’t understand. What is it?”

      “The Codex of Fate.” Sideon traced the triangles. “Life. Death. Life. I have the book that this page came from in my personal study. It has this symbol engraved on the front of it. I stole it from Nevrine’s private collection when I took the amulets. Kain must have taken the page when he took Ander. We need to get the book. It will tell us what it does and how to use it. So we know what Kain wants it for.”

      Aera said. “He wants to open a portal back to Draconia and use it as a weapon. He thinks it will make him the most powerful ruler in all the realms.”

      “I agree.” Zamara rubbed her forehead and turned to Sideon. “We need to get that book. If it is a weapon, maybe we can use it against him. How much of a side trip would it be to head to the Western Isles first?”

      Sideon took her hand. “It will take the armies longer to make it up the coast than the ships. You would have time for a side trip, especially if you can fill the sails. I think it’s worth it. I can assemble my armada while we are there and deploy them to Mystic Lake.”

      “It’s settled then.” Zamara nodded. “We can take your ship. It’s the fastest. My council can stay here in my stead. Red can lead the other ships up the coast. Scandronn can handle the armies traveling on foot. I would like to leave immediately.”

      Sideon smirked and raised an eyebrow. “You trust me enough to just take one ship? Without your council, nonetheless?”

      Zamara rolled her eyes. Her heart fluttered. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. I trust myself to be able to kick your ass and take control of the ship, if I must.”

      “Progress.” He pecked her on the cheek. “Even if it’s in the form of a thinly veiled threat. I will take it. I can have my ship ready to sail in two hours.”
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      Scandronn missed Xiao. Thoughts of her plagued him nonstop. He wished they could pick up the pace.

      Jori and his guards fell to sickness not long after departing Port Angelis. It attacked their lungs, making it impossible for them to walk for long stretches of time. Strangely, it only affected them. Stranger still, the Magai couldn’t heal them. 

      The slaves of Port Angelis who decided to join them weren’t in much better shape. They were weak and exhausted from the arduous journey. 

      Him and the southern Magai had been hauling them in carts and covered wagons for most of the trek. 

      They will be of no use to us. We must get them to North Hallha, behind the wall, and to our Magai quickly. Our healers will be able to help. They must.

      Jori stumbled at Scandronn’s side and collapsed to the ground.

      Scandronn bent down and hauled him to his feet. “Ye alright? Can ye keep going?”

      His face was pale as death. He rasped and flopped onto the sand. “Just leave me.”

      “Damnit Jori, I didn’t drag yer people across the Southern Wastes for ye to die on me now. Hang on a minute here. I’ll find ye a spot in one of the wagons.”

      Engor approached. “There is no more room in the wagons.”

      “We’re almost there!” Scandronn scrubbed a hand over his face and looked around. Zamara was probably docking in the Western Isles as they spoke. He wanted to time it so they arrived in Mystic Lake the same time Zamara did. But all these sick people were slowing them down. Red was way ahead of them, maybe already there. He would get no help from him.

      “I’ll shift into a horse and carry him if I must.” Scandronn said. “I’m not leaving anyone behind.”

      Soon the sand would turn to prairie. He didn’t know why, but he could feel it in his bones, they were going to need Jori. He was important somehow.

      Engor said, “I can have some of my men fashion stretchers from the wagon covers.”

      Scandronn nodded. “That’s gonna have to work.”
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      Their ships approached the shores of Cast Away City. Zamara was exhausted and close to a burnout from filling the sails.

      In the west, deep pink and purple wisps were chased beneath the horizon by the coming of night, while above and in the north, blackening clouds amassed. Twilight was upon them, saturating everything in royal blue. A static noise of waves crashed against the hull. Seagulls called to each other.

      Zamara gazed out at a sea of flickering lanterns glowing from hut windows. Their meager shelters clustered in the cove like so many fireflies. Sideon’s massive wooden fortress loomed over them all. Zamara gripped the ship's rail. “Will this take long?”

      “No,” Sideon said. “I have the book locked away in my private study.”

      Zamara nodded and took a deep breath. The air was crisp. A faint scent of woodsmoke hung in the air.  

      The ship ground to a stop, its bow embedded in the gravel-like sand of the cove’s shore. Cries and shouts rose from the dock. Large bonfires blazed along the beach. Natives of the isles danced around them in various animal furs. Poached from my land no doubt.

      Sideon pointed at the dancers. “They are celebrating the coming of autumn. We arrived just in time for the festival.”

      “Sideon,” Zamara sighed, “We don’t have time for festivities. Let’s just go get the book and get out of here. If I miss my own war because I was gawking off in the Western Isles, I deserve to lose the settlements.”
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        * * *

      

      Citizens lined the boardwalk and tossed flowers at the twins’ feet, singing their praise.

       Zamara trailed half a city block behind the twins’ procession as they promenaded along the sand splashed boardwalk towards their fortress. She didn’t want to get in the way of their adoring fans. 

      The countenance of the crowd changed as she passed. The people of the Western Isles scowled at her and lifted their noses.

      “Selfish whore!” A woman with a child on her hip spat at the ground as Zamara walked by.

      A group of children deliberately turned their backs on her.

      Her shoulder smarted where a sand clump hit and exploded, showering her eyes in grit. “Beast Lover!”

      Something soft bounced off the side of her head. “Greedy tyrant!” She could feel the juices of the projectile sliding down the side of her face. Her stomach roiled as a rotten stench stuffed into her nose.

      “Witch!” Another piece of rotten fruit splattered off her chest. 

      Zamara’s face flamed and her heart raced.

      Four of Sideon’s guards pulled back, surrounding her, a barricade between her and the incensed crowd.

      She grit her teeth and focused on the fortress ahead, using the air element to deflect any more projectiles from her and the guards.

      Sideon countenance changed once he realized what his people were doing. A darkness clung to him as he stomped back to her. 

      “Silence!” His powerful voice echoed off the buildings. 

      The crowd quieted as he drew his sword and pointed it at them.

      She held her breath.  

      He bared his teeth. “I swear to Var, I will have the next person who throws something, or even looks at her wrong, hanged.”

      The only noise was the shuffling of feet as they all took a knee and looked at the ground.  

      “Thought so.” Sideon returned his sword to his belt, wrapped her in his arms, and veil-walked them into his study.

      She blew out a breath, grateful to be away from the throngs of hateful islanders. She wasn’t used to that.

      “I should have seen that coming. I’m sorry.” Sideon held her shoulders. “Are you alright?”  

      She cast her eyes to the floor. “They despise me.”

      “They don’t know you.” He tilted her chin and peered into her eyes. “My people only know the stories whispered, and those aren’t accurate. Put yourself in their shoes. They think you closed yourselves off from the rest of the world and bathed in riches, laughing at us while we suffered.”   

      “But I did do that.”

      “No,” He pulled a piece of cloth from his desk. It was soft against her temple as he gently wiped away the traces of her welcoming party. “You didn’t know how bad things were. You didn’t do it to hurt others. You weren’t laughing at us. I have come to know you… intimately.” He smirked. “I know you would never willingly let innocents suffer, not if you could help it. You did it to protect your people. Those are the terrible choices we must make as rulers. We bear the responsibility, so they don’t have to. I would have done the same thing.” 

      Sideon tossed the cloth on his desk, unlocked his top drawer, and produced the book. “Once they get to know you, like I do, they will see how great you are–well maybe not like I do–but, like Timothy did.”

      Zamara frowned. “Timothy?”

      Sideon laughed. “Timothy was the guard to your right. You two have met before.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “On your very first visit, when you and Scandronn were traipsing up my boardwalk, thinking you were being sneaky, you engaged the hooded beggar on the boardwalk.”

      “...And?” Zamara traced the triangled knot on its cover with her finger. 

      Life. Death. Life.

      “He wasn’t a beggar. He is the captain of my guard.” Sideon laughed and gestured to the doors. “He was there to watch you and report back. No one ever pays attention to a beggar. Imagine his surprise when you walked right up to him and gave him a chunk of gold. You made him and his family very wealthy, you know. To them, you are a saint. They whisper that story, more amongst the soldiers than the common people. You too have the hearts of the fortress servants. Celia has whispered stories about you saving her from Francesca. Those were all impulsive acts of kindness. You didn’t do them to gain anything. You saw an injustice and didn’t hesitate to act, because it is the right thing to do. That is who you are. And because of that, you unwittingly won over my soldiers and my servants. The Fates work in mysterious ways, don’t you think? They see things we cannot. Who are we to question them?”

      Some of the heaviness lifted from Zamara’s chest. She felt lighter. She opened the book and looked it over. “It’s in ancient Magai.”

      He ran his finger across strange symbols. “Instructions on using the Trisector to open a portal to the Pools of Fate.”

      “Really?” She raised her eyebrows. “You can read this?”

      His lips brushed her ear as he leaned in and whispered. “You have only seen a fraction of the things I am capable of.”

      A fire burned low in her stomach.

      “Master,” Celia blew into the room. “There is a situation. We need you. Urgently.”

      “There is always a situation.” Sideon gazed into Zamara’s eyes and smiled. “Welcome home, eh? I must check on this. Will you be okay in here?”

      She bit her bottom lip and nodded.

      “Make yourself comfortable. I will try to hurry.” He planted a soft kiss on her cheek and strode out of the room.

      Her stomach flopped. Gods. It isn’t fair how gorgeous he is. How utterly overwhelming. When he was near, she found it hard to breathe. It was like he sucked all the air from the room. When he left, her heart panged. She missed him, felt like a part of her was missing. It terrified her. Her head refused to acknowledge what her heart already knew. She was in deep trouble.

      After flipping through pages of a book she couldn’t read, she grew bored and decided to do some exploring. A person’s private study could reveal much about them.

      She browsed the bookshelves and noticed three covered paintings on a wall in the rear of the room. Why are they covered? What doesn’t he want his visitors to see? She did a quick scan through the aisles to make sure she was truly alone. Her curiosity got the best of her and she found herself in front of the paintings.

      She gripped the tapestry of the large one in the middle and peeled it away. Her eyes widened. Her heart slammed in her throat.

      Smiling down at her with perfect teeth and silver eyes, an arm around each of his children, twins, who shared the man’s unruly raven hair and ability to veil-walk…Kain.

      Kain is their father…I’m such an idiot…don’t jump to conclusions. He did kidnap Ander… or was that all just a ploy? Maybe there is an explanation. 

      She couldn’t deny what she saw in her visions. Ander was not being treated like he was a part of it. Or is that just another manipulation? No. The visions from the Fenix Fires were real. There must be some reason Sideon hasn’t told me. Maybe he has tried—but I just wouldn’t listen.

      …you are just saying that because you have fallen for him…

      Merida did say that they hated their father. Maybe I should ask them about it, give them the benefit of the doubt. Give them a chance…  

      Zamara raced to the door and tore it open. Two men were guarding it. To keep me in or others out? She cleared her throat. “Is one of you Timothy?”

      A brilliant grin formed on the larger guard’s face as he turned to her and stuck his hand out. “I am, Your Highness. I can’t believe I am finally getting to meet you, to thank you in person. To extend to you my loyalty and offer my services. I’ve dreamed of this moment. I would like to take my family to live in Mystic Lake—and there are other guards who wish to join me with their families…” His cheeks grew red as he looked away. “Apologies, Highness. Of course, that is entirely up to you. So sorry. My excitement got the best of me.”

      “No need to apologize.” Zamara forced a smile. “It is nice to meet you, Timothy. I will consider your request. Though I must warn you, Mystic Lake is currently under siege.” She chuckled and stuck her hand out. “Can you tell me where the king ran off to?”  

      “Thank you, Your Highness!” Timothy’s face lit up as he grabbed her hand firmly and shook. “His Majesty went to his chambers.”  

      “Can you take me there?” Zamara smiled and withdrew her hand. “Quickly? Some new information has come to light. It cannot wait.”

      He was more than pleased to oblige her.

      They glided through the halls at a fast pace, descended a carpeted stairway, crossed the landing, continued the climb to the other side of the fortress, Sideon’s wing, and stopped in front of his chamber doors. 

      Zamara softly knocked on the wood. 

      “Go away!” Sideon’s rough voice sounded through the other side of the door. “I’m in the middle of something! Whatever it is that you felt was so important that I must be interrupted, you can tell Celia.”  

      Zamara winced. His words felt like a slap in the face. He couldn’t have known it was her knocking, but that demanding, disapproving, and cold tone he had a tendency to take on cut her straight to the bone. 

      A feminine giggle sounded from the other side of the door. 

      Zamara froze. Her heartbeat picked up speed, hammering in her ears. Her blood began to simmer. What in the hell is Sideon doing in his chambers, ‘in the middle of something’, with another woman!  

      The door to Celia’s chambers cracked open. Celia peered through. Her eyes widened. “Your Highness, come in.” She waved Zamara into her chambers as Timothy stood guard outside.

      Celia started to pace. She seemed to be wound up about something.

      Zamara’s stomach flopped. She already knew but needed to hear it out loud. “What is it, Celia?”

       “I must show you something. But if I do, you must promise to take me with you.”

      Zamara frowned. “What do you mean, Celia? Of course I will take you with me. I already told you I would.”

      Celia took her hand and dragged her to a large wooden door. She put her finger to her mouth and gestured to listen.

      Zamara pushed her ear to the door.  

      Sideon’s lilting voice came through. “…all I’m saying, is I think there is a better way to go about this.”

      If his layout was anything like the room she stayed in, she knew this door led into a sitting chamber, blocked from view of the bedroom.

      Celia waved a hand for her to continue.

      Zamara quietly cracked the door, snuck through, and peered through a vent into his room.

      Her heart slammed against her chest. Bile seared the back of her throat. Giselle sat on his bed, seductively staring at him through thick lashes. 

      Zamara’s vision tinted red. Her adrenalin spiked so hard it took every ounce of self-control she could muster to not go marching in there and tear them both to ribbons. 

      “We must stick to the original plan, or your father will kill Ander. You know what will happen to Merida if that is what he decides.” Giselle chuckled and hooked a finger into the waistband of his pants. “Don’t tell me you have actually fallen in love with her?”

      Zamara shook from her fury. Go. We have to go. Now. Or I will end up killing them both and in turn, killing myself and Cassian. 

      “Of course not.” He laughed and pulled her to her feet. “She is exactly as you said she would be, immature, naive, inexperienced, and easy to manipulate. I have her exactly where we need her to be.”

      It felt like the floor fell from beneath her. Her heart shattered. Her guts churned. 

      “Good.” She stepped into him and ran her hand down his chest. “Now, all we must do is keep her occupied long enough for your father to sack Mystic Lake. Throw her a party, lock her in the dungeon if you must. Everything that bitch has denied us over the years, will soon be ours.”

      He ran his thumb over her cheekbone. “My clever girl.”

      They embraced and kissed like lovers starved for each other’s touch.

      Zamara put her hand over her mouth to muffle her gasp. Her stomach roiled. She silently backed away.

      She raced to his study with angry, embarrassed tears streaming down her hot cheeks, barely registering Timothy and Celia trailing behind. 

      I can’t believe I trusted him, let myself fall for him. Allowed myself to be so utterly and completely played.

      She felt so incredibly stupid. And used.

      “Keep watch outside the door,” she said to Timothy, and burst into Sideon’s study, dragging Celia behind her, and closing the heavy door with a resounding bang. 

      “What will we do?” Celia’s brown eyes were wide.  

      Zamara snarled and snatched a paperweight from Sideon’s desk, hurling it into a display case. The sound of breaking glass was like music. It eased a little of the pain. She picked up a bookend and tossed it into a second case. 

      Shards of glass and books littered the ground. She held out her hand and torched the tapestries. It wasn’t enough. She wanted to level his castle, to end him. If it was the last thing she did, she would have her vengeance. 

      After I get Rose back. 

      Zamara grabbed the codex. “I will show them naïve and easy to manipulate. While he thinks he has me in his pocket and feels safe that I am properly distracted, we are going to steal his soldiers and his entire fleet out from under his scheming nose!” 

      “How?” 

      Zamara crossed the room and flung the door open. “What would you have to say about me giving you a title and lands in the Mystic Lake Settlements? I think Lord Timothy has a nice ring to it.” 

      He grinned. “I’d say that I’m a pirate at heart, and that my sword–and my loyalty–is yours, my Queen.”
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      Zamara plodded along the boardwalk running the length of the wharf. She didn’t know what to feel. Her heart was absolutely broken—and she was so furious! Furious with herself. With Sideon. With everything. All of it. She just wanted it all to be over. She was grateful for the darkness, for the throngs of people out in full celebration. Nobody paid any attention to them.

      Timothy marched beside her. Celia stayed to round up the servants. She hoped Celia was careful. Zamara didn’t like leaving her behind, but she insisted.

      They stopped outside a promising building. Beautiful sounds floated through the glowing windows. Zamara looked up and read the sign: Siren’s Tavern. Fitting. The music stopped and Zamara pushed through.

      All eyes turned to her.

      “Ladies and gentlemen!” Timothy placed his fist over his heart. “I present Queen Morgiathan of the Mystic Lake settlements. Per orders of King Tyrnak, she will be heading up the armada, and due to weather circumstances, we will be leaving now.”

      “What!” A grizzly man in the back yelled over the din of the confused crowd as other faceless men and women shouted. 

      “But it’s the festival!” 

      “There ain’t no weather!”

      “Why must we leave now?” 

      “Quiet!” Timothy bellowed. 

      The room fell silent. 

      Zamara took a deep breath and laced power into her voice. “I have enough gold that you and your families will never want for anything again. I am willing to pay you handsomely for your services. And I am willing to give you all shelter and citizenship in the Mystic Lake settlements… Who is with me?”

      The men and women whooped and hollered, cracked jokes about their significant others and how mad they would be. But they all decided to do it. Buying loyalty was not something she was accustomed to. It didn’t feel quite right. But she would have men to sail, and her people would have an armada. 

      This is going to be an expensive armada—but Rose is worth it.    
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        * * *

      

      Zamara and Timothy marched along the docks to go meet the servants while his guards prepared the ships for departure. Now she only needed to get the servants loaded and wait for Celia.

      This was almost too easy. She didn’t trust it.

      They waited around at the boat house until the time for her to meet Celia came and went.

      Zamara rubbed her chilled arms and looked around. “She should have been here by now.”

      “Give her a while longer.” Timothy leaned against the wall. “It will take her a minute to sneak out of the fortress without being seen.”

      The sound of boots marching along the boards met her ears as Timothy straightened himself.  

      “—she is here. Just not as you had planned.” Giselle appeared around the corner, Desmond at her side.

      He dragged a bound and gagged Celia by the arm.

      “Sorry, Zamara,” Giselle sneered, “I can’t let you leave with these people.”

      Zamara barked a laugh. “You think you can stop me?”

      “I know I can.” Giselle snarled.  

      Zamara opened her arms, pulling Celia into them, snapping her rope and gag with nothing more than a thought. Zamara grabbed Celia’s shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      Celia bobbed her head.

      “Get everyone on the ships, Celia.” Zamara pushed her behind her and drew her Khannas. She grinned at Giselle. “I would be lying if I told you I haven’t anticipated this moment since you slithered back into my life.”

      The sound of Celia’s retreating footsteps relaxed her a little.

      “You think you are so perfect. It’s disgusting. Everyone just falls at your feet, and you don’t even appreciate it. It’s always been so easy for you.”

      Zamara tossed her head back and laughed. “Just when I think you can’t get any more ridiculous.”

      “You think your life is so bad? You have everything. You have been given everything, and you take it all for granted. You have settlements that are paradise, a dragon that protects you, a loyal council that would die for you. General Snowdyn doted on you and Rose like you were the only kids in the realm. The rest of us were nothing but experiments. Do you have any idea how hard it was growing up at the compound in your shadows? You wouldn’t. You two were never allowed to see the ugly side of it.”

      Zamara raised her eyebrows. “The ugly side of it? We all had the same training. The only ugly side was you stealing our men and running away like a coward when it mattered the most. Seems nothing has changed. What did I ever do to make you hate me so much?”

      “I didn’t run away.” She snarled. “I had no choice. I have no choice. I have never been given one. If I don’t keep you here, I die. Simple as that. It’s you or me. I choose me.”

      There was a blinding flash. Zamara shielded her eyes. When the light faded, she faced two snarling jaguars, twice as big as nature intended. Shifters weren’t supposed to be able to do that.    

      “Enough of this.” Zamara stomped her boot, sending a shockwave towards the jaguars, cracking the boardwalk down the middle. The collapsing dock swallowed Giselle and Desmond whole.

      “Timothy,” Zamara sheathed her Khannas. “Cover us while I get the rest of these people to the ships. Yell if you need me.”

      He nodded and took a fighting stance, facing the mangled boards and the dark hole the shifters fell into.  

      Zamara grabbed the closest body and yanked them to the end of the docks where she started chucking servants and tavern maids into row boats.

      Shouts rose from behind her followed by the rhythmic thumping of boots sprinting along wood. Deep growls penetrated her bones, making the hairs on her neck rise.

      She spun around.

      Two sets of razor-sharp claws curled around the edges of the wreckage, digging into the planks. She saw the horns first. The low sound of their growls echoing through the night sent shivers down her spine. They crawled from the wreckage on all fours, looking like mutated jaguars, the size of cows, with spiked armored plates running the length of their backs. Their tails swished through the air, waving massive clubs at the ends.

      The one on the right’s jaw split apart as it opened its maw and hissed, revealing a second row of sharp teeth.

      Zamara’s blood ran cold.

      There was no animal in existence that looked like that. How they did it was beyond her. She only knew that they needed to get out of there. Now.

      “Put a move on it, people!” Zamara sprinted to meet the beasts and cover Timothy’s retreat.

      Her heart pounded in her chest.

      The beast on the right swiped at her. Zamara dodged.

      A searing pain marred her other side as her feet were knocked from under her. 

      She slammed against the wall of the boat house and hit the ground, crying out. Her body screamed in pain as she forced it into a sitting position. She looked down to find gouges of torn and shredded flesh across her ribcage. Blood seeped into her shirt. She instinctively covered the wound with her shaking hand.

      An explosion rocked her body as debris hit her face. The beasts were swallowed by a cloud of dust and splintered wood. Her ears rang.   

      “Zamara, let’s go!” Timothy grabbed her free arm and hauled her to her feet as she bared her clenched teeth and hissed. He hooked her arm around his shoulders.

      The blinding pain with each step made her stomach churn as Timothy dragged her to the end of the dock. She didn’t know if she wanted to puke or punch him.  

      They took a flying leap into a rowboat.

      Zamara ground her teeth and used water magik to hasten their journey to the ships.

      Her stomach burned as she haphazardly tried to propel their boats and heal herself at the same time. She rested the back of her head on the floor of the boat, looking at the stars as tears burned her eyes, sucking mouthfuls of air into her lungs.

      The pain ebbed as her skin knitted itself back together. What the hell happened?

      She heard a loud splash, grabbed the edge of the boat, and pulled herself up.

      The water was too dark to see anything. She sent a soft wave of light through it.

      Her heart quickened as she spied two massive, serpent-like creatures lurking in the water below. Dark shadows slithered in and out of a swarm of sharks.

      One of them disappeared. Her eyes frantically scanned the water. Nothing.  

      A shriek pierced her ears, followed by cracking wood and a hollow splash.

      Row boats flipped over. Some broke in half. Servants were launched into the water.

      Screams ripped through the air as people splashed in a sea of billowing crimson clouds. The sharks were in a feeding frenzy.

      Zamara’s eyes widened, heart hammering in her chest. What do I do?  

      Her veins turned to ice. Goosebumps erupted across her skin. Without even realizing she was doing it, she froze the water. She stared at the rough surface with wide eyes.

      “Get out and run to the ships!” Timothy hollered.  

      She swung her leg over the side of the boat and ran.

      Holding the ice took as much power as shielding them with fire.

      It started melting. Her muscles ached and shook. She was on the precipice of a burnout.

      “Faster!” She yelled. “I can’t hold it.”

      The ice under her feet erupted.

      Zamara flew into the air. The world spun.

      She plunged into the water, into frigid darkness.

      In a panic, she kicked for the surface and hit her head on something hard.

      Ice. She was trapped under the ice!

      She tried to use her power to break through but there wasn’t enough. She could let go of it completely, but then everyone above would end up in the jaws of sea beasts. 

      The sound of water roared in her ears. She pounded on the sheet of ice above. It was like fighting in syrup.

      Gods. 

      Oh gods! 

      I’m going to drown.

      She grabbed a knife from her belt and stabbed at the ice. 

      Not enough momentum.

      She couldn’t hold her breath any longer.

      Spots swarmed her vision.

      She would die unless she let go of the power. But people were still running across the ice. People who trusted her to get them out of this safely. If she let it go, they would all die. What made her life any more special than theirs? 

      Zamara gritted her teeth and held on with everything she had, trying to save as many as she could before she passed out and succumbed to the sea. 

      Her eyes drifted shut…

      She felt something bounce off the top of her head but registered no pain. Something wrapped around her arm. Cold air kissed her face. She felt herself being pulled upwards.

      Air!  

      Her eyes flew open. Zamara opened her mouth and dragged in a breath. She shuddered. Her lungs were on fire.

      She was tied to a rope, being hoisted up the side of a ship. Strong arms maneuvered her onto the deck.

      Rolling onto her hands and knees, she wretched.  

      As she heaved the contents of her stomach across the deck, Celia held her hair and rubbed her back, cooing reassurances in her ear.

      Zamara collapsed onto her side. The world went dark.
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      Sideon’s footsteps echoed through the empty halls. He scrubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. Something he had been doing for the past hour. That, and hiding from Zamara in his chambers, like a coward. 

      Kissing Giselle like that felt… wrong. So wrong, it made his stomach churn. He swore to Mer that he would do whatever it took to get Ander back, but he had gone too far. He hated himself. Zamara was worth breaking that oath. He would damn himself for her. 

      This charade with my father has gone on long enough. It was time to tell Zamara everything and pray to the gods that she forgave him.

      Forgive me? I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve her.  

      Merida came tearing around the corner wearing a scowl. She stopped in front of him. “What did you do to her?”

      “Who?” Sideon raised an eyebrow.

      “You know who, Zamara. I don’t know what you did to screw us over or to piss her off, but she left. Along with our entire fleet, our guards, our servants, and for some gods forsaken reason, our tavern wenches. Things were going well. So, I ask you one more time,” She placed her hands on her hips, “what did you do?”

      He felt like the floor fell from beneath him as he widened his eyes. “I don’t know.” 

      Sideon dragged his hand through his hair. “Unless…”

      That noise I heard coming from the vent. I thought it was a servant spying on us but, could it have been Zamara? Could she have seen us? 

      Oh, gods… A sinking feeling grew in the pit of his stomach. 

      “Sideon.” Merida snapped. “Unless what? Did she find out about our dear old dad? I said you needed to tell her!”

      “No. I don’t think so. I was on my way to tell her everything.” He rubbed his forehead, trying to keep his hand steady and failing. His heart slammed against his chest.  “Giselle had Celia summon me as soon as we got to the study. She was waiting for me in my room—”

      “—No. Sideon, tell me you didn’t.”

      “We didn’t! Give me a little more credit than that, Mer.” He frowned. “Well, we kissed.”

      “Why?” Merida raised her eyebrows. “I thought things were going well with you and Zamara. I thought you loved her. She deserves better than that!”

      The disgust on his twin’s face made him feel like a piece of crap on the bottom of her boot. Because that is what I am, a piece of shit.  

      “Giselle suspected we were switching sides.” His breathing was labored. “I also may have said something to her about Zamara being naïve, immature and easily manipulated to quell her suspicion.”

      “And…?”

      “And I heard a noise coming from my vent. I thought nothing of it at the time. But now that I think back on it, Zamara may have been spying on us.”

      Panic clawed at his throat. 

      “Gods.” Merida’s eyes widened. “Oh—gods. Sideon, what have you done? If Zamara saw you two—if she heard you—you probably ripped her heart out! No wonder she stole our ships!”

      He couldn’t go after her without a fleet. His father would kill her. Kill him. But there was something more–hurt. It blanketed his very bones. So much pain. He couldn’t lose her. He wouldn’t live. Is this how Merida feels about Ander?

      He knew then, in his very soul, that he would break a thousand oaths, destroy a thousand realms, murder his own father–even if it meant killing her sister–anything–for her. 

      And that is exactly what he would do. This is all my father’s fault. The bastard. He never cared about us. We were nothing but pawns for him to use in his game of conquest. I will kill him.  

      They ran to his study to look for the book. Upon entering, he noticed his display cases shattered, books and pages scattered across the room. He rushed to his desk and flung some papers around. She must have taken the book too.

      “Damnit!” He swept the contents off his desk and scrubbed his hands down his face.

      “Sideon!” Merida screeched and pointed across the rooms. “She knows.”

      He followed her gesture and froze. The covers were ripped off the paintings.

      “Father still has Ander. Zamara was our only shot at getting him back! Sideon, you need to fix this.”

      “I know.” He placed his hands over his head and breathed deep. “I know this, Mer. But what would you have me do? It’s too far to walk the Veil. She took all our ships. We have no way of getting to her. No way of saving them.”

      “Wait.” Merida stopped. “She didn’t get all the ships.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I commissioned a ship for Ander. Something sleek, more manly than the Lady Merida, for our anniversary. It isn’t finished yet. It’s still in the ship-shop. She wouldn’t have taken that one.”

      “Does it float?” Sideon grabbed her shoulders.

      “Yes.”

      “Does it have sails?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then that’s all we need!” Sideon seized her hand and took off. 

      “Where are we going?”

      “To pack the ship and go help Zamara destroy our father, once and for all.”
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      It was early morning when Zamara’s stolen fleet coasted into Emerald Inlet. A thin layer of fog hung low in the valley. The sky was painted with beautiful pastels as the sun peeked over the horizon in the east.

      The sight of Mage Tower made her eyes burn with unshed tears. All the tears she had forced back down were weighing on her. They took up residence in her chest, putting a constant pressure on it. She didn’t know how it was possible to feel hollow and like you would burst at the same time, but it was.

      She wanted Cassian, longed for him to wrap her in his strong arms. That would relieve some of the pressure. It always did. Cassian was a constant. He had always been there for her. Never betrayed her. She trusted him. He would have been loyal to her. Wouldn’t have hurt her, broken her, so completely. She made a choice, and she chose wrong.

      The bow of Sideon’s ship dug into the sand, slowing it to a stop.   

      Zamara vaulted over the railing and landed in a crouch on the docks. Before she could straighten herself, she was hefted into the air and whirled around.

      “Cassian,” she gasped, “I can’t breathe.”

      “Sorry.” He gently placed her on her feet, grinned brilliantly and pulled her to him for another bone crushing embrace.

      Zamara choked out a laugh and squeezed him back. She buried her face in his chest and inhaled the scent of smoke and leather. She would never stray from him again. “I’ve missed you too.”  

      He pulled her back and looked into her eyes. “I have so much to tell you.”

      Cassian glanced at the ship and quirked an eyebrow. “—and I have a few questions.”

      “We need to call a meet—”

      “—We can get to all that soon. First, I need to talk to you privately and get you behind the wall. I’m sure Kain saw the ships sailing in. I hope you didn’t forget how to fly.” He tilted his head and examined her with a spark in his dark eyes.

      Some of that pressure lifted. It became almost bearable. Her heart soared with the promise of returning to the skies. Cassian shuffled backwards and shifted into his dragon form in a flash of light.  

      They landed by the pond on the roof of Dragon Tower. Zamara slid off. Cassian changed into his human form.

      He pulled a rolled-up piece of parchment out of his vest and handed it to her.  

      “What is this?”

      “Just read it.” Cassian nodded to the parchment.

      Zamara unrolled it and scanned the document. “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s Xiao’s consent to an annulment.”

      “I see that but… why?” She frowned.

      “I asked her to.” He stepped into her and rested his palm on her cheek. “I love you, Zamara. More than anything in all the realms. I have always loved you. I just needed time to figure out exactly what kind of love it was. Now I can tell you with absolute certainty, it is not just the love of a protector and his charge. I need you, all of you, body, mind, and soul. I have had a lot of time to think while Nevrine and I traveled together. He helped me see beyond my vows and my fears. I’m tired of denying us this. I’m ready to damn the consequences and create our own destinies. We are stronger together. Side by side, there isn’t a damn thing we can’t overcome. I think it is time for Mystic Lake to have a proper king and queen, don’t you?” Cassian took a deep breath, pulled a black ring out of his pocket, and took a knee. “Zamara Morgaiathan, will you marry me?”

      The blood drained from her face. She stared at him, jaw hanging open like an idiot, at a total loss for words. Then the guilt set in. This should make her so happy. All she had ever wanted was a life with him. So why am I not dancing with joy?

      His smile faltered. “Talk to me, Zamara. What are you thinking?”

       “Cassian—I—you don’t know everything that has happened.” Tears welled in her eyes.

      “Hey,” concern masked his face. Which made it even worse. He jumped up and wrapped her in his arms. “Zamara. It’s okay. I know. Nevrine told me. You and Sideon are Ceterus. Which is another reason I left. I wanted you to be able to explore what that meant for you without me getting in the way. I don’t care what happened with you two. That is your business.” He caressed her hair. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “You were right.” She squeezed her eyes shut, and it all came pouring out. “They betrayed us. They were working for Kain the entire time.” She scrubbed a hand down her face and raised her chin. “Kain is their father. In hindsight, I don’t know how we all failed to see it. I feel so stupid. So used. I never should have trusted him. I thought there was something between us, but—it was all a lie. There isn’t now—and there never will be again. I want to be with you, Cassian. It is what I have always wanted. You know that. Yes, I will marry you. If you will still have—”  

      Cassian crushed their lips together. She melted into him. As they kissed, it felt like a heavy blanket of sludge evaporated from her bones. She felt peaceful, serene.

      He pulled back and placed the ring on her finger. “This ring is special. The quest Nevrine and I went on was to get this. I will tell you all about it later. We retrieved it from the marshes near the Bone Bridge.”

      Zamara examined the ring. It was black like obsidian, but there were opalescent swirls that seemed to be…moving? Tiny sparks of gold exploded amongst the pearly smoke and disappeared. “It is magnificent. It looks like malachite, but not quite. Almost like it has a mind of its own.”

      Cassian snorted. “Maybe it does.”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it.” Her eyes snapped to his.

      The roof door banged off the wall as it flew open.

      Red navigated around the pond. “A ship with black sails approaches Emerald Inlet. I have never seen this one before.”

      “Black sails?” Zamara frowned. “—but I took every ship that could make the trek. I even stole their cargo ships…”

      “Well, apparently you missed one.” Red said.  

      Zamara growled. “Let them dock. The Magai can station themselves on the beach to take whoever it is prisoner. I saved some of the chieftain’s bracelets. Let’s hope it’s those traitorous twins. We can use them for leverage.”

      “Traitorous twins?” Red asked.

      “Sideon and Merida Tyrnak, they are as deceptive and twisted as their father, Kain. The twins, Giselle, and Desmond are now considered enemies. So, if you see any of them, slap a bracelet on them and lock them up immediately. We also need to get a message to Scandronn.”
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      Zamara descended the spiral stairs of Mage Tower and wandered through dimly lit hallways on her way to the dungeons. She came to rest outside a set of bars near the end. The scent of mint and saltwater hovered in the air.

      She spoke into the darkness of the cell. “The good news is, I can probably use you two for leverage to get my sister back.”

      “Good luck with that.” Sideon chuckled and rose from his heap in the corner. His gaze devoured her as he sauntered to the bars.

      Gooseflesh sprung up on her arms and pirouetted down her spine. She told herself it was the chill of being underground. He is a lying bastard. Stay focused. Do not let him charm you.  

      “He sent me to kill you, knowing that I would follow you to the grave. He would sooner stick a knife in my back than give up his power. Killing me would be the easiest way for him to get what he wants. If you hand me over to my father, we forfeit both our lives before the battle even begins. You might want to rethink that strategy, love.”

      “You don’t get to call me that.” She spat. “You used me. I heard you and Giselle scheming with my own ears. I saw you and her groping each other with my own eyes. If you ever try to touch me again, I will cut your blasted hands off.”

      “You are mine.” He laughed. “I will call you whatever I please. What you think you saw or heard is wrong. Typical, jumping to judgment with only half the story.”

      “Gods!” Zamara grabbed the bars and bared her teeth. “I have been sleeping with my enemy’s son! Do you have any idea how stupid that makes me look?”

      Sideon wrapped her hands in his own and pressed their foreheads together. “We are not defined by who our parents are, Zamara. For instance, I hated you in the beginning for what the General did to our mother. Then, I got to know you and realized you had nothing to do with it.”  

      Zamara pulled away. “Was any of it even real?”

      “Any of what?”

      “Us.”

      “Every bit.” He reached through the bars and pulled her to him. “Kain being my father changes nothing between us. You are my Ceterus, Zamara. I place you above all else, until the end of time. I may be a bastard, but I’m your bastard. I would burn the world for you. I would never intentionally hurt you. I love you. Gods, with everything I am, I love you. My father lost my allegiance the second he kidnapped my brother-in-law. He used us. I didn’t tell you because I knew you would freak out. I wanted to. I tried to. I could never find the right moment. I was on my way to come tell you everything when you stole my ships. Ander and Rose are out there. We need to prepare for battle. Let me out so we can finish this, together. We can show the universe why we are fated to be.”

      Zamara cleared her throat and looked at the ground. “About that…”

      Sideon snatched up her hand and jerked it in front of her face, glaring at the ring Cassian gave her. “What is this?” His voice was soft, but there was a hint of warning in it. Her stomach dropped.

      “Cassian asked me to marry him.” Her voice sounded small to her ears.

      His grip tightened around her wrist, “…and what did you say?”

      She stared at his heaving chest and swallowed past the lump in her throat. “…yes.”

      Sideon flung her arm away and turned his back on her. He walked to the center of the cell, hands resting on top of his head. His shoulders rose and fell with each deep breath he took. Then, he tossed his head back and began to laugh, hysterically.

      Zamara glared at the back of his head. “What is so funny?”

      He took a breath and shook his head, “Out of the hundreds, probably even thousands of females I have been with, the only one I have ever loved, the one that is supposed to be meant for me and me alone, doesn’t return the sentiment. Has chosen someone else.” His shoulders fell and he stared at the floor.

      He shook his head. “The Fates are cruel bitches.”

      “I’m sorry.” Zamara’s heart broke. She loved him, but what’s done was done. Even if he was telling the truth, she already told Cassian yes. It’s time to focus on ending this.

      “No.” Sideon put his palm up and turned to her. “I understand.”

      “Sideon—"

      “—congratulations.” He took a deep breath and pulled himself together. He grinned at her. “I love you. I want you to be happy. Even if it’s not with me. Don’t forget that we are immortal. We still share a connection. A lot can change in a few years. However, one thing that will not change is that you belong with me. You may be his wife, but you will always be my Ceterus. Cassian might not always be there. He will have to work to keep you, because I will wait for the day he messes up and loses you. Then I can finally make you mine, as fate intended. I can wait.”

      Zamara opened her mouth to say something.

      Sideon said, “—either that or the dragon will just mysteriously appear tits up in a ditch somewhere.”

      “What!”

      He tossed his head back and laughed. “I’m kidding, Zamara. I wouldn’t do that to you. I am on your side. I won’t hurt anyone. I promise.” His bracelet caught the light as he reached up and cupped her cheek. “You can trust me.”   

      “The fate of my people relies on that trust. If you are wrong. If you—” Zamara swallowed past the lump in her throat as a tear escaped and rolled down her cheek. She nodded and whispered. “I will let Merida out but—” Her voice caught in her throat. “—but you must stay here until this is all over.”

      “What?” Sideon frowned.

      She took a step back. “And you must know, Cassian is our Ceterus too. There are three of us. So, try not to kill him. It would end us all.”

      She turned and walked away. Sideon’s voice echoed down the corridor as he shouted her name and rattled the bars.

      When Zamara reached the guard’s station, she instructed them to let Merida out under the condition that wherever she went, even to the bathroom, she must have a chaperone. Then she went in search of her council. It was time to check out this Trisector and see if she could get it to work.   
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        * * *

      

      Zamara once again meandered through rotten egg scented catacombs deep in the bowels of the realm.

      Nevrine led the way with a torch, occasionally glancing at the map to the Trisector. She followed him and lit their way with her amulet. Merida breathed down her neck. Cassian brought up the rear.

      The sound of chittering rats and their clicking paws, scurrying along the stone floor, had Merida shuffling closer. 

      Pain lanced through Zamara’s heel as Merida trampled on it. She stumbled and grabbed the back of Zamara’s shirt to keep herself from falling.

      Zamara pinched her lips together. “It will be okay, Merida. We didn’t overcome this much and get this far together just to be taken out by rats.”

      Merida stopped and started crying. “I can’t do this. I’m so sorry. I hate my father. I hate him. I told Sideon he needed to tell you—”

      “—Merida.” Zamara grabbed her shoulders. “We don’t need to do this right now. We are almost to the Trisector.”

      Merida embraced her. “I can’t believe this. That my father is capable of something like this. I don’t understand.”

      Zamara went rigid. “Yeah, well, not to talk bad about your family, but your father really needs to get a grip—stop trying to rule everything with his iron fist.”

      “I agree.” Merida chuckled. “But that still wasn’t funny.”

      Zamara felt a weight lift from her chest. She pulled back and squeezed Merida’s shoulders. “Are you good to keep moving?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” She whispered. “For everything.”

      “My pleasure.” Zamara grabbed her hand, and they continued.

      It was hard to stay mad at Merida. Zamara still didn’t trust her, not fully, and it would be a long while before she could ever forgive her, but she understood.

      They came to a crossroads. Nevrine checked his map and took them into the tunnel on the right. They went on for what seemed like forever. Deeper and deeper into the northern mountains.

      “Nevrine, how much longer?”

      “Patience, child.” 

      Another right, and then a left, Nevrine stopped and stared at a wall of rubble. He frowned and looked down at the map again, then back to the rubble.

      “Nevrine?” Zamara frowned. “What is it?”

      “This is where the map says to go.” He ran his torch over the wall of boulders. A pair of cockroaches scurried into the cracks. “It appears there has been a cave-in. It must have happened when Blackstone erupted. No one has been down here in all this time. Not since the amulet was split. There is no way we are getting through.”

      “Maybe there is another way…” Merida said.

      Zamara rubbed her forehead. “If there is, it might be in the codex—Nevrine don’t you have maps of these tunnels in your workshop?”

      “I have some, but it doesn’t map them all. I certainly have never come across one that leads to this Trisector.”

      “We still need to check and make sure.” Zamara sighed. “Let’s start there. We will head topside and call a council meeting, see what we can do about this cave in and the now impending war.”
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      Desmond peeled back a scrap of dirty canvas as Giselle ducked through. A slash of sunlight from the entrance spilled through the center of the tent and illuminated a map table of their surroundings.

      “Stay here.” Giselle ordered Desmond and turned to approach the table on silent feet.

      Her heart beat rapidly as she allowed her eyes to adjust to the dim interior. Thick furs were draped over empty chairs. Goosebumps raised on her arms. She felt like she just walked into a cave of hibernating bears.

      That would be safer. I can control the bears.  

      “Did you bring it?” Kain’s voice rumbled from the rear.

      “I have been through the Never to get you this. Desmond and I had to swim to get here. Merida and Sideon left us in the Western Isles. They have decided to side with Zamara.”

      Kain ever so slightly tensed his muscles.

      Don’t get on his bad side. Giselle rushed on, “The hold she has on him as his Ceterus is strong. She has him brainwashed. He is not himself.” Giselle reached into her cleavage and produced a glass vial with iridescent liquid. It hung on a leather cord around her neck. “You were right. The blind hag in Port Angelis wasn’t there, but she had this in her wagon. How do you know it’s the right one?”

      “Leave that to me.” He reached for it.

      She pulled it out of his reach. Her heart jumped into her throat. “I have two demands before I hand this over. One is for the sake of your son.”

      Kain stepped into the torchlight, “Oh?”

      Chills shot down her spine. Her heart slammed against her chest. “I want Zamara’s Khannas added to the deal.” She pulled the vial off and set it on the table, trying to keep her hand steady. “Along with a tied Ceterus bond to Sideon once theirs is broken.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I must first test this to see if it works.” He snatched the vial up and held it to the lamp to inspect it. “Guards—fetch my son-in-law.”

      “Giselle,” he turned cool silver eyes on her, “What news do you bring me? Are there any new developments?”

      She smiled. “Your gifts have proven to be especially useful. If I am to rule here with Sideon, I would like to keep them.”

      Kain snorted, “If you are going to rule here, you must first help me conquer it. What of the Trisector?”

      “Desmond and I followed them through the tunnels as rats. They have the page with the map and the Codex of Fate, but the tunnels leading into Ladora must have collapsed in the Reckoning. They cannot reach it. It will take them weeks to dig it out.”

      “Good, good,” He rubbed his chin. “The dragon has proven to be a formidable opponent. Which doesn’t surprise me. I helped train him, after all. I was just hoping his bond would force him to stay with the queen in the south. I was not planning on him returning so early. Alas, he has. Since his efforts to hold my army off have been successful, the queen has returned, and we are running low on supplies, I see only one immediate course of action to take.”

      “I stationed my soldiers on the outskirts of Magland. They have softened up the Port Angelis army. I also control every animal within a ten-mile radius. Just say the word, my lord. We are at your command.”

      On his map table, Kain slid a little figurine from the Forbidden to the southern gates of Magland. “We need to move up the timetable and thin their ranks.”

      “How?” She glanced around the tent. “Where is Rose? Will you use the potion on her?”

      “That does not concern you.” Kain raised his chin. “You have done well, Giselle. You may take your leave. Just stick around the camp and await further orders. I will have my men prepare you a tent.”

      Giselle’s stomach flopped, and she pinched her lips together. I am a queen and am still being treated like an incompetent child. What more must I do to be treated with the regard Zamara’s people show her?  

      A commotion sounded near the tent’s entrance. She glimpsed a flash of dusty sunlight as four guards dragged in a man resembling minced meat and tossed him at their feet. Her eyes bulged. Is that Ander? Something told her if she didn’t play her cards exactly right, this is how she would end up.  

      Kain took a knee and grabbed Ander’s battered face. He popped the cork on the vial and dumped its contents down his throat. Kain covered his mouth as he choked on it, ensuring that it was all ingested.

      That is all the potion there is! How is he going to break Sideon’s bond now?

      “Do not give me that look if you value your life.” Kain jumped up and turned an hourglass sitting on the map table. “As soon as I get the Akashi Stone, I can recreate the potion. I assure you; I am a man of my word.” He grabbed Ander by the face and grinned like a maniac. “As this one will soon find out.” He shoved him away, straightened himself and addressed Giselle. “Now leave. You do not need to be present for this.”

      It just so happened that she did value her life. So, Giselle bowed to Kain and quickly joined Desmond outside.
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      “What are we going to do about the cave in?” Zamara glanced around her council’s table at all the expectant faces, old and new.

      Nevrine shook his head and flipped through pages of the codex. “This shows no other way to the Trisector.”

      “Keep looking. See if you can find anything else of value there.” She looked around the table. “How fast can we clear it out?”

      “I’ll have my clan come in from Magland.” Boss grunted. “We can have it cleared out in a moon.”

      “If that is the only cave in.” Xiao said. “We don’t know what is beyond that one.”

      Zamara’s heart panged and dread curled itself around her spine like a serpent. An entire month more that Rose and Ander must be with that monster. And that’s if we can hold him off for that long.

      She rubbed her temple with two fingers and sighed. Being back in this chamber, the responsibility of everyone and everything weighing on her shoulders, expected to have all the answers, taking the blame when they were wrong, had her entire body itching to jump up and grab a glass of shine. She glanced at the bar with longing.

      Cassian squeezed Zamara’s hand, as if letting her know they were in this together. “We can get Scandronn to squeeze through and check it out. Boss, you could go to Magland and wait for him. He should arrive with the other armies soon if he is not there already. You could take his second in command and a handful of his city guards with you. They can stay with the armies while you two return with your men to dig out the tunnel.”

      “Trolls.” Zamara said. “The trolls can dig. It will be easier for them. It would be fairly cramped down there for the jotuns, and I would feel better if Boss and Scandronn were in Magland to oversee the incoming armies.”

      “That is true.” Cassian scratched his chin. “Does anyone have objections to having the trolls dig?”

      They all shook their heads no.

      Boss said, “what are we gonna do when the armies get here?”

      “They can camp outside the walls for now.” Zamara said.

      “Why?” Cassian asked. “They would be safer behind the wall. Kain can pick them off on the other side.”

      “For now, Cassian.” She raised her chin. “Those are my orders. Once they are all assembled, we will consider letting them in.” 

      He breathed out and shook his head. “Yes, my Queen.”

      Silence ensued. Her council sat straight-backed and tense. She could tell they didn’t agree with her decision to keep them outside the wall, but she wasn’t sold on their good intentions. Their leaders were cowardly, traitorous, lying pieces of dung. She could be letting an army of Kain’s spies in. That would put them in a position to attack Magland. Not gonna happen.

      Footsteps echoed in the hallway. Followed by two arguing female whispers. They were trying to speak softly but excitement had their voices climbing. They never replaced the broken door. She could hear them as clear as if they were standing beside her.

      Bring it in.

      They are in a meeting.

      So? What if it’s important?

      You bring it in.

      Zamara cleared her throat and raised her voice. “Why don’t you both bring it in.”

      Two timid looking witches entered. One was carrying a box wrapped in yellow parchment with a card stuck to the side.

      “My Queen,” She placed it on the table and stepped away, “we are so sorry for interrupting. One of the guards brought this to the tower. Says it was left at the east gate. Your name is on the card.”

      “It’s alright.” Zamara frowned and eyeballed the package. “Thank you, ladies. You can go.”  

      They turned and rushed from the room.

      Everyone gawked at the package like it might explode any second. A terrible knot of apprehension bound her insides. Since it came from the east gate, facing The Forbidden, she had a solid idea who sent it. Whatever was in that box couldn’t be good.

      It could be a bomb… or poison. “Maybe I should open this alone…”

      “No.” Cassian barked. “We read the card first.” 

      He jerked his chin towards the package. “Then we can get a guard to open it in a fortified room.”

      Zamara wanted to argue about having a guard risk their life, but they were at war, and it wasn’t just her life at stake anymore. 

      Stop trying to shield them and let them do the jobs they signed up for. She nodded to Cassian.

      He snatched up the card. Then, he slid one of Zamara’s throwing knives out of its sheath and opened the envelope.

      Cassian read aloud:

      

      Dear Little Queen,

      

      I found a way to break the Ceterus bond. The proof lies in this box. I want you and everyone around you to know that this is all your doing. You took my seer, my trolls, and my children from me. Now it is my turn to take something from you. This is what happens when people betray me. You have until dark to surrender Mystic Lake and the Akashi Stone or Rose will meet a slow and painful end. Meet me by the offering tree for the exchange.

      

      Best Regards,

      Kain

      

      The fountain in the courtyard gurgled in the background.

      A wall clock ticked incessantly.

      Zamara glanced at it. 8 hours until sundown.

      Merida jumped up and shredded the parchment from the box like a rabid feline.   

      “Merida. No!” Zamara sprang from her chair and reached for the box, but Merida disappeared with it and re-materialized behind the bar. She took the lid off and stared at its contents in complete silence.

      She blinked.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Her eye twitched.

      Merida grabbed fistfuls of her dark hair as she collapsed to the ground and wailed…

      … And wailed…

      … And wailed…

      Heart wrenching, soul piercing, blood-curdling screams that could silence the tortured souls of the Neverworld.

      Cassian jumped up and strode to the box. He glanced inside and went rigid. Then he carefully replaced its lid and turned to Nevrine. “Get her out of here.”

      Nevrine rushed to Merida’s side and helped her up. His face was pale as he glanced at the box—to Cassian. “Is it what I think it is?”

      Cassian nodded.

      “Gods.” Nevrine’s voice broke. “We can take her to Mage Tower for a tonic.”

      “No need.” Zamara said, “I have some upstairs in my apartment. Take her there to rest. Make sure she has everything she needs.”

      As Nevrine dragged her away, Merida locked eyes with Zamara. The hate of a thousand suns burned in her gaze.

      “Liar! You did this!” She pointed at Zamara and bared her teeth. “Liar! Oath breaker! You promised! You keep—I trusted you—I hate you! You promised! You promised…”

      She howled down the hall until her voice faded away.

      Zamara stood there staring after her, rooted to the spot. Tense silence blanketed the room. Her ears rang. It felt like someone had her throat in a vice. Hot tears of failure and broken vows clouded her vision. She tried and failed to swallow down the aching lump in her throat. She plopped down in her chair before her knees gave out, bowed her head, and slumped her shoulders in defeat.

      She had never known hate in the way that she did right now. It burned, hot and bright. She hated Kain. First her father, then her sister, now this? If he would do something like this to his own children…the Five Realms didn’t stand a chance. How could he make her choose between her sister and her people? Impossible. Heavy footsteps approached from behind.

      “Zamara?” It sounded like Red. She couldn’t be sure over the roaring in her skull.

      Zamara hissed, a wounded animal backed into a corner, unable to determine friend from foe. 

      The room spun. 

      She cradled her forehead in her shaking hands, elbows braced on each knee. 

      Zamara sat like that for what seemed like an eternity, a million thoughts, orders, and outcomes battering her brain. 

      Her council’s eyes seared into her back. 

      There must be a way. A way around this. Think! What unknown path will lead my sister and my people to safety? There must be a way…

      Lose the battle to win the war.

      I did just take the Western Isles.

      —and their ships.

      “Give the orders to evacuate.” Her voice was small, crushed.

      “Zamara.” Cassian interjected. “We can’t give up the settlement. We all love Rose, but our duty is to our people first.”

      “We can—and we will.” Her voice rose. “It’s just a place. We can build another one but what I will not do,” she brought her head up and looked each of them in the eye, “Is allow that bastard to take anyone else as a bargaining chip. He can have the settlement, for now, but he cannot have our people. Mystic Lake is nothing without its citizens. Let him lord over a city of ghosts and granite.”

      Cassian raised his chin, “I turned some mills into forges while you were away. I hope you don’t mind. Our citizens are all armed. They want to stay and fight for what is theirs. They have that right. To defend their homes. You would take it away from them?”

      “A soldier would argue with his captain general that their order for retreat was wrong?” Zamara snapped.

      “No, Zamara.” Cassian clasped his hands on the table and took a breath. “—but I am not just a soldier. We are bound for eternity, and I am your future king. And as a member of the High Council, it is my job to tell you the hard truths. Even if you do not wish to hear them. The truth is, you are giving ground where none need be given. We can hold him off and you know it. The reason you are calling for an evacuation is personal.”

      “Sacrifice Rose, so we can hold our position, that is your wise counsel?”

      “Yes.” Cassian nodded. “Kain will not kill her. He is bluffing.”  

      “You do not know that for sure.” She continued. “With the extra armies, the reapers still outnumber us ten to one. Kain will either kill our citizens or enslave them if they fight and lose. If it means keeping their lives and their freedom then, yes. I will be the bad guy. It’s what leaders do. Make the hard choices so the others don’t have to. Now, give the order. We have eight hours until sunset. They have three hours to pack and then I want them all boarding ships. Make sure they bring their weapons, last thing we need is for them to fall into the hands of the reapers. I will trade the amulet for Rose and then we can regroup in the Western Isles—”

      “—I disagree.” Xiao said. “We have an impenetrable wall—"

      “—If he can’t get to the Trisector,” Zamara said, “we have time to reclaim the Akashi Stone. There are ways into and around the city. Then when he is without leverage, we will be free to decimate him.”  

      “Zamara.” Red said. “They are right. We can’t give up our position. The Western Isles are not even close to being as fortified as Mystic Lake.”

      “Being surrounded by miles and miles of water when our enemy doesn’t have boats is our fortification, and even if they fashion boats, Cassian will burn them before they even make land.”

      Boss grunted. “People in Magland are gonna fight against evacuating. We don’t belong on islands.”

      “The fate of the Five Realms hinges on us standing in between Kain and the Trisector.” Cassian said. “Handing him the amulet is helping him get closer to it. I know you don’t want to hear this Zamara, but this stopped being about Rose and Ander a while ago. I understand your grief. She is your sister. But you are also a queen. You know that. Rose knows that. She would want us to fight. I know deep down, you get this.”

      “We are at war!” Zamara stood and placed her palms on the table. “—and I am your Queen. As such, all final orders come from me. Regardless of your opinions. We have these laws to expedite important matters during times of strife. So, we are not caught in a stalemate for months on end arguing over it. You all know this. I shouldn’t have to explain it to you…”

      She took a steadying breath to calm the storm raging inside her. “I will only ask this once. Can my council trust me to make decisions concerning warfare without a lengthy detailed explanation of why or not? Because if you cannot, say so now. Time is not on our side.”

      They all stood, knelt, and placed their fists over their hearts.

      “Rise.” Zamara continued. “I trust my council to handle the evacuation without me. Have teams load as many goods and supplies on the cargo ships as they can. Burn the rest. Get a message to Scandronn. If I am needed, I will be in the tavern in Magland. This meeting is adjourned.”
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        * * *

      

      The air around Magland smelled of barbeque and bonfire. Massive cargo ships bobbed in the sparkling water as her horse galloped along the coast.

      A line of farmers and island workers shuffled in with their evacuation bags and laid them in a pile on the docks. Their effects would be loaded, so the citizens were ready to quickly board ships when the time came. They made quick work with this evacuation. Looks like the drills paid off after all.

      Main street in Magland was full when she rode in. It would appear the locals had the same idea as her. 

      Hurry up and pack so we can enjoy our home while we still call it ours.

      Zamara dismounted and handed her reins to a wide-eyed stable boy. “Let this mount be your last. Go enjoy yourself. People can tie off their own horses. They need to be let loose before we depart anyways.” She handed the boy a handful of silver chips and strode around the sandstone building towards the main entrance.

      A quartet of drummers and horn blowers played on the boardwalk outside the tavern. The street had turned into a dance floor. Massive fires blazed in the intersections. Who says it must be nighttime to enjoy a good inferno? 

      It seemed they were having one last bonfire as a final middle finger to Kain, burning the stores that wouldn’t fit on the ships. They gorged themselves on meat and booze. An unspoken goal among them, don’t let the enemy have any of it.

      She entered the tavern in search of a drink. A makeshift sign hung behind the bar: Open Bar, Serve Yourself. 

      Peals of raucous laughter drew her attention to the back. A crowd stood around a pair playing some drinking game.

      Zamara grabbed a mug from the bar and jostled through the crowd toward the commotion. She broke through the circle. Levi and Dante were playing a game of Chips.

      There were three piles of jewels on the table. Zamara smiled. “Gambling is frowned upon, boys.”

      “Frowned upon, yes. Illegal, no.” Levi grinned and tossed his chip, it plunked into a cup.

      Dante added a jewel to the middle pile and chugged the glass.

      “Where did you get the jewels?” Zamara frowned.

      “We didn’t steal them.” Levi’s eyes widened. “Promise.”

      “We found them on the shores of Mystic Lake.” Dante bounced his chip and missed. “Usually only one or two at a time, here and there, but we were up in the Crags and—”

      “—The Crags are off limits,” she scolded, “the ground there is unstable. All it would take is one wrong step and…rockslide. Buried alive.” 

      She sighed. “I don’t make these rules to oppress you. I make them to keep you safe.” She shook her head. “Where are these jewels coming from? They aren’t just appearing out of thin air. Someone must be putting them there.”

      “It’s the children of the moon, the Pale Ones.” Dante nodded.

      “Who?”

      “The Pale Ones,” Levi bounced and sank another chip. “People who live in the area say they see them crawl out of the lake at night. That is where they live.”

      Dante sighed and added another jewel to the pile, “They try to bait us with treasure so they can drag us down to the depths and eat us, but we are smart. We hunt for the jewels during the day. The sunlight hurts them.”

      “I’ve never heard of this.” Zamara snorted. “Have either of you ever seen one of these moon children?”

      They shook their heads no.

      These jewels aren’t coming from some urban legend in the lake.

      Levi blurted, “—are you going to let us fight in the next battle? We are of age now. We want to be in the Guard.”

      Gods. They are seventeen already? They are but men now. “Joining the Guard is your decision. If you are of age, I cannot stop you.” That doesn’t mean I can’t protect them. “I will make you a deal. If you can beat me at ax throwing, I will let you join us in the next battle, as recruits. If not, you must sit the next one out.”

      “But the next will be the one that people talk about for centuries to come!” Levi argued.

      She shrugged.

      “How is that fair?” Dante raised his eyebrows. “Since all the firewood Boss made us chop, we are both good at it–But you are the Queen, and you have magik. There is no way we could win.”

      Zamara finished her ale, downed the glasses on the table, and smacked her lips. “I will not use my magik.”

      “Deal.” Levi stood and scraped his winnings into a waist bag.

      Dante did the same.

      Zamara followed the boys to the backyard. These two have no idea what they are getting into. She almost felt guilty for tricking them. Even without her magik, they didn’t stand a chance.

      She sauntered over to the stump and yanked out an ax. “Who wants to go first?”
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      Scandronn laid Jori’s stretcher in the dry grass and rolled his shoulders. His back twinged. He had been carrying him for the last three days.

      Scandronn hefted Jori to his feet and maneuvered him onto a stump.

      “Did anyone ever tell you that you are kind of a mother hen, shifter?” A coughing fit cut Jori’s chuckle off.

      “Anyone ever tell ye that yer a lot heavier than ye look?” Scandronn patted him on the back and handed him a skin of water. “Drink this.”

      Movement from the direction of the gate caught his attention. A rider thundered in on a gray mare. News from the council. Finally. 

      He looked at Jori. “A messenger’s riding in. I need to go meet him. Are ye good here?”

      Jori waved his hand and wheezed. “I’m fine. Go.”

      “It shouldn’t take long.” Scandronn laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll get ye to our Magai and ye’ll be right as rain before ye know it.”

      He made his way through their temporary camp to intercept the rider. The southern Magai did not meet his eyes as he marched by. The nape of his neck prickled. Their gaze drilled holes into his backside after he passed. The air smelled of apprehension and sickness. He rested his palm on the hilt of his sword and plodded forward. Its coolness steadied him.

      A horse whinnied in the background. Someone hacked up a lung from a few tents away. Something feels… off.

      He quickened his pace.

      A pained bellow echoed from across the camp and was abruptly cut short…then another…and another.

      Three bursts of orange light from the front lines pierced the sky.

      A tidal wave of screams swept across the field. He drew his sword.

      Chaos ensued.

      He understood what was happening when the three Magai around him drew their weapons and attacked.

      Traitorous bastards!

      Scandronn roared a battle cry. Raised his sword. Blocked and deflected the first blow. A numbing shock wave shot up his arm. 

      He spun, chambered his leg, and planted a boot in his opponent’s back as he stabbed his sword into the throat of another. He ripped his sword from that Magai’s neck, twisted, dropped to a knee, and stabbed upwards, through the guts, into the heart. Blood jetted in all directions, covering his face and armor.

      Another Magai blindsided him before he could free his sword. They tumbled through the grass. Enough. He shifted into his wolf form as he rolled on top of the Magai and tore his throat out.

      Scandronn darted through a maze of tents in his wolf form, ripping out the throats of every Magai he could find, gradually gaining ground towards the rider and his message. He felt himself tiring as he panted, frothy tongue lolling out of his mouth. The smell of smoke and blood singed his nostrils. Clashing metal and agonized screams assaulted his sensitive ears.

      He reached the front lines and paused to assess the scene and catch his breath. The battle condensed here.

      Trolls fought Magai for the lives of the people from Port Angelis. He scouted the area for the rider and located the gray mare. The horse’s saddle sat empty. 

      No! Where is he? 

      He frantically searched the wreckage.  

      Predators of the surrounding areas charged in. Bears, mountain lions, wolves… his lone wolf couldn’t fight them all. It was a bloodbath. He must find whoever was controlling the animals and kill them.

      Shouts drew his attention. He glimpsed a tawny haired commander bellowing orders. The commander shifted into a jaguar in a flash of light and took out one of Jori’s guards. 

      Desmond. 

      He curled his lip. This is his doing. The sonofabitch! He’ll die for this.

      Rage burned through his veins, giving him his second wind. His vision tinted red. Scandronn’s hatred grew stronger with each rapid beat of his heart. 

      He hurled himself towards the traitor, baring his teeth. 

      Scandronn plowed into him. They locked into a gruesome fight of claws and snapping teeth. 

      After much rolling around in the grass and sustaining bites and scratches, Scandronn finally locked his jaw around Desmond’s throat and snapped. There was a sickening crunch. 

      The shifter sprawled motionless on the ground. 

      Chunks of hair and shredded flesh dangled from Scandronn’s maw. 

      Desmond’s eyes went cold. 

      A horn blew in the distance. The animals were released from his thrall and scampered back to the wild. The Southern Magai retreated towards the Forbidden.

      He tossed his head back and howled in victory.

      Scandronn found the messenger on the ground near his horse, guts spilled, blanketing the ground. He searched the man’s body for any message and found none. One of the Magai could’ve got away with it. It’s safe to say whatever was in that message, Kain now knows. Zamara must be informed. But I can’t leave these people unguarded… He glanced around and saw three young men, former slaves, huddled together.

      “Ye!” He marched to their group. 

      “Aye, lads.” He placed a hand on the dark-haired one’s shoulder. “The battle is over. The Magai retreated, but the war has only begun.” He took the gate-key from around his neck and handed it to him. “This key will get ye into the settlements. I need ye three to take horses and ride into Magland.” He pointed at the entrance. “Go through the gate and follow the road all the way to the tavern. Find someone in charge and let them know what’s happened. It’s imperative ye do this as swiftly as possible. Can I count on ye?”

      Their eyes were the size of saucers, but they took the key and bravely ran off.

      Scandronn yelled to them as they departed. “Ride like the wind, lads!”
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      Zamara sunk her third ax into the center of a wooden target. She strode across the lawn to retrieve it.

      “We should look for more jewels before evacuation.” Dante said.

      “Why?” Levi snorted. “I don’t need anymore.”

      “I do!”

      Levi smirked, “It’s not my fault you suck at Chips.”

      Zamara returned to their side and handed the ax to Dante.

      He tossed it. His ax spun end over end and bounced off the outside ring.

      “—and apparently ax throwing as well.” Levi laughed.

      “I drank ten times more than you in that damn game!” Dante said.

      “Unlucky for you.” Levi hurled his ax, stuck it in the bullseye, and turned to Dante. “Care to make another wager?”

      Dante glared, “May the Pale Ones kidnap you in your sleep, drag you into their caves, and pick their teeth with your bones, Levi.”

      “Their caves?” Zamara raised her eyebrows. “What caves?”

      “In the Lake.” Levi said.

      “Wait,” She seized his arm, “there are caves in the lake? Are you sure? How do you know this?”

      “Uh,” Levi looked away, “When we were cleaning the mill… we might have gone exploring… a bit.”

      “Levi, that’s great!” She grabbed his shoulders. “Did you go into them? Where are they?”

      “No,” he said. “We tried, but they were too far down. The pressure—felt like my eyeballs were gonna pop out. We had to come back up. We only saw them. They are right underneath the Crags.”

      She wondered if the caves could lead her to the Trisector. It was in the right area. Maybe the Pale Ones and Nirumbee are the same. If this is true, it changes everything. That means that they were topside recently… and that there is a way to the machine.

      The sound of thundering hooves in front of the building drew her from her thoughts.

      She heard men shouting about an attack and raced toward the back door. Dante and Levi chased after her.

      The front doors of the tavern banged off the wall as Zamara tore through and traversed the space of gravel between them with divine surety. These people’s energy was off the charts and all over the place. It told her this was not a situation that would bring her joy.

      A group of Aera’s men stood in a semi-circle arguing over what to do. Her approach drew their attention. 

      They were not men, but teenagers, around Levi and Dante’s age. Their eyes widened and they bowed.

      “What happened?” She barked.

      “Your Highness, the Magai attacked us—with animals. It was a slaughter. The trolls heard it. Came to help, but—” Tears flowed. The young man trembled. “We lost so many. Gods, there is so much blood! So much screaming. W-what do we do?”

      She stepped closer to him and grabbed his shoulders. “You’ve done well in bringing me this news, soldier. You are very brave. Your fight is over. You and your men head into the tavern, have a mug of ale and some stew. Await further instructions. I will bring you all somewhere more secure but take comfort in knowing Magland is guarded by jotuns. You are safe here. I will have your injured rounded up and taken to Mage Tower to be healed. We will gather your dead and store them for whatever ritual you desire.”

      Zamara bellowed through the open tavern door. “Boss! I need you!”

      She turned to the young men and rested her hands on her Khanna’s crystals.

      They quivered like leaves in a breeze and were as pale as death. “Are any of you injured? Do you need healing?”

      They shook their heads no. Gods, these boys are not soldiers at all. They are recovered slaves in uniforms, subjected to the chieftain’s cruel reign for their entire lives. I did this to them. I should have let them in. Now people are dead, and their blood is on my hands.

      Her face softened. “Many men go into shock after their first battle. It is normal. Tremors and feeling cold are early warning signs, but it could also just be nerves. An ale and stew will calm you down and warm you up. You will not be charged for anything. If any of you feels like you might need medical attention, for even the smallest thing, do not hesitate to tell someone. Our Magai can heal you. They do not charge for their services either.” She turned to walk away but looked back, “Nor do they condone the actions of the Southern Magai. Please do not let the ones who attacked you under a traitor’s orders be a blueprint for how you judge them all. You are safe with my Magai. They are loyal and kind. The traitors who attacked you will pay with their lives.”

      She clenched her fists and went in search of Boss. Giselle is behind this attack. I know it. What am I going to do with the survivors? If I bring them in and someone else betrays us… and they are unleashed on my citizens…

      She glanced at the group who rode in. If any of them were traitors, they would have fought and fled with the Magai. The others have proven themselves.

      It would seem war waits for no man, or woman, to be ready.

      Boss met her on the boardwalk.

      “Retrieve the survivors and the wounded.” Zamara barked. “Bring the injured to Mage Tower to be healed. We can set the others up on the floating islands. Also, get a messenger to ride out and tell the rest of the council what happened. Have them put the evacuation on hold until we can assess this situation. Some new information has come to light.”

      “My queen.” Boss placed his fist over his heart.

      “We also need to send teams out to retrieve weapons and bodies. I’m going to ride out now to heal as many as I can and help Scandronn protect them until we can get them behind the wall.”

      Boss nodded. “It will be done.”

      Zamara mirrored his gesture and watched him tromp away. This aftermath is going to be gruesome. I could have Dante and Levi ride out with me and make them help. It might deter them from wanting to fight.

      “Since we didn’t get to finish our ax bet, new deal. I must make sure the survivors get to safety.” She mounted a horse one of the Port Angelis boys rode in on. “There are two other mares.” She nodded to them. “You ride out to the battlefield with me and help collect weapons, I will allow you to be a part of the next battle.”

      “Really?” Dante raised his eyebrows.

      “Collecting weapons is a squires jo—” Levi grunted as Dante elbowed him in the gut. “Deal.”
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      The familiar stench of battle hung in the air: urine, loosened bowels, intestinal gasses, and steel. Smelled like a slaughterhouse, the perfume of war. Zamara dismounted from her horse amidst the abandoned field of ruined tents and broken bodies.

      Levi and Dante jumped down from their horses and went to work.

      The jotuns were among their cleanup crew. Some gathered weapons or armor, anything that was salvageable. Some retrieved the fallen. She didn’t have an exact count of their losses, but from what she could see, there were many.

      Aera and her people would have been exhausted from their travels. Some of their belongings have yet to be unpacked. They were in the middle of it when it began. Caught completely off guard. I could have avoided this. These people trusted me to make the right decisions and I failed them.

      Crow’s cawed overhead. She watched one as it landed on a severed leg and began pecking at its flesh.

      “Lass.” Scandronn approached her. “I’m glad to see ye. Ye can save some. I’m warning ye, it’s bad.”

      “I see that. I will start with the worst and work my way up.” She took a tally of him. “First, do you need me to heal anything?”

      Scandronn snorted, “This ain’t my blood.”

      She smacked him on the back. “I hear the blood of one’s enemies is good for the complexion. Are you good to head to the Floating Islands and help these people get settled?”

      Scandronn nodded. “Yes, my queen.”

      “Good.” She nodded and handed him his key. “I will join you when I have finished up here.”

      Scandronn bowed. “Long live the queen.”

      “And may she reign in peace.” She glanced at the feasting crow and snorted. What a joke.

      Zamara spun on her heel and went in search of the almost dead. She went from person to person, helping who she could. She couldn’t bring people back, but she could save the ones who have not yet succumbed to the darkness, lost somewhere in the Veil.

      After healing number thirty, she was utterly exhausted and standing on the precipice of a burnout. Thank the Fates there are no more. 

      Her heart felt weary. The screams of the ones she healed still echoed in her ears. The fear in their eyes as she sent them into a deep sleep would haunt her dreams as much as the ones staring back at her, unseeing and glazed over. My fault. This is my fault. I should have let them in.  

      Zamara exited the tent to get some air. She wiped the sweat from her brow with a bloody arm and gazed out over the wreckage.

      Dante pushed the cart. Levi retrieved weapons and tossed them in. She watched the pair, shoving each other and laughing, bickering, cracking jokes amidst all this death and ruin. They handled this disappointingly well.

      She must let them fight. She could put them on a harpoon. They would be safe on the battlements. They might even make an exceptional team. Levi could aim and fire. Dante could load and crank.

      It was strange. Their bond. As long as they had each other, it was like the rest of the world didn’t exist. They were so in sync with each other, it was hard to tell where one began and the other ended. Zamara snorted. They could be Ceterus and not even know it…

      Like Sideon and Cassian. Things would be so much easier if they could just get along. If we were all bound to each other and not just me to them. If the three of us could share power, we would be unstoppable. Our powers combined could be as strong as Akashi… an image of those interlocking triangles flashed through her mind.

      The world dropped out from under her feet. That’s it!

      Sideon and I are blood-bound but Cassian isn’t, that is why the Akashi isn’t working—our bonds aren’t complete!

      In order to wield Akashi, we all must be bound together. The thought of Cassian and Sideon being in the same room without trying to kill each other was laughable. Three of us. Has this ever happened before?

      In what manner could she ensure equality and balance of power in their bond if she is married to one and not the other? Their say in this relationship is just as important as mine. So, we must discuss things and agree upon them together. No more going off halfcocked. All or None. That is the only way this can work. That is how it must be from now on.

      At least until we figure out what this means for us and have time to contemplate.

      She couldn't control or fight her destiny. She simply had to accept it. She needed to accept that she was a queen and start taking responsibilities. To be a queen in all areas, not just warfare. There was so much she could have done to prevent this. If I had just accepted the Ceterus bond, trusted in the Fates, instead of doing things my own way because I couldn’t trust anyone else to do it, everything would be different.

      There was still time to fix this.

      Zamara went on her way to stop the evacuation, tell Cassian she couldn’t marry him, tell Sideon about Ander, and release him, convince two men who hate each other to bind themselves together forever in blood. Then, dive down into mythical caves in the lake in the hopes of stumbling on this Trisector, activating it and making it back before the sun went down to go to war with Kain, who may or may not kill her sister for it…and she had about five hours to do all this. Simple.

      First things first, I must stop this evacuation and tell my people to get ready to go to war.

      She hopped on her horse and laced her voice with power. It rang out across the field. “Stop the evacuation. We are not giving up our homes. We are going to war. Finish up here and report to your commanding officers.”

      She trotted to Levi and Dante. “Your commanding officer is Boss. Welcome to the guard, soldiers.”

      She turned her horse in a circle and thundered off to tell the citizens of Magland to stop burning their supplies and spread the word about halting evacuation.
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      Zamara crested the stairs of Corn Island on the way to find Cassian. She flipped a metal lever. The island hummed as it slowly rose. She made her way along a packed dirt path in between rows of corn and came out into a clearing in the center.

      Butterflies in her stomach battled the brutal beating of her heart. She did not know how he was going to take this. The island’s command center lumbered in front of her. Cassian was deep in conversation with Engor and Aera outside the main doors. Zamara approached. “How bad is it?”

      He took her by the arm and led her away. “Minimal losses for the trolls, but the Chieftess’ men…” He shook his head. “Being camped in the open field like that? Mostly former slaves with little to no training, Jori and his guards were gravely ill, with the Southern Magai already among them… they were not so lucky. She lost seventy percent of her force before they called the retreat. The survivors are not fit to battle. So, how bad is it?” He raised his eyebrows. “It is bad, Zamara. We have no choice now but to retreat. We lost the entire Port Angelis army. Obviously, the Southern Magai army. Engor is still deciding whether to pull the trolls as well. He thinks you see them as cannon fodder, and you are going back on your word. Your own people are talking about getting a new queen. One who will not ‘abandon them to party in times of need,’ One that ‘will listen to them and their wishes,’ One that ‘can make up her mind.’ If Scandronn wasn’t there, if the trolls didn’t show up when they did…” He sighed. “We could have avoided this if you had just let them in, Zamara.”

      “If I had let them in, Giselle’s rogue Magai would have descended upon Magland.”

      “In which case they would have faced the trolls, and the jotuns. There would have been minimal losses.”

      “I was wrong, Cassian. I know.” She looked at the ground. “And the poor people of Port Angelis paid for it with their lives. Lives I was responsible for. You think I don’t hate myself for that? They trusted me to make the right decisions and my apprehension got them killed. I failed them. I’m sorry. I see my mistakes now. I am ready to stop shirking my responsibilities and be the queen you all deserve… If it isn’t already too late. We don’t have to retreat, Cassian. I think I found a way to beat Kain.”

      “I knew you would.” Cassian took her face in his hands and looked her in the eyes. “Leaders are not immune to mistakes, Zamara. All leaders take losses during war time. That is unavoidable. What is important is that you learn from them. You made the right choice in the end. Talk to your people. Tell them what you have told me. It isn’t too late.”

      She grabbed his wrists and closed her eyes. “That is not the only mistake I made.”

      His muscles tensed under her palm.

      “I should have freed Sideon. He should mourn with his twin. He doesn’t even know Ander is dead. I should have told you about what I learned in the Fenix Fires as soon as I returned and I—” Her mouth went dry. “—I never should have accepted your marriage proposal without telling you all this.”

      “Telling me what?” Cassian’s biceps bulged as he crossed his arms.

      Zamara closed her eyes and breathed deep. “When I was in the Fenix Fires, I was visited by a god, Mani. Apparently, he is my uncle. I am a descendant of the sun goddess. He told me that Sideon was my Ceterus. You know all this, but what you don’t know is that he is not the only one.”

      Cassian frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “There are three of us Cassian: you, Sideon, and me. I don’t know why or how, there just is. You are both my Ceterus… and each other’s. We are all three bound together, like a triangle. I don’t know what that means for us, but I don’t think we should jump into anything until we can figure it out. I know one thing though, and this is important so hear me out. I need both of you. I can’t use Akashi because Sideon and I are blood-bound, but you and I are not, nor are you and Sideon. To use it, all three of us must be blood-bound to each other. It is the only way.”

      He stared at her for a heartbeat then tossed his head back and roared with laughter. 

      “I’m serious, Cassian!” Her face heated. “You choose now to have a sense of humor?”

      “If you think I’m binding myself to that snake and giving him access to my power, you’ve lost your mind, woman.”

      “Don’t you see!” She grabbed his armor. “We would all have access to each other’s power, to Akashi. This was fated to be, Cassian!”

      He squeezed her cheeks between his palms and leaned in close. “No.”

      “It’s the only way!”

      He growled and paced. “Why are you such a pain in my ass?”

      “You think I want this?” She rested her hands on her hips. “To be tied to a mule and a jackass for all eternity. I didn’t. I didn’t ask for any of it. Alas, here we are. Somewhere along the lines, the Fates decided that we needed to be tied together. Who are we to argue?”

      “Who are you and what have you done with my queen? And I don’t give a shit what you say about not marrying me, fine, we can set it aside–for now. But that conversation is far from over.”

      Zamara flared her nostrils. “We can only go forward from here. I won’t force either of you into anything. But I hope you understand what is at stake and what you would be giving up by walking away from this.”

      “What you say holds some weight. A little.” Cassian sighed and massaged his forehead. He growled. “Go let him out. I will think about it. This is at least something us three should discuss together. Let me get these guys organized and I will meet you in Nevrine’s workshop. Your theory is sound, but I would like to hear what he has to say as well.”

      Zamara barreled into him and flung her arms around his midsection “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet, little one.” He wrapped his arms around her and planted a kiss on the top of her head.

      “I suppose you will be wanting this back.” She pulled back and reached to remove her ring.

      “No.” He grabbed her hand. “Keep it. It is yours. I want you to wear it. Keep it on a different finger if you must. It is supposed to protect you.”

      She bit her lip and nodded.  
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        * * *

      

      The keys jangled as Zamara’s trembling hand shoved them into the lock and turned. The barred door creaked open on rusty hinges.

      “Finally figured out you need me?” A dry voice said from the corner.

      “We need to talk, Sideon, and you will not like what I have to say.”

      “I see you are still wearing your ring.”

      “Yet I am not still engaged.”

      “Oh?” He gracefully unfolded himself and rose to his feet. “I don’t dislike this news.”

      “That isn’t it.” She ambled to him, took his wrist, and held a magnet to the bracelet. It popped open and hit the floor.

      He disappeared, rematerialized behind her, brushed her hair to the side and purred in her ear. “Does this mean you are freeing me?”

      “It’s about Ander.” She closed her eyes and took a shaky breath. When she opened them, Sideon’s worried blue gaze hovered three inches from her own. She jumped in surprise.

      “What about him?” He snatched her hand. “Tell me.”

      “He—” Zamara swallowed. Her stomach writhed in knots. “He’s gone, Sideon. Kain figured out how to break the bond and murdered him. Kain—he sent Ander’s head to Dragon Tower in a box—Merida opened it. I tried to stop her but—We gave her a tonic. She is resting in my chambers.” Tears welled in her eyes. She fisted her hands in his shirt. “I’m so sorry, Sideon.” She choked on her words and rested her forehead on her fists. Strong arms tensely enveloped her. The vibration of their dancing energies gave her strength to continue. “So sorry it hurts. I am wracked with guilt and shame. I should have told you sooner. Then, there was a situation. Giselle’s Magai turned on us. They slaughtered Aera’s army. And I needed to be there… I should have sent someone to tell you—but—I wanted to do it myself. I should have just let you out to begin with…”

      His soothing hum of energy turned dark as she sobbed. It draped itself over them like an ex-lover. The temperature in the room plummeted. Hairs rose on her skin.

      She pulled away and watched him, felt him, becoming something entirely different from the Sideon she knew and loved. An ancient and alien power, waking up from a nap and stretching its wings for the first time in centuries. His eyes faded to black. Wrath and malice emanated from him with such force it sucked the air from the room. Her eyes widened. She instinctively let go and took a step towards retreat.

      “You would shy from me?” He snaked his arm out and pulled her to him. “After all we have been through, you still think I would hurt you. What more must I lose for you to trust that I am on your side!”

      “Nothing.” Only your soul. “… and yet… everything.” A stray tear fell as she looked at the floor.  

      He got himself in check and released her.

      Zamara stilled herself. “Why do you think I am letting you out? I have never felt the extent of your power before. It caught me off guard is all. You are right. I have taken so much from you. Your brother. Your crown. Your freedom. Your ships and soldiers… part of your soul. This is all my fault. All because I was too naïve and blind, too stubborn to acknowledge the world outside my walls. Too blissfully ignorant, I didn’t even care. I didn’t have to go mad. I could have continued warring for the good of all of us. My willful ignorance and skepticism have led to despair for us all. I understand if you despise me.” She looked away. “I despise me.”

      “I do not hate you.” He pinched her chin and turned her so he could look in her eyes. His were blue again. “I hate my father. I hate Giselle. I could never hate you. I hate them for making you think it is your fault. I hate them for killing my brother. I hate them for driving us apart. This is not your doing. I don’t blame you for anything. I blame them. It’s their fault… we don’t need Akashi. I will destroy them all.”

      “We will destroy them all.” Zamara grasped his hands. “I know how we can use Akashi now…but I don’t think you are going to like it.”

      He growled. “Why do I have the feeling this has something to do with the dragon?”

      “Because it does. We are Ceterus, Sideon. We share a life force. It will always have something to do with us, until the end of time. That is just the way it is now. Might as well get used to it. I will either have both of you in peace, or neither in war. We could spend the next hundred years working together and shaping worlds, or the next hundred years at each other’s throats while we destroy this one. You decide.”

      He quirked a smile. “Well, when you put it like that it doesn’t seem like much of a choice.”

      “Exactly,” She grabbed his hand and took off, “welcome to being my other third.”
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        * * *

      

      Zamara and Sideon entered Nevrine’s lair. Having Sideon around was extremely useful when hundreds of stairs were involved.

      Cassian leaned against Nevrine’s mad scientist bar and nodded his head. She didn’t know whether he was agreeing with Nevrine or if he was only doing it out of respect.

      Their approach garnered attention. The pair stopped talking and watched as she and Sideon closed the gap between them. Why do I feel like I am marching to my death?

      “Have you decided, Cassian?” She asked.

      He glanced at Sideon and back at her. “Nevrine thinks it will work. If you are both in agreement, he can help us with the ritual.”

      “When you did it before the journey, child,” Nevrine smiled, “You did it wrong. The only thing left to do before we can begin, is give me your consent, each of you. Blood bonds are serious. They might be easy to create, but they are near impossible to break and last for all eternity. I need to know that all three of you have given it some thought, and this is what you genuinely want. Is this truly what you desire, Zamara?”

      No. “Yes.” She crossed her arms.

      “Cassian?”

      He cleared his throat, “Yes.”

      “Sideon?”

      “Let’s do it.”

      “I need to hear a yes, your Highness.”

      “Fine.” He waved his hand. “Yes. Who wouldn’t want to be tied to a beautiful woman and a colossal stinking beast until the end of time?”

      Cassian barked a laugh. “The feeling is mutual, pirate.” 

      Zamara rubbed her temple with two fingers. This is going to be a long eternity. 

      They moved plush chairs and coffee tables out of the way in the sitting area.

      Nevrine covered one of the tables in a crimson cloth and meticulously set up an altar with tools, ingredients, candles, and little figurines. Beside the statues, a white rabbit munched on some lettuce in a cage.

      Her legs strained as the three of them sat cross legged around a bowl of red wine, at the base of the makeshift altar.

      Nevrine sprinkled a circle of salt around them, chanting something in ancient Magai.

      After completing the circle, he lit five candles, placing them at specific points on top of the salt.

      The three of them joined hands, chanted to close the circle and summoned Var, the goddess of oaths.

      Taking an ornamental dagger, they ran the blade across each palm and held their fists over the bowl as they let their blood flow into the wine. 

      Joining hands, they chanted again.

      She broke the connection and grabbed a femur bone. With it, she stirred the bowl counterclockwise and passed it around the circle as they each took drinks.

      She placed the empty bowl in the middle, and they rejoined hands.

      Zamara observed them with sweaty palms and a racing heart. 

      Cassian’s jaw muscles ticked. 

      Sideon was unusually quiet, which made her worry.

      The tension in the room was almost suffocating.  

      I am forcing two men who hate each other to bind themselves together forever. Are we doing the right thing? 

      No, I know it’s for the best, even if they don’t like it.  

      Power flowed through all of them.

      The hairs on her arms spiked like magnetized metal shavings. Blood and energy intertwined through the trio like a river of lightning, hard, fast, and unforgiving. 

      The power was so great she felt like her bones would explode. 

      She started to wonder if this was such a great idea after all, if their forms could even hold the power… or would it tear them all to shreds?

      Her entire being was ripped apart and stitched back together, creating a beautiful golden tapestry of their conjoined souls.

      A golden cord shot forth and knotted around them in a series of three interlocking triangles. It glowed hot and bright before fizzling into nonexistence. 

      The storm calmed and the only sound that could be heard was that of their heavy breathing.

      “That should be all.” Nevrine’s soft voice brought her back from her thrall. “You three are now bound by blood together and forever as Ceterus. Why don’t you take your new powers for a spin? See what you can do while you are still within the protection of the circle.”

      Zamara frowned and focused. Akashi flowed from her. She commanded it, smooth and sure as a limb attached to her body.

      They gave their thanks to the goddess by sacrificing the rabbit as an offering and painting their faces with its blood.

      The circle was dissolved, and the three Ceterus set out for Dragon Tower. Zamara had some citizens to win back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fires blazed from two massive hearths in the great hall. One of Nevrine’s concoctions was infused with the wood to produce red smoke, a summons from the queen. Bells in the clock towers tolled throughout the settlement, signaling every citizen to immediately gather in the hall.

      Zamara rested upon her throne, staring at a clock on the far wall. Her people trickled in and settled down. She could tell some of them arrived with intentions of telling her off but thought better of it after approaching the dais. She didn’t blame them. She looked intimidating: black leather armor, armed to the neck, Akashi sparking from her antlered crown, face still covered in blood. Zamara didn’t wash it off for this purpose alone. She did not look like a queen who had been doing nothing but partying at the tavern. Her people wanted a warrior queen who paid attention to them and fought for what was theirs, that was what they were going to get.

      Cassian sat on his throne to her right. Sideon occupied the one to her left. She felt more powerful than ever with them at her side. It was a bottomless well of magik. She couldn’t burn out if she tried. In fact, she almost had to keep her crown sparking just to dull the incessant buildup of Akashi tightening her skin.

      Knowing they were with her gave her the strength she needed to win back her people.

      She took a shaky breath and projected her voice across the hall. “I owe you all an explanation. I realize when I had you evacuate and then halt, it made me look like an incompetent ruler who couldn’t make up her mind. I realize I haven’t been here for you in the way you need me. I have been shirking my duties as queen, pawning them off on my council so I can do whatever I want. I have been selfish. I am ashamed of my behavior. You deserve better. You deserve a responsible leader that puts you first, above even their own wants and needs. We are all working towards a common goal, ‘peace, sustainability, freedom’. And that means the freedom to choose your own paths. And the very person you trusted to uphold those things, took your freedom away. I understand that you may feel betrayed. I know I was wrong. I let my emotions get the best of me. But if you can find it in your hearts to forgive me, I vow to you that I will be the queen you deserve from here on out. Remember the queen who led her people through the Reckoning and not only survived but prospered? I can be that again. I will protect your lives and your rights with my dying breath. I will embrace the responsibilities. I realized that Rose is my sister, but you are also my family. I hope you will allow me to explain why I did what I did, and then allow me to give you the details of current events so you can make up your own minds. When I am done, each of you will be left with three choices. One, stay and fight. Two, stay and hunker down in your houses or Dragon Tower. Three, continue evacuation to safety.”

      She stood and laced power into her voice. “People of the Mystic Lake settlements. We are at war. Kain’s army of reapers has assembled in the Forbidden. Their numbers are vastly greater than ours. If I do not hand over the Akashi Stone and the settlement, he has threatened to kill Princess Rose and will attack at sundown. This is why I called for the evacuation. But, after much contemplation, I have decided not to give him that power over us. It is what Rose would want. I have no plans to give in to his demands. We are officially under siege.”

      A collective gasp filled the room.

      “This is our home. Our walls have never been breached. They will not be tonight. I will fight for what is ours. All that is left for you to decide is if you will fight alongside me.”
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      Zamara and Sideon rowed across Mystic Lake in their armored diving suits while the others prepared for battle. 

      Everything hinged on them finding the Trisector.

      Sideon pulled the oars into the boat and gestured to his suit. “Are these even safe?”

      “If they weren’t, do you think I would be doing this?” Zamara drew her oars in.

      “Yes.”

      She bit down on a smile and checked to make sure their breathing hoses were attached to the boat. If they fell into the water, things could get disastrous. “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

      “Didn’t you crash your last invention?” He smirked. “—and let’s not forget what you did to that frog.”

      “Shut up, they work. They have been tested. I used them when Dante and Levi fried the water mill. They just haven’t been tested beyond twenty feet.”

      “Oh, that’s comforting.” Sideon snorted.

      Zamara glared at him. “They should work. We just have to go slow. Don’t get tangled up in your air hose. Besides, why are you so scared? If you get in a bad situation, you can just veil-walk out. I’m the one who is putting my life in danger.”

      “Our lives in danger, you mean. Good point, you should stay top side while I go down there.” 

      Zamara rolled her eyes, put her helmet on, and fell backwards into the water.

      She could hear the water flowing around her helmet and recalled being trapped under the ice. 

      Her heart viciously beat against her chest as they slowly sank past the mill, its house sized paddles lumbering through the water. 

      Deeper. 

      Her breathing quickened. All that gave her air was the hose attached to her helmet, one-hundred feet above. 

      If something happens to the rowboat, if it tips and the hose falls into the water–if it gets tangled or bit by something…

      Deeper. 

      The water grew darker. Mystic Lake was bottomless. She had no idea what was lurking in these waters, could be a serpent–or a giant octopus… A chill crept down her spine. 

      The metal of her suit creaked with the pressure change like chair-legs scraping across the floor.  

      A sheen of sweat stuck to her face. Spying the mouth of the caves, she slowly swam into their darkness.

      She couldn’t see a thing in the tunnel and hoped Sideon was doing ok. This was a bad idea.

      Trying to swim in a metal suit was cumbersome. Her arms and legs ached.  

      Zamara’s helmet slammed into her shoulders as she heard a loud thunk, metal hitting rock. She reached out, disoriented, scraping her gloves across a hard surface. Her eyes widened. It was a dead end. 

      No! Her stomach dropped. This was all for nothing.  

      Hot tears burned her eyes. 

      With a heavy heart, she turned to go back and felt a hand on her arm, pulling her upwards. 

      They swam up for a while when she was yanked back again. 

      No matter how much she paddled and flailed, she made no headway. 

      Zamara opened her mouth to draw breath and found there was none. 

      The hose must be crimped somewhere… 

      Panic clawed at her throat as she tried in vain to drag air into her lungs. 

      Sideon yanked on her arm to no avail. 

      I’m going to have to lose the helmet and pray to the fates there is an air pocket up there.

      With shaky hands, Zamara ripped her helmet off and swam hard. She felt light headed. Spots swarmed her dark vision.       

      She broke the surface and gasped. It was musty and smelled of minerals, but it was air, and it was delicious. 

      Exhausted to the bone, she crawled out of the water, onto a rocky surface, worn smooth over the years of lapping waves, and collapsed. 

      Out of the corner of her eye she saw the shadow of Sideon flopping beside her and heard him remove his helmet. His breathing was labored. “Let’s not do that again.”  

      “Agreed.” Zamara dragged herself to her feet and shrugged her diving suit off. Soft purple light from her amulet radiated outwards into the cavern, bouncing off teeth-like rocks formed from the years of dripping water. It reminded her of the open maw of a dragon.

      As they were removing their diving gear, Zamara caught movement in the shadows. She discarded her gear in a pile on the damp stone floor and launched herself into Sideon’s arms. “We made it!”

      “That we did.” Sideon chuckled and squeezed her tight, “I suppose I will allow you to say, I told you so, just this once.”

      Zamara lowered her voice and whispered. “We are surrounded.”

      “I know.” He breathed into her ear.

      “What do you think?”

      “Let them take us. It will be easier than wandering these tunnels forever hoping we stumble upon the machine.”

      Zamara pulled away.

      “We come in peace.” She put her hands up and fell to her knees in surrender, hoping against all hope these creatures spoke her language. “You can come out now. We will go with you willingly.” Her voice echoed off the cavern walls. This makes things easier. They must know where the machine is. Now we just have to convince them not to kill us.

      Sideon mimicked her movements and mumbled. “It’s a good thing you washed all that crap off your face.”

      The shadows began to stir and detached from the walls. Hunched creatures with milky translucent skin and eyes like black marbles began to emerge. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled as a shiver slid down her spine. Hairless dwarves surrounded them with spears. They were covered in the same strange runes as Zamara and Rose.

      She took a deep breath and studied them in awe. Nirumbee, hairless mountain dwarves that lived in an underground city of jewels. Father said they each had the strength of ten men and could impart wisdom–if they liked someone. They eat them if they don’t. 

      One of them, a commander of some sort, broke through the circle and approached them. The dwarf used the tip of his spear to hook the chain of her amulet and lifted it. Its beady black eyes widened slightly. The creature glanced between Sideon and her. A gruesome toothy grin bloomed on its face.

      The Nirumbee barked orders at his minions in some guttural language. Soon they were being led through a maze of tunnels with spears at their backs.

      They were probably being taken to their leader. Which was one step closer to the Trisector. She hadn’t figured out if it was a good or a bad thing that they knew she had the amulet. Were these creatures’ allies or enemies?

      After too many twists and turns to count, they emerged into a breathtakingly enormous cavern with an inverted pyramid pointing at a tower of jewels. The pyramid lit the cavern like the sun. She stopped dead in her tracks. I remember this. “Ladora.”

      Zamara took in the colorful city with wide eyes. Only this was no bedtime story to keep the children from wandering off. It’s real, hidden right below our feet this entire time. Miraculous. This is why Kain wants the settlement.

      “Come.” A gruff voice said from the ground as a tiny little hand pulled her forward. She looked down to see the Nirumbee’s commander leading her farther into the city.

      “Where are we going?” Zamara asked.

      “Kyashe.” The tiny creature grunted. “Chieftain.”

      “Then what?” Sideon breathed down her neck. “Are we prisoners?”

      “Peace.”

      She wanted to tell him that being led around by a horde of dwarves with spears up their asses wasn’t very peaceful. She supposed she should just shut her mouth and follow and hoped Sideon would do the same. 

      They traipsed through the main lobby of the jeweled tower. Zamara was breathless. It was magnificent. It was like being in another dimension. A world inside a world. They took an elevator to the top floor. We need one of these in the towers.

      The chieftain resided in a plush office with thick carpet and all the amenities. She was expecting something more cave-dwellingish.

      Two guards stood outside a set of frosted glass doors. Kyashe was scrawled across them. The guards opened the doors to let her and Sideon through.

      Kyashe sat behind a bulky oak desk. She was vaguely aware of him smiling and greeting them, but her attention was not on him. It was on the redheaded woman standing behind him.

      The woman’s hands rested behind her back. She serenely gazed out the window, taking in the city. Lost in thought, not even aware of the newcomers. She wore a pair of black trousers and a simple white tunic. The tunic fell off one of her shoulders revealing… runes.

      Zamara froze. Her heart jumped into her throat and her mouth went dry as the woman turned around.

      “R-Rose?” Zamara gasped. “How?”

      “Sister.” A smile bloomed on Rose’s face as she maneuvered around the desk and approached Zamara.

      “Rose!” Zamara snapped out of her shock and barreled into her. She squeezed her around the neck, needing to know that this was real. Tears cascaded down her cheeks. Then she realized Rose was barely hugging her back. She remembered how gaunt and sickly she was in her vision and pulled away. She settled for holding her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “Are you hurt?”

      “No.”

      “Gods,” Zamara searched her face and took a tally of her health, “you look better than last I saw—what have they been feeding you? When did you get here? How did you get here? I have so many questions.” Her voice cracked. She threw her arms around her sister again and cried. “I can’t believe it.”

      “You don’t believe it?” Kyashe chuckled. His voice was soothing and scratchy. He sounded like a grandfather. Zamara finally separated from her sister and turned to him.

      “I don’t believe it.” He rose from his desk and hobbled to them. “It’s been upwards of two centuries since you both graced my doorstep. You were little girls last I saw you.”

      “What?” Zamara frowned.

      He smiled kindly and gestured to a sitting area. “Sit down. Make yourselves comfortable. We have much to talk about. I will send for food. And you have the Akashi Stone?” He hobbled over to a mini bar and pulled a bottle of something out. He placed it on a tray along with some glasses. “This calls for a celebration!”

      “Yes, it does,” Zamara flopped in a plush chair “but we are extremely pressed for time. There is a war being waged on the surface.”

      He placed the tray on the table in front of them and sniggered. “You always were an impatient one.”

      Kyashe poured them all a drink. “The Trisector is on the roof. Let me explain some things and I will take you to it.”  

      He handed Zamara a drink and cleared his throat. “What an interesting piece of jewelry. Where did you get it?”

      “Cassian gave it to me.” She set her drink on the table and spun the ring on her finger.

      “The dragon?” He rubbed his chin.

      “Yes...” How does he know all this stuff? Kyashe knows about the Akashi Stone. Maybe he can tell me about the ring. “He said he got it in the marshes by the Bone Bridge. Do you know anything about it?”

      “The troll bridge.” He raised bushy white eyebrows, took her hand, and studied it. “Interesting indeed… I cannot tell you much. They are crafted by Jinni’s that are said to dwell in the marshes. Devious things. The Bone Bridge was originally built to keep people away. I have seen others similar but never this one.” His watery eyes snapped to hers. “And you can use your power while wearing it?”

      “I can.”

      “A gift from the Fates! Lucky, he happened upon it. Do not take it off. No matter what.” He looked her in the eyes. “Promise me.”

      Zamara nodded. “I promise.”

      “Good. Good. Now to answer some of your questions.” He passed drinks out to the others and continued. “You two will remember that you once played hide and seek in Oryn Forest, by the offering tree. That is what the runes are for. That is how Rose arrived here not two hours before you. Hers was completely by accident. Since Edrasile, the only living gateway between the Five Realms was destroyed, only people with the markings can traverse the gateways.”

      Zamara glanced at Rose. “How did we get them?”

      “When you girls were five,” Kyashe took a sip, “you happened upon one of our children by accident, Aiyana was her name. She was sent topside to retrieve the offerings. Your paths crossed. You two asked her to play with you. That was the beginning of a budding friendship. Aiyana, against the rules, wanted to show you Ladora. She snuck you down here through the tunnels. That became a regular thing. We all grew to love you both. Eventually, the general found out about your visits. He was not happy. He thought your knowledge of this place would put you in grave danger. So, he had us erase your memories and seal off the tunnels so you could not return. With heavy hearts, we did as he commanded, but we gave you the runes in the hopes that you would one day return to us… and here you are.” He saluted with his glass and knocked it back. The rest of them did the same.

      “Kyashe,” Zamara grabbed his hand, “Kain is topside with an army of reapers. He wants the Akashi Stone and the settlement. He wants to use the Trisector—”

      “—we will not let that happen.” Kyashe growled. “If he finds his way to Ladora, all will be lost. The realms will be destroyed. You cannot give him the stone.”

      “Will you help us?” She grabbed both his hands.

      “I will.” He nodded. “And I will start by taking you to the Trisector, the only non-living gateway between the Five Realms.”
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      Zamara, Rose, and Sideon followed Kyashe to the roof. He pushed the door open and stepped through. Her boots thumped along the stone path. She inhaled a sweet scent of wildflowers and sighed. Her body, her entire being, hummed with contentment. She wondered if the others felt it too.

      Crystals of all colors, shapes and sizes were scattered across the ground, some as miniscule as pebbles, others, the size of carriages. The path led them to a glasslike pyramid in the center, half the size of the one it pointed at. A second chamber sat at its core. Zamara glimpsed mechanical parts through the chamber’s glass door.

      We finally found the Trisector. We can use Akashi. Rose has been recovered. Kyashe is going to help. It’s looking like things could really work out. She even allowed herself a glimmer of hope. This might even be, dare I say it, easy.

      They stopped outside the glass door of the middle chamber.

      “Remember Zamara, only you may enter the heart. If anyone without runes steps in, they will be vaporized. This is where I leave you.” Kyashe bowed. “I must ready my army. Return to my office when you are finished here. We will strategize and I will take you home.”

      She walked into the capsule and placed the amulet inside a glowing, multifaceted crystal. Behind her, the glass door sealed shut. A ball of racing electricity engulfed the crystal and grew until it was tall as a jotun and wide as her council table. A blinding beam shot out the top and slammed into the inverted pyramid above.

      Now what?

      She heard a sharp cry and turned around just in time to see Sideon yank his sword from Rose’s abdomen. 

      “Rose!” Her heart exploded. She pounded her fist on the door.

      Her sister’s body crumpled to the ground.

      “No!” She cried out. “You son of a bitch!”

      “Gods damn you to the Never!” Zamara shrieked. “I’ll kill you!”

      I’ve got to get out of here. If I can heal her—Her hands shook as she frantically searched the door for a latch. There isn’t one.

      She turned and glanced over at a panel on the wall, looking for anything that might open a door. Nothing.

      Anything she could rip off and break the glass with… That damn energy ball engulfed most of the room! 

      Gods. 

      I need to hurry.

      She spun around and heel kicked it. 

      Once. 

      Twice. 

      Pain shot up her leg.  

      She pressed her hands against the door and watched her sister. As if she could bring her back by will alone. Blood drained from her face as she watched Rose’s life seep out onto the floor. Along with it, any chance of Zamara being able to heal her.

      Sideon shouted something on the other side. She couldn’t hear him over the machine behind her and the roaring in her head. It doesn’t matter. Rose is gone. I failed her. Again. Nothing matters anymore. They win. She fell to her knees.

      As if his betrayal wasn’t enough, the monster began hacking her head off. To ensure I can’t bring her back.

      “No!” She punched the glass, over and over until her knuckles were shredded. Until she could no longer see him through the smeared blood. Good. I never want to see his face again. Zamara allowed her mind to fall into madness. The flood gate burst, and the voices spilled through, hundreds of them at once.

      She continued assaulting the door until every bone in her hand was shattered. Then she switched to the other one.

      When she finally exhausted herself, she fell to the floor in a broken heap and hugged her knees to her chest.

      So, this is how it ends. So close. Only to lose everything because I trusted the enemy’s son. I followed my heart, and it betrayed me. Rose and Ander are both gone. I failed everyone. How can I go on? If I killed myself, I could take Sideon with me… but it would take Cassian too. She couldn’t. And what about the vow I made my people? To be a better queen. They still need me. Will I break that vow as well?

      No. Pull yourself together and soldier on. You are not dead yet. Fate is not yet finished with you.

      Sideon’s frantic voice echoed through her head. It’s not Rose! Look. It silenced all the others. Every thought escaped her grasp. At this moment, his voice was the focal point of her universe.

      Zamara pushed herself into a sitting position. She didn’t believe it. How dare you! Get out of my head!

      It isn’t Rose! It’s a reaper wearing your sister’s face. Gods, Woman. Wipe some of this damn blood off and you will see.

      She used her shoulder to wipe a window in the glass and peered out. Sideon held a decaying head by greasy hair. Its eyes were hollow. Its nose and mouth were slits.

      At least that meant Rose was still alive, and Sideon did not betray her. She breathed a sigh of relief. How is this possible?

      They must have a blood witch that charmed it to look like Rose.

      Rose is still with Kain. Panic clawed its way up her throat. He will know that I activated the Trisector! 

      We can still find a way. You must continue. This is how the Nirumbee impart wisdom. Sideon tossed the reaper's head. It hit the ground with a thunk. Bloody dots stamped the ground as it rolled away. He picked up the book and skimmed through with his index finger. You must go into that ball of lightning and gaze upon the Pools of Fate. They will show you how to end this. Just don’t go too far or you will lose yourself.

      How will I know if I’ve gone too far? And how do I know you aren’t sending me to my death?

      ‘You know. Deep down, you know. I would never purposely hurt you. I will act as your tether, pull you back if you go too far. Trust me…

      She stepped up to the energy field and studied it. Her heart picked up speed as she remembered the searing, suffocating feeling of this lightning in the Fenix Fires.

      It is only a doorway, Zamara. Walk into it and gaze upon the pools. Simple. I’m right here. You got this.

      Could she really do that? Trust him?

      After everything, she knew, deep down, that she could. He had proved himself over and over, and they were bound now. 

      Zamara took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and jumped into the light. This was nothing like the darkness between jumps. This was different. Peaceful.

      She found herself in a white marble chamber, a replica of the mud chamber she found Mani in, but with some stark contrasts. Mani was in his adult form and had replaced the mud pots with swirling opalescent water. Her uncle waited for her atop the dais in a white suit. Where the altar was, now sat a short golden column that held a matching shallow bowl. Both pieces were intricately carved with runes.

      “Are you going to tell me hello or just stand there all day admiring the bowl, niece?” His soft laughter filled the room. “If you think these are impressive, wait until you see what’s inside.”

      Zamara climbed the stairs and peered inside. Ribbons of brilliant colors danced as if they had minds of their own, very much like her ring, but different. This liquid glowed. It was light where her ring was dark. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Such is life.” He beamed. “Yours in particular. It is even brighter than your mother’s. That is what you are looking at, ribbons of your life. They do not all look like this.”

      “This is the Pool of Fate?”

      He nodded to the ponds below. “Those are the Pools of Fate. They hold the stories of every life that ever has or ever will exist. I extracted only yours so that you may look upon it.”

      Zamara gazed intently at the bowl.

      Her uncle laughed and handed her a goblet. “You must drink from it first.”

      “Oh.” Her face heated. She took the goblet and dipped it into the bowl. “Bottoms up.” She chugged it down and handed it back to Mani. Then she rested her hands on either side of the bowl and watched the ribbons as they danced faster and faster. Her equilibrium swirled with the water until she became dizzy and was yanked into a vision.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara stood on a charred field of ruined bodies. Battle was all around her, but nobody paid her any attention. Some of them were even going through her. It is just a vision.

      She glanced around and found a circle of people watching a fight unfold inside a shield. Zamara ran to the circle and peered in.

      She watched herself battle with Kain.

      Watched herself get distracted and Kain get the upper hand.

      Kain violently beat her and finally—sliced her throat.

      Her stomach roiled. She was witnessing her own death. Kain turned to a dark mist and was sucked into her amulet. The reapers all burst into smoke. A black cloud of dark souls swarmed her like a murmur of birds. In the flash of an eye, they too were pulled in. The amulet disappeared. 

      She watched as Cassian rushed to her, fell to his knees, and dragged her into his arms. She flopped like a rag doll. Sideon knelt at her side, placed his palm over her forehead, and closed his eyes–And Rose—Rose—running up to them and collapsing in heart wrenching sobs. More of her people surrounded her.

      Zamara’s ring began to glow. Then…nothing…
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        * * *

      

      Standing back in the Pools of Fate, Zamara blinked a few times to tame her hazy vision. When her eyes finally focused, she snapped at Mani. “I thought this was supposed to show me how to stop Kain.”

      Mani nodded. “It did.”

      “I died. Kain killed me.” Rose lived. The others…lived. Kain and his army were sucked in.

      “I saw it.” Mani’s face was pale and covered in a sheen of sweat.

      “So, to stop Kain and set everything right, I have to die? That is the sacrifice you were talking about in the Fenix Fires?”

      “I didn’t know it then, but I believe now, yes, that is the price the Fates demand you pay for Kain’s life. You must sacrifice yourself. What happens after that, where your soul goes, remains to be seen.”

      Zamara frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Mani shrugged. “That was just the end of your immortality, where your soul goes from there remains to be seen. You may fall to the Neverworld. The gods might accept you into Asendia. Your soul may very well decide to stay with its Ceterus. We just don’t know. You must finish this journey on blind faith.”

      Zamara widened her eyes and grabbed the goblet. “We could look again. If I drink more, I might see more.”

      “No.” Her uncle shook his head. “The Fates are fickle. Looking upon them more than once in a visit is forbidden. They have shown all they are willing for you to get it done.”

      She dipped the cup. “What are they going to do? Spank me?”

      Mani sighed, “Doing so could scramble your brain and leave you paralyzed.”

      Zamara bit her lip and set the goblet down. “Alright, uncle.” 

      “Anything else?” 

      “Yeah, you said my soul might want to stay with its Ceterus. In my vision, I died but Cassian and Sideon did not, but we are bound. Why?” 

      “I cannot tell you that, either.”

      “You don’t know much for being a god.” 

      “I am a servant of the Fates, niece. We all are. We know only what they show us.”  

      She raised her eyebrows and waved her hand around. “Do you have any ancient familial advice before I embark on this quest to my doom?”

      “Take something for the pain before going into battle?”

      “Great. Well—” Zamara turned her back on her uncle and walked down the steps. “I will see you around then. Thanks for the help.”
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        * * *

      

      “We can’t.” Sideon placed his hand on her shoulder. “If you tell Cassian that you must sacrifice yourself, he will lock us both up until my father either attacks or gets bored and goes away.”

      “He deserves to know. No more secrets between us. If we cannot trust each other, we doom ourselves to failure. He deserves to have all the information available and to make his own choice. I trust him to make the right one. The vision showed me nothing beyond Kain and the reapers getting sucked into the amulet. But I have faith this will all work out in the end. I have faith that the Fates have guided us to exactly where we need to be. If it’s my time to die, if this is my true end, then… so be it. If I must do it, then I choose to go out in a fiery blaze. At least my death will mean something. I can only hope you and Cassian choose to respect my wishes.”

      “Even if it sucks us in with you?”

      “The pool showed only Kain going in.” Zamara spun the ring on her finger. “I think it has something to do with this ring. This is where I ask you to blindly trust me.”

      He stepped forward and grabbed her face. “You are asking me to let the woman I love charge headfirst into her own death!”

      Her nostrils flared. “Would you do it for Merida?”

      Sideon narrowed his eyes. He pulled her into him, wrapped his arms around her and cradled her head.

      She inhaled the scent of mint and saltwater. Her body melted into his solid embrace. She took comfort from his strength.

      “I can’t.” He whispered.

      “You must.”

      “Gods.” His arms tightened around her like a python squeezing its food. “I will bring you back, Zamara. This I swear. Even if I must tear a thousand realms to shreds, I will find a way to get you and Ander back.”

      She smiled into his chest. “I know you will.”

      Sideon took a shaky breath and grabbed her hand. “Let’s get you topside. It would seem I must help my Ceterus pick a fight to the death.”
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        1 Hour ‘til Sundown

      

      

      “Alright, well…” Zamara raised her eyebrows and rubbed her forehead. “We are under siege. So, the strategy is going to be pretty basic. It’s nothing any of you aren’t familiar with. Our first objective is simple, hold the wall. Which should be easy enough with the Trisector’s energy shield.”

      Zamara and her company stood around a map table of the battlefield and surrounding areas. Miniature donkey figurines represented Kain’s army.

      “Our second aim is this: clear the field, kill them all. In chess, it’s called an Immortal Sacrifice. In war, we say take no prisoners. We need to kill as many reapers as possible so I can get to Kain and trap him. The amulet will take care of the rest.”

      “Trap him.” Cassian snorted. “That’s what we’re calling it?”

      “Kyashe,” Zamara laid her hands on the table. “Let’s go over the Nirumbee’s plan for everyone.”

      Kyashe stood on a stool and ran pale spindly fingers along the map. “My dwarves are digging pitfalls and trenches in the battlefield. Once the pits are full, my scouts will light the trenches along the sides, funneling the enemy army. Once that happens, my army will charge from the East, pushing them forward to trap them against the wall.”

      Zamara frowned and pointed at the fake fire trench towards the South, “Is there any way we can put a hole here for deserters to escape through?”

      “You want to let them escape?” Aera looked at her like she was an idiot.

      “A Golden Bridge,” She nodded. “Armies who are completely trapped fight with a harder fervor. We may not have a unit stationed in front of the wall, but we still have the Nirumbee to worry about. If any deserters cross the bridge, Boss, Commander Engor, Scandronn and the cavalry are lying in wait in Oryn Forrest. They will push from the south and act as our annihilation wave. After that, the field should be clear enough for us to reach Kain and finish this once and for all.”

      Nevrine looked at her with something like pride. “That can be done. I will station some of the Magai on the ramparts with Red and the archers.”

       “Which brings me to that. Once we soften the battlefield up, Red and Aera will take command of the archers. Sideon and I will make our way onto the field. Where I trap Kain and the remaining reapers in the amulet. Now, he and Rose could still be bound, so let it be known that if anyone—anyone—makes a move on Kain’s life, I will strike them down. Trapping them is the only way to ensure everyone’s survival.”

       Cassian barked a laugh. “Not everyone’s.”

       “Cassian,” Zamara swallowed a lump in her throat and took his hand. “I need you to be okay with this if we are to continue. We talked about this. You told me you understood.”

       “I do understand.” He squeezed her hand and flared his nostrils. “I hate the plan, but I understand. We can continue. I will try to keep my commentary to myself.”

       She looked to Sideon. “What do you think? Will this hinder Kain’s army enough to get to him?”

       Sideon said, “I guarantee you every strategy you can think of, he has already carried out. Nothing will surprise him. All we can do is pick one, stick with it, and hope the gods are with us.”

       “They are.” She smiled, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. The truth was, she was terrified. She hadn’t exactly lived an innocent life. What if they weren’t with her? What if this was all some elaborate smoke show? What if she sacrificed herself for nothing? 

       Nevrine tapped the table. “Don’t forget, he also knew how to render the shield in old Magai territory useless. He could again.”

       “That is why you will be leading the rest of the Magai and the Guard behind the wall as foot soldiers in case the worst happens. But even without the shield, we have the strongest wall in all Karth. In which case we just go to normal siege tactics. Red and his archers will be ready for that.”

       Red snorted. “They aren’t getting past the wall.”

       “Xiao,” Zamara said, “You oversee Dragon Tower and the citizens. Take some of the healers and set up a med bay in the main hall. If the walls are breached, evacuate as many as you can.”

       She nodded and placed her fist over her heart. Her eyes shone with despair, but she was brave. My beautiful, loyal Xiao. Besides Nevrine and Cassian, she has been with us longer than any of the others. Zamara gave her ex-wife a reassuring smile and placed her fist over her heart.

       They all mimicked the motion.  

       “It’s been a great honor to serve with you all these past centuries. Mystic Lake wouldn’t be anything—I—wouldn’t be anything without you. You are all my family. I love every single one of you—with all my heart. If we don’t all make it tonight, may we meet again in the afterlife. If our alliances, our friendships, remain unbroken, there is nothing that cannot be accomplished. Even if we don’t all survive, the ones who do must continue, for the sake of New Hallha.”

       Her heart ached. But it was bittersweet. She looked around the table at her councils’ somber faces. Tears streamed down Xiao’s porcelain cheeks. Boss sniffed.

       She meant something to them. She could feel their love. They would go on without her. They would find a way. Their love gave her the strength to soldier on. To meet her destiny with a smile on her face. Her only regret was she would not be able to see her sister one last time.

       She turned to Cassian and gulped past a lump in her throat. “Take care of Rose for me. Tell her how much I love her.”

      Xiao sobbed into Scandronn’s chest.

      “I will, little one.” Cassian drew her into his arms and cradled her head with a trembling hand.

      “I will.” His voice broke. He squeezed her in his iron grip and planted a kiss on top of her head.

      Cassian held her like that for some time. She didn’t pull away. She closed her eyes and relished what was probably their last embrace.

      When they finally pulled away and composed themselves, they headed out the door towards their stations.

      She had a date with destiny.
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        Sundown

      

      

      Zamara looked out across a blue tinted battlefield as a full moon peeked over the horizon in the east. Seventy-five thousand reapers stood in formation, staring back at her like a sea of faceless corpses. Chills whispered down her spine.

      An owl hooted in the distance.  

      Zamara strolled along the ramparts with Sideon, giving words of encouragement and conveying battle strategy to the soldiers. Her blood sang with excitement despite her looming death. This was her element.

      They climbed the stairs to the battlements and came to rest by Red.

      Zamara took a deep breath, laced power into her voice and bellowed down the line of archers. “They outnumber us ten to one—but do not let their numbers fool you! They are mindless drones following a master’s bidding! We have every advantage! The gods are with us. Our walls have never been breached and they will not be tonight! They want what is ours! But they cannot have it!”

      She drew her Khannas. “This is our home!”

      The soldiers cheered.

      “Our loved ones!” She paced the battlements.

      Shields banged.

      “Our freedom!”

      The war horn blew.

      “Slay the demons!” She slammed her Khanna into the air and released an explosion of Akashi into the shield, lighting it up.

      Cassian took flight and belted fire into the skies.

      Deafening battle cries ripped through the night.  

      The beast ravenously fed from it, wide awake and frenzied with bloodlust.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara’s veins hummed with energy.

      The battle began. Kain’s trebuchets launched massive chunks of metal. They penetrated the shield and cracked into the wall. The stone at her feet trembled. Where the projectiles hit, gaping holes remained in the shield. 

      Her eyes widened and her heart picked up speed. Dagdum ore–no! Where did he get that much of it?  

      Kain’s army charged.

      Zamara leaned over the parapet and bellowed orders to the Magai soldiers below, “Teams of twenty. Cover the holes. Kill anything that steps foot past that shield!”

      She stood at the end of the line of archers. “Nock!” The soldiers nocked their arrows. As the harpoon teams loaded their missiles.

      “Draw!” She raised one Khanna in the air and lit it up, Akashi sparking from the blade. Blue light washed over the scene, gleaming off steel and reflecting in the eyes of her soldiers. 

      The archers simultaneously raised and drew their bows. 

      Harpoons were aimed and lit on fire.

      “Loose!” She brought her Khanna down and stifled its light. 

      Arrows whirred in a wide arch and blotted out the moon. 

      Harpoons dotted the sky like fireflies and exploded on impact, sending reapers and body parts flying. 

      Traps were sprung. 

      Reapers charged to their deaths in the Nirumbee’s pits of spikes. 

      The trenches they dug were set ablaze, casting an orange glow over the battlefield, lighting up Kain’s army of decay. They were fast, like thousands of ants scurrying toward her walls in a tidal wave of evil. 

      Zamara lowered her chin and grinned at the oncoming army. Her skin tingled with anticipation.  

      “Nock!” A line of new archers replaced the old and nocked their arrows. 

      Teams of two loaded new harpoons into their rigs. 

      “Draw!” She raised her Khanna and lit it up. 

      “Loose!” She brought it down. 

      The reapers reached the shield, colliding with the Magai teams. A crack of clashing shields ripped through the air.

      “Fire at will!” She placed her hands on the rough granite in front of her and watched the reapers funnel through the shield’s holes only to be struck down by the Magai.

      A horn blew from the back of Kain’s army and flares shot into the sky, signaling the advance of the Nirumbee’s flank.

      The Magai holding the shield began to tire. Unnecessarily. “Fall back!”

      They ran into the bailey. About one-hundred reapers at their heels. The gate dropped on top of the wave. 

      The Magai behind the wall slaughtered the ones who pushed through. Screams ripped through the air. 

      Reapers pushed ladders and siege towers against the wall. Wooden ones. 

      Zamara smirked. “Ready the emerald fire!” 

      Teams of two hauled metal barrels to the parapets. It wouldn’t burn the granite, but it would incinerate their ladders and destroy anyone trying to climb up.

      “You’re up, Red.” She turned to him and placed her hand on his shoulder. “We are prepared for this. Execute normal siege tactics.”

      She turned and grabbed Sideon’s hand. “Ready?”  

      The world blinked out of and into existence as Sideon veil-walked them onto the battlefield. 

      Back-to-back, the pair began their dance of death, stabbing and slicing through every reaper that came within arm’s reach. 

      Slowly, they gained ground towards Kain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Cassian hammered the demons from the sky. He saw a wave of them escape through the golden bridge and disappear into the forest beyond. He watched them climb trees and get into position to ambush Boss and the others.

      He banked right and found that Boss and the cavalry were on the edge of the woods. They would be taken completely by surprise. In a split-second decision he did a quick fly over and lit the forest canopy ablaze before flying back to the battlefield to continue the fight.

      He could see the different colors clashing on the ground. Zamara with her glowing indigo, Kain with his darkness. He and Sideon veil-walked everywhere. They were hard to keep track of.

      Cassian had one thing on his mind, protect the woman he loved.

      He watched Kain sneak onto the bridge. Sideon and Zamara gave chase. Panic slammed into his chest. They are going to get themselves killed for nothing if those trees come down on them! What are they thinking?

      Something heavy slammed into his back. He belted out a roar as he plummeted to the ground.
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      Zamara sliced the head off a reaper and pivoted for another when Sideon appeared at her side and grabbed her arm. 

      “Kain is getting away!” He pointed in the bridge’s direction.

      She glimpsed Kain’s sneering face. They locked eyes from across the field. His face was distorted and wild in the flames. He pointed his sword at her, turned, and disappeared through the flames. 

      “Come on!” Sideon grabbed her hand and took off running. “We can’t let him get away.”

      Sideon dragged them into the middle of a burning forest. A flaming branch fell in their path. Zamara whipped around to find another way. The smoke grew thicker. Her lungs burned.

      “What happened to your sword?” She frowned at Sideon. 

      Now that I think about it, why didn’t we veil-walk here? Why can’t I feel his energy?

      Sideon’s eyes flashed black, and he laughed. “This was too easy.”

      Zamara’s eyes widened as realization dawned on her. She stabbed the ground with a Khanna and released a blast of Akashi. The reaper in front of her burst into ash. Its horrid screech cut short.

      “It’s just you and me now, little queen.” Laughter slithered through the smoke. “I’m honestly disappointed that this went down exactly as I pictured, right down to the locale of the final showdown. I thought if anyone could surprise me, it would be you. Your father would have understood and respected that strategy pumps through his opponent’s blood. He wouldn’t have done everything so by the book. He would have tried to switch it up a little. You are stubborn, just like him—And just like him—I am going to slit your throat and watch you die.”

      “You are forgetting something, Kain.”

      “Oh? What is that?” 

      “I am not my father.” She grinned and took a stance, letting Akashi spark her blades. “His blood does not pulse through my veins. I am Zamara Morgiathan, Queen, and Captain General of the Mystic Lake human settlements, Ceterus to Cassian Drake and Sideon Tyrnak. I am the last Fenix, the chosen one of the Fates.” She grinned. “—And I am going to kill you.”

      Kain charged from the smoke. Swords clashed. A dance of death ensued.

      She was breathing hard. Her lungs burned. Thick smoke suffocated her, and her eyes and nose streamed, but the injuries she sustained thus far were cosmetic. 

      She had been able to parry and defend herself against Kain quite well with her amulet. Her arm was numb from clashing swords with him. He was much stronger than her. She couldn’t continue in this way. 

      Think! I must get him so riled up that he takes my life while I’m still wearing the amulet.

      A pained roar sounded in the distance. Cassian. 

      Zamara looked up just in time to see his massive form plunge to the earth with two other beasts on top of him. Her heart vaulted into her throat.

      She launched backwards and slammed against a burning tree. The force knocked her Khannas from her hands. The crack of breaking bones snapped in her ear. The scorched ground rushed to meet her. It ripped the breath from her chest upon landing. She gasped for air as her vision tunneled out and back in. Pain splintered through her head.

      Zamara heard Kain’s taunting laughter over the ringing in her ears and nothing else. This is it. It’s just us now. She sent up a silent prayer to anyone who might be listening. Please don’t let me go to the Neverworld.

      With intense effort, she rolled onto her hands and knees. A stabbing pain jolted up her right arm when she tried to put weight on it. She clenched her teeth.

      Zamara cradled her injured arm to her chest and shook her head. Her vision cleared slightly. She forced her leaden body to stand. Pain exploded through her entire body. She swayed on her feet but managed to maneuver herself, so she was facing him.

      Kain watched her with half a smirk on his face, a predator playing with its food.

      Zamara drew a hunting knife from her belt with her good arm and pointed it at him. She bared her teeth and hissed, “This is the end, Kain. Even if you kill me, your army is gone. You will never take Mystic Lake. Either we finish this, or you surrender.”

      Kain dissipated into smoke. His laughter slid along her bones like sludge. He reappeared in her face and gripped her windpipe like a vice. “Little queen, this is only the beginning.”

      Her eyes bulged. She gagged as she clawed at the back of his hand. His eyes locked onto her amulet. He licked his lips.

      She closed her eyes and blasted him away. He flew three feet and disappeared. Before she knew what was happening, she bounced off another tree trunk. She was showered in sparks and burning twigs as she fell to her knees.  

      Zamara chuckled. “This isn’t really what I had in mind when I said I wanted to go out in a fiery blaze of—” Pain rocked her jaw as Kain connected with his anvil fist.

      She caught herself with her hands and shook her head to get her bearings.

      “Tired of getting your ass kicked yet, little queen?”

      “You hit like a girl.” Zamara laughed, spit out blood, and grit through the pain. “May I have another?”

      His boot connected with her head so hard it spun her body around. She landed on her back, staring up at the blazing canopy through the haze, her eyes were swollen slits. It felt like every bone in her face was shattered. She began choking on her own blood as it pooled in her throat.

      Kain bent down, grabbed her limp body by the hair and dragged her to her knees like a rag doll. “You aren’t laughing now, are you?”

      Her neck stung with an expectant slash and a blinding white light exploded in her vision. The distant roar of her dragon was the last thing her immortal ears would ever register.
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        * * *

      

      Zamara felt herself being hurled through the shadows of The Veil.

      The darkness turned to a crimson hue and lightened. She smelled the smoke and sulfur before she saw it. Her heart sank. In her head, she always knew she was going to the Neverworld, but her heart dared to hold out for hope.

      She was spat into a barren and rocky realm of fire and brimstone, desolation as far as the eye could see. It was much like the caverns around the Fenix Fires.

      Zamara dragged herself to her feet and realized that she was completely healed. I thought The Neverworld was supposed to be pain and torture. An agonizing shriek echoed from somewhere nearby and cut short.

      She looked around her, wondering if it sucked Cassian or Sideon in too. She watched a curly haired, brown-eyed man bound towards her from an outcropping of rocks. He stumbled to a stop. “You are her, aren’t you? The Mad Qu—I mean, Queen Morgiathan?” He rested his hands on his knees and panted. “You look just like Rose described. Though, all Magai look alike—” He cleared his throat. “I mean—you have golden eyes—not like the others, that’s how I knew.”

      Zamara drew her brows together. Is this…

      “You know, with the white hair and everything…” He made some nervous whirly gesture and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Ander?”

      “Oh!” He laughed and bowed. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Ander Pestos, Ceterus to Merida Tyrnak-Pestos, Beloved Prince of the Western Isles, at your service.” He straightened himself. The smile fell from his face. “—or we were Ceterus. How is Merida? Do you know?”  

      Zamara grabbed his hand and looked him in the eyes. “She is heartbroken, but alive.”

      Some of the tension seeped from his posture. “I know where Kain is. I saw where he entered. I can take you to him. But I need you to listen to every single thing I tell you to do, when I tell you to do it. I need you to trust me. This place is ruthless if you don’t know where to go or what to do. Can you handle that?”

      Can I? Can I place my trust in an absolute stranger? Every bone in her body screamed not to. Rose would say yes. Rose would say to trust in the Fates and their plan. And after everything that has happened, everything Zamara had seen and been through, she knew in her heart, that she could. That everything happened for reasons only known to them. That if she just let go and let them guide her, she would fulfill her destiny, and she would know peace in the end. And although that thought floored her, it also set her free. She was no longer weighed down by the need to control everything. The Fates placed Ander here for a reason. She knew that now. And she knew this was not the end.

      “I can.” Zamara gulped and placed her hand in his. “Let’s go.”

      He gripped her hand, and they took off running. 
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        * * *

      

      Their boots crunched along dry and cracked earth. She followed Ander into a canyon with a network of caves carved into its rocky sides. 

      A terrified scream rang out to her right, drawing her attention. 

      She skidded to a halt.

      A boy, no older than ten, was nailed to a standing wooden X inside the mouth of a firelit cave.

      She sucked in a breath.

      “Help me!” Tears streamed down the boy’s dirty face. 

      “Please!” He begged and sobbed. “It Hurts! Please, help me.”

      His pain and fear cut her to the bone. Someone will pay for this. 

      She broke off and ran towards him.  

      Ander grabbed her arm and ripped her back. “Don’t.” 

      “What do you mean, don’t?” Zamara frowned and yanked her arm free. “We have to help him.”

      “Your Highness,” he held her shoulders, and leveled his brown eyes, pleading. “Part of your torture is watching others suffer. It’s not real. You do not want to go into those caves, trust me. They are just trying to lure you in.” 

      The boy’s sobbing echoed off the canyon walls.   

      Her skin crawled. It broke her. She studied the child. He looked so real. Her muscles twitched and burned with the need to go to him.

      “Think about it. Would a boy his age really be in the Neverworld?” 

      Her brow furrowed. No… 

      “Zamara, you said you would trust me.” Ander held his hand out. 

      She squeezed her eyes and inhaled a shaky breath. Merida trusts him…I trust her. What is the worst that could happen? I die and go to the Neverworld? 

      She opened her eyes and placed her hand in his. It was warm, solid, and real. “Let’s get out of here.”   

      They found Kain in a clutter of large boulders, sitting on a charred stump, poking at a fire. Zamara grabbed a large rock and snuck up behind him. At least this will bring me some enjoyment. She raised the rock above her head.

      “You realize it is pointless for us to fight with each other now?” Kain tossed his stick into the fire, stood, and faced them. “Ander,” he snorted. “I should have known you two would follow me here and make my life miserable forevermore. What clever torture. This is the last stop for all of us.” He spread his arms and turned in a circle. “We could kill each other a thousand times. We would just keep coming back, forever. Kicking your asses might get redundant after a while. Use your head. I know they have accused you of doing it from time to time. Half the Neverworld’s residents were sent here by me and my son, the other half by you and the dragon. Do you think they will welcome us with open arms? Strategically, it makes sense to join forces. This is our existence now, until the end of time, thanks to you. Might as well get settled in.”

      “Your existence.” Zamara tossed the rock at their feet. “I do not plan on staying here.”

      He barked a laugh, “I don’t think you have a choice, little queen.”

      “There must be a way.”

      “Not in the Never.”

      Zamara narrowed her eyes. “You may be stronger than me, Kain, but I have something you will never have.”

      “Oh? What is that?”

      “Besides two normal hands and the favor of the Fates?” She smiled. “A reason to live.”

      She lifted her forearm and showed him the ring. “Love.”

      His eyes bulged. He closed the gap between them and snatched her hand. “Where did you get this?”

      “Cassian gave it to me.”

      “Where did he get it?”

      “Not that it is any of your business, but he said he retrieved it from the marshes by the Bone Bridge.”

      “Do you have any idea what this is?”

      “A ring.”

      “Foolish wench!” Kain spat. “What have you done?”

      Zamara. Cassian’s choked voice echoed through her head. Zamara, come back to me.

      A cord snapped, taught inside her chest, pulling her to some unseen place. She looked at the ground and frowned. Her vision blurred. She became lightheaded and swayed ever so slightly. Ander steadied her.

      Kain growled. “The dragon is telling you to return to him, isn’t he?”

      Zamara looked at him with wide eyes, unsure of what was happening.

      “Damn him to the Never!” Kain tossed his head back and roared laughter. “I trained the boy well it would seem.”

      “Don’t fight it.” Kain sighed. “You may have won the battle, little queen, but the war has only just begun. Don’t come running to me when all hell breaks loose.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassian sprawled out on the scorched forest floor. Zamara laid bloody, soot covered and limp in his arms. “Zamara! Zamara, wake up.” He shook her. Panic gripped his throat. Why isn’t she responding? This was supposed to work! “Zamara.” His voice broke. “Come back—please—I beg you. Come back to me.”

      Someone placed a hand on his shoulder. Don’t just ask her with your voice, brother. Follow the Ceterus bond, find her, use that.

      Cassian tensed. As much as he wanted to rip the arm off the owner of that hand and rage that they were not brothers, to get out of his head, that they didn’t share blood… It was Sideon’s fault this predicament seemed so familiar. He ground his teeth. We do share blood now, and we share something else. We share a Ceterus bond with the woman we love. We share the absolute need for her to be alive and well. She somehow brought me back once. It is worth a shot.

      Cassian closed his eyes and searched. He followed a golden cord through light, then darkness, and finally a world of smoke and fire. Anger boiled in his veins when he realized the Fate’s sent her to the Neverworld. There, I found her. Cassian poured his entire being into that cord.

      Zamara, come back to me—Come back to us.

      Sideon knelt next to them and placed a shaky hand over her forehead.

      Wails from the injured rang out across the muddy field. The metallic scent of blood, sweat and emptied bowels hung in the air. It mingled with the musty scent of wet ash after Sideon brought down rain to quell the fires.

      The adrenalin was wearing off and Cassian’s entire body screamed with pain and exhaustion. It was nothing compared to the deep-seated grief boring into his bones.

      Zamara.

      A tear rolled down his cheek and splashed onto her forehead.

      I need you. Come back to me.

      Burning wood crackled in the background.

      Please…

      Seconds turned to minutes. Minutes seemed like hours. I knew it. That Jinni witch tricked me. It was all for nothing. And now she owns me…

      The spark of hope in his chest dwindled.

      “Zamara!” Sideon’s voice broke as tapped her cheek and sobbed. 

      Her head rolled to the side.

      “Damn you!” Sideon jumped up and paced. “This was supposed to work!” 

      That spark of hope snuffed out.

      He tossed his head back as a savage roar ripped through his chest and up his throat, bursting from his mouth. He released his agony and pain into the skies. 

      Ravens took flight. Hundreds of them. 

      Their queen was dead. Sacrificed herself for the good of all.

      He felt a flicker of something inside his heart and fell silent. 

      A second flutter had his eyes darting to his queen.

      Her amber eyes flew open, and she greedily sucked down air. Even covered with mud, blood, cuts and bruises, she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. Cassian clutched her to his chest. It worked. Thank the Fates, it worked! Still cradling her, he lumbered to his feet.

      “Cassian—” Sideon stepped forward and reached for her. Cassian jerked away and growled.

      Sideon sighed. “Let me get her out of here, to her bed. I can do it quicker than you. And I can heal her.”

      Reluctantly, he handed her over.

      She put her arms around Sideon’s neck and scowled. “I can walk, you know.”

      Sideon barked a teary-eyed-laugh, squeezed his eyes shut and rested his forehead against hers. “I love you. I love you so much, Zamara. You will never leave my arms again if I have anything to say about it.”  They disappeared into the Veil.

      Cassian turned to Boss and Scandronn. “Take care of the aftermath.”

      In a flash of light, he shifted into his dragon form and flew after them.
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      Zamara sat on her throne in the great hall and gazed out across a sea of her people, citizens of the united continents, New Hallha. Her council and the leaders of the other territories sat with them.

      Rose giggled and elbowed her in the side, “They are calling it ‘The battle of Zamara the Great.’”

      Zamara snorted, “Gods.”

      “We are.” She grabbed her hand. “The old gods left this place. These people need someone to follow, to give them hope. We are all that they have. It’s time we get used to it.”

      “I’m no god.” Zamara barked a laugh. “I have no powers. I’m not even immortal anymore.”

      “Our people just need to feel like they are a part of something bigger than themselves. Like someone else I know.” She winked.

      Zamara bit a chunk of meat off the turkey leg in front of her. “How is a god even supposed to act?”

      “However they want. It is up to you what kind of a god you want to be. What do you always say? Lead by example? You’ve grown since I have last seen you, mentally. I would just keep doing what you already are. Uniting New Hallha as one, a peaceful, sustainable, and free place.”

      “So have you.” Zamara swallowed hard and cradled Rose’s head. “You seem older, wiser.”

      She laughed and took both Zamara’s hands in hers. “I have had quite the experience. I learned to really appreciate what I have and not constantly be looking for greener pastures.” Her eyes widened like she just remembered something, “Speaking of cows, tell me about Giselle? What happened with that? Why is she in the dungeon? I mean, that is the perfect place for her, but why didn’t you just kill her?”

      It was Zamara’s turn to laugh. “It’s a long story. In all this time she hasn’t changed at all.”

      “I believe that.” Rose reached for a goblet of wine. “Tell me, we have time.”

      Zamara grinned and leaned in. “We first found her in the old Magai ruins…”
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      Dying is easy. Being alive is so much better.

      Mystic Lake was named the capital of New Hallha. The Continental Council voted to abolish slavery across the land and to forego integrate training for the unforeseeable future. Zamara finally opened their gates to outsiders. There were thousands of new citizens she and her council must find shelter for in the settlements. After two-hundred years of mistrust, there was finally a sense of unity throughout the lands. There were no longer whispers of rebellion, or whispers of any other sort. She had not heard a single voice since she returned from the Neverworld. The silence was bliss. And even though she was now mortal, and without power, as long as she had her Ceterus, her council, and her people, she would be alright. They were enough.

      There was still much to be done. She needed to help the Western Isles and Port Angelis with energy and agriculture. The Magai and Trolls that wanted to, had returned to their territories, where they could rebuild in peace. Zamara promised to visit them all within the year to help set up detailed trade agreements.

      A trade road from Mystic Lake, running the expanse of the continents and ending in Magai Territory, was in the works, connecting all the major hubs of New Hallha.

      She toed the edge of the ramparts and observed her kingdom with pride. While the fields and Oryn Forest were demolished, the valley below them was completely unmarred by the scars of war. Cassian and Rose were waiting for her on the beach to land her first successful flight.

      Sideon was a steady presence at her side. She wouldn’t go as far as calling him and Cassian friends, but they had at least accepted the Ceterus bond and the fact she wanted them both in her life. They began training with each other to test the expanse of their combined capabilities. They were making an effort to tolerate one another. That was all she could hope for. Regardless of what the Fates had to say, she was given a second chance with the ones she loved, and she didn’t want to waste a second of it. She wanted to live and experience everything life had to offer, with all of them at her side.

      “How is Merida?” She asked softly.

      “She locked herself in her apartments.” Sideon sighed and looked at the ground, his shoulders sagged with grief.  “The servants say she still takes food and maid services. Though she hasn’t been eating, either.”

      “I’m sorry, Sideon.” She reached out and grasped his hand. “She lost her Ceterus, it is going to take time for her to come to terms with that…if she ever does.” 

      “While she is grieving, the citizens have been without proper leadership for months. Francesca is running things now. If one of us doesn’t go supervise her, we might just return to a civil war and the entire main island razed to the ground.”

      “We can address that at the next council meeting. Don’t worry. We will get your people taken care of, I promise.” She smiled at Sideon, a challenging, daring smile. She gave his hand a squeeze. “Don’t let me fall.”

      Never. He caressed her cheek with his free hand and gazed into her eyes. I will never let you fall.

      I know. Zamara closed her eyes, relishing the sensation of his warm skin against her own. I trust you.

      He barked a laugh. “It’s about damn time.”

      She turned to the pine covered valley sprawled at their feet and took a deep breath, letting the infusion of mint and saltwater calm her nerves. “Last one to the ground has to bring the winner breakfast in bed tomorrow.”

      Zamara laughed maniacally. Then, she took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and jumped.

       

      

      
        
        The End
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        Did you like Immortal Sacrifice? Are you not quite ready to leave the characters or the world behind? Fear not! I am building an empire. Everything I write is, and will be, set within the universe of the Five Realms.

      

        

      
        You can head over to my webpage,

        www.hmbrandon.com, or Amazon and check out A High Council Saga. The saga is a character prequel to Immortal Sacrifice and the story of how Zamara’s High Council came to be. I offer Nevrine, the first installment, for free with a newsletter sign-up. Separate books are planned for each of the council members.

      

        

      
        May the Fates be in your favor,

      

        

      
        H.M. Brandon

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nevrine (A High Council Saga I):
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        Neverine on Amazon

      

        

      
        Nevrine Moringer is not only the oldest soul in the realm, he is also a cold-hearted control freak, accustomed to always getting his way.

      

        

      
        On the verge of losing his fortress, an unexpected visitor threatens to take his daughter and turns his world upside down. If he has any hope of saving her, he must journey through the jungle and find a Seer, fabled to be strong enough to control minds.

      

        

      
        Along the way, he must learn to let go, before he loses everyone and everything he cares about, forever...

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Cassian (A High Council Saga II):

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Cassian on Amazon

      

        

      
        War is his mistress. Cassian Drake is the second born prince of Draconia, a frozen realm of conquerors and warriors, and one of dozens of heirs vying to inherit the throne. But his father offers him the crown in return for one simple task - he must kidnap an infant.

      

        

      
        As the last dragon in existence, Cassian believes the task is a waste of his time and abilities. When tragedy strikes, he realizes she is not just any baby—but a goddess, with the power to save the dying sun, and melt his ruthless heart.

      

        

      
        Cassian is faced with an impossible choice, bring the child back to Draconia, where she will be enslaved, her power drained to save his people… or give up everything he has ever fought for in order to keep her safe.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
S ACRIFICE.

H.M. BRANDON





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg









images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
TMMORTAL
SACRIFICE

HM. BRANDON





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





images/00031.jpeg





images/00030.jpeg
Chapter
Gwency-Five





images/00033.jpeg
& .
Gw(e:nty- €ight





images/00032.jpeg





images/00035.jpeg





images/00034.jpeg
Chapter
Gwen‘cy -Nine





images/00037.jpeg





images/00036.jpeg





images/00028.jpeg
o R
Gwenty-Gbree





images/00027.jpeg





images/00029.jpeg
bapcer
Gvgentyd:our





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00026.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg
Gwelve





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg
Gbirteen





images/00051.jpeg
\ HI(;H COUNC IL SAGAT ¢

o ¥

H.M. BRANDON 7,

4





images/00050.jpeg





images/00052.jpeg
HM. Bg,AN

o

‘A II[qH Council Suqu 1 \
[





images/00049.jpeg





images/00040.jpeg
Chapter
Gbircy-Five





images/00042.jpeg





images/00041.jpeg





images/00044.jpeg





images/00043.jpeg
<=

o
Gb(i:rty-Gigbt





images/00046.jpeg





images/00045.jpeg





images/00048.jpeg
Fo
-Gbre
g e





images/00047.jpeg





images/00039.jpeg
Chaprer
Gbircy-Four





images/00038.jpeg
<=

Chapter
Gbirty-Gbree





