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        Autumn. Year 966.

        Sanga Sang. The South World

      

      

      

      White lightning lit up the interior of the cave, followed by a booming crack of thunder. The rocky cliff shook and a scattering of rocks crashed into the restless waves of the Jaded Sea. Citrine opened her lemon-yellow eyes and watched the storm rage. Silver rain poured out of the blue-black sky like a betrayed giant blubbering, turning into a foggy mist as it scattered across the seaside cliff. Citrine nestled deeper into the comfort of Grift’s furry back where she’d fallen asleep, and lazily reached out a hand to stroke the leather-bound book which had tumbled onto the rug beneath her.

      Hard to sleep during a storm, aye, Grift’s words drifted into her thoughts.

      Citrine smiled, lifting the hefty tome onto her lap and snuggling against the warm, golden fur. Aye. I should work, not sleep.

      Rest. The book is almost done, Grift said.

      Citrine shook her head. Nay, it will never be truly finished. There are many spells to gather from across the world. A lifetime would not give me the knowledge I need.

      Grift purred at the word knowledge. He was a great golden griffin, with the body of a lion and the head of an eagle. His yearning for wisdom was so intense he often tasted other creatures just to glean the flavor of wisdom from their flesh.

      If you tell me what you seek, I will search during my next hunt.

      I enjoy your company. Stay with me tonight.

      As you wish. Mistress.

      Citrine smiled as she flipped through the book, the black ink of her neat handwriting shining even as the last embers of her fire faded. The cave served as a temporary home for her beasts and a hiding place near the seaport city of Sanga Sang.

      A year had passed since her battle with the Master of the Forest and her brief sojourn in the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry, the land that appeared as if it never was. At times it seemed like a dream, except for the constant whispers. When she opened her mind, Citrine could connect to the voices of living creatures, and now that she knew how to open and close access to her mind, she’d sit and listen, searching for knowledge. It was more efficient than Grift’s method of eating bizarre creatures.

      The year had given Citrine the opportunity to work on her book of spells while Tor Lir, restless and curious about the realm of mortals, pushed for them to cross the sea into the west. While Citrine was content with the mysteries of the Eastern Hill Countries of the South World, she had a strong curiosity about Tor Lir and wanted to keep up with his actions. She could not say she liked him very much—he was annoying and naïve concerning the ways of mortals—but there was something about him that made her stay. Perhaps because it was what Novor Tur-Woodberry wanted. He’d appointed her as Tor Lir’s guardian, and something about knowing Novor Tur-Woodberry would approve made her protective of Tor Lir and his mysterious abilities.

      The strength of the wind drove rain into the front of the cave, and Citrine curled her legs under her, yawning as she reached for her blanket to protect from the dampness of the Jaded Sea. A moment later, there was a soft thump, and Zaul crawled into the cave. His curved fangs stuck out of his mouth, and rain poured off of his moss-green scales. Zaul resembled a cross between a crocodile and a lizard. Over the past year he’d grown significantly. His tail was now four feet long, though his short body was only three feet. One glance at his claws and teeth was terrifying, but Citrine smirked at him. Don’t come near me with your wet hide.

      Water is essential to all life cycles, Zaul returned, unabashed. He loved the water. He shook his hide, flinging rain drops in all directions.

      Zaul! Citrine playfully scolded him, pretending to duck from the droplets of moisture that came nowhere near her.

      With a humph, Zaul settled near the cave entrance, serving as a guard while enjoying the evening storm.

      Citrine reached for a stick to poke the fire back into life, but halted when a shiver went down her spine. She froze, rigid as an unknown terror gripped her and caused her vision to alter.
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        * * *

      

      She was in the storm, screaming into the unknown. Her great wings beat against the rain and the lightning that came dangerously close to singeing her slick, furry pelt. The wind howled in circles, but she was conscious only of the voice beyond the storm. A deep moan rose from the pit of her being with an intensity so strong she felt the depth of the emotions of devastation, fear, and depression. Fear congealed in her heart, and scenes of the past came back. Ice. Mountains. Stone walls. Commands. Beasts. One by one, scenes rapidly flashed, and it was all she could do to hold on to the version of herself she thought was true—for there was another version muddling her thoughts and forcing everything else to fade. It was wild to the core with a lust for ripping, tearing, and blood. It had destroyed her, and for that, every soul, every life, needed to pay. The stern voice commanded her again, and she wheeled in the storm. An unfinished stone building appeared, and she dropped toward it.
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        * * *

      

      Just as suddenly, the grip left her. Citrine came to, gasping and coughing. She leapt up from her position and spun around, relieved to feel solid ground beneath her feet. A prick in her hand made her realize she still held the branch, and was squeezing it so tightly the rough wood had punctured her skin in places and forced a small stream of blood to drip out. She dropped it, dusting the blood off her palm with her other hand and taking deep breaths to control herself.

      What’s wrong? Grift swung his curved beak toward her.

      Citrine shook her head from side to side as the sense of desperation continued to fade. I heard something in the storm. Someone or something is in trouble.

      Grift rose and padded to the cave opening to stand beside Zaul. His golden wings lifted off his back. Should I hunt?

      I don’t know where or what it was. Citrine grew quiet as echoes of the sensation clutched her again, but this time the voice was far away. Closing her eyes, she listened for the confused cry of sorrow to echo through her mind once again. I don’t know. She hesitated. Then called out. Ava? Where are you?

      A beat of silence came and then. . . Hunting. But I can’t hunt if you keep interrupting. There’s a delicious lamb out here, caught in a snare, and oh the rain is keeping it from home. I must save it by eating it.

      Grisly details I don’t want to know, Ava. Carry on.

      You asked, Ava’s sarcastic remark faded into the storm.

      Citrine took a deep breath and searched for the newest beast in her collection, the one she felt she’d let down the most. Morag. Oh, wise one. Tell me. Are you safe? I heard a voice in the wind, disoriented and confused.

      Enchantress. Even though it was only a thought, Citrine could imagine Morag’s eel-like body gliding through the waves while sea-water cascaded off his white horns. He was a fearsome water-beast, immense and terrifying. She was frightened of him coming too close to the port of Sanga Sang. Ships went in and out at all hours, and if someone spotted him, there could be a real disaster. Sanga Sang had enough fighting males to muster a small army to take down any sea creature that might cause potential harm to their harbor and flourishing trade. I face no obstacles, but I must save my breath. My mission was successful and I will return to your side to share what I learned.

      Morag. That is good news. I look forward to your safe return.

      Milady.

      The connection to him faded, and yet Citrine couldn’t shake the sense something was wrong. She poked at the coals again, and a tiny flame flared up. She moved over it, blowing to coax it back to life, feeding grass and leaves into the fire, one at a time.

      Something is wrong, Grift. Does the next market take place tomorrow?

      Aye.

      Then I shall find out what information I can glean from the gossipers in the marketplace. I think it is time I seek Tor Lir and ask him what he’s discovered from his work. Perhaps he knows more than I do. Perhaps there is an imbalance.

      The storm raged on as Citrine peered out into the night, and the sensation came again. Something horrific was going on. It was time to come out of hiding and get to work.
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      Silver coins clattered across the wood, and rocked the uneven table with their weight. The legs made soft thumps on the dirt floor. Zilpha snatched the coins into a pouch, fingers shaking. Two coins short. But today was market day. She’d sell baskets and make enough to pay off her debt and live without fear of being cast out of the hut she shared with her brother. “Bram?” she called out. Where was he? The hut had two rooms and one window, giving little light. When she peered into the other room, despite the darkness, Zilpha knew Bram wasn’t there. Frowning, Zilpha pulled her long skirt up to her hips and tied the leather pouch of money around her waist. Tomorrow she’d go to Lord Arden’s manor house to pay off her debt. She sagged against the door at the thought.

      The neigh of a horse broke the stillness of the air and Zilpha smiled. A warm sensation swept through her body as she walked outside into sunshine, and waved at her friend.

      Mathilda’s wagon pulled up. The mare pranced impatiently at the sudden halt. “Zilpha,” Mathilda waved and jumped down from the wagon, her long braid of blond hair swinging beside her. Mathilda was tall and willowy with hair the color of butter and freckles across her nose. Her hazel eyes were large in her round face and long lashes gave her an air of innocence. Zilpha always felt inadequate beside Mathilda. She felt too short, too thin, and too dark. But Mathilda’s kindness bridged all sensations of jealousy. She had a motherly persona, the result of being one of the oldest out of twelve brothers and sisters. “Last market day before the harvest!”

      “And the harvest festival,” Zilpha said, wrapping her arms around her supply of woven baskets. “Seven days until the merriment begins.”

      Mathilda giggled, her joy ringing out like the peals of a bell. “It’s our first festival now that we are of age.” She wiggled her eyebrows, dropping her voice. “It will be marrying time soon.”

      “Now you are of age,” Zilpha blurted out, immediately wishing she could take it back. She and Mathilda appeared to be the same age, but Zilpha, at twenty-three, was five years older.

      Mathilda reached over and rubbed Zilpha’s shoulder. “Aye, you speak truth, at least I won’t be holding you back any longer.”

      “Mathilda, you never hold me back,” Zilpha disagreed as they loaded the baskets into the bed of the wagon.

      Mathilda shrugged as she swung up on the seat. “Ochmead would have joined us, but with the harvest my father needs all the help he can get, so it’s just us two today. Father said we should be back well before sundown though.”

      Zilpha nodded as she settled on top of the wagon seat and Mathilda picked up the reins, clicking her tongue to the old gray mare.

      Mathilda’s family owned one of the largest farms in Sanga Sang and lived on the outskirts of the city where the wide open fields were lush with pastures for growing fruits, vegetables, and wheat. Sanga Sang was a hub of activity. It butted up against the Jaded Sea and served as a port for ships which brought all kinds of trade into the flourishing city.

      Sanga Sang was one of the more advanced cities in the South World. Because of the seaport it brought a flurry of travelers from exotic locations with slight cultural differences. Most newcomers looked to book passage on a ship or cross into the west where kingdoms enticed warriors, traders and families looking to start anew. But once they reached the city, they took some time to enjoy the food, conversation and unique treasures it offered. Zilpha looked on the travelers with admiration when they came in from port, bragging about their grand adventures on the other side of the sea. Since the war between the mortals and immortals ended over twenty years ago, Sanga Sang had done nothing but flourish and grow, bringing together a mixture of the four people groups to revolutionize the city.

      Market days were Zilpha’s favorites because not only did she get to earn money to pay down her debt, but she also got to experience a taste of the glories of adventure and listen to the stories told by travelers. There was only one event greater than the weekly markets, and that was the annual Harvest Festival.

      “Speaking of brothers, have you seen Bram?” Zilpha asked as the wagon rumbled down the road, creaking and swaying.

      Mathilda tilted her head, keeping her hazel eyes on the dirt road while her cheeks turned red. Zilpha suspected Mathilda and Bram had a liking for each other, Bram being twenty-one and more than ready to be married. He was tall and strong and worked for Mathilda’s father in the fields.

      Zilpha knew his coins could help her pay off the debt faster, but as the eldest, it was her responsibility, plus he was saving for his future wife. He had a chance at a normal life, and she could not take that away from him. Besides, it was her fault. He did not need to know what she’d done to incur such a debt.

      “Bram? I thought he was working the fields. You know it is harvest and they are quite busy.”

      Zilpha lifted a hand and clutched her shell necklace, running her hands over the lines as she did whenever worries struck her. “I just wondered. He hasn’t been home in a few days.”

      Mathilda stubbornly kept her gaze on the road, her mouth turning up just a hint. “Father has huts near the fields, so workers who are too tired to go home can stay there. Perhaps that’s where Bram is.”

      “Aye, you’re right, I shouldn’t worry. It’s just…I thought he would tell me.”

      Mathilda’s hand grasped her wrist. “Oh, I forget. You’re alone. I’m sure Mama wouldn’t mind if you came and stayed with us, at least through harvest. It’s not safe to be by yourself—” she trailed off.

      Zilpha shrugged. “It’s not that I’m afraid…I just don’t know how to describe it…”

      “You’re the last hut on the row, and there’s nothing but Lord Arden’s land.”

      Zilpha uttered an oath under her breath.

      “Did I say something wrong? You’re turning pink.”

      “No,” Zilpha squeezed the necklace hard, letting it make indents on her fingers. “Lord Arden, that’s all. He’s not the kindest person.

      “Nay, it would be best to stay out of his way.” Mathilda nodded. “If you feel unsafe; come stay with us for a time, maybe Father will let us stay at one of the huts. Wouldn’t that be a lark?” Mathilda giggled.

      “It’s just…” Zilpha could not explain why she didn’t want to go. “I’d have to move my weaving supplies and all. It would take a wagonload.”

      “Nonsense,” Mathilda scolded. “We are more than happy to share our resources with you.”

      Zilpha frowned, watching the dirt churn up under the mare’s hooves. That was what she hated—the assumption she was poor and could not care for herself. Her shoulders sagged. She was. But after she paid the debt, there would be coin for everything. Bram could marry, and she could plant a garden, weave more baskets, and take care of herself. A longing rose in her throat, and she hastily tucked the thought away. When would it be her turn? When would she be able to marry? Or had she cursed herself with her past actions?

      The mare slowed down as a hill swelled before them and the vibrant city of Sanga Sang came into view. Zilpha sat up straight, sniffing the air as she eyed the city. It perched on a hill. A gray tower was the high point, and the city cascaded down in a circle of crisscross streets towards the Jaded Sea. The crisp scent of sea water hung in the air combined with the stink of fresh-caught fish. The delectable tang of baked goods blended with unwashed bodies. The citizens of Sanga Sang believed in sweat and hard work, rewarded afterward with tall tales around wine and tankards of ale.

      Mathilda sighed beside Zilpha, her face flushing with anticipation. Reaching over, she squeezed Zilpha’s arm. “Look at it.”

      “The city?” Zilpha nodded. “I know what you mean. It’s glorious.”

      The cobblestone streets shone in the twin lights of the sky: the sun and the Green Light. All signs of nature faded as they entered the city, and the horse hooves clopped over the paved road while the din of voices drowned out all thoughts. Zilpha stared, wide-eyed, at the pointed roofs of the manor homes and shops. The wealthy lived in the city close to the tower, under the protection of the city warden, for Sanga Sang did not have a king and paid tribute to Ellsmore, one of the largest cities in the region.

      Narrow roads grew wider, and children laughed and played, chasing runaway chickens and dashing through the narrow alleys between homes and shops. They shouted with mischief, free and wild as they chased each other. Green bushes peeked up from the cluttered rooftops and occasionally a bright flower added color. Gray stone walls blocked important homes from the road, hindering thieves and destitute lost souls.

      Sanga Sang had its share of problems, and Zilpha shuddered as they passed a bald child, huddling in an alley, bones sticking out from starvation. It was a fate she’d barely escaped. The war had ripped her family apart, and when it ended she did not know where her mother, father, sisters and brothers had gone. There was no knowing if they were dead or alive. She and Bram were the only ones left. Leaving Ellsmore, her homeland, she had traveled south to Sanga Sang where there was the promise of a new life. That did not disappoint. She tucked the feeling of abandonment far away. If it happened once, it could happen again.

      Sudden tears sprung to her eyes, and she blinked them away as Mathilda pulled the mare to a halt. Swinging down, she tossed the reins over the water trough where the mare would stand and graze on oats and water until their time at the market was done.

      “I wonder if she will be here today.” Mathilda moved to their stall—a wide table where they could place their wares and easily be seen by passersby.

      Zilpha jerked, shaking her head as she glanced over the marketplace. “Look.” She pointed. “She’s already here, in her usual place.”

      Zilpha and Mathilda liked to watch the people of the marketplace, and there was a lady who never ceased to astonish them. She had an eerie confidence and beauty about her, and her hair color never seemed to be the same. Today it looked rather green. She was quite tall, which Zilpha assumed meant she was of the people group called Tiders. Tiders were known for their tan skin, usually stood between six to seven feet tall, and lived at high altitudes.

      “Aye, she’s so strong, standing over there by herself,” Mathilda murmured as she set out vegetables from the garden.

      “They call her Citrine,” Zilpha whispered, as if they would be overhead in the noisy marketplace. “She has a gift with herbs. They say if you have an ailment or a trouble of any sort, or even if you need luck, she can help.”

      “How odd.” Mathilda paused her work, placing a hand over her heart. “I hope what she does aligns with the Creator. We risk the wrath of the unknown if she practices the dark arts.”

      Zilpha swallowed hard and dropped her head, hastily lifting baskets to place on the stand. “No one practices the dark arts; the power was destroyed during the war.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Mathilda said. “All the same, the friar who preaches the way of the Creator, warns against people like her, who listen to the voice of nature instead of the voice of the one who created them. The Disciples of Ithar keep watch. If anything unusual happens, we must report to them.”

      Zilpha turned away in annoyance. Mathilda was often strict about her beliefs, and Zilpha didn’t know if she agreed.

      Mathilda’s hand came out, pinching Zilpha’s arm. “Zilpha…” Her voice dropped to a conversational whisper. “Look, is that Lord Arden’s daughter? Hava? She’s setting up a booth here, in the marketplace. I thought she was above us. She shouldn’t be here.”

      Zilpha shrugged, still placing her baskets. “There’s no law that says she can’t be here. It’s a free market.”

      “I know but look. Zilpha!” Mathilda’s voice rose to crescendo. “Look what she’s selling!”

      Zilpha hesitated, reluctant to lift her head, knowing what she would see. Hava was beautiful, well endowed with straight white teeth and a glossy mane of chestnut hair. Heads turned when she passed, admiring her lean figure and the bright clothing she wore—the latest styles as known to the inhabitants of Sanga Sang. Hava openly wore two short swords on her back, as if she were proud of her training even though peace had invaded the South World over twenty years ago. Hava had everything Zilpha wanted—family, fame, and no worries about what she would eat, where she would lay her head, or how to get enough money to pay off a debt. She was strong and independent, and yet she was at the market.

      Zilpha felt something vicious come over her. She gritted her teeth and balled her hands into fists. A submerged anger settled in her belly, and a pulsation began in her head, so strong it almost blocked out her vision. Hava—the girl with everything—dared to come to the marketplace to sell the same merchandise Zilpha sold. Hava’s family was known for luxurious cloth, and her father oversaw one of the largest farms which supported the city. Yet, despite all those advantages, there was Hava, all the same, with woven baskets.

      Zilpha stared, a dull roar growing louder in her mind. The day she’d gone to Lord Arden came to the forefront of her mind. She was intelligent, and knew if she could have a loan to get materials for weaving baskets, she could make money. She’d walked through the marketplace, examining everything sold, and had found a lack of baskets. There was the lady with the bread, who struggled because she did not have a basket, and the ladies with the flowers—although Zilpha didn’t know why anyone would buy flowers. They could be freely picked in the wild and died quickly. Herbs, vegetables, breads, wood carvings, and cloth were plentiful in the market along with sweets for children. The blacksmith had a shop down the road, and so did the miller, within walking distance if a horse needed shoeing or flour was needed for bread. The people of the city wagged their tongues freely, and Zilpha soon discovered if she wanted a loan for supplies, she should seek Lord Arden, who was rich and powerful. It was a decision she sometimes regretted, for then had come the debt, and the monthly payments far exceeded what he had given her. A home was provided, with the knowledge everything she had would be ripped out from under her if she failed. But she had not. She worked hard and flourished but now, the day before her last payment, the day she only needed a few coins, there was Hava, with baskets.

      “Zilpha. Zilpha!” Mathilda tugged on her sleeve, bringing her back to the present. “What she’s doing is awful. What are you going to do?”

      Spinning, Zilpha kicked over a stack of baskets, tears smarting in her eyes. “What can I do? I can’t go over there and tell her not to sell baskets!”

      “It has to be intentional. You’ve been the only basket weaver for the longest time,” Mathilda prattled on, her fingers skipping over green and red vegetables as she laid them out. Fat round tomatoes. Long thick cucumbers. Yellow curved squash. “It’s not fair. You should talk to her about it.”

      Zilpha took a deep breath, attempting to calm the storm rising within, although her hands shook. “Maybe it’s okay. Everyone knows me and the quality of my work. They will come.”

      But they didn’t.

      The day passed, bringing the soldiers and ship hands in from the harbor. Children ran through, laughing and shouting, begging for errands to run in exchange for a coin so they could buy a sweet. Zilpha had them fetch water for herself and Mathilda and paid them with a penny each, borrowing from her precious stash. She remembered when she’d first come to the city and would have given anything to live off the generosity of strangers. Lucky for her, the city had been celebrating the enchantment of peace and generally the people were kind. Lately it seemed the reign of peace had gone to their heads, and the city wasn’t as friendly as it used to be.

      Mathilda touched Zilpha’s shoulder. “The sun is getting low. We should pack up and return home before dusk.”

      Zilpha blinked, eyeing her unsold merchandise with disappointment. Mathilda was right, but something inside Zilpha wanted to stay and investigate. She was curious about where Hava’s supply came from. Maybe if she could find it…Tempting thoughts of evil deeds rose in her mind.

      “You go ahead. Take my merchandise. I will stay in the city a while longer and see what I can find out.”

      “Is it wise? Who will escort you home after dark?”

      “I’ll find someone. Are you afraid to ride back alone?”

      “Nay, I have my knife, I’m just concerned about you. I know you’re upset, but it’s just a bad market day. Next week will be better. Or is it something else?”

      Zilpha paused, twisting her hands together as she wondered if she should share her predicament with her friend. She glanced at Mathilda’s open and kind face. It would be helpful to have a friend share the burden of knowledge. She could not carry her debt alone. Perhaps she should have come clean sooner. “Actually. Yes—”

      A shadow fell over their booth. “Ladies!”

      Mathilda turned and Zilpha swallowed her words as she lifted her face to greet the male who stood over them.

      He smelled like salt and seawater. Zilpha felt something funny inside her chest as her eyes ran over his bare arms. A crooked grin crossed his broad sun-kissed face, but it was his dimples that brought a smile to Zilpha’s face. No matter how she felt, seeing Irik always lightened her spirits.

      Irik lifted a basket of fish, nodding at first Mathilda and letting his gaze linger on Zilpha’s face. “I brought you today’s latest catch—carp and bass from the Jaded Sea. I must apologize for not scaling them for you.”

      His tight brown curls were wet as if he’d just come from a dip in the sea.

      “Many thanks, Irik.” Mathilda reached out her hands for the basket. “You’re right on time. We’re about to load the wagon.”

      “Ah, closing time. I’ll help before I head to the docks,” Irik said.

      He was a young, strong fisher and spent most of his time out on the boats, pulling in fish from the Jaded Sea. Each week he came by with a fresh catch and a story or two of his adventures. Usually, Zilpha enjoyed his quick wit and easy banter, but today her eyes went to Hava’s booth where a cluster of people gathered around her bright cloth and baskets, handing her coins.

      A bitter rage made Zilpha bite her tongue. How come some people had everything and others had nothing? The rich gained even more notoriety and fame while the poor, like herself, were struck with woes from all sides. She sighed and noticed both Mathilda and Irik staring at her. Her face grew warm, and she reached out, fumbling for unsold baskets. “I’m sorry…go ahead. I have errands to run. Mathilda, I will see you tomorrow. I’ll come get the baskets and fish. Irik. Thank you for your generosity.”

      “Zilpha.” The grin left his face. “Perhaps another day? The harvest is coming…”

      “Aye.” She brushed his words away and gathered her skirts in her hands, her eyes set on Hava’s booth.

      “Zilpha!” Mathilda shouted something, but the final sentence blurred away.

      Zilpha scurried into the crowded marketplace, losing herself in a throng of people. She saw Hava’s wagon, loaded up with the remnant of supplies, and moved after her. She didn’t know if she would confront Hava, or what she would say if she did. Her movements were bold and reckless, and yet, she could not help the surge of determination that moved through her. If not for Hava, her debt would be paid off. Hava’s actions were intentional and deliberate. Zilpha wanted to know why.
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      Someone was following her. Citrine was sure of it as she tucked the last of her herbs into her yellow handkerchief and left the marketplace. Turning a corner, she ducked into an alley and peered out at the throng that surged through the marketplace. The sun would set in just a few hours, and the peasants were hastening to return to the outskirts of town before night fell. The warm glow of street lamps lit up the shadows of the hulking buildings, their vast shapes blocking out the light.

      A vague stench hung in the air, and Citrine wrinkled her nose. She disliked the city with the press of crowds, the stink of bodies, and the narrow alleyways zigzagging across the hillside on which the city perched. She preferred the open countryside, but Tor Lir wanted to understand the ways of mortals. Given her desire to write the book of spells, she appreciated being stationary for a while.

      Frowning, she slipped down the alleyway toward her cave. The nagging sensation that someone was watching her did not fade. Earlier that day, she’d seen amber eyes, glowing as they studied her. But when she glanced back, they seemed to have disappeared. The odd vision of the distraught creature the previous day made her feel anxious and jumpy. She considered going to find Tor Lir—he kept a room at an inn in the city when he wasn’t working the farmland.

      Tor Lir. He sought to find the balance while she searched for a home for her animals. Despite their differences, they were a great team and worked well together. Almost too well. As if the fates had been aligned.

      Citrine. The light whisper broke through her thoughts. Eagerness pressed against her heart as she made her way uphill, toward the southern slope of the city.

      Morag?

      I return tonight. And there’s more; I bring news.

      Excitement seized Citrine like the wind billowing through the sails of a ship.

      We must discuss, Morag went on.

      Aye, Morag. Let’s meet at the cliffs at sunset.

      My lady. Until then.

      The connection faded, and Citrine paused and rubbed the back of her neck. She allowed her thoughts to drift, hoping against hope Morag had, indeed, discovered what she sought. Months ago, when she and Tor Lir had reached Sanga Sang, she’d found enough herbs to cast a spell of protection over her beasts. It was vague and weak, but misdirected the eye. People who saw her beasts would instead mistake them for large animals. A bear. A deer. A fox even. But it wasn’t enough. Citrine wanted more and, taking advantage of the slow trickle of time in Sanga Sang, she had turned her attention to gathering the knowledge needed to rewrite her book of spells. But soon she’d discovered she needed supplies, which cost coin, and hence, she needed to trade. Setting up a booth at the marketplace, and later on, an herb shop near the shore, helped her purchase the supplies she needed. Then, one day, as she’d puzzled over how to protect her beasts and give them a haven, a home, her memory had  unlocked the key.

      Tales of old spoke of a line of Crons—one of the people groups of the South World known for their fair skin, short stature, and lust for adventure—called Treasure Hunters. A hunter was born with a unique eye color and a mythical power which could only be accessed to its full potential if the Treasure Hunter found the stone that matched their eye color. The hunt began when they were young, sometimes only twelve years of age, with a quest that could often take up a lifetime, fraught with perilous journeys through forest and field. Citrine felt light-headed at the idea of a quest, but it was the end goal she anticipated.

      Citrine was a Tider, and out of the four people groups of the Four Worlds, Tiders were known for their height, love of mountains, and thoughtfulness. While Citrine desired knowledge and enjoyed compiling her book of spells, she did not lust for adventure the same way Crons did. However, she felt protective of her beasts and, given past negative experiences, Citrine had a reason to mistrust people. The city of Sanga Sang was full of individuals each with their own mysterious and often conniving goals. It was not safe for her to stay near such a great city and each passing day her discomfort grew. The spell of protection over her beasts would wear off after a time, and she needed, nay, she craved to find a place like the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry—a world that belonged to her and her creatures. To find it, she had to travel, and now that the book of spells was compiled—although she’d always add onto it as she learned more—with the coin she’d earned, it was a good time to hunt for a new home for her beasts.

      In anticipation, she’d sent Morag ahead to seek out land. As a water serpent, it was much easier for him to transverse the Jaded Sea and listen to the tales sung by the monsters hiding in the green waters. She’d also asked him to seek out word about stones. It wasn’t so much that she desired to find the stone. It was the power she wanted, for she’d seen what could be done with power. It was Novor Tur-Woodberry—an immortal Duneíthaír who owned Paradise and kept it safe from evil—who had showed her what could be accomplished with power. She’d never considered walking in the footsteps of a true Enchantress, but after staying three months in a magical land where trouble ceased, she understood exactly what she wanted. Novor Tur-Woodberry’s paradise was gone, but she could create her own, and for that she needed land, and she needed a stone which allowed her to access powers beyond her current abilities.
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      Tor Lir needed sleep. Weariness made his bones sag as he hunched over a tankard of ale, the bitter flavor lingering on his tongue and burning his throat as he took yet another sip. Uproarious conversation filled the air with a dull roar as mortals told stories, often shouting over each other as they shared empty words of no consequence, easily spoken and just as easily forgotten.

      “Ye look tired, mate,” the male across from him drawled.

      Tor Lir rested his fingers on the edge of his mug. The hour grew late, and yet she had not appeared. He glanced around the crowded tavern once more. “Is it always like this?”

      “Aye, that’s the beauty of it, eh.” His companion’s voice slurred under the influence of ale.

      Tor Lir frowned, narrowing his eyes at the male who sat across from him. Bram was his name, a lad from the city who’d been hired to work the harvest on one of the larger farmlands. Bram, Cedric, and Olms had joined him, for it was the night after the weekly market. The liveliest conversations could be found before and after market day at the tavern. All kinds of unlikely people flocked to the city, and with the coming harvest, the influx only grew.

      Bram went on. “Ye say you’re searching for stories. Everyone has a story here. Whether it’s true or nay is the difficulty…”

      He dipped his tongue back into his mug and chugged it until it was empty. With a drunken sigh, he slammed the mug onto the table, letting out a loud burp.

      Tor Lir leaned back with disdain and unwrapped his fingers from around the mug of ale. He was done waiting. It was clear she wasn’t coming tonight. “I think I should go. This was a mistake.”

      “Nay, mate…stay…” Bram slurred and swung a leg over the bench. He stood on two feet as he made his way back to the bar to order another tankard.

      Tor Lir glanced at the other two males, but they were engrossed in conversation with two rather engaging females.

      Tor Lir stepped outside of the tavern, allowing the door to swing shut behind him. Two or three males, drunk on fine ale, burst out behind him and struck up a song as they stomped into the night. They still held mugs, lifted high as they stumbled from side to side, arms around each other to keep from falling face down in the cobblestone road and losing a tooth or two.

      Tor Lir smirked and shook his head at the mannerisms of mortals. Narrowing his eyes, he pulled his hood over his dark head, turned his back on them and strode across the forsaken streets to his temporary living quarters. Perhaps she’d been delayed and would meet him there instead.

      Torches at street corners gave a dim glow to the city, and provided visibility to the road, although he had the ability to see in the dark. The past year had been nothing but a learning experience as he dwelled among mortals and learned their habits, thanks to some guidance from Citrine the Enchantress.

      The winds of autumn swirled around him with the sharp warning of cooler weather. Soon the bite of winter would fill the air, leaving the mortals huddling over warm fires drinking boiled water with leaves of peppermint adding a sweet flavor to the mixture. The Festival of Harvest was only a few days away, and a sudden nostalgia struck him as he strode through the seaport city known as Sanga Sang.

      It was only his second harvest away from the forest of Shimla—his birthplace and home for the first twenty years of life. He missed the odd gaiety of the immortal creatures—the Iaen—and the unique celebration they held to honor nature and the bounty given them. But he did not miss the dark questions that flew through his mind even though he tried to distract himself to keep them at bay. Who am I? Where do I come from? What is my name?

      Time spent alone with his thoughts led him to uncomfortable sensations. He walked faster, gliding through the night-lit streets like a shadow. He moved uphill, for the tavern lay near the shore, close to the port where ships came into harbor, bringing newcomers and trade to the prosperous city. The road sloped up, zigzagging on a hill to the very crest where the tower perched. It was neither castle nor home to any, but the seat of power lay there. Once over the hill, the city spread out, flowing into the countryside where farmers raised animals and grew crops. They drove wagons into the city to barter at the marketplace, altogether making a comfortable living that supported the city and encouraged trade.

      Tor Lir flexed his fingers. Citrine complained he did not fit in with the mortals because he did not have a trade. Volunteering for harvest on a bountiful farm was his first step, and it reminded him of working in Shimla, something frowned upon by the Iaen. It seemed odd to sacrifice his freedom for work, but the more time he spent in the city, the more he realized that was all the mortals did. Work. And spend their evenings drinking to relax from the work.

      It was an endless cycle which left him with a doubtful sensation of emptiness and a gnawing hunger. He tapped his fingers in the air, restless. Longing for what? He did not know. Perhaps it was time to leave the city of Sanga Sang and strike out for something that would force an excitement into his life.

      As he strode up the road, a dark mass blocked out the sky and he shuddered as he neared the temple. Something about the structure made the hairs on his body stand on end. He’d heard the rumors about the friars who dwelt there—a secret sect studying the wisdom of the Four Worlds, a knowledge he wished to avoid. The sounds of his leather boots clipped the chill air, and the moonlight rushed back behind a cloud as if shy of showing its haunted face to him. A sour aroma permeated the air like the heavy scent of raw meat roasted over a hot fire, burning and stinging, impossible to get out of the throat. Blinking, he eyed the temple as the hollow feeling of discomfort grew within like an air bubble. A faint murmur whispered, and he paused, unsure whether he should continue. Tilting his head, he listened. A baby cried in the distance, an owl hooted as it hunted, and an object splashed into water.

      Tor Lir took a step, his heart thudding in his chest as the discomfort grew. Suddenly a shrill scream shattered the silence of the night. The odor increased as a door banged open, and down the temple steps stumbled a male. He was slender and wore a gray robe that reached to his feet, tied at the waist with a rope-like cord. His light hair was wet and wild, sticking up in all directions as his feet pounded the ground. One hand clutched his heart where red blood streamed from his chest, and he glanced frantically back at the temple doors, searching for his pursuer. It was the glance behind that killed him. Although he reached to gather up his lengthy robe, all the same he tripped on his own blood and fell head long, hurling toward the bottom steps. A second later, a dark form bolted out of the temple and hurled itself over him. The shadow melted into the night in such a way that Tor Lir, straining his eyes, could barely see it. It was only the shape that covered the friar, and even though he knew it was wrong and he should help, he took a step back.

      The friar let out a terrified howl as the darkness covered him. His legs kicked out, at first violently and then slowing to small tremors. His shrieks and moans faded away as the darkness ate him alive.

      Tor Lir’s jaw dropped, and he stared. Crying for help seemed useless, especially since the male would be dead by the time anyone came to assist. Stretching his long fingers, Tor Lir wished he hadn’t left his bow and arrows tucked under the straw mattress on which he slept. Such rich gifts were a target for thieves and would catch a high price in the marketplace. Frozen with indecision, unable to peel his eyes away from the horror, he watched the shadow finish its meal. With a hiss, it turned around, searching the darkness for witnesses. In that moment the moon came out of hiding and the creature fled, but not before Tor Lir glimpsed amber eyes and a scaly hide.

      He dashed after it, seeking to follow its trail to its lair. The creature disappeared around the temple, but when Tor Lir caught up, there was nothing. Furrowing his brows, he stepped back as the realization struck his chest, just as if a sword pierced his heart. Reeling back, he gasped, awareness of an imbalance coming over him. Something evil was adrift in the city. His next thought was of Citrine. Why would she let one of her beasts run free without consequence?
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      The setting sun hid Zilpha from curious eyes as she slunk from shadow to shadow, following the wagon to the richer side of town. Alleyways became scarce and high stone walls with vibrant flowers planted alongside them gave off the air of supremacy. Zilpha had been to Lord Arden’s manor house once. He insisted on living in a house near the tower, despite having to ride out to monitor his farmland and hired hands every day. The farm lands weren’t too far from the city, but the journey took an hour or so on foot, slightly faster on horseback.

      Green ivy climbed around the walls, and the wooden gate stood open while the wagon rumbled through. Zilpha came to a halt, using the wall as cover. Once the sound of the wagon faded, she rose on her tip-toes, her fingers scraping ends of broken wood. A grassy lawn traveled to the foot of the manor house with four gables framing long windows. The house was made of stone—a luxury for the wealthy—yet it provided work for the laborers. Stone had to be quarried and dragged to the city, and while it was back-breaking work, it paid well.

      A row of bushes grew just after the gate, and Zilpha crouched behind them, watching the familiar rise of land and the barn where the wagon was stored and the horses lived. As Zilpha examined it, she saw another structure—a small, one-room thatched hut, much like her home. Lady Hava walked out of it and Zilpha ducked, squeezing her eyes shut as if that simple action could keep her from being seen.

      “Rodrick, my horse!” Lady Hava’s voice rang out, clear as a bell, feminine yet commanding.

      “Rodrick, spare the house and go home for the evening after you finish feeding the stock,” a stern voice interrupted. “Hava, a word.”

      Zilpha knew the voice anywhere. Lord Arden. She narrowed her eyes and peered between the leaves of the bush to watch. Prickly leaves made her skin burn. She squeezed her fingers together to keep from rubbing the itch on her arm and giving away her hiding spot. A sour stench met her nose. She hoped she was not sitting in horse dung.

      Hava paused, a cool expression coming over her face as she strode across the grounds. She stopped a few paces from her father with her back to the bushes, the two swords on her back blocking Zilpha’s view of Lord Arden. Hava spoke without pause, her tone steady. “I kept my end of the bargain and you don’t intend to keep yours? I need my horse for tonight’s events.”

      “I made no promises about tonight. After tomorrow, you are free to go as you wish, I ask no more of you.” There was the sound of coins clanging, and Hava’s body moved as if she were catching a bag of coins. Zilpha’s fingers flew to her waist, recalling the bag of coin she held there. “Use this wisely. There will not be more.”

      “Have I ever disappointed you?” she asked scornfully.

      Zilpha could not imagine facing someone with the blatant disrespect Hava showed her father. If Zilpha so much as spoke to an elder that way, she would be punished and likely sent to the temple.

      The temple perched on the path between the Jaded Sea and the farmland, situated to give access to the rich and poor alike. An air of secrecy and reverence surrounded the temple, and only those chosen could study the ways of the Creator and understand the deeper knowledge of the Four Worlds. The friars and priestesses that dwelled there gave up the normal way of life for something higher. Something Zilpha did not understand.

      A resounding slap made Zilpha jerk and gasp, almost giving away her hiding spot. Hava spun away from her father, a red hand print taking form on her cheek. With one hand holding the bag of coins, she stalked toward the manor house, shoulders back and head held high, as if she’d won the fight. Zilpha trembled, wishing she was far away. It was only due punishment for disrespect, but all the same it frightened her. What if Lord Arden threatened her when she returned without full payment?

      Hava disappeared inside and Lord Arden mounted up. A few minutes later, he galloped out of the gates, mud flying up and splattering Zilpha’s dress. She groaned. She despised wash day.

      A few more moments passed. The lanterns were lit, and the hired help closed up for the night before drifting off. Zilpha sat still until she determined her presence had, indeed, gone unnoticed. Then, relieved at being able to scratch her itches, she emerged from the bushes. Using the dim light, she made her way through shadows toward the hut. The uneven ground made her stumble as she walked. The nicker of a horse gave her pause, until she realized it was just the beasts in the barn eating dinner and settling in for the night. She traded hunger for worry, yet her mouth felt dry and her throat raw from thirst.

      The hut was dark and quiet as she approached, her heart thudding in her chest at her daring actions. If she were caught trespassing, the consequences would be dire. Yet she could not help remembering—her debt would be paid off if not for Hava.

      The door of the hut held fast, likely by either a lock or a bar put in front of the door. But Zilpha thought if it were similar to hers, there would be a window, set low enough to the ground so she could peek in. Sneaking around the side, she peered in to semi-darkness. Someone had left a lantern hanging by the door to light up the space. Zilpha’s eyes widened as she took in the loom, baskets of wool and silk, colorful cloth, reeds, and wicker for weaving baskets. Zilpha gritted her teeth. A surge of rage hurtled through her. Even the supplies Hava had were much better than hers. Being poor and consumed with paying off her debt, she used grasses and rushes to weave baskets. Now and then she stumbled upon some wicker or other strips of tree bark she used to make smaller baskets. Hava, in all her wealth, could afford better supplies, but with the wool and silk, there was enough to last a lifetime.

      Emboldened by her anger, Zilpha gripped the ledge of the window and pulled herself up, using the uneven wall of the hut to give herself leverage. Grunting, she scraped her legs and pulled her knees up to the ledge. As she turned to sit down on the windowsill and slide into the room, her dress caught on the lip of the window frame. Using one hand, she reached down to tug it free and lost her balance. Her hands flailed as she reached for the ledge to halt her fall. Her dress ripped free and she fell backward into the hut. The impact of her fall knocked all the air from her body and a sudden pain split up her back. She lay still, gasping for air and patting down her chest and torso with her hands to ensure she was all there and unbroken.

      The flame of the lantern danced in glee at her mishap. A whispered oath came from her parted lips as she sat up, and a layer of fire went down her back at the sudden movement. Rubbing her backside, she stood, eyes wide, almost holding her breath as she listened. What if someone had heard her? But all was silent in the darkness.

      Zilpha walked around the room, at first to regain her sense of balance, but then because  the work supplies called to her. She ran her hands over the soft wool and silk as cool as midnight air. A sudden yearning came over her as she ran her hands over the reeds and wicker, bending them back and forth—a strong desire to weave baskets out of them. She sat down among the luxury, tears pricking her eyes. As hard as she worked, it was all in vain. When the sun came up, she’d return to meet with Lord Arden and make a partial payment while begging for an extension. Why did Hava have to appear on this market day? From all appearances it seemed as if someone did not want her debt to be paid off. She furrowed her brow and chewed her lip as she held a piece of silk. It slid from her finger tips like butter. What would it be like to wear something as light and as effortless as silk?

      Before she could think about it, she was by the door, intending to lift the bolt and disappear into the night. Instead, her eyes went to the lantern. A spurt of wicked jealousy shot through her. Why should Hava have it all? Lifting the light off its perch, she turned and threw it into the midst of the baskets, perfect baskets made of reeds, light and bendable but not breakable. The lantern smashed, and the flame leaked out, licking through the baskets like a beast hungry for nights on end finally devouring its prey.

      A mixture of glee and apprehension came over Zilpha as she watched the baskets burn. A darkness seeped out of her soul, and she was glad. Burn it down. Let them pay.

      As quickly as the sensation came, it passed, captivating Zilpha with a raw terror. If someone saw the fire, they’d call for help and find her, standing over the dancing flames. She’d be questioned and punished, most likely thrown into the city jail reserved for the worst offenders. The jail had been built shortly after the war, for while most people converted, there were some who still followed the old ways and prayed to the immortals who wreaked havoc on the South World, controlling it with their rule of blood. She would not last a day in prison, and what would happen to Bram?

      A cough shook her throat and Zilpha stumbled toward the fire, tears leaking out of her eyes as she stomped it to death, grabbing wool to beat out the last stubborn flames. Terror consumed her, and with fumbling fingers she unbolted the door, opened it, and ran into the darkness. Instantly she tripped on her torn dress, hurling her body head long into the grass. Frightened someone had heard, or even worse, seen her, she leaped up and ran to the wooden gate, slipping through it and continuing down the cobblestone road.

      It was later than she’d thought. Darkness gripped the land, and the homes were closed, the last lights of the street winking out. Now was the time for the thieves and night revelers to come out. There were those who were up to no good, and it was a dangerous time for her to be alone. Zilpha took a deep breath as a new fear struck her. There was no one to walk her home, and she bit her lip, recalling stories of those taken by the night, returning breathless and soiled at their doorsteps. There were pirates that came to port now and then, stealing from the rich and causing chaos for no other reason. There were still warmongers, people angry at the turn of events when the war between the mortals and immortals had ended and they were left in disaster. The mortals, led by the Great Conqueror, swept the land, taking out anyone who had the potential to oppose them. Even now there were Watchers, a sect called the Disciples of Ithar, who roamed from city to city, keeping watch for uprisings.

      A moan escaped her lips, and she ran as if the shadows of the night chased her. There was only one place she could request safety if they would let her in. And why would they? She hadn’t been faithful in going to the temple or bringing gifts and offerings to those who kept it. Maybe if she begged and promised to be more faithful, they would take her in on such a night. When dawn rose, she’d hurry home, find Bram, and make a new plan. She only had until nightfall before Lord Arden would seek her out.

      The temple rose like a frowning giant into the night, the bulk of its hewn stones blocking the Green Light and hiding the starry sky. The temple was unfinished, for it had been begun just after the war, and the rough stone had to be quarried and carried back and forth. The temple was a cultural point of the city and it was not governed by the Warden. It was built by workers who volunteered their time or the rich who gave grandiose gifts to the friars and priestesses who dwelled there, providing guidance to the lost souls coming to grieve, pray, and meditate.

      Mathilda went occasionally, claiming it brought her solace, but Zilpha skirted the temple. It made her emotions flutter and her thinking felt jarred when she sought something beyond the here and now. If it wasn’t tangible, she wasn’t interested. Going to the temple and feeling peace would not give her food, clothing, and a roof over her head. Only her wits could bring that to her.

      Regardless, she slowed her steps as she trotted up the last swell in the hillock on her way to the temple. Her chest heaved with relief, for she’d met no one on her way. Perhaps it was too early for the people of the night to stir.

      A muskiness hung in the air, the scent of animals and dung. Zilpha frowned and shrugged her shoulders. Once or twice she’d seen a friar leading a goat or sheep to slaughter. They had to eat something. Just as she crested the hill and leaned against a stone wall to catch her breath, the moon came out, gleaming in its almost full circumference. Usually the harvest festival took place on the night of the full moon, and this was no exception. In seven days, the moon would be full and the city of the Sanga Sang would rejoice.

      Lifting an arm, Zilpha wiped sweat off her forehead and took a deep breath, running lines through her mind, memorizing what to say to whoever would answer the temple door. As she crept to the five broad stone steps that led up into the dark yawning mouth of the temple, her foot slipped and she skidded, just catching herself on her elbows. Her hand came up, sticky and wet with something warm. Frustrated, she wiped it on her skirt, hoping it was not animal piss. First she’d sat in dung and now this? She muttered an oath under her breath, hoping not to draw more bad luck to herself.

      There was more of the slick liquid as she approached the steps, and a shape lay at the bottom. Zilpha frowned, tension winding itself up her spine as she paused. Stray dogs were not common in the city, yet they worried her. She stepped back, concerned about being chased and bitten when the moonlight shone with full force down on the temple steps. The dark shape revealed itself, and terror seized Zilpha. She stumbled back, and her hands flew to her mouth as she let out a blood curling scream.
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      “Enchantress.” Morag’s low tone rumbled across the waters.

      Citrine picked her way around boulders and sharp stones, eager to join her water monster and hear his words. After the devastating incident with the Master of the Forest, Citrine and Morag shared important news out loud. Morag had suggested it, and Citrine appreciated his caution, but an unease pricked in her mind. What if others were listening in?

      “Morag,” she whispered, her foot catching on a rock.

      She stumbled but maintained her balance, moving toward the edge. Morag’s head rose over the waters at eye level, for the cliffs were sharp and did not allow one access to the Jaded Sea without hurling over the edge into an instant death.

      However, Citrine considered the cliffs the safest place to conduct their whispered secrets, because it was rare she’d seen anyone out there in the wild moors. The wet pounding of the waters and the gray surroundings gave the seaside an eerie aura. At times, the way the waves roared reminded her of someone playing a flute—a heart-rending tune wailing like one grieving the death of a lover.

      Water ran off Morag’s behemoth gray hide and shone in the dim light. The last of the sunset disappeared over the horizon, making Morag’s jeweled eyes glow.

      “What news do you bring?” Citrine crouched at the edge of the cliffs, a mere ten feet from her beloved beast.

      “I traveled north and west.” Morag’s neck arched over Citrine, like a snake about to pounce on its prey.

      Citrine wanted to touch his snout and glimpse what he saw. While she loved hearing her beasts speak in her mind, she sometimes wished for the ability to see through their eyes. The world fascinated her and while crossing the sea, she had realized there was much more to explore than she’d ever imagined.

      “The Under Water World People gave me my first clue. Did you know they are also called the Udi? A phrase coined by the sea-faring heroes, Wekin the Warrior and Yamier the Hunter.”

      Citrine grunted. She’d heard of the two heroes who’d made a name for themselves during the war of the mortals and immortals. They had followers in the city who bragged about the adventures they’d had with the two—escapades so outlandish Citrine doubted they were true.

      She perched on a boulder, thoughts drifting to Triften the Storyteller. He’d traveled with Wekin and Yamier, yet the tales he weaved did not seem as bizarre.

      “Go on,” she encouraged Morag, returning her gaze to his wide face.

      His nostrils flared, puffing out mist. “They were frightened at first, for they claimed many of my kind haunt the seas, destroying their homes and taking them as prisoners.”

      Citrine lifted a finger, pausing Morag. “Are we still talking about the Udi? I need not know their history. Will you please give me the key points? Tell me. Did you find it?”

      “Aye and nay, at least if the words of the Udi ring true. You should listen to their stories, for there might be another way. They told me all treasure comes from the great mines in the Cascade Mountains. Surely you have heard of the mines from old stories? The place where no one goes if they want to live. The Holesmoles.”

      Citrine hissed and a chill wind blew over the sea. The waves splashed up, and she rubbed her arms, grateful for the warmth of her dark cloak. “The Holesmoles? Are you sure?”

      Hundreds of years ago, the talking moles and voles had discovered the mines overflowing with a host of treasures, silver, gold, precious jewels, and stones with uncanny powers. But they had awakened creatures of darkness who slaughtered them all, leaving the mines a place where no one went unless they desired to lose their sanity.

      “The Udi directed me to a group of pirates and, after eavesdropping on their conversations, I revealed myself and terrified them one night.” Morag chuckled—a devilish rumble over the waters.

      Citrine grinned, wishing she’d been there to see Morag frighten the pirates. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?”

      “Nay, mortals are simple, it was easy to scare them. They told me of the South Isles known for their treasure, but stones are mined from the Holesmoles. As legend tells, that’s where the Green Stone came from.”

      “How do we get there?” Citrine mused.

      “Rumor is there’s a cave on the other side of Ellsmore where one can enter the mines. From there it’s a search in darkness. An endless quest.”

      Citrine scowled. “The Holemoles are miles long. It could take a lifetime to find the stone there and that’s far too long.”

      “Hum…that’s why you should have let me finish my story. The pirates speak of mortals who recently transversed the mines and came out the other side unscathed.”

      “Who?”

      “None other than Wekin the Warrior and Yamier the Hunter. If you could find them, you could ask for their help, although I suppose they would extract a heavy price.”

      Citrine squared her shoulders and chewed her lower lip. Her eyes fell to the waters of jade far below where in the gloomy light she could just make out waves surging against sharp rocks in the water. A coolness settled in her bones, and when she looked back up, Morag was retreating.

      “Wait.” She stood and took a step closer to the edge. “Do you know where I would find them?”

      “Is the stone that important? Why do you want it so badly?” Morag’s eyes half closed.

      Anger flared up in her like the birth of a flame. “Why are you questioning my motives? I am trying to keep you safe, to protect you. You know very well I need the power of a stone—”

      “Don’t forget…I served the Master of the Forest. I was inside his head as were you. Obsessions lead to disaster, and unchecked power leads to madness. You know this.”

      Citrine frowned and shook her head. “You are my beast,” she snapped.

      “Aye. I serve you, Enchantress, for there is no one greater. Only. I worry. What will you become?”

      “Just tell me what I want to know. Where will I find the Warrior and Hunter?”

      “It is not that you get angry. I would not do my due diligence if I did not warn you. Rumor has it they make port once a year and spend the winters in the Constel Heights with the Rulers of the West.”

      “They make port. What are they? Sailors?”

      Morag arched his neck over the waters, his eyes narrowing, and his voice came out of his throat like the low rumble of thunder. “Ah. They have great ships. The first ever built. Captain Wekin the Warrior and Captain Yamier the Hunter. At times their ships make port here, in Sanga Sang.”

      Citrine inhaled, surprise vibrating through her body like the plucked string of a harp. “Here? Do you know for sure?”

      “I knew it would be your next question. According to members of their crew, it seems they intend to take their ships to the Constel Heights for the winter.”

      Citrine.

      Ava’s thoughts filtered into her mind, interrupting the conversation.

      Ava. Not now. I’m with Morag.

      No need to get upset. I’ll leave you and Morag alone. Heaven forbid I know what secrets you share. I just thought you’d want to know there’s someone hanging around the cave…oh wait…yes, they are going inside.

      Citrine’s back stiffened in panic. What? Who is it?

      I don’t know. Hunched over with a dark cloak and a stick. Staff. Tree branch? I don’t know. Do you want me to—

      No don’t kill whoever it is, just detain them until I can get there. I’m coming now.

      Hurry. I’m feeling hungry.

      Ava!

      The communication broke, and Citrine leaped to her feet. Pressing her hands together, she addressed her water beast. “Morag. I thank you for this news and appreciate the energy you spent seeking for me. I must go, someone is trespassing and—”

      “Milady, we shall speak later. Call when you need me, for there is more I wish to share with you. You don’t have to go down this path. There is another way.”

      Citrine shivered, for Morag’s words did not seem welcoming, and a dread sank to the pit of her stomach. She nodded, lips trembling, before she turned and stumbled uphill, making her way around boulders in the dark.
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      One glimpse gave Zilpha all the details she needed. The dark shape she’d mistaken for a wild beast was one of the friars, lying on his back with his dead eyes staring at the moonlight, as though in silent prayer. His patchy face was twisted in anguish, giving every impression of a gruesome death. His robes were torn open and deep gouges raked through his midsection as if claws had opened his stomach and ripped until there was nothing left but a gaping hole. Red blood ran in rivulets down the steps and bloody footprints were scattered across the cobblestone street, staining them crimson. Zilpha realized it was the liquid she’d wiped off on her skirt, and black spots covered her vision. Bending over, she took deep breaths to keep from fainting. When she regained some sense of normality, she spun and ran down the path leading to the farmland.

      Wings of darkness gave her speed, and she tripped and fell more than once, breaking the skin of her hands and ripping her dress even further. The light of the moon was stingy, coming in and out of clouds, giving her only occasional flashes of her path. The farmlands were impossibly dark with only the lights of night, and she cursed, wishing she’d grabbed a lantern but knowing the murderers in the dark would be less likely to see her. How could she be so foolish to go to the temple for safety? What if someone had heard her scream and came to investigate?

      When at last she came to her home, the last building on the row of peasant huts, tears flowed without pause. Dashing inside, she slammed the door and lifted the block of wood across the door frame. A sob burst out of her throat and, disgusted with herself, she reached her hands up and ripped the dress from her shoulders. Fingers shaking, she tossed it by the door. She held her hands in front of her as she made her way to the table and fumbled in the dark for a light.

      The hiss of the flame shattered the darkness and brought a warm glow of comfort to the room. Zilpha took a deep breath in an effort to get a hold of her senses but her tears would not stop. Holding the flame up, she lit two more candles. The warm haven of light began to spread toward her like an encouraging friend. Shadows danced on the wall, happy to be brought to life and show off their appreciation. Shaking like a leaf, Zilpha went for the water bucket. It was half-full and cool from the night wind. She took a sip and poured some out into a basin. Lifting a rough cloth, she scrubbed her body with water and leaves of mint until her skin was red and raw, rubbing away the guilt and horror of the evening. If only she’d gone home with Mathilda, she could have avoided everything. What if Hava discovered her charred baskets and silk? Would she search for the victim? Lord Arden was vindictive and could be cruel, even to his own blood. What if someone had seen her?

      Shuddering, Zilpha picked up a candle and peeked into the other room. As she assumed, Bram was not home. With a frown, she crept to her bed. Should she worry about Bram? What if something terrible had happened to him? He was honest and trusting and gullible, but he did not seek out mischief for no reason. She sighed, holding the candles as she perched on her bed. The grass she’d stuffed the mattress with poked her. Setting the candle on the floor, she curled her feet under her and leaned against the wall, taking shallow breaths as the bloodied body flashed before her eyes. This was it. When morning came, she’d go to Mathilda with the news and come clean about her debt.

      Her fingers trembled, and her mind spun with questions. Reaching across the bed, she gathered grass into her lap, her fingers weaving them into a basket, even in the darkness. Usually she liked to work outside in the sunlight, but her mind would not stop, and the quick work of her fingers made her feel calm. There’s no use worrying, she told herself. Tomorrow I will figure out this mess.

      Her fingers moved through the grass, tucking and forming. If only life was as simple as weaving baskets. She took another breath, leaned over, and blew out the candle.
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      A scream rent the air—high-pitched and suddenly cut off, as though someone had clasped their hands over their mouth. Tor Lir felt the hairs on his arm rise, but this time he knew it was a scream of terror and fright, not fear for one’s life. The monster of the night seemed to have disappeared into shadows, but something else awoke in him. A thrill surged through his body—a combination of excitement and eagerness. He rubbed his hands together as he crept back around the temple, his eyes alert for the predator to leap out again. This time, he braced himself, knowing he was about to view a dead body.

      The slow, steady drip of liquid met his ears as he rounded the corner. Regardless of how he prepared himself, death was difficult to view. The freshness of the body made it somehow more poignant than the body he’d discovered in the Land of Lock, rotten and eaten by buzzards. The fright on the friar’s face felt real, almost as if the friar would speak if asked to. His innards were strewn across the stairs, and a gaping hole had been opened in his belly where the beast had eaten him. Yet aside from scratches on his legs, the rest of his body appeared to be intact. Tor Lir frowned. It almost seemed as if the beast wanted something the friar ate. Or perhaps Tor Lir had disturbed its meal.

      Again, his reflections turned to Citrine. He knew she was working on some secret undertaking which required the exchange of goods. She desired to settle so she could work and send her beasts on mysterious quests. Yet she wouldn’t breathe a word to him. After a year, Tor Lir assumed she’d grow to confide in him, yet their relationship remained strained and aloof. He decided to speak with her, but it had to wait.

      Skipping up the stairs, he reached the high columns of the temple. For some reason, the door was closed, and he thumped on it, wondering if anyone would hear. After a moment, he noticed a rope hanging down, and when he looked up, he saw it was attached to a bell. It seemed too early to sleep, yet all the same, he pulled the bell and the jarring ringing pealed out.

      When no one responded, he pushed the heavy door open. It dragged on its hinges, sending a long whine through the air. The warm light of a candle flickered before winking out. Tor Lir padded into the temple, his eyes wide, watching for more stirrings in the gloom.

      High arched windows allowed moonlight to filter through to a wide open space. The room was square with three arched windows on either side. At the front was an alter with candles surrounding it, and a white flag with a gray horse rearing on it hung down from the ceiling. The room was held up by a series of columns that reached to the ceiling and were ornately decorated. Tor Lir glided past them, realizing that while he could see in the dark, the friars who lived in the temple might mistake his presence.

      “Hello?” he called out, his voice echoing in the stones. “The beast is gone. It’s safe to come out!”

      A few more moments of silence passed before he heard the sound of heavy panting. An orange glow illuminated what looked like a passageway on one side of the altar. A paunchy male appeared, wearing a white robe with a golden belt wrapped around his meaty waist. Following him scurried a young boy with a peaked face, high and white with a long nose like a ferret. The boy wore gray robes with a dark belt. Tor Lir raised his eyebrows as their aura struck him, and a cool aloofness came over him.

      “Who are you?” the older male panted, waving a white handkerchief. He wore sandals that slapped the stone floor as he walked, or rather waddled, up to Tor Lir. In the candlelight his bushy eyebrows arched, and his wide eyes scanned the room. “Where’s Melvin? What happened?”

      Tor Lir gestured to the door. “I assume you mean the one who lies out there. I was passing by and I saw the beast attack him.”

      “No,” the friar shrieked, clasping the handkerchief to his mouth. His brown eyes went wider, and sweat poured down his face, pooling in the folds of his swarthy neck. “It got him after all. We must rouse the city watch. They need to find the beast.”

      Tor Lir stepped back. He sensed the friar told the truth, but there was something else—a sixth sense about his motives. There was something off about the situation, but he could not quite figure it out.

      The friar peered at Tor Lir, scanning him up and down. “Who are you? Why didn’t you go for help?”

      “I came here to warn you.” Tor Lir shrugged. “I followed the beast into the garden, but it disappeared. Tell me, have you seen something like it before?”

      The friar’s lip trembled as he dropped the handkerchief, and his eyes shifted down to the stone floors. Tor Lir followed his gaze, noticing the trail of blood that led to the temple door.

      “Nothing like this has ever happened before,” the friar hissed. He stepped back, pressing down his robes as though he suddenly remembered something. “Come back tomorrow during daylight and tell the watchers what you saw here. Perhaps it will help in the capture of this beast.”

      “I’ve told you all I know,” Tor Lir replied, wary of returning the next day. “I must go.”

      He took another step back, and his foot landed on something. Glancing down, he saw a thin piece of parchment. Bending, he picked it up, his eyes scanning it for words. Bloody fingerprints stained the parchment, but instead of words there was a drawing of a creature. Before Tor Lir could study it further, the friar snatched it from his hands.

      Tor Lir looked up in surprise, his mouth hanging open although no words of retort came to his lips. The friar’s hostile glare softened. He shrugged, a poor excuse tumbling out of his mouth. “This belongs to the temple. You are not a student here and don’t have the right to peer into the knowledge we collect here.”

      Tor Lir frowned, a wave of tiredness striking him. “Of course,” he mumbled and turned, wishing to have no dealing with the realm of mortals. Mortals were strange and the things they cared about seemed inconsequential.

      All the same, as he stumbled down the steps and past the dead body, he wondered about the drawing on the parchment. It looked like a horse yet it had wings. He would ask Citrine if she knew of such a creature. All he knew with certainty was the creature on the parchment was not what had attacked the friar.
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      Citrine was almost back to her cave when she heard it. A ringing sounded in her ears and then a long whine, high and poignant.  She paused her hasty pace and turned slowly. The wind blew over the waters, moaning like a lost spirit seeking a home. The tall grass bent forward, and loose rock splashed into the sea far below. Citrine became conscious of her own breathing, raw and frightened. She frowned. She needed to get a grip. What was there to be afraid of? Suddenly a dark vision hurled her across the void into the unknown.
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      She opened her eyes to find herself in a tunnel. Walls of gray stone rose up on either side. There was a dim light, but it was cold and wet. She felt that she was bare, freezing and shaking in the gloom, and yet that was not what concerned her. A malevolent presence was somewhere above her, and she was sobbing, hoping it would not come near and command her once again. She wanted to speak, but when words came out of her mouth, they were a string of unintelligible syllables. She roared and reached up a hand, surprised to see wicked curved claws instead. Reaching out, she ran the claws across the stones and a sharp grating rang through her ears so hard she thought they would begin to bleed. Instead of attempting to speak again, she moved the claws toward her body and scraped them down her chest until blood flowed like a river, dripping onto the stones.
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      Citrine snapped back to reality with a muffled cry. Clasping her hands over her mouth, she spun widely, searching for whatever had tossed her there. Her heart pattered like incessant rain in her chest. Clutching her short skirts, she fled uphill back to her cave as the winds whipped her bright hair around her.

      Flickering orange light greeted her when she reached the cave, and peeking inside, she saw a hooded figure feeding sticks to the fire, while Ava lay across the entrance. Citrine had asked her beasts to watch her treasure while she was away. Grift stayed during the day—he was out hunting now—turning the evening watch over to Ava. Zaul was somewhere in the wild, hopefully on his way home.

      Citrine had learned, from past mistakes, it was best to check in with her beasts daily. She still hoped to provide a better home for them where they wouldn’t have to sneak around the city of Sanga Sang. Being close to so many mortals made her feel ill at ease. It was only a matter of time until someone discovered them, and the stranger hunched over the fire had already made the discovery.

      Citrine wished she’d been home and Ava hadn’t had to show herself. If the people of the city discovered her beasts, it would be another hunt, and she’d be banished once again. The other option would be to do away with them…or just run, although Grift was averse to running away from problems. He’d cautioned Citrine it would be better if she confronted her challenges instead of avoiding or running away from them.

      About time you got here, Ava scolded as she peeked open one eye. Her tail swished back and forth. There’s a mouse that’s taunting me and I need to teach it a lesson.

      Proceed. Citrine crossed her arms over her chest and lifted her chin, preparing to confront the intruder. Just don’t go far. I might need you.

      Just tell me when. Ava snickered and barred her teeth. Her massive snake-like body rose and she trod out into the windy night, her eyes glowing with mischief as she pounced. Citrine heard a squeak of terror as she leaned against the entrance of the cave.

      “Who are you?” she demanded.

      The hooded figure turned and lifted the hood, revealing herself to be an old white-haired lady. A milky white eye glared at Citrine followed by a pale blue eye.  A shriveled hand rose, shaking, with sun spots covering it. The lady’s white hair stuck out, uncombed and wiry, like an unkept bird’s nest. “Old Edna. That’s what they call me. You have the sight, just like I did…”

      “Old Edna? Eh? I don’t care who you are. What are you doing in my home? You’re trespassing. If you wanted to speak with me, you should have approached me during market.”

      “Ah. You have a sharp tongue, child. What I need to tell you should not be spoken of in the open air of a marketplace.”

      Citrine refused to back down. “I have a shop by the sea. If you need to trade for herbs, that’s where you should find me. Why are you following me?”

      “Come. Sit at your fire and calm your mind. It seems you are the one who needs the air of clarity.”

      Citrine narrowed her eyes. “What do you know about herbs?”

      “I may not be as strong as you…but I had the gift at one time in my life. In fact, I didn’t know there were others like me…until I saw you. It’s your hair.” Old Edna lifted her hands to her head, pulling out strands of hair and tossing them into the fire.

      Citrine wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Who are you? An oracle?”

      The lady snorted and wagged her head back and forth. “Oracle. Indeed. None are worthy to hold that title. Perhaps in my past I came close, but nay.”

      Citrine stepped closer, noticing the lady was missing several teeth. Edna’s eyes roved back and forth, never settling, and from the milky white one, Citrine thought it safe to assume Old Edna had difficulty seeing. Still. Worry and indecision gnawed at her core.

      Old Edna continued. “I came because I must pass my knowledge to you.”

      “You misunderstand.” Citrine cocked her head as understanding dawned. “I am not your apprentice, nor do I wish to take up your craft. There is nothing you have that I desire.”

      She’d heard of people like Old Edna, who had a specific trade and near the end of their lives passed their knowledge on to their successor. Because Old Edna did not have children—Citrine assumed—tradition would have her pick an apprentice to pass her knowledge to. An uneasy feeling snaked around Citrine’s rib cage. Although she did not want to hear what Old Edna had to say, her curiosity rose. Listening to Old Edna would give her time to decide what to do about the lady’s unusual visit. If she had seen Ava, she couldn’t return to the city, no matter how mad some might think her ramblings were. If the warden of the city was roused before Citrine could escape, they would lead an investigation to the cave. Glancing around the sloped walls, Citrine crept to the fire and sat down, crossing her legs. She blew out her breath, relieved she’d had the sense of mind to hide her book of spells.

      “It’s not a matter of desire,” Edna said. “You don’t have a choice, which is why I must tell you what I know. Long ago, a time before I was born, the immortals brought a gift to this city. A treasure which gave one the ability to achieve their heart’s desire.”

      Citrine sat up straight, a ripple of excitement creeping up her spine.

      “The gift was given to the city warden at the time, and it was his responsibility to protect and to use it to bring wealth to the city. After all, a city flourishes when the people are blessed and dwell without animosity. However, the warden misused the gift. When the Black Steeds seized the city, the gift left the warden and disappeared. From there, it only exists in rumors and speculation. Some say a lowly farmer found it and kept it hidden until a time of peace when it is needed again. But the other night, I had a dream, and you were in it.”

      Edna lifted a shriveled hand and pointed an accusing finger at Citrine as though she held a knife and wished to drive it into Citrine’s heart.

      A cool wind blew over the rocks, and a high-pitched whistle sliced through the air. Citrine crossed her arms and shifted her posture, glancing toward the entrance. It was gloomy outside, although the flames cast hulking shadows into the night.

      “It was the day I went to the Tree of Wisdom, seeking answers. You know the gift of the herbs. If you mix the right scents, you can understand them.” Old Edna’s pale blue eye turned pensive. “I took a gift of herbs to the tree, and when I slept that night, the answers came. In my dream I saw you standing with another, and you uncovered the lost treasure, but not without cost. Great joy and great sorrow followed, and after you discovered the treasure, everything you sought turned to dust.”

      Old Edna paused, closing her eyes while her hand remained, a finger pointing at Citrine. She jerked, her lips quivering, but although Citrine waited, Old Edna spoke no more. Leaning over, Citrine lifted twigs and fed them to the fire, surprised to see her hands shaking. Questions swirled around her mind. Finally, she decided Old Edna was mad and had given Citrine no reason to trust and believe her.

      “If you are trying to scare me with old legends, it won’t work,” Citrine said coldly. “If you want me gone, all you have to do is say so and I will leave the trade of herbs to you.”

      “Haa…” Edna shrieked, the ferocity of her laughter making Citrine jump. Edna’s finger fell to her chest, and she gripped her heart while her breasts swayed back and forth, coming to a rest against her wide belly. “Are you daft, child? I’m far too old to trade for herbs. My hands aren’t steady and my sight is almost gone. There is no way I can brew potions for the city folk without accidentally poisoning them.” The merriment left her wrinkled face, replaced with cunning.

      Citrine’s fingers twitched as she returned them to her lap, wishing for a draught of wine to calm her nerves.

      “I dare say I’ve poisoned one or two already,” Edna mumbled. “Nay. Child. I came to warn you. Don’t seek the treasure. It’s not worth it.”

      “I know nothing about this treasure or how to seek it. What does it look like? What does it do?”

      “Haa,” Edna said again, but this time her laugh wasn’t as jarring. “It's clear as crystal, carved by the hands of a Shaper—those who work with jewels and metals. Alchemy made it appear like a winged horse, but in the light, it changes colors. Some have sworn it flies off on its own if its bearer is not pure.”

      Citrine smirked. “Such nonsense, your brain must be addled mush. Tell me, did you see anything strange when you came to my cave?”

      “See?” Edna cackled. “None but your stray dog, watching over the entrance. It’s smart of you to have a beast stand guard or I might have helped myself to your food.”

      Citrine sighed with relief. “Dog?” she almost laughed herself. “I’m surprised you saw anything this bleak night.”

      Edna wagged her head and reached out, lifting a stick and dragging her rump off the rock. “When you become old like me, you become thankful for ears. They are my guide.”

      “Do you need me to walk you home?” Citrine offered out of politeness, although she’d have preferred to push the demented lady off a cliff.

      “Nay. Child. Nay. I fend for myself these days, but a bite to eat in exchange for the knowledge I brought you would be decent.”

      Citrine huffed. “You didn’t have to come here and tell me a wild tale in exchange for food.”

      Edna shook her head as Citrine reached for a meager serving of bread and fish. Wrapping it in a cloth she pressed it into Old Edna’s free hand.

      Citrine waited until Old Edna disappeared into shadows before relaxing her shoulders. A passing thought struck her. Should one of her beasts validate the story? But she brushed it away like a stray butterfly. Although there was merit to the idea, it seemed impossible. How could there be a treasure that granted someone’s wishes?

      Did she call me a dog? Ava’s offended question crept into her consciousness.

      Oh, Ava. Citrine choked down a laugh. At least she didn’t see you.

      Blind as a bat to call me a dog. I should take a bite out of her bottom. Ava scoffed.

      Ava!

      Fine. I’ll stand down. At least I got that mouse. It won’t tease me anymore.
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      Pink rays of sunrise still graced the broad skies as Zilpha slowed her hurried pace and climbed up the steps to Mathilda’s house. Her family home was quite large, for it housed her many brothers and sisters. Huts dotted the farmland and the air was potent with the smell of fresh vegetables. Before Zilpha could knock on the door, she saw one brother—she could never keep their names straight, for they all looked alike—leading a horse toward the road.

      “You’re quite early, Zilpha,” he shouted. “We’re still getting ready to head to the fields.”

      “I know,” Zilpha called. “I need to speak with Mathilda.”

      “Ah, she’s down in the hut near the vineyards, surprised she didn’t tell you then…”

      “Oh,” Zilpha paused in confusion. Why is Mathilda staying by the vineyards?

      “I’ll give you a ride. It’s a wee bit muddy down there,” he laughed.

      They trotted into a valley, Zilpha too exhausted from worry to remark much on the enjoyable ride. Zilpha wished she had a steady horse to carry her wares to market each week. One day, when she had enough silver to trade she would buy a mare. When they arrived, she swung down from the horse, forgetting to thank Mathilda’s brother for the ride.

      A rooster crowed in the distance, even though the sun was up, and birds sang as they pecked at plump ripe grapes. A blue bird hopped in front of Zilpha, cocking its round black eyes at her as if asking a question. Zilpha brushed past it as the horrors of the night before returned and she pounded on the door. Strands of hair tumbled out of her hastily made bun at her jarring movements.

      It flew open. Mathilda gasped, a hand flying to her lips as she examined Zilpha, up and down. Her hazel eyes turned dark in disapproval, and she shook her head, “Zilpha!”

      “Have you heard?” Zilpha burst out, the hasty words running into each other in her rush to get out. “The friar! He’s dead. Dead at the foot of the temple with his eyes wide open. I saw him…last night…can you believe it? It was awful, like a beast had attacked him and I ran…”

      “Zilpha…”

      “I know it was my fault for staying out so late but…I had to see what Hava was doing with all those baskets. I saw Lord Arden give her a bag of silver and then he slapped her. But that’s not the worst part. While I was running I saw the friar and there was blood everywhere and a smell, like an animal, but not like horses and goats, it was musky like dung and rot—”

      Mathilda squeezed her hands into fists and her face turned red. “Zilpha! Bram is here.”

      “Oh.” Zilpha felt herself deflate like someone had punched her chest and all the air went out of her lungs. “What is he doing here?”

      “I wanted to tell you but he asked me not to.”

      “Mathilda, I asked about him yesterday.” Standing on her tip toes, Zilpha peered over her friend’s shoulder into the dark hut.

      Mathilda sniffed, and her jaw clenched.

      Zilpha glowered, words turning to ash in her throat. “I’ve been searching for him. I thought something terrible happened!”

      “Zilpha?”  Bram appeared behind Mathilda and pulled the door open wide. His dark eyes were sleepy and his round face ruddy. He yawned and ran a finger through his light brown hair, making it stand up on end. “It’s okay.” He touched Mathilda’s arm, holding her gaze a moment too long.

      Zilpha rubbed her arms in discomfort as anger pulsated through her. Mathilda and Bram looked like they shared a grand secret. Their eyes met, and they gazed at each other wordlessly until Zilpha felt awkward, as though she were the intruder hiding things. Mathilda’s kindness irked her, and she spoke up, taking out her anger on her younger brother. “Bram. Why didn’t you come home? You have chores and responsibilities. You can’t just up and leave whenever you feel the urge. You’re the only male at home, and you need to step up and act like one.”

      “Zilpha. Not now.” Bram held up a hand, his voice warm and even as if Zilpha’s anger did not fluster him. “I didn’t tell you because. . .well. . .”

      “Bram. Are you sure you should tell her?” Mathilda interrupted, grabbing his elbow to drag him away from the door. Her eyes were large in her freckled face, her light hair mossy with sweat as it gathered at the base of her neck. Zilpha’s eyes flitted over her friend’s uncombed hair and wrinkled clothes and realized, with a pang, Mathilda and Bram had spent the night together. Jealousy made Zilpha clutch her jaw, and she crossed her arms over her chest to defend herself from their happiness.

      Bram yanked his elbow out of Mathilda’s hand and frowned. “Mathilda. Please. It’s better to hear it from us than if she sees him in the street.”

      “Who?” Zilpha demanded, glancing from Mathilda’s worried face to Bram’s stern one.

      Bram turned his body to face Zilpha, pausing as if gathering strength, and then the words dripped from his lips. “Nodin. He’s back.”

      Zilpha opened her mouth, but no words came out. A burning sensation ripped through her chest, and moisture sprang to her eyes. Her chin shook, and she lifted trembling fingers to cover her mouth.

      Five years ago, he’d left her. He’d desired to explore and find adventure in the time of peace. It had been a relief when he left, although she grieved. At times she hated him and other times she longed for his return. When her breath returned, she seized Mathilda’s arm, leaning on her for support.

      “It’s Lord Nodin now,” Bram murmured. “I saw him at the tavern by the shore last night. He looked well. Word is he’s taken up with the city warden.”

      Zilpha’s vision blurred, and she pulled away. “I have to go,” she whispered.

      “No. Now that you’re here, stay,” Mathilda disagreed. “I’ll get the wagon, we can load up your supplies and fish. I’ll go with you back to your hut and help you get settled—”

      “No,” Zilpha barked. Holding up a hand. “You don’t understand.” And then for the first time since she saw the dead friar, understanding dawned on her and a cry escaped her lips. Her hands fell to her hips where she’d hidden it, but she knew without further investigation. “It’s gone. I was so distracted last night I forgot to check. The money is gone!”

      “Money? What money?” Bram asked.

      Zilpha shook her head, powerless as Mathilda dragged her into the hut and deposited her on a chair.

      “This is terrible.” Zilpha collapsed in the chair, rocking back and forth as she realized what had happened. “It’s like I said. I saw the dead friar, and I forgot about the money. I think I lost it either before or after I went to the temple. I have to go back, I have to look.”

      Her voice came out shrill with panic, and all she could think about was the harsh slap Lord Arden had given Hava, his own flesh and blood. How would he deal with her for not making timely payment on her debt?

      “Slow down, have a sip of water, and start at the beginning.” Mathilda put a mug of water in front of Zilpha, some splashing onto the table in her haste.

      The water tasted like nothing as it went down her throat, but it revived her spirits and, sitting up, she shared with Mathilda and Bram what had happened. When she finished, Bram spun and kicked a chair, then picked it up and hurled it at the wall, where it broke into two pieces.

      “Zilpha, we have a debt!” he shouted, his face turning red. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? We could have all paid it off together, and I just bought a plot of land—”

      “You bought land?” Zilpha lifted glassy eyes to her brother’s face, her trembling fingers spilling more water.

      “Aye…you weren’t to know…” he gestured to Mathilda.

      “I didn’t want to tell you like this.” Mathilda dropped her head, eyes seeking the ground. “We wanted to wait until the Harvest Festival to make it official. But we will be married.”

      “Aye, I bought land so I can build a new house which is why I’ve been away working. Zilpha, I’m sorry.” Bram came back, perching on the edge of the table. “We’ll go to Lord Arden together and explain. Between my work and the market, you can still make that payment, perhaps this month.”

      Zilpha leaped to her feet, hurt and betrayal seeping through her as she gazed from her brother to her best friend. They were to be married, and she’d be alone, forced to work until she became lost or destitute on the streets. Unkind words buzzed around her head, building into a storm as the chair behind her fell to the floor. “No.” She bolted for the door. “It’s my fault. My debt. Leave me alone. I can fix this by myself.”

      “Zilpha, I’m sorry. I should have told you.” Mathilda ran out behind her. “I honestly didn’t know—”

      “Of course you didn’t,” Zilpha shouted back, tears in her voice. “You with your family and your beautiful farmland. You’re so focused on yourself you never notice what’s really going on. And now you’ve taken my brother.”

      “Zilpha, that’s unfair of you.” Mathilda crossed her arms, her feet coming to a halt just outside the door of the hut. “You never told me about the debt, and I’ve asked you if you needed help. Come back, we will work together.”

      “Leave me alone,” Zilpha shouted. Tears streaked down her face as she bolted from the farmland. She had to retrace her steps and find the bag of silver coins. Perhaps all wouldn’t be in vain. Even as she ran, the long face of Lord Nodin rose in her memory and she shuddered, but whether it was from anticipation or fear, she did not know.
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      “There you are,” Tor Lir said as he strode into the cave, stepping over Grift’s tail.

      Citrine lay sprawled on a bed of furs by the back of the cave, still sleeping. At the sound of his voice, she lifted her head off her arms, blinking in the daylight. A charred fire smoked so close to her head it was a wonder her hair hadn’t caught fire. She used a rock as a pillow and Tor Lir couldn’t imagine she was comfortable. Her wild hair danced around her head, and her lemon-yellow eyes glared at him. “What are you doing here?” she grumbled.

      Sitting up, she wiped sleep from her eyes and reached for her cloak. Tor Lir did not miss the way her eyes darted about the cave, checking that all her secrets remained hidden from him.

      He crossed his arms and spread his legs, taking a stance in front of her. “Something strange happened last night, and I came to ask you about it.”

      “Why me?” She reached for her boots and slid them up her bare knees.

      Tor Lir shifted his gaze away from her immodest display of flesh. “Were all your beasts accounted for last night?”

      “Why?” her hands dropped and her breath caught. Her brow furrowed as she stood. “Why would you ask such a thing? What happened?”

      “I saw a beast at the temple. It ripped into one of the friars and killed him. But it disappeared before I could see it. Surely you aren’t letting your beasts run wild.”

      Citrine’s heart-shaped face turned red, and she balled her hands into fists. “I don’t appreciate you coming here to accuse me. My beasts would never do such a thing.”

      Tor Lir cocked his head to the side, studying her. “I had to ask. If there’s another beast on the loose, perhaps you can find it and add it to your collection.”

      Citrine spun away from him, her voice taking on a distinctly unfriendly tone. “I have other things to do. Besides, I have enough beasts in my collection. I love them all and I don’t need more. What makes you think I want to stomp around collecting beasts? I have my own goals to attend to.”

      “Ah…I thought as much. Will you tell me?”

      Citrine pulled her royal blue cloak around her shoulders. It fell just below her knees. She crossed her arms, the warm flush still covering her face. “I did want to speak with you, but not so much after your accusations.”

      Tor Lir ran a hand through his hair, a smirk on his face. Why did Citrine have to be so difficult? Part of him wanted to shake sense into her while another part of him enjoyed her relentless attitude. Giving her space, he leaned against the cave walls and watched her movements. “What do you want to speak to me about?”

      Citrine picked up a basket and took a hunk of bread and dried fish out of it and tied it into a yellow handkerchief. Snatching up an apple, she took a bite out of it. Tor Lir’s stomach turned in hunger as he watched juice drip down Citrine’s chin. She wiped it away with the back of her hand before facing him again. “I’m leaving.”

      Something passed through Tor Lir at the way she said “I’m.” Did her plans include him? He thought not, but—refusing to show his frustration—he shrugged. “Why? I thought you wanted to stay in one place for a time because of your work. You have a spell of protection—”

      “What do you know about spells?” Citrine put her hands on her hips, the apple forgotten as she frowned at him. “I thought you weren’t interested in knowledge.”

      “I’m not,” he responded, adding a frosty edge to his words. “But clearly, you are. Why the sudden decision?”

      “I don’t have to ask permission from you. I’ve decided. I’m leaving.”

      Tor Lir pursed his lips. “Is that wise, considering the time of year? Autumn is coming and soon winter winds will freeze the plains. Are you prepared to face the winter in a new land?”

      Citrine took another noisy bite of her apple, her gaze moving to the cave entrance. Tor Lir studied her posture, the way she held her shoulders up, and her eyes, avoiding his gaze. There was something she didn’t want to tell him. So be it.

      “It’s not good for my beasts to be close to the city,” Citrine said. “Yesterday, that crazy lady, Old Edna, came to visit me, prattling on with her mad ravings. She claims she’s blind, but I don’t like it. I’m taking my beasts and going where we can have solitude.”

      Citrine’s aura flashed, and Tor Lir considered whether she was telling the truth. He decided to test her. “Would you like me to come with you?”

      Citrine scratched the back of her neck and tossed the apple core into the fire. She bent to grab a basket of herbs and started for the cave entrance, avoiding him altogether. Before she left, she turned back. “No, here is where we part ways. You have the opportunity to study the mortals, as you desire, and I will keep my beasts safe, as I desire.”

      Irritation swept through Tor Lir at her words, like she’d slung mud in his face. He crept to her side, staring at her face and her bright hair cascading down her back. Today her hair appeared green in the sunlight. He moved close enough to snatch her hand and hold her back. “Go, if you wish it. But before you leave, I have a question. I saw something in the temple—a  creature drawn on parchment. It was a horse and yet it was not, with wings on its back, and there was something about it I can’t explain. Do you know of such a beast? Have you heard of it?”

      As Citrine’s eyes grew wide, a thrill coursed through him. He had the ability to manipulate her, and now he held her attention.
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      Whispers circulated through the city as Zilpha hunted for her bag of coins. After fleeing from Mathilda and Bram’s happiness, she’d returned to her hut and searched carefully for the bag of silver without success. Following her trail back to the city, she poked at bushes and leaves in the thicket. Where had she left it? Yet as her memory came back, she recalled falling into Hava’s hut of supplies, and tearing her dress. She was sure it was then the belt had come loose and out had dropped the bag of coins. But she couldn’t go back there. She swallowed hard, fingers shaking as she recalled the fire she’d set. If Hava returned to her supplies, she’d know there had been an intruder. Zilpha hoped no one had seen her, and while she assumed it was easy to blame thieves, she thought her jarred composure would give her away.

      Now evening crept toward the city once again, and Zilpha stood in the empty marketplace, knowing she should head home but eyeing the temple with trepidation. With a shudder she decided to walk to it. People thronged the streets, some headed home, others to the shore. A few pointed up to the temple, shaking their heads.

      “What is it?” Zilpha asked a lady who brushed near her, murmuring under her breath.

      “There’s a monster loose among us,” the lady whispered. “It went up to the temple and killed the friar. That spells bad luck for all of us, and right before the Harvest Festival.”

      “It can’t be bad luck,” Zilpha replied with little heart. “We live in a time of peace. Nothing terrible is supposed to happen.”

      “Supposed to happen, but it can! Peace might be over and the darkness might spread again. I always said, there’s only so much that can be done. Evil will always return.”

      “I don’t think it’s evil, only an accident.”

      “An accident? If you had seen the body, you would think different. Nay, there are too many newcomers in the land, and the warden is failing us. Something must be done.” The lady hunched over, shaking her head, and pulled out a loaf of bread. “Sweet for ye? Three pennies—”

      Zilpha shook her head, goosebumps poking up on her arms. “Nay, I did not come to trade. Have you heard what is being done about it?”

      “Lord Arden is mustering the watchers, and there is word a new warden will take over soon. I assume the announcement will be made during the Harvest Festival. In the meantime, it’s best if you seek advice from Old Edna.”

      Zilpha peered at the lady, startled she mentioned Old Edna. Edna was insane from her years of hardship. She had unusual abilities and made strange concoctions out of herbs and foul root vegetables. She kept a black raven that flew back and forth like a speaking beast, yet it only cawed instead of speaking.

      There were a variety of speaking and dumb beasts across the South World, but given animal politics, most farmers sought out and bred dumb beasts. Talking beasts were too wild and demanded certain requirements for their living.

      Old Edna’s mannerisms were odd, and at one time, the Disciples of Ithar had taken her for questioning. They could find no fault with her and had  returned her to her maddening ways in the city. She was the oldest person Zilpha had ever seen, almost sixty moons and still roving around the city like a young one, preaching against the past darkness and warning others to beware the future.

      “I don’t believe Old Edna can help us.” Zilpha shrugged.

      “Aye, then there’s the colorful one they call Citrine. She has a rare gifting if you can find her.”

      Zilpha moved closer to the lady, her breath caught. “Citrine? I saw her in the marketplace yesterday. What do you know about her?”

      “Not much, she keeps a shop where she sells herbs.”

      “She keeps a shop? Outside of the marketplace? That’s unheard of.”

      “It’s by water’s edge, where you can see the ships coming in and a fair amount of traffic pours through. It’s not allowed by the city warden, but then since when has he meddled in our affairs? She seems to do as she wishes. It’s not much different from the inns and taverns by the port.”

      A sudden hope beamed in Zilpha’s heart as an idea formed in her mind; perhaps the port was where she needed to sell goods. Outside of the marketplace she could make some additional coins, perhaps more than she’d ever made at the weekly market and she could pay off her debt. She seized the lady’s arm. “Do you know how I’d find her?”

      The lady pointed at the sky, making a tsking sound with her tongue. “It grows late, and she closes early. Better try tomorrow as soon as the sun comes up.”

      “Ah, many thanks. What else do you know? Have you heard about Lady Hava?”

      The lady’s eyebrows rose, and a smile covered her face. “Such a sweet lady, it’s too bad, just too bad. I can’t be talking in the streets all day. I must go, unless you want to buy bread?”

      The lady waved the bread. Zilpha stepped back, a frown coming over her face. “What about Lady Hava? What’s too bad?”

      “No bread? Fine. Away with you then.” The lady moved down the street.

      With a sigh Zilpha turned and pointed her feet home. The shadows were long in the streets, and this time she wanted to be home before anything untoward happened in the night. As she passed the richer part of the city, her eyes flitted to the road leading up to the home of Lord Arden. She wondered what he would do since she’d not appeared to pay her debt or request an extension. A weariness bit her, and a sudden hunger zinged through her stomach. Yet the idea churned in her mind. She could sell baskets by the sea. She counted on her fingers the amount she had. If she made a few more, she could sell enough. First thing in the morning, she’d set to work, getting her merchandise from Mathilda—she scowled—and figuring out a way to transport them to the shore.
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      A noise woke Zilpha. She sat up in bed, pulling the covers to her chest, heart pounding as she listened. Her fingers reached up to the shell necklace around her neck, pulling it back and forth as she peered into the inky blackness. Was it Bram coming home? But it was much too late for that. Wasn’t it? She wished the moonlight would come out from behind a cloud so she could see inside her hut. She’d left the flint near the fireplace, and if she padded across the floor, she could retrieve it and light a candle. But it was much too cold for that. Even though it was not yet winter, the temperature at night cooled, leaving her shivering in her thin shift, thankful for the wool blanket that covered her bed.

      The sound came again—a scratch, like two objects striking each other. Her heart thudded in her chest and she leaned over, to reach for the candle, hoping it would be a suitable weapon. An orange glow flickered from the other room. Candlelight. Someone was in the house. Breathless, she snatched the candle from the floor and scanned the blackness of the room, searching for somewhere to hide. But it was too late. A shadow entered her room.

      A dark cloak covered the figure, but through the clothing Zilpha could make out a male. The dancing candlelight—heedless of danger—showed off his amber eyes, deep set in a smooth-shaven face. Zilpha covered her mouth with her hand, smothering her scream into a high squeak of terror. The amber eyes glowed at her as the male glided up to her bed, perching on the foot of it and overwhelming her with his woody scent.

      “I know you have it,” the deep voice all but growled at her, sending shivers down her spine.

      Zilpha dropped the candle. It rolled into the floor with a thump. “What are you doing in my home? Who are you? Get out!”

      A chuckle came from within the hood and a gloved hand tossed it back, revealing long shaggy hair. The male held the candle higher, showing off his full face. “Is that how you greet an old friend? You don’t recognize me?”

      Zilpha gasped, dropping the wool blanket as she took in the stern jaw, deep eyes, and nimble fingers. “Nodin?” a vibration snaked through her belly, and her lips trembled at his proximity. A bolt of desire passed through her lower abdomen, and she tried to shake it off and keep her head clear.

      “Did you not expect me? I know you have it. I need it back.”

      “What are you talking about?” Zilpha asked, unable to keep from gripping the necklace that hung heavy between her breasts. She held onto it as though it were a token of protection.

      His gaze flickered to her hands and then roamed further over her body. Zilpha shivered under his amber eyes, feeling dirty, like he’d asked her to undress for him. His eyebrows arched. “So, you kept it, but it’s not here.” He read her body posture well. “What did you do with it? Bury it?”

      “I…I…I…” Zilpha cast about for words.

      Bending, he set the candle on the floor and reached out to place both gloved hands on her bare shoulders, leaning closer until his bulk towered over her. “Don’t stammer…it doesn’t become you. I need it back in three days. Before the harvest. Or you may find life becomes very difficult for you. Look for it. Consider that your warning.”

      Amber eyes narrowed at her, and Zilpha froze under his touch, gentle though it was. She clutched the necklace, as if it would tell her where to seek. “I don’t know where it is. Honestly. I don’t.”

      His thin lips turned up, laughing at her inaptitude. Despite his sternness, the way his dark brown hair fell over his forehead made her feel weak. In the candlelight she could just make out the shadow of a beard against his jaw. A desire to reach out and run her fingers across his face made her tremble. She thought him handsome with his sharp nose and broad shoulders. He was skilled with speech and often got his way, either by tongue or the strength of his hands. Those elegant hands that held her shoulders, slipping down to her arms. One hand slid over, covering her fingers that held the necklace, a finger dipping down to graze her erect nipples.

      She struggled under the warmth of his fingers against her skin, and her heartbeat pulsed, loud and clear. She licked her lips, fixating his stern expression in her mind. A shiver ran through her—the conflict of temptation and desire like a sweet fruit turned bitter at first bite. His demand ignited a flurry of choices. She leaned away from him, resisting, for the object he’d given her was dangerous. She’d thrown it away, knowing if she touched it, a brilliant awakening would take place within and everything would change. Perhaps not for the better. Yet the possibility lingered. A flood of warmth enveloped her as his fingers tightened around her arm, drawing her gaze back to his face.

      “Three days. No excuses.” His face drew closer, his lips grazing her cheek, and he inhaled. “There is a reward waiting when you deliver.”

      “Please.” A raw thirst knotted at the core of her being, begging to be released, despite what happened next. Was she strong enough to hold back? Nay, that was not the right question. Did she want to hold back? A chill wind blew in, scattering her thoughts like the leaves of autumn.

      The hands withdrew, the temptation faded, and all that was left of his presence was an impression on the bed. He pulled the cloak over his head, taking the candle with him.

      “Three days.”

      His final words rang out, ominous in the dark, and she pulled the covers up to her neck, holding the necklace, running her fingers over the grooves. Should she play the game? His game? Or should she run?
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      Tor Lir left Citrine’s cave brimming with satisfaction. She’d been surprised and intoxicated by the idea of treasure. He felt her aura change. She was on a relentless quest for power. She would not leave until she had an answer. Since they’d arrived in Sanga Sang, she’d changed. He’d watched with doubts as she collected herbs and wrote the book of spells, her mind drifting nearer to ideas of power, searching for relics to use. Did she not know her own strength? He saw vestiges of power drifting in her aura, unused. Didn’t she know she could have everything she wanted by snapping her fingers? Thoughts of her made him feel ashamed of himself, for he knew he avoided his own powers, hiding them like they were a poison that would corrupt him. He brushed his negative thoughts away, anxiety knotting in his stomach as he entered the city once again, chewing his lower lip as he decided what to do.

      “Tor Lir,” a female voice called.

      He spun around, catching the swish of braids in an alleyway. A face peered out at him, and a smile tugged on the corner of his lips. “Lady Hava.” He moved toward her, holding out his hands, but he stopped short when he saw her face. “What’s wrong?”

      Her chestnut hair hung flat and her face, usually full of life and color, was pale. Dark circles under her eyes told him she hadn’t slept. Reaching out, he placed a hand on her shoulder. Her grief made him feel something under the layers of emotion he attempted to hide.

      Hava shrugged her shoulders and gave him a slight smile. “I’m sorry I didn’t meet you at the tavern last night like we planned. My father and I had a disagreement.”

      A bruise on her cheek told him more than words could say, and he stepped back. Anger boiled like lava in the core of his being, and his fists tightened. “Dare he strike you?”

      She moved toward him, and he caught her scent. A tightness came to his chest and he faintly remembered the Jasmine Gardens of Shimla and the Jesnidrains—the beautiful, immortal creatures who fueled his lust. He blinked, trying to keep back the thoughts, forcing himself not to act on instinct because he missed the warmth of feminine touch. All the same, a longing rose, and he pulled Hava into an embrace, holding her a moment too long, feeling himself go hot at the delightful feel of her body against his.

      Tor Lir and Lady Hava had met in the city one market day. She’d dropped her goods and he had been there to help pick them up. He’d asked her a question about the swords on her back and she, in surprise, offered to train him. When he wasn’t working the farmlands, he met with Hava to learn sword fighting—he still recalled how Citrine had laughed at him for choosing a bow and arrow, claiming it was for cowards. From there, an unusual friendship formed, and Tor Lir found he had someone—other than Citrine—to ask about the ways of mortals.

      It was Hava who had told him about the habits for mortals, work being their number one need. Work provided food for bellies, a place to live, land to grow crops, and coin for purchases including cloth, herbs, voyages, and the simpler pleasures, like a hot meal at the tavern and a tankard of ale. Tor Lir found it odd, for the Iaen did not believe work was the ultimate goal. They flitted about the forest at will, each exploring their own interests and forcing prisoners and the young to complete mundane tasks—tasks mortals consumed their lives with.

      Hava pulled back, staring up into Tor Lir’s face, the self-pity gone. “Listen, I wanted to speak with you yesterday because my father is planning something big. He thought I wouldn’t notice, but he’s been calling on the Lords of the city, binding them together in some sort of plan that will disrupt the peace. There are few who will stand up to them, for he owns a good piece of the farmland beyond the city, and he has tenants who pay him in silver. I think he intends to get rid of them by sending his soldiers to root them out of their homes. One way or another, prisons will overflow, and many good workers will lose their place in the market.”

      Tor Lir listened, wondering if Hava’s father had something to do with the beast he saw the evening before. “He wants to bring imbalance and chaos to the city,” Tor Lir said. “And to what end? What is there to gain?”

      Hava sighed. “Wealth. It has been his life’s goal. Without tenants, he can now use prisoners to work the land, but I think he wants to go beyond producing crops. I think he wants to own all of the farmland so he can control the prices in the marketplace and create a monopoly on goods sold. Most of those who work with cloth, like I do, pay a tax to him. I think he wants to be the next city warden, which is concerning because the warden has disappeared and there are new Lords in the city. I mentioned going to the tavern last night because it’s the perfect place to glean gossip from the city and watch newcomers.”

      Tor Lir cocked his head. “I saw something last night at the temple, something that might have to do with all of this.”

      Hava raised an eyebrow. “The temple? I did hear there was a disturbance. Tell me what you saw, and then we must make a plan.”

      Tor Lir smiled, liking Hava even more. Unlike Citrine, she did not hurl words at him or barge into a mess without planning. His eyes softened as he stared at Hava. She was beautiful, but she was not an Enchantress and she did not control beasts.
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      Daylight streamed into the room, and Zilpha sat up with a jerk, brushing sleep out of her eyes. She scanned the room, surprised she’d fallen asleep after the devilish visit of Lord Nodin. She hadn’t imagined it, had she? But the candle lay on the floor, and when she peered out of the room, she could see the latch to the hut was turned and the bar was not set. But it was the letter on the table that gave her pause. She reached for it, feeling suspended like the breath at the moment before making a choice.

      She unfolded the parchment and peered at the hastily scrawled words that covered it. Words she could not read. A number was listed at the end. A solitary one with a five next to it. Payment? She’d have to take it to someone who could read.

      A thump at the door distracted her. “Zilpha? Are you home?”

      Mathilda. Hope faded into apprehension. Dashing back to the room, Zilpha shrugged on her working dress. Sweat from the previous day covered the back and underarms of the dress, yet she hadn’t taken the time to wash the bloodstains off her other garment. It was all but ruined now. Stuffing the letter into her pocket, she hurried to the door while twisting her hair up in a bun. She pulled it open to Mathilda’s peaked face.

      “Zilpha, what a relief. I was worried about you,” Mathilda gushed.

      A horse nickered in the background and, looking out, Zilpha saw with relief Mathilda had brought the baskets.

      Zilpha crossed her arms, moving her bare toe over the dirt on the door step. A drop of candle wax had fallen and hardened there. “I…I…I didn’t mean those words yesterday…”

      Mathilda reached out and pulled Zilpha to her, wrapping her in a forgiving embrace. “I know. Me either. Listen, I brought your supplies and—I hope you don’t mind—cooked you some fish and bread. It’s not much, but it’s the least I can do.”

      Zilpha pulled away, uncomfortable with Mathilda’s kindness. “Let me grab my shoes and I’ll help you unload.”

      A moment of awkward silence followed. Zilpha dragged on her shoes, her eyes scanning the floor, unsure what else to say to Mathilda. But Mathilda was the first to break the silence. She always seemed to know how to break a moment with words, and Zilpha wanted to scowl, but she didn’t want Mathilda to take it the wrong way.

      “Nodin. I’m curious and hope you’ll forgive me prying. Were you in love with him?” Mathilda asked as they walked to the wagon together.

      Love. That word again. Did it exist? Although the telltale signs of happiness pinched Mathilda’s rosy cheeks, leading Zilpha to believe it did. Zilpha lifted baskets from the wagon and walked to her door, bending to drop her burdens and hide the sudden flush that came to her face. When she stood straight, she saw gray smoke rising from the neighboring hut, just a stone’s throw down the lane. The smoke dispersed into the air, disappearing just like Nodin had. Lord Nodin now. Was there anything there at all?

      “It wasn’t love. He has a persuasive power, and it’s impossible not to want to do what he says. I think it was the look he gave me when I pleased him. It felt as if he truly saw me for what I can do. What I can give. . .never mind. You look confused. . .” Zilpha shrugged at her lame attempt to explain. Even his name on her lips reminded her of the choice she had yet to make.

      “Nay, I’ve just never heard you talk like this before. And that expression on your face.”

      “Mathilda,” Zilpha spoke up, wanting to change the topic of their conversation, “do you know anyone who can read?”

      “Read? What for?”

      “Just curious.”

      “The Lords and Ladies of the city, they need that knowledge. I’m sure if you went to the temple the friars could translate and then there’s the tower—”

      “But you know someone like me would never get close enough to the temple or tower without raising questions. No, I need someone who is like us. Not those rich Lords.”

      “What about the colorful one, Citrine? She buys ink and parchment at the marketplace. It must be because she reads.”

      A jolt of understanding passed through Zilpha. “I know what I have to do.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After Mathilda left—she hadn’t been keen on leaving and needed encouragement—Zilpha sat down in the dirt outside her hut and weaved two more baskets. She wanted to ensure she had enough if she was going to follow through with her plan and sell them by the port. She’d gone down there once or twice, although it was said not to be a place where ladies should walk lest they sought passage to the eastern side of the Jaded Sea. Regardless, it was a place where the fishers went, the traders made port, and the rough characters of the city of Sanga Sang dwelt. A few shops coated the edges, all in a row with a tavern, an inn, and an herb shop. Such establishments were owned by lowlifes who sold suspect merchandise and were not welcome in the weekly marketplace.

      The sun was high in the sky when Zilpha finished, and she quickly stacked up four baskets and tied them to her back. It wasn’t enough, and she much preferred to have a wagon, but she had to walk. Although they were light, it was difficult to carry so many baskets such a long way.

      She set off down the road, and just as her hut disappeared from sight, she remembered she had nothing to trade, aside from baskets. If the fate held with her, she could sell some before finding the shop of the colorful one. Then she’d have enough money to trade.

      Rich golden and red hues of fall dotted the countryside combined with the deep smell of vegetables and meats roasting in the neighboring huts. Zilpha lived on a row of huts, each a measured distance from the other. She wondered if Lord Arden owned all the huts and if the peasants had trouble paying their debts. She picked up the pace, the thin soles of her shoes rubbing against her calloused feet. She needed new shoes but had to wait until the debt was paid off. Her thoughts flickered to Bram, and a deep unhappiness slammed into her gut. He was off working the fields. His hollow words about helping her had turned out to be naught after yesterday. She blinked back tears, frustrated at her weakness and her jealousy of Mathilda. Why did some people have all the luck in life while she was burdened with heavy blows? Although when she considered her past, she could not help but blame herself. She’d been the one who took out the loan and fell to Nodin’s charms.

      The city rustled with life just as it always did as she walked through it, marveling at the sights and smells that never ceased. A part of her wanted to move from her hut in the countryside in to the city, where everything she could dream of lay at her fingertips. She passed the dressmaker and looked wistfully at the cloth in the window. Her dress would be threadbare soon, and with the ruin of the other one she needed something fancy and fine to wear.

      She made her way past the marketplace to the wide cobblestone road leading to the port. She saw the winking Jaded Sea before she reached it, and her heart beat in anticipation as white sails appeared. This was everything she’d ever dreamed of—to have a shop at the edge where she could look upon the vast majesty of the Jaded Sea and watch the ships sail in and out of the harbor.

      A thudding desire scattered through her as she dared to let herself dream of a life where she would run her own shop and sell baskets, clothes, and precious stones, better than the quaint jewelry the rich ladies wore. She’d even help out the peasants so no one would know the fear of being in debt and judged by those over her. She would be a beacon for others and no longer fall prey to schemes. But right now, she had to do what she needed to survive, and Lord Nodin’s offer hung in the air like a spiderweb, unseen yet waiting to entrap her.

      Salt stung her nose when she reached the harbor, and in the distance, she heard the cry of seagulls, the shouts of the ship-hands working, and the bartering of people paying for passage aboard those great ships. It was more crowded than she’d anticipated, and the colors gave her pause. She stood near the end of the cobblestone street where it ran into a dirt road and finally to planked gangways made of wood, shifting in the craggy rock and grass. A whisper of adventure hung in the air like an intangible thought unable to be fully grasped.

      Zilpha stuck her tongue in her cheek as she watched the people run to and fro, the males stripped to their waists, their backs shiny with sweat. The glazed hue of lust zipped through her, and she shivered as the sea winds whisked overhead. But it wasn’t from cold, only the knowledge she was alone in the world while everyone else moved on with their lives, heedless of her dissatisfaction.

      “Zilpha?”

      She jumped and turned at the question in the male’s voice. Her thoughts flew back to Lord Nodin’s harsh tones the evening before, and a fiery flush came over her face. But it wasn’t Lord Nodin, only Irik the fisher. He jogged up to her, a question in his eyes before a good-natured smile spread across his broad face. “I’m surprised to see you here. It isn’t market day.”

      His body reeked of the pungent smell of fish, water, and sweat. He carried a basket full of fish on his back and only wore a loose pair of pants that were rolled to his knees. His bare chest glistened in the light, and Zilpha averted her eyes, suddenly embarrassed. Whether it was for him or for herself, she did not know. “I have business here.”

      “Ah.” Irik eyed her baskets, and a puzzled look came over his broad face. Lifting an elbow, he wiped sweat off his forehead. “May I escort you there?”

      Zilpha’s face turned redder still, and she wished the baskets were tucked away. There didn’t seem to be a place to set up shop out by the docks. A sigh passed from her lips, and her shoulders slumped. “You think me a fool for being out here.”

      “Nay,” Irik shook his head. “It can be rough out here for a lady, and I only thought, seeing as you appear to be alone, I could escort you as far as you’d let me. I understand it's none of my business…”

      “But you’re busy with the fish.” Zilpha pointed to his basket, his glistening chest making her feel odd inside.

      Irik gave a rough laugh to dispel some of the awkwardness in the air, and Zilpha frowned, realizing she must have insulted him. He took a step back. “I’m sorry I overstepped,” he mumbled, his gaze shifting down.

      Zilpha felt something like a burden roll away and she relaxed, reaching out a hand to touch Irik’s wrist and encourage him. A jolt zinged through her at the contact with him. “I’m sorry, I’m out of sorts today and you could be of help. Do you know where the colorful one sells herbs?”

      Irik’s head snapped up, and his mouth rolled up in a lopsided grin while his eyes narrowed with wariness. “The colorful one? I think I know what you mean.” He paused, staring at her like she was a clam that needed to be pried open in order to find the treasure inside. “Zilpha. Why her? I know she helps with ailments and maladies, but some say she’s just as mad as Old Edna.”

      Fear stirred in Zilpha’s heart like the frantic wings of a bird caught in a trap. Her hackles rising, she lashed out. “You said it was none of your business what I do. Are you going to help me or not?”

      His face fell and something like an invisible wall came up between them. He turned, giving her another whiff of fish and salt. He pointed down the dirt road in the tavern's direction. “It’s that way, just two doors down from the tavern. You’ll see the sign when you reach it. Some claim she keeps it locked to keep out the drunks.”

      “Irik,” she spoke his name gently, apologizing with her tone. “I thank you. I hope we meet again under different circumstances.”

      He took another step back, withdrawing from her as his brows lowered. “Zilpha, if you’re in trouble I can help.”

      She froze, daring herself to stare into his eyes. They were wide and caring with no trace of malice. Something about the way he stood with his muscles bulging and sweat dripping down his neck made her want to come clean. The words tingled on the edge of her tongue, desperate to confide in someone who could help her find her way. A ringing sounded in her ears as the decision rose before her. If she took a step toward him, her weakness would show and like the waves of the Jaded Sea, a choice would come crashing down, spiraling out of control before she could stop it.

      Her voice came out a rough whisper. “You can’t help me.” Dropping her gaze, she turned and fled before she regretted her decision.

      The baskets weighed heavily on her back, and all thoughts of selling them evaporated. She hoped the colorful one would be willing to trade. The parchment in her pocket felt important, and a desperation rose in Zilpha even as the evening shadows grew, announcing the sunset.

      She found the shop of the colorful one on the end of a street with a view of the harbor. Sun-bleached wood covered it, and someone had nailed a bouquet of dried herbs, upside down, on the door. Just as Irik had warned her, the shop was locked. Taking a deep breath to settle her jumbled nerves, she rapped on the door and waited.

      A muffled voice shouted from behind the door. “I’m closing for the day.”

      Desperation mounted in Zilpha, and she pounded on the door in response, her voice rising to a higher pitch and cracking as she responded. “Please. It won’t take long.”

      Light footsteps shuffled across the floor and then the door swung open with a long drawn-out creak, the wood heaving a sigh of relief at being used.

      The rich scent of herbs wafted across the door step, and Zilpha looked up into the odd eyes of the colorful one. Up close she appeared even more exotic, although a bright scarf tamed her wild hair. She towered almost a foot over Zilpha, and a question glinted behind her lemon-yellow eyes. Her heart-shaped face was angular and sharp, making her eyes the most interesting feature on her face. She was curvaceous and wore a dark blue shift that fell to her knees, grazing the tops of her black boots. The colorful one studied her, and Zilpha shuddered, feeling inadequate underneath the scrutiny. For a brief moment she hesitated, Mathilda’s words ringing in her mind. What if Citrine was in league with the wrong kind of spirits and would lead her down the path of destruction?
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      Citrine eyed the small slight female who perched on her doorstep, questions gleaming in her hazel eyes. The female stood just over five feet tall with a willowy body. There was a thinness about her like she did not eat enough to fill out her body properly. Waves of shiny nut-brown hair fell almost to her waist, and she wore a faded dress. The faint scent of sweat came from her back, which was not surprising given the four baskets she carried.

      “Come in then.” Citrine jerked her chin toward the table. “Have a seat and I’ll make tea.”

      The female stepped inside, taking four woven baskets from her back and setting them on the floor.

      Citrine shut the door and turned to the kettle, quickly pouring two cups of tea and sprinkling herbs over them. Keeping her back to the female, she chewed her lower lip, inwardly scolding herself for her impulsive decision. Given the female’s appearance, she was young and poor, likely unable to offer coin in exchange. Citrine assumed the baskets were there to entice her, but she had everything she needed for her journey. Tor Lir’s words from earlier haunted her. She could do one last good deed before she forsook the city and ventured into the wild with her beasts on what seemed like a fool’s treasure hunt.

      Lifting the steaming mugs, she turned back around to see the female standing hesitatingly in the middle of the shop, toying with a piece of paper. “Can you read?”

      Citrine nodded to keep from portraying her disgust. It was shameful that mere peasants did not learn the art of reading that was reserved for the Lords and Ladies of the land. “Sit, drink the tea and then we shall discuss.”

      The female’s nose flared, betraying a hint of frustration before she spun on her heel and moved to the table. Citrine sat down across from her and inhaled the fragrance of herbs, relaxation penetrating every pore. She took a sip, and the warm liquid eased down her throat, warming her bones. “I am called Citrine, what is your name?”

      The female hesitated, her deft fingers curling over the tea cup. “Zilpha. I came to you for help. I’m in trouble and I need advice from someone who isn’t close to me.”

      Citrine relaxed her shoulders, well familiar with the conflicting thoughts trouble brought. “What kind of trouble?”

      Zilpha placed the parchment on the table and waited, her hand covering it. Lifting her head, she met Citrine’s eyes. Returning the gaze Citrine saw something behind Zilpha’s hazel eyes. There was sorrow, torment, and a spark of determination, something Citrine had felt herself.

      “I want to know if I can trust you first,” Zilpha all but whispered. “They say you have powers to help, and some claim you’re in league with the Creator while others say you aren’t. Where does your help come from?”

      Citrine glanced down at the parchment.  “You have to choose to trust me. You came all this way to see me and persisted when I turned you away. To ask me if I am trustworthy is laughable.”

      Zilpha removed her hand from the parchment and nodded. “I trust you then. What does it say?”

      Citrine picked it up, reminded of what Tor Lir had spoken of when he came to visit her. Unfolding the paper, she scanned it, a frown furrowing her brow as she read the words that lay there.

      Zilpha the basket-weaver owes 15 silver coins to Lord Arden.

      To be paid by sunset three days after market day.

      Penalty for nonpayment includes loss of home, slavery, imprisonment, or punishment as determined by the city warden.

      Underneath, there were words written by a different hand.

      If you find the treasure for me, I will pay your debt in full.

      Puzzled, Citrine glanced up at Zilpha before rereading the parchment, mouthing the words as she read. “It’s about your debt. Lord Arden wants to be paid tomorrow by sunset.”

      Zilpha’s shoulders slumped, and her fingers tightened around the tea cup.

      “But there’s more,” Citrine went on, furious at herself for feeling sympathy for the poor female. It was likely her own fault and folly. Citrine should leave her to it. “It seems like someone intercepted this message, because a different handwriting falls below the amount. ‘If you find the treasure, your debt will be paid in full.’ I think you need to tell me what’s going on.”

      Zilpha’s face turned bright red, and her eyes fell to the tea. Taking a deep breath, she lifted the cup and chugged down the drink like someone dying of thirst. The steam blew into her face, and when she finished, her eyes glazed over. She opened her mouth and blurted out, “To fix this I have to find the treasure. The trouble is, I don’t know what happened to it.”

      Citrine’s heartbeat picked up. She leaned forward, an odd tingling creeping up her face at the thought of treasure. No wonder she wanted to open the door to Zilpha—she was a treasure hunter. Banishing words of warning from mad Old Edna, Citrine flattened the parchment with her fingers and took a deep breath. “Tell me about the treasure.”

      Zilpha frowned and gave herself a shake. Her eyes roved around the small shop and then she spoke, as if willing herself to tell the truth. “When I first came to the city, there was a male called Nodin. He…I…we helped each other. He had a treasure he kept locked in a box. After a time, he grew bored with life and left, leaving the treasure with me. I assumed once he was gone the treasure was mine. So, I took the key and unlocked it, but the treasure wasn’t what I expected. It was terrifying and so I threw it away.”

      Zilpha paused, her face flushing. Citrine watched her fingers go to caress the shell necklace she wore. The way Zilpha fidgeted with it told Citrine it was important. “What’s in the shell?” she prompted, already knowing the answer. “The key?”

      Zilpha jerked, dropping her fingers while her eyes went wide. “Yes. How did you know?”

      Citrine shrugged. People were predictable, and that had nothing to do with her gifts. “You threw away the box but kept the key?”

      Zilpha bit her lip. “I didn’t dream he’d return and want the treasure back. But he did. And he does. I need to find out where the treasure is. If I can see it, I can find it. Can you help me? That’s what you do? Bring back memories? Create visions? You can help me find it?”

      Zilpha moved forward as she spoke, her slender hands clasped together as an eagerness came over her face. Citrine felt she was on the cusp of something, the turning point. What she chose would mark all of her future decisions. She thought of the words Tor Lir had relayed to her the day before and Old Edna’s warning. She squared her shoulders, bringing a sternness to her voice, although her body rolled in uncanny desire. Chaos. Mischief. Treasure. She wanted it all. Regardless of what Zilpha said, she’d help her. “Tell me, what does this treasure look like?”

      Zilpha blinked at the unexpected question. Glancing down at the parchment she spoke, her voice low as if someone would hear them. “It lay in the box on its side, and it looked like a horse, but when I lifted it out, I saw it had wings, clear as crystal. When I touched it, it made me feel frightened and yet…there’s something dark within it.”

      Citrine dropped her hands into her lap, squeezing her legs together to keep the excitement from escaping. “Fine. I’ll help you. But pray tell, what do you have to trade?”
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      Trade. That word. Zilpha turned to glare at the baskets by the door. Suddenly they seemed like a poor trade for the vision to see where the treasure lay. Her shoulders sagged as the sudden glimmer of hope faded. Twisting her hands in her lap, she responded with misery. “I’m sorry. My coins were stolen, and I have nothing but baskets. Do you need a basket?”

      She dared a glance up at Citrine, who sniffed, insulted by the meager suggestion. Zilpha blinked hard as tears pricked behind her eyes. It was stupid to come to the shop and think she could gain free advice. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Pushing back the chair, she rose, unable to meet Citrine’s eyes. “I know, I don’t have much. I apologize for wasting your time. I’ll go now.”

      But it all had come so clearly, and she needed to seek the treasure. What other options did she have? Old Edna could not provide the same information. Unless she took a gift to the Tree of Wisdom. If she gathered herbs near the farmlands, tomorrow she could make the hike to the tree and ask for wisdom from the Creator. It was far-fetched, but all she had left.

      “You don't have much of a choice, do you?” Citrine stood, holding up the parchment. “Here it says if you don’t pay your debt, your home could be taken or you could be imprisoned or enslaved. Not very nice options. If you want to seek the treasure, I can help you. In exchange, let me seek with you.”

      Confusion made Zilpha spin, eyeing the tall Tider again. “But what’s in it for you? What do you gain?”

      “I want to know the treasure is real and hold it before you turn it over for payment against your debt,” Citrine said.

      Zilpha’s brows lowered in disbelief. The treasure. Citrine knew something about it. Something warned Zilpha against trusting her, and yet she had no choice. Perhaps when the time came, she could outwit Citrine and take it for herself. Or once Citrine touched it, she’d know it was something dark and evil and it was best to run away. Decisions scurried through Zilpha’s mind and, seeing no other option, she stepped forward. “I accept.”

      Citrine smiled. “We must get started then. Sit there and I will put together a concoction to help you find the treasure. Before we begin, you must still your thoughts. You can practice now by sitting there and breathing, relaxing, and focusing on the events that took place that led you to throw away the treasure. Can you do that for me?”

      Zilpha nodded and folded her hands in her lap. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath to let the tension of the past two days fade from her mind. The flavors in the air shifted, and a sweetness rose to her nostrils. As she breathed in, a sensation captured her, and delectable flavors touched her lips. She gasped and sank further, attempting to find the source as it surged around her. Cool fingers touched her hands as she heard Citrine’s guiding voice in the distance. “Keep your eyes closed. Come, sit here. Drink this. Then lie back and let the visions do their work.”

      She was led somewhere warm and sat down upon a pallet; she guessed it was something like a bed set at waist height. When she was sitting, Citrine’s presence faded and then returned, and another cup was pressed into her hand. Pungent flavors rose up from it, and when she sipped a bitterness stung her tongue, quickly replaced by minty flavors coursing down her throat. Shuddering at the odd mixture, she wanted to pull away, but it seemed as if a spell lay upon her, and she could do nothing except what Citrine commanded. When the cup was empty, it was taken from her, and a hand touched her shoulder, guiding her until she lay flat on her back and the vision came.
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      A vortex whirled in the darkness, and memories came crashing back. Sounds came first—the crackle of fire, a female voice chanting, her words flowing together so fluidly Zilpha could not decipher them. Then a shadow appeared in the vortex, and a male’s amber eyes glowed at her. Lord Nodin. One of his gloved hands held a candle. Lifting it to his mouth, he blew it out, and Zilpha was plunged into darkness. Her eyes flew open, and her hands reached out, grasping for something solid to hold on to, but there was nothing, and she fell backward, a scream emitting from her throat as the darkness swallowed her whole. A roaring burst through her ear drums, and suddenly she was outside. Looking down, she saw her feet planted on a boulder, and before her the waves of the Jaded Sea roared, splashing up against the craggy stones. Zilpha understood she was reliving a memory. In both hands she held the box, carved out of redwood and sanded smooth. Her fingers trembled as she held it out over the cliffs and dropped it. That day, she’d lifted the key from her neck, then put it back and fled back to weave more baskets, thankful the accursed treasure was out of her control. Now, in the vision, she watched the box drop like a stone, smashing into a rock. It cracked in half and tumbled down into the water where the waves caught and tossed it to and fro like a sea creature playing with its food. At last, when the tide went out to sea, the smashed box floated into a cove and rested at the foot of a cave. There, a bird, thinking it was interested, pecked away at it, unintentionally moving it further into the cave. When it grew bored, it flew away, and the vision receded.
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      Zilpha woke with a start, sitting straight up and almost banging her head on the bundle of herbs that perched above. Her eyes flew open, and she saw the herb shop with Citrine sitting in a corner, writing.

      She glanced up at the movement, her face impassive. “What did you see?” she asked.

      Zilpha swallowed hard, wanting to tell a lie to prevent Citrine from seeking with her, but nothing came to mind. “It’s in a cave, by the shore.”

      Citrine paused, the quill in her hand. She licked her lips and cocked her head. “If you saw this cave, would you recognize it?”

      “Aye,” Zilpha’s breath caught in her throat.

      “Good. The sun is almost down, and there’s no use searching at night. We shall meet here at first light to begin our search. Are these terms agreeable?”

      Since there was no other choice, Zilpha nodded. She rose to her feet, and the shop pitched around her. She reached out a hand, steadying herself against the wall.

      “You might feel groggy for a bit.” Citrine shrugged without sympathy. “It’s a side effect of the herbs.”

      Zilpha nodded that she understood while her eyes sought a window. She felt hesitant about going out after sundown, especially since the incident at the temple. Swallowing hard, she wondered if the beast was out on such a night and if she could seek sanctuary somewhere. She opened her mouth to ask, but when she glanced at Citrine, she was frowning at something in her book. A wave of embarrassment came over Zilpha and steadying herself she took a deep breath and made for the door.

      “Oh, leave your baskets here,” Citrine waved her away. “You can collect them tomorrow.”

      Zilpha recognized what it was. Collateral to ensure she showed up the next day. Without another word, she opened the door and slipped outside. Evening had fallen, and the sun was streaked pink and orange with the failing sunset. Zilpha took a deep breath, her eyes drawn to its beauty. A peace filled her heart, and something like joy tingled on her fingertips. Everything would be okay now. She would find the treasure, with Citrine’s help, and give it to Lord Nodin in exchange for full payment of her debt. She had a plan. It would work.

      Ignoring the fact she might not find the treasure quickly, she turned to walk past the tavern. As she did, she saw three shadows behind her. Males. With knives. One of them licked his lips at her. “Oy there, miss, where are you going at this hour?”

      “Need a little company?”

      They barked at her, like wild dogs eager to devour prey.

      A little scream of terror tore from Zilpha’s throat, and she set off in a run, looking wildly about for somewhere to hide.
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      The shore tilted as Zilpha fled, and the grogginess pricked at her head, causing a deep ache to ring in her skull. The base of her throat felt dry, and a longing for a cool draught of water consumed her. But the three males drew closer, calling out to her, their voices a blur. The walls of the buildings rose before her with the port on the left and the city on her right—an open view with nowhere to hide, and no one in sight. Panic made her chest seize up, and when she realized she could run no further, a figure stepped out of the shadows, blocking her path.

      Zilpha skidded to a stop, choking on air as she balled her hands into fists. Her brown hair flew as she spun around to eye the males behind her. Her cheeks flamed with heat as she realized they still stood exactly where they’d been when she’d left Citrine’s herb shop. One of them held up a knife and licked his lips, then turned and sauntered into the tavern.

      Relief swept through Zilpha’s exhausted body, and she leaned over at the waist, gasping clumps of salt-stained air combined with the faint odor of fish. The shadow in front of her was forgotten until it spoke, a cold voice meandering through the air like the first winter snow. “You went to see Citrine?”

      Nostrils flaring, Zilpha’s head snapped up, and she leaned back as the male towered over her. He was well over six feet tall with a lanky body and sharp features. Emerald green eyes bored into her, slightly sunken into his angular face. Stumbling backward, Zilpha reached out for something to hold on to. Her head felt hazy, and her breath turned shallow and weak. “Well?” the male prompted without ceremony.

      Zilpha’s eyes dropped, taking in his garb. He wore black pants and boots soiled with dirt. A plain shirt and a black jerkin with gold embroidery covered his broad chest. His hands were gloved and crossed over his chest, while his pink lips curled with indifference. Although he had not touched her, words came to mind. He was someone powerful, with authority, not in the same way as Lord Arden and the city warden, but there was something about him that demanded an answer. For a moment, her knees knocked together, and she considered kneeling, if just to regain her mobility. Silently she uttered an oath against the potion Citrine had given her, for her mind moved like the morning fog over the Jaded Sea, obscuring truth.

      “Aye,” the whisper escaped from her lips. She wrapped her fingers around the folds of her dress, relieved to hold on to something solid.

      “Excuse me,” the male motioned toward the tavern. “You look as if you will collapse. Would you prefer we continue this conversation sitting down?”

      Zilpha’s eyes darted to the tavern and back to the male. She would prefer to go home, but it did not seem as if he would allow her. Besides, the tavern was full of people. Her fingers twitched, and a wistful thought began in her mind—the hope Irik was still at the port and would come to her rescue. She could rely on him to escort her home after dark with nothing indecent taking place. Heart hammering in her chest, she pressed her lips together and nodded at the strange male. “Who are you?”

      His hand came up to touch her elbow, guiding her to the boisterous establishment. “I am the Nameless One.” His voice was just as cold and hard as earlier. The word emotionless came to her mind. “If you desire a name, you may call me Tor Lir.”

      A wave of exhaustion came over her as he pulled open the door to the tavern and waved her inside. Incessant chatter met her ears, and a roar of laughter came from the males in the corner. A dark haze danced on the edge of Zilpha’s vision, but Tor Lir’s hand came up, touching the small of her back and guiding her to a small table tucked into a corner.

      Once she was sitting down, her vision cleared, and she eyed the inside of the tavern with disgust and fear. Taverns were a popular place for newcomers to gather for food—a place to sleep and glean the local gossip. While taverns were spread out across the city, the one at the port was popular for sailors, fishers, and traders on their way out. Most people were about to embark on an adventure the next day or had just arrived and needed a stiff drink and to flap their tongues while they worked on their land legs. It was not a place for ladies such as herself, and once again Zilpha reproached herself for putting herself in such a predicament.

      A well-endowed maid came over, her bright hair curling over one shoulder. “What will it be?” she demanded, her eyes widening as she studied Tor Lir. Zilpha followed her gaze. On second glance, she realized the male had an alluring quality to his looks. All the same, she cowered inside at what he wanted from her.

      “Water for the lady, wine for myself.” Tor Lir waved two fingers without even glancing at the maid.

      She frowned and spun away, likely furious at not even being able to catch the attention of such an attractive male.

      “What is your name?” Tor Lir asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Zilpha,” she replied. “I don’t know what you want with me but please, I need to get back home. If you want to know what happened perhaps you should ask the herb lady?”

      “Citrine won’t tell me anything, which is why I’m asking you.”

      Zilpha raised her eyebrows, suddenly curious. “You know her?”

      “Aye.” The male folded his long fingers on the table.

      Zilpha noticed they were beautiful and smooth, unlike the rough work hands most males had. She glanced again at her strange companion and as his dark hair moved could have sworn she saw pointed ears sticking out. Every bone in her body felt stiff with cold and weary. “Did you come with her?”

      Before Tor Lir could reply, the maid returned with a cup of water and a  mug of spiced wine. She plopped the drinks down and held out her hand for a coin. Tor Lir flipped one on to the table without much thought and took a long draught of wine, almost draining the mug. Zilpha stared at him, every inch of her body telling her to flee while she had time, but some curiosity held her firm. She took a timid sip of water.

      Tor Lir set down his mug and leaned over the table, dropping his voice to just above a whisper. “You likely don’t know, but Citrine is dangerous. She is not who you think she is, and if you and she are planning something together, it is likely one or both of you will come to your ruin. I sense the threads of imbalance in this land, and I believe it leads back to something Citrine is planning. Your aura is shining with fear, and it’s related to something big that is about to happen in this city.”

      Zilpha felt a flutter of panic scurry through her, the same old fear that kept reappearing. Words tumbled out of her mouth. “Are you a seer that you know this?”

      Tor Lir’s lip curled, although Zilpha could not tell if he were smirking at her or disagreeing with her question. “Nay, I am no seer. I am the Nameless One. The keeper of the balance between good and evil.”

      Zilpha gasped at his words, fighting to keep from feeling as though she were on the edge of hysterics. “The keeper? The balance of good and evil?” It sounded impossible, like a story told of the Heroes of Old. “If you know something is going to happen, you will try to stop us,” Zilpha insisted with bravery she did not feel.

      Tor Lir raised an eyebrow and studied her, his emerald eyes moving over her body. There was a coldness to them Zilpha did not understand. “There is no need to stop you if it will keep the balance.”

      “What if it doesn’t?”

      “That’s why I need to know what you’re planning.”

      Crossing his arms, he leaned forward, his uncanny presence looming over her. Zilpha tore her gaze from him and glanced around the room, checking to see who was available to come to her rescue. The males and females talked and smoked, some slurping down drinks while others shoved food in their mouth. And then there was a swing of bright hair and braids. Hava’s face appeared. She stood in the door way with her hands on her hips, scanning the room. Her eyes flitted from table to table and suddenly paused when they landed on Tor Lir. A scowl covered her face as her eyes rested on Zilpha.

      A ripple of fury and hatred made Zilpha hunch up her shoulders and wrap her arms around herself. Did Hava know about the fire? Hava strode in toward her, her dark boots stomping across the tavern floor, moving people out of her way. A few whistles and calls of approval sounded across the tavern. But they fell silent when they saw the swords on her back.

      Zilpha rose as Hava approached and pointed a finger at the tall lady. Anger, not bravery, inspired her words. “You!” Zilpha hissed. “You ruined me during market day.”

      Hava’s cool expression was enough to make Zilpha stumble back to her seat like invisible hands had pushed her. Hava crossed her arms, staring down her nose at Zilpha like a beast studying its prey. “We all do what we need to survive. My father is ruthless and has many debts. You will survive to pay it. Now what are you doing here?”

      Hava’s hazel eyes darted from Zilpha to Tor Lir. Zilpha took a deep breath as Tor Lir took over the conversation.

      “I need information from her,” Tor Lir said.

      She noted his voice changed. Instead of the chilly coolness, it turned warm. Zilpha blinked in surprise. Of course he respected Hava. After all, she was the daughter of a wealthy Lord. It was best to stay on her good side.

      “Has she given it?” Hava demanded.

      “Nay,” Tor Lir grinned, his gaze returning to Zilpha.

      In a flash, Hava yanked a knife from her belt. Leaning over until her bosom almost touched Zilpha’s face, she placed a hand on the wall above Zilpha's head and pointed the knife at Zilpha’s throat. A cool expression covered her face, and her eyes went flat. Hava’s voice sounded like a low growl as she demanded: “Tell him what he needs to know before I cut you.”

      Zilpha sagged against the wall, pitying herself yet determined not to cry in front of her beautiful enemies. “We meet tomorrow at dawn. That’s all I can tell you,” she whispered.

      Hava brought her knife closer, and Zilpha licked her lips, her eyes fixated on the gleaming blade. Hava’s eyes looked very much as if she’d like to run the knife across Zilpha’s throat. Close now as they were, Zilpha saw a faint bruise on Hava’s cheek, likely from the slap. But her attention jerked away as someone interrupted.

      “What is the meaning of this? Threatening a young lady in a tavern?”

      The male voice sounded familiar, and Zilpha dared to raise her eyes from the blade for a split second to find herself staring up into the amber eyes of Lord Nodin. His eyes betrayed nothing, yet he  smiled at her.

      “Lord Nodin.” Hava stepped back and put the knife away. “We were simply asking a question.”

      “And do you have an answer?” Lord Nodin asked, his gaze turning from Zilpha to Tor Lir.

      Zilpha saw his eyes widen as he glanced at Tor Lir. Something flickered behind those amber eyes, causing Lord Nodin to lift his chin and take a step back.

      “We have the answer we need, for now,” Tor Lir replied, his voice as cold as death. He rose to his full six and a half feet, towering over Lord Nodin.

      “Are you the one who found the body?” Lord Nodin asked, refusing to take another step back.

      Tor Lir froze, and Zilpha could have sworn she saw a cautiousness creep over his face. “Aye. What of it?”

      “I hear you’re wanted at the temple,” Lord Nodin smirked. “Now excuse me, I must take the lady home. Zilpha?”

      He held out a hand—a  gallant gesture—and Zilpha felt nothing but relief sweep through her. She placed her hand in his and allowed him to lead her away from Hava and Tor Lir.
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      “That did not go well,” Hava remarked, taking a seat and resting her elbows on the table. She flipped her knife and then put it away.

      Tor Lir quirked his lips. “You came on too strong with the knife. She was frightened.”

      “She’s one of my father’s tenants. She has reason to be frightened, and it seems she’s working with your friend, the colorful one, Citrine.”

      Tor Lir tensed and then relaxed. “Citrine has her ways, but she won’t speak to me about her plans. I worry she’s caught up in the growing unrest sweeping through Sanga Sang.”

      Hava lifted her hand and waved at the barmaid, gesturing for another drink. She leaned forward, her voice dropping. “What are you going to do about it? You know they are searching for treasure, but should it fall into the wrong hands…” she trailed off.

      Tor Lir held up his fingers, ticking them off as he spoke. “We know Citrine and Zilpha are searching for the treasure. Zilpha is working with Lord Nodin who might be working with your father. And they are doing something suspicious to cause unrest in the city, but where the beast of shadows comes in, I don’t know.”

      “I should go to the temple,” Hava said. “They will let me in and I can ask about the knowledge they keep there. One day I wish to study there, to become a priestess.” She flushed. She was spilling secrets like wine poured out of a jug.

      Tor Lir hummed. “While you are at the temple, I will follow Citrine and Zilpha and see where they go tomorrow. Let’s meet again and share what secrets we discover.”

      Hava smiled, her face lighting up and her eyes glistening in the dim light. The maid plunked a mug of spiced wine down in front of her and she nodded, brushing the maid away without words. “Tor Lir, I’m glad we met,” Hava said. “You are unlike anyone I’ve encountered in this city. There are many people here, with many motives, but although we share a common goal, I’m finding I like you more. You are honest, trustworthy, and you have a true desire to help where others have secret motives. The friars of the temple tell us not to trust people who are different from us, for an uprising could begin again. They take care of the disciples who follow in the ways of the Creator, focusing on helping the needy, being kind to the poor, and staying away from any hint of power that cannot be explained. They say they must keep an eye out and watch for the rise of evil, for some believe it was not truly vanquished during the war between the mortals and immortals. But I think evil has left this world, and you are proof.”

      Tor Lir took a long sip of wine, his ears burning at her words. For a brief moment, a shimmer of green flickered in front of him and he saw the green giantess who raised him, standing in front of him. Her transparent hair shimmered blond in the light of the forest, but behind the luminosity of her skin was something darker, a shadowed past. His heart beat faster and then he forced himself up and out of the vision, away from the knowledge that frightened him.

      Putting down his mug he reached across the table and took Hava’s hand. He smiled at her, hiding his mixed feelings. There was only one thing that would bring him comfort in that moment, and he leaned over, until his face was close to hers, and the light scent of jasmine floated to his nostrils. “I’ve never met anyone like you,” he whispered, echoing her words. And then, even though he knew he shouldn’t, he lowered his face to hers, and kissed her.
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      “I wasn’t expecting to see you again so soon,” Lord Nodin’s gruff tones vibrated in her ear.

      Despite her mixed feelings, Zilpha was grateful he had shown up when he had. He placed a hand on her shoulder, his slender fingers gently guiding her out of the tavern. Zilpha, exhausted from the events of the day, leaned in to his caress, finding relief in his manly presence.

      “I…I came to seek wisdom from the herb lady,” Zilpha blurted out. “And then those two cornered me. Do you know who they are?”

      His grip tightened on her shoulder at the question, and Zilpha heard a distinctly unfriendly tone in his words. “I am a Lord. Of course I know who they are. The question is, do you? And pray tell what exactly did they want with you?”

      Zilpha pulled back, stung, as they walked outside. Nodin had been a close friend before he’d left. At times, Zilpha suspected she had fallen hard for his charms, although she was unsure whether it was love or the desire for attention. Now that he’d returned, she felt the same mixed feelings surge up again—a desperate desire to gain his approval and a fleeting fear something terrible was about to transpire. His amber eyes glowed at her in the dim light from the port. Her hand went to her neck. “I suppose they want the same thing you want, but they aren’t as close. They don’t know what they seek yet.”

      Lord Nodin’s hand closed around her upper arm, steering her across the dirt street to a corner where horses were tied up. “And what did you tell them?” he asked, looping the reins from around his horse’s neck and leading it out so Zilpha could mount.

      “Nothing,” Zilpha responded. “I told them nothing because then you were there before Lady Hava could knife me.”

      Lord Nodin gave a rough laugh. His hands gripped her waist, and he swung her up on the horse, side saddle. Zilpha tensed as he leaped up behind her. His legs pressed around her bottom, and an arm tucked around her waist, his hand sinking lower for a moment until he seemed to shake himself. Zilpha’s heartbeat pulsed unsteadily at his indecent touch, but words of reproach died on her lips. Lifting the reins in his gloved hands, Nodin clucked to the horse who set off at an even pace. “Lady Hava is harmless. As dangerous as she looks, it’s all for show. She needs to look the part if she hopes to escape from under her father’s rule.”

      Zilpha stiffened. “Escape? She and her father are thick as thieves. I saw him give her a bag of silver just the other day.”

      “Appearances aren’t everything. You can’t always trust what your eyes see,” Nodin corrected her, his arm tightening about her waist. “Now tell me, what are you doing on this side of town and what did you find out?”

      Zilpha, seeing no use in lying, quickly told her story. “I went to see the herb lady for help to recall my memories. Tomorrow I’ll begin my search. I’ll find the object for you.”

      “Ah, small steps. They shall be rewarded.” Lord Nodin clucked again to the horse who moved into a rolling canter, and Zilpha found the rest of her words snatched by the cool night air.

      If she hadn’t been in a turmoil about what to do, she might have enjoyed their quick ride through the city. The wind tussled her wavy hair like an unruly child without care and the winking lights of the city seemed more mischievous and less frightening as they breezed through. Nodin’s arm around her waist felt familiar and comforting, and after a few moments Zilpha allowed herself to sink into the security of his embrace.

      Nodin. They’d met years ago when she’d first come to the city, lost, destitute and in need of a place to call home. Nodin hadn’t been a Lord back then. He was a trader and had a gang that ran the streets, bringing news to his ears. His skill-set was in the realm of tools and weapons. Although he was not a blacksmith, he had one of the more popular booths in the marketplace. It was in  the marketplace where she and Bram had bumped into him, and he’d taken an immediate interest in their plight. It was Nodin who had told her about Lord Arden and encouraged her to make something of herself, reminding her she could work with her hands and become whoever she wished to be.

      Just when she’d thought they were coming to an understanding, and when her heart might have belonged to him, he’d revealed that dastardly object—the crystal winged horse—and everything had changed. He’d told her about its properties—something magical and potent. It was the reason why he was so blessed and lucky in the marketplace, but he wanted to be rid of it. She’d watched, confusion mounting, until he left and left the treasure under her care. His mannerisms, always demanding respect, had pulled her into his vortex of confusion. She’d watched, unable to do anything, until the day he gave her the treasure and the key and walked away, forsaking everything. By then, Zilpha had determined to take the loan from Lord Arden and begin again. Her thoughts flew to Nodin now and then, but she understood that door had been shut. Until now. He returned with threats and, perhaps, a solution.

      “Halt,” Lord Nodin commanded, pulling the reins and swinging off the horse.

      Zilpha jerked out of her hazy thoughts and held out her hands. Lord Nodin’s fingers wrapped around her waist, holding firm as he pulled her off the horse, bringing her body far too close to his as her feet met the ground. She let herself relax in his arms, and looked up into his unreadable amber eyes. “Thank you,” she murmured, squeezing his arms, hoping he would let her go.

      He released her quickly, reached for the horse’s reins, and led it up to the door. “Is your brother home?”

      “Nay. He is getting married you know.” Zilpha could not keep the bitterness out of her tone. Her brother had found happiness while she struggled alone to undo what had been done.

      Nodin’s lip curled as he ushered her to the door, tying his horse at the nearby silo. “So, you are alone here? Again?”

      A sudden chill went down Zilpha’s spine, and she frowned. “I…I’m not alone…” She trailed off when she saw the glint in Lord Nodin’s amber eyes. A cool darkness poured out of the hut when she opened the door and hurried inside. He followed her, lighting candles.

      The candles danced like lovers, illuminating just how small and dingy the quarters of the hut were. Aware of the dirt that covered her skin,  Zilpha went to the wash bucket and scrubbed the grime from her face. She listened to Lord Nodin’s soft footfalls over the dirt. He put his heavy satchel on the table with a resounding thump. Opening it, he rummaged around in the bag.

      Zilpha dried her wet face off and turned to study him, very aware of his strong male presence in her home. Her body shivered with anticipation of the unknown. She felt torn. Part of her wanted him to leave, and the other part held onto the strings of curiosity. His presence made her feel safe and less alone. He knew her struggles, and yet he did not reject her but enlisted her support in his quest. What did it mean? Why was he here now?

      “Nodin. What brought you back to this city? When you left, I thought you meant never to return.”

      Lord Nodin frowned and turned his back to her, preoccupied with whatever was in his bag. After a moment, he faced her, holding a piece of fruit in each hand. Oranges. He’d remembered. The delectable fruit grew in Ellsmore, but she hadn’t had any since she was young. They were sold in the marketplace, but she never had extra coin for sweets and treats.

      “I came back because of an opportunity,” Nodin said, tossing one orange to her.

      She caught it in both hands, the sweet tang rising from the skin. Piercing it with her fingernail, she peeled the fruit, the sweet elixir of its juice running off her fingertips. The first bite burst in her mouth with a kick of citrus. Glimpses of happiness shot through her mind—laughing with her brothers and sisters, running through the fields outside the city, chasing each other around the water fountain that graced the middle of the city. But then war had come and brought death and devastation to the city.

      Lord Nodin glided across the floor without making a sound. His hands cupped hers as he took the fruit from her hands and placed it on the table. Lifting the cloth, she’d used to wash her face, he wiped the sticky fruit off her fingers as if she were a child. Zilpha’s mouth watered as her eyes drifted back to the oranges sitting on the table. Nodin towered over her. He smelled like citrus and one of the delicate spices of the city. Cinnamon. One of his slender fingers snaked out, and her breath caught as he lifted her chin and forced her to look up at him. His fingers dropped down her neck, his feather-light touch caressing her smooth skin. “There are riches and rewards waiting when you succeed in finding the treasure. You told me you will meet with the herb lady tomorrow and she will guide you. What did you see in her presence? What visions did she conjure?”

      Zilpha blinked, snapping back to the present and her unpleasant situation. Memories of the strange drink and the out-of-body experience wavered in her mind. She blanched. “I…I took it to the Jaded Sea and dropped it over the edge. I just knew the waves would carry it away. Forever.”

      Nodin’s grip tightened around her neck. Displeasure.

      She swallowed hard. “Somehow it didn’t follow the waves. The rocks caught it and washed it up in a cave along the coast. At least, that’s what the vision showed me.”

      He studied her and let his hands drop to her shoulders, sliding down to her waist until he pulled her to him, their bodies connecting.

      Warning sensations rushed through Zilpha’s body, but she ignored them, knowing Nodin was there with her at that very moment. And he wanted her. Just her. “Nodin,” she whispered. “Will you come with me tomorrow? To find it?”

      He lifted a hand and ran it through her wind-blown hair before cupping her cheek with his hand. Bending his head, he grazed her lips with his, the soft hints of an unspoken promise.

      The moment his lips touched hers, Zilpha felt everything she was holding back stripped away. She let go of her concerns and uncertainties regarding him. With everything she had, she leaned into his caress, wrapping her arms around his waist and clinging on as if he were the only rock left to hold on to in a tormented sea. He pulled her toward him and crushed her lips with his, gentleness giving way to passion. Zilpha breathed in, intoxicated. Closing her eyes, she moved her lips against his, giving in to the warmth of his touch, the softness of his lips, and then the wetness of his tongue, strong and insistent as it moved into her mouth, dragging passion out of her. She gasped as one of his hands dropped lower, and suddenly he pulled back, leaving her hanging. Zilpha blushed, the flush rising from her neck and covering her cheeks with warmth. Lord Nodin regarded her, a cocky expression of his face. He reached up to the neck of her dress. “Let’s get you out of this dress.”

      He bunched the skirt of her shift in his hands and pulled it up, revealing her slender legs. He pulled the dress over her head, opening her body to his wishes. She succumbed to the darkness and let herself be washed away on a sea of passion-fueled lust.
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      Zilpha stretched in the shadows of sunrise, a satisfied smile touching her pink lips. Even though he was gone, slipping out in the early morning dawn, she still felt his arms circling her body, holding her close while she slept. Before he left, he’d whispered in her ear, his lips peppering her cheek with tiny kisses. “Will you do whatever it takes?”

      “I will,” she’d agreed.

      “I must go do my business in the city. I will meet you here, tonight, just past sundown.”

      “What if I run into trouble?”

      “I recall you being extremely resourceful.” One of his hands had drifted down to her hips, stroking her curves. His fingers promised future endearments.

      Then he’d gone, and she missed him instantly. The feeling of safety and heedless decisions had evaporated even though a smile lingered on her lips. She rose and tugged on her dress and shoes.

      It was quiet as she strode outside and almost collided with her brother. “Bram,” she exclaimed, unsure whether to be excited or distraught. “What are you doing here?”

      He grinned at her. “I live here, right?”

      Zilpha narrowed her eyes at him, punching him lightly on the shoulder. “Not recently.”

      He shrugged. “I’m sorry. Okay. I didn’t know you were in trouble. I was thinking, perhaps today I could go with you to meet Lord Arden and negotiate something. I’ll have extra coin after harvest day to help pay off the debt. I did not understand. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Zilpha rubbed her hands over her arms, and forgiveness enveloped her. Her tone turned meek. “No, you weren’t supposed to know. It was my burden to carry, and it still is.” She tried to keep the bitterness out of her voice. “You have Mathilda now and a home. I’ve got this taken care of. I’m not as helpless as you think I am.”

      “I don’t think you’re helpless. Zilpha, I’m very aware of what you’ve done to help us! You make baskets and have your own booth in the marketplace. Because of you we have this hut to live in and you know this, but Mathilda appreciates your friendship. You don’t see the effects of what you’ve done, but I see it and I am thankful. I wish there was a way for me to pay you back.”

      “You don’t have to pay me back. You’re my brother, remember. I appreciate your words, but I must go before I’m late. I have a way to take care of this.”

      He lifted an eyebrow, a goofy look coming to his face. “Do you? Will you come by the farm and tell me? Tonight?”

      “Tonight will be tough, likely the night after. Don’t worry about me, Bram. I’ll find you when the debt is cleared.”

      “I hope you’re not doing something illegal…”

      Zilpha reached over to hug him. “Nothing illegal. Don’t worry about me. I have this taken care of.”

      “All right then. I trust you. I’ll go back to work.”
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      Citrine leaned against the door to her herb shop and crossed her arms, waiting for the slight female, Zilpha, to appear. The dual lights—the sun and the Green Light—cast a web of beauty over the waves of the Jaded Sea. The waters glistened with promise, and a dull roar crept to her ears, clear and glorious in the early morning. A hint of morning fog remained, but Citrine hoped the warmth of the light would dash it away. She did not need the treasure hunt to be waylaid by imperfect weather. Her lip curled, and she tapped her foot, a combination of impatience and anticipation making her jittery. I don’t want the treasure, she told herself. I want to see it and touch it before handing it over.

      Zilpha reminded her of herself, before she’d met her lover, Hansel, and settled in the village on the edge of the Boundary Line Forest. She was young, headstrong, and kept her secret from her lover, causing their relationship to explode when he’d found out. A nagging feeling settled on her shoulders like an insistent fly that would not go away.

      Pushing away memories of the past, she turned her thoughts to Tor Lir, wondering what he was up to. She’d seen him the evening before, leaving the tavern with the bright-haired merchant’s daughter. Lady Hava. She was slim, beautiful, and carried two blades on her back. Her long glossy hair was always captured in two perfect braids, and the way her mouth curved looked like someone who needed a kiss. An unintentional seductress. Citrine was unsure why she felt jealousy, especially since she intended to leave Tor Lir behind when she went to hunt the stone that matched her eyes.

      Zilpha’s willowy figure appeared around a corner, and she lifted a hand to give a shy wave. Citrine towered over the girl’s slight form, and she sensed she intimidated Zilpha.

      “Finally,” Citrine sighed with impatience, pulling away from the shop and standing tall. Bending down, she grabbed a satchel and swung it over her shoulder.

      “What’s that?” asked Zilpha.

      When she got closer, Citrine saw she wore the same dress as the day before. Her chestnut hair was twisted up in a bun on the top of her head with a few strands falling loose about her face. It framed her face in the light, highlighting her hazel eyes and giving the curves of her face a slight immortal look. Zilpha’s eyes were bright with light, unlike the day before, as if a token of happiness had slipped into her body and made her come fully alive.

      Citrine sniffed. Did this simple-minded girl think of nothing? “Supplies. We might need them for our day-long excursion. Now follow me, I have a boat.”

      Citrine led the way while Zilpha walked slightly behind. Citrine wondered if she should strike up a conversation, but something about the girl’s demeanor put her off. She seemed to be lost in thought, debating with herself. When they reached the shore and tumbled into the small vessel, the girl settled on one side of the boat, glancing at the waves like they would wash over her.

      “It’s all I could manage given the time,” Citrine offered, unsure why she needed to explain to the girl. She did not need approval for her actions. “It’s not ideal for a sea journey, but will be just fine going up the coast. I expect we must navigate around rocks and seaweed. Keep an eye out and use your oar. If we don’t we may end up splattered on the cliffs.”

      Zilpha’s eyes widened, and Citrine clamped her mouth shut, almost rolling her eyes at the timid girl’s expression. Had she never been out to sea? Yet she held the oar in her lap with care while Citrine stood in the waves, the hem of her short dress getting soaked as she pushed the boat out further. When they were past the sand bars and any likelihood of getting trapped on shore-related debris, Citrine hopped into the boat, rocking it back and forth with her weight, and snatched up an oar.

      “If you see a landscape that matches your vision, point it out,” she said.

      “We should go south.” Zilpha pointed, like Citrine couldn’t tell the difference between north and south. “I went to the southern end of the city and in the vision the current dragged it even further south.”

      Citrine scowled, frustrated Zilpha hadn’t mentioned that yesterday. “We have a long day of rowing ahead of us,” she muttered.

      The sun rose fully as they rowed, beating back the chopping waves. The ships were still at port, and they passed them from a distance, earning a round of cheers and waves, as they set off on a great sea adventure. Citrine grinned, relaxing as the wind blew past them and the sea foam sprayed into the boat, wetting her sleeves. It was cool and felt refreshing under the intense glare of the sun. After a while, even Zilpha seemed to relax, gazing about in awe, a slight smile coming to her peaked face now and again.

      Black and white seagulls rose above them, calling out their odd rhyme, demanding free fish and food in exchange for their noisiness. Citrine smiled as she watched them, curious how many seagulls Grift had eaten in his never-ending quest for knowledge.

      “You’re new to the city, aren’t you?” Zilpha’s breathless voice interrupted Citrine’s thoughts.

      Citrine let her gaze fall from the seagulls and studied her shy companion. A flush covered Zilpha’s face, and her eyes were bright with the light of adventure. Citrine understood the feeling. There was something magical about withdrawing from mundane tasks and hunting for treasure. Suddenly she realized even though the end goal was important, she was enjoying herself.

      “Aye. I came to rest here. At the time it seemed like a good place to call home.”

      “Where were you before?” Zilpha asked, tugging on her oar.

      “Across the sea in the Eastern Hill Countries. In the Land of Lock.” Citrine shrugged. A lump grew in her throat as she recalled the incident that drove her across the sea. A wistfulness rose in her heart as she thought of Novor Tur-Woodberry and his magical land.

      “Oh, Zilpha exclaimed. “The land where the immortals still dwell. They say there is power and remnants of magic alive there.”

      “They aren’t wrong,” Citrine agreed, aware of how the conversation had turned to a dangerous topic. Yet she relished seeing the look of shock and fear on Zilpha’s face.

      “Have you met any immortals?” Zilpha leaned forward, her expression eager for news.

      Citrine remembered her flight through the Boundary Line Forest and her perilous adventure with Novor Tur-Woodberry and Tor Lir. “I’ve met my share. Those who are in awe of them should beware. Immortals are not always who they say they are.”

      Zilpha’s shoulders slumped, and her open face displayed her hesitation. Yet she plunged on with her next question. “Do you know someone named Tor Lir?”

      Citrine stiffened and almost dropped her paddle. Her eyebrows shot up, and she glared at Zilpha. What did this girl know? Could she read minds? Citrine’s eyes darted to the waves as she considering what to say. Zilpha appeared harmless. She was no one in the city even though she possessed the knowledge of a hidden treasure. Should she speak with her? Warnings about the Disciples of Ithar resounded in her mind, but after some consideration, she found no harm in being truthful. “I do. He is one of my companions. And do you know him?”

      Zilpha shook her head so hard the boat shook. “Nay, I only asked because I met him last night, after I left your shop.”

      Citrine pulled her oar out of the water, this time unable to keep from scowling at Zilpha. “What did he want?”

      “I…I…thought…assumed you were friends?” Zilpha stuttered. “He wanted to know what you and I are doing today.”

      “Did you tell him?” Citrine demanded.

      “No,” Zilpha all but whispered, hanging her head. Her actions revealed her discomfort with the topic. “There was no time.”

      Citrine gave a sigh of relief and sat back, dropping her paddling back in the waters. “Good. He has no business following me around. I will tell him what he wants to know when I’m good and ready. If he ever bothers you again, please let me know.” She tried to drop her voice to a kinder more motherly tone. If anything, Zilpha would respond better to kindness. There was no need to treat her like a child. Nor was she one of Citrine’s beloved pets to be scolded for reckless behavior.

      “Why?” Zilpha lifted her head, a spark of defiance in her eyes. “Why does he act like that? If you are friends, he could go to you for answers.”

      “I never said we were friends,” Citrine retorted. “He is nosy and wants to know what I’m doing so he can follow me.”

      “He called himself the Nameless One. And his ears are pointed. He…is he…What is he?” Zilpha stuttered, her eyes wide.

      Citrine could see the jig was up. There were too many questions from one who shouldn’t know what to ask. “It is of no consequence. Don’t concern yourself with Tor Lir, and by all means stay out of his way. He is not what you think he is.”

      Zilpha turned her head away and glanced out over the sea. “There.” She pointed. “This landscape looks familiar.”

      “Let’s row closer to shore, and keep an eye out for the cave,” Citrine instructed.

      The waves came to a lull as they rowed closer to the shallows. Gray cliffs rose up, a home for various water fowl and the sea gulls who flocked back and forth. Elephant seals lay on a sandy enclose where they could easily slip into the water. They moved their flippers, tossing sand on each other and snorting. Citrine smiled as she watched their antics, reminded of the way her beasts had played when they were young. She sighed. Her beasts would be full grown soon, and they were becoming more difficult to hide. All the more reason for her to leave and find a spot of land she could control. Again, her thoughts turned to Novor Tur-Woodberry and his delectable land. That was what she wanted. A paradise somewhere in the South World.

      Zilpha rowed without a word, her lips pressed together while her bright eyes darted to and fro. The midday meal passed. Citrine pulled out bread, cheese, and dried fish, passing a share to Zilpha. They took turns taking a break from rowing to eat. Citrine tossed her bread crumbs over the edge of the boat, watching silver fish leap out of the sea to snatch up the crumbs. Their scales winked in the light, causing rainbows to sprinkle across the waters.

      “It’s beautiful out here,” Zilpha said. “I’ve never been out on the sea before.”

      Citrine nodded, allowing her expression to relax. “You’re a Cron and you’ve never traveled? I’m surprised you haven’t seen more of the world.”

      Zilpha blushed. “I came here from Ellsmore. It’s enough trying to earn a living here.”

      “Why did you come here?” Citrine decided to give conversation another try even though she didn’t care.

      Zilpha gasped and pointed to the shore. Her voice went high. “There, I think that’s it.”

      Citrine shielded her eyes against the sunlight and peered over to where Zilpha pointed. A tiny island rose on a rocky slope. The only feature on it was the shallow opening of a gray cave. Citrine imagined when the tide came in, it would submerge the island.

      “Are you sure?” Citrine asked, although excitement beat a rhythm in her heart. She shuddered, licking her lips as she anticipated seeing the treasure. Old Edna’s words returned to her. Is the treasure real? Would I  know simply by touching it? She wondered if she should reach out and ask Grift for advice. The sight of the cave, a black hole against beauty, made her feel uneasy. A vague reminder of the Boundary Line Forest fueled her discomfort.

      A row of rocks, slick with seaweed and slime, led the way up to the cave, perched about five feet above  the water. Citrine squinted as they rowed toward it. “We’ll have to tie up the boat on one of the rocks and hurry before the tide comes in.”

      Zilpha nodded and pulled harder on her oar. She sucked on her lower lip, eyeing the cave and then the waves. The sea stayed calm as they pulled up to the rocks. Citrine hung her feet over the boat and snatched up the rope. She tied it off to the stern of the boat and, holding the other end, jumped into the water. It was deeper than she thought, and surges of cold seawater washed around her legs, making her shiver. Strands of seaweed seeped out, yanking down on her short dress.

      Citrine kicked out, lunging her body toward the rocks. They rose up like towering giants with shells clinging to them like a protective barrier. Splashing in the water, Citrine snatched at a rock, but her hand slipped, and she fell off the slick, rough surface back into the water. Realizing she would have to try a different tactic, she lifted the rope and quickly knotted it in a loop. She planted her feet and gritted her teeth, determined to ignore the icy waves. Raising the lasso, heavy with water, above her head she swung the rope in a long lazy circle. It gathered speed and whistled through the air. She flung it. It caught, and settled around a rock. She yanked, to pull it taut and give herself the leverage she needed to navigate the rocks. The boat floundered in the water as the waves rocked it back and forth.

      “Come on,” Citrine called to Zilpha.

      Not bothering to glance behind, she made her way up the rocky slope, sometimes climbing on hands and knees as she made her way to the cave. She cut her hand on the sharp edge of bedrock as she moved, rising above the waves, well aware the sea would become rough in a few hours. They needed to find the treasure and leave before it became too dangerous. Although there was always the possibility of calling her beasts to help her escape, she felt somewhat embarrassed to tell them what she was after. Morag disapproved of her actions, and it bothered her. Even though she did not need his approval, she sought it, and the knowledge of a treasure would only incur a lecture. She’d already had enough from Old Edna, and a sourness sat in her belly as she considered how Tor Lir would react. Pausing, she glanced behind to see Zilpha moving, with surprising agility, up the rock face. In mere moments, she’d catch up with Citrine. Impressed, Citrine moved forward again, but her hand caught on a rock and a slight pain riffed through her as the skin of her palm split open. Blood leaked out, and she rubbed it on her shift, eager to stop it before Zilpha noticed.

      The yawning cave opened before her like the mouth of a sea monster devouring its prey. Waves slammed up against the rocks from the other side, shooting flecks of sea foam up into the air. Citrine stepped across the cool stones, grateful to be out of the heat of the relentless sun for a moment.

      “What do you see?” Zilpha asked, her voice labored from the climb up the rocks.

      “Nothing yet. There are plenty of stones in here. It might take a while to find the box.” Yet as the words left her lips, she saw a glint of crystal, winking in and out of the dim light.

      A shadow blocked out the light as Zilpha joined her, adding another wet and warm body to the seclusion of the cave. Multicolored rocks moved under their feet, and random objects covered in crustaceans, and sand scattered across the cave floor. It was quite shallow, only going a few feet back until the end. Someone had drawn with charcoal on the cave walls, a mix of crisscross shapes that made no sense.

      “I think I see it,” Citrine breathed. Kneeling down, she crept toward the object.

      Indeed, among the treasures spit up from the sea perched a crystal horse with two outstretched wings. It lay on its side, unblemished by its surroundings. Citrine’s heart beat fast as she reached out a hand, scarcely daring to believe the treasure was real. What would she do with such a gift? What could she gain? A flower of passion bloomed within, and a desperation made her fingers shake as she reached out. A slight murmur gathered about her like the beginning of a song sung by a multitude of voices. Her vision turned hazy, but just when her fingertips touched cool clear crystal, a heavy object slammed into her skull. She blinked for a moment, unable to believe what had just happened. Her vision went sideways as she fell forward, her face smacking into the stones. Far away, she thought she heard a sharp cry. The blow came again, and then there was nothing but blackness.
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      Zilpha cried out in shock and horror after she bashed Citrine on the head. Her fist came open, dropping the blood-stained rock into piles of stones where it splattered red matter across the cave floor. She hadn’t meant to hit Citrine that hard, but a steady flow of blood appeared, matting her odd colored hair. What if she were dead? Tears sprang to Zilpha’s eyes, and bile filled her throat. With shaking fingers, she wrapped her hand in the skirt of her dress and lifted the treasure, careful to ensure her bare skin did not touch it. Tucking it into a bag, she tied it around her waist and made her way back down the cliff to the boat, furiously wiping tears of fear and anxiety from her eyes. She had to do what she’d done to save Bram and save herself. There was no other way and now she could reap the benefits.

      She tried to forget Citrine’s bloody head as she untied the rope and plunged her fingers into the icy waters, rubbing them together to get rid of the blood. Desperation made her clumsy as she clambered into the vessel, ducking her head down to keep from throwing up. Taking up an oar, she rowed while the waves fought against her. The boat moved into an eddy and spun in circles, showing her, once again, the monstrous mouth of the cave, glowering at her like a toothless wyvern. Zilpha could not help the hysterical tears that poured out of her eyes and leaked into her mouth. Without trying to wipe them away, she seized the oar and rowed like a mad person until she escaped the eddy.

      The calmness of the sea mocked her turmoil, and it seemed like the seagulls who flew above mocked her choice. “I did the right thing. I did the right thing,” she said repeatedly as if to belay her nerves. It was the right thing. Citrine would be fine. And even if she wasn’t, she had no right to take the treasure for herself. Zilpha had only done as Lord Nodin ordered. Whatever it took.

      She rowed for a while as the shadows grew long, and eventually the city of Sanga Sang came into view. The waves pushed against her boat like hands, forcing her to stay in the middle of the waves, but Zilpha tugged at the oars, driving the slim vessel onward. As she neared the city, seagulls wheeled above her, their rough cries making an ache ring in her head. She imagined they scolded her for her devious ways, shouting: Thief. Thief. Thief. A reprimand for stealing the treasure back for herself. Her arms shook from effort until friendly shouts blocked out the accusations of the seagulls. A flush spread across her face as she saw the fishers were already out. They tied their small fishing boats up at the port she aimed for. It lay lower down from the shore than the port where the massive ships went, and it was further down from the main hub of the docks. Zilpha ducked her head and continued to row, gritting her teeth through the pain, well aware of curious eyes watching her. She had no answers to their unsaid questions. She had no fish, no treasure to share, and no reason to be out on the sea. Alone.

      “Zilpha.”

      Hesitating just a fraction, she lifted her head. Irik stood on the docks, waving. His brows rose in surprise and his eyes roved over her, full of questions. Lifting a hand, she gave a small wave, causing one oar to clatter against the boat. Leaning over, she snatched at it, her eyes widening as it tipped over the edge and sunk into the sea. A moment later, a wave splashed at the rear of the small vessel, almost turning her over.

      Laughter floated to her ears, and when she glanced up again, embarrassed with herself, Irik stood waist deep in water, moving toward her. A smile lit up his ruddy face, and he cupped his arms around his mouth. “Toss me a rope, I’ll help you tie up.”

      Zilpha bit her lip and nodded, grateful for Irik’s attention to her. For a brief second, she considered what his end goal might be. But then Lord Nodin and his warm, insistent kisses filled her memory. Blushing in fury, she found the end of the rope and threw it, without much aim, to Irik. He caught it somehow, laughter still on his lips, and pulled as she rowed.

      Once the boat was tied up, Irik held out a hand to help her out of the boat and onto the dry docks. “I did not know you were given to seafaring,” he grinned.

      “I’m not,” Zilpha disagreed, her legs aching as she stumbled onto the wood of the platform. “I just…”

      “Went out on an adventure today?” Irik filled in. Bending down he pulled a bundle from the bottom of the boat.

      Zilpha stiffened when she saw it. Citrine’s things.

      Irik’s eyebrow went up. “First yesterday at the docks, and now today at sea? Are you scouting out a new home? Trying to become one of the fishes?”

      Zilpha eyed him, missing the twinkle of humor in his eyes. His gaze went from her face to the bundle, and his expression slowly changed. The light went out of his eyes as he eyed it. “Knives? Are you in trouble?”

      That question again. Zilpha shook her head. “Nay, I wanted protection in case something happened.”

      Irik peered back out to the sea, his light eyes bright with confusion. “You should have taken someone. Next time, call me. I’m usually by the docks and I can spare some time away from fishing to help. If you need it.”

      Zilpha wanted to say yes. She recalled running into Tor Lir and Hava at the tavern because she would not ask for help. She needed his help somehow, and for a moment she reminded herself, after this evening, after she made the delivery, she was free. “Will you walk with me back to the city?” the question came out of her thoughts and she did not realize she’d said it aloud until he nodded.

      “Let me grab a shirt.”

      Zilpha blushed as his sweat-sleek body moved down the docks. He plucked up a white shirt which fell open in the chest. He shrugged it on and ran his fingers through his tousled head. Shouting something to the other fishers, he tucked the bundle under his arms and fell alongside Zilpha.
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      The sky deepened to a midnight blue, royal like the bold colors of silk made for high class lords and ladies. Zilpha faltered on the road that led up to the temple, watching the round peaks and recalling the blood-soaked sight of the friar, half eaten on the steps. A hand came to her mouth, and bile rose in her guts like the sloshing of waves against the boat.

      “Are you okay?” Irik’s easy voice asked.

      Avoiding his gaze, she gave a quick nod. “Aye, here is where I need to go.” She didn’t know how to tell him to leave, and part of her wished for him to stay, grateful for his presence as the telltale signs of nightfall swept across the city.

      “Are you meeting someone?”

      She nodded again, keeping her eyes forward. “Thank you, Irik. I bless your generosity.”

      “Tis nothing.” His fingers came up, grazing her arm.

      The warmth of his touch made her body relax. It differed from Lord Nodin’s touch—calm and caring versus demanding and insistent. Taking a deep breath, she glanced sideways at him, but he’d already turned away, his limber body moving downhill, back toward the shore.

      Zilpha eyed the temple, knowing she should go there to meet Lord Nodin, but wishing he’d picked a different meeting place. His tone had been so commanding, and she had still been in a dizzy haze from lovemaking. She hadn’t thought to counter his words. The sun had not quite set, casting a hazelnut glow over the city, the tops of buildings twirling like stars, keeping their own magical secrets close. Wrapping her arms around the bundle, she took a step as the heavy clip-clop of a horse arrested her ears.

      “Zilpha,” Lord Nodin’s husky voice called out her name.

      She spun to meet him and paused, taking in his regal appearance. He wore green breeches, black boots, and the heavy coat he always wore over his outfit. A round hat with a gray feather in it perched on his head, and he lifted two gloved fingers, tilting the hat to her before swinging off his white horse. “I trust your journey was productive?”

      “Here,” Zilpha blurted out, pressing the bundle into his arms. Her head swam, dizzy with anticipation. Perhaps she could take the silver and make the last payment on her debt that same evening. Her home would be hers. Bram need not worry anymore, and she could make her way in the city, a free lady.

      Lord Nodin bent his head as he opened the bundle, masking his expression. He froze when the cloth fell open, revealing the crystal winged horse. He reached a gloved hand down and paused before closing it up again. Pulling forth a leather bag, he stored it there, closing the flap and securing it.

      “The silver?” Zilpha breathed.

      “Come with me.” Lord Nodin moved back to his horse and swung up on it, holding out a hand for Zilpha.

      She joined him, allowing him to swing her up on his steed. They set off at a trot which jarred her bones. Lord Nodin leaned into her, his lips coming close to her ear as one hand moved back wisps of tangled hair which had fallen free of the bun on top of her head. “I have something to show you.”

      Anxiety rose like twisted knots of rope, impossible to untangle. Her fingers itched for the familiar comfort of weaving and the thick reeds moving through her fingers.

      They trotted for a while, dusk gathering the light of day like a farmer collecting eggs from hens. They moved out of the city and down into the farmland, heading toward Zilpha’s hut. She wondered if Lord Nodin intended to take her home where he’d leave her with the silver and a kiss or two. Her breathing relaxed at the thought, and she leaned back, the weariness of the day sweeping over her. How nice it would be to lie down and rest under warm blankets. She could walk to town in the morning, pay her debt, and perhaps spend the day gathering supplies. If there was time she’d go visit Mathilda and see if Bram were around. He’d be relieved to hear the debt was paid off. A glow of contentment settled in her heart.

      Just as she was relaxing, she saw a bloom of light high in the air. Smoke drifted through the air, forcing her to cough as its acid scent burned her nostrils. Her eyes burned, and she wiped at them, unable to stop the tears from streaming down her face. Her body shuddered. Lord Nodin’s arm went around her waist, and he clicked to the horse, pulling on the reins until it slowed into a walk.

      “Look. Do you recognize where we are?”

      Zilpha gasped as flames leaped into the sky, spreading across the meadow and devouring huts and fields. Her eyes widened in recognition and a scream tore from her throat. Ripping herself from Lord Nodin’s grasp, she tumbled off the horse. Her ankle twisted under her as she landed, but terror propelled her. Ignoring the stabs of pain, she ran toward the roaring flames. Another scream came, and she fell to her knees, watching the fire devour hut after hut. It was her road. The huts she called home, one after the other being eaten by the ravenous monster of fire. The sound of the blaze thrummed through her mind, the flames licking up every single item she owned. A hopelessness surged through her as she spun around, pointing at Lord Nodin, seeing him for who he really was. A Lord. A corrupt Lord bent on gaining wealth and power.

      “Did you know this would happen? Who did this? Why?” she screamed at him, even as her ankle gave out and she sank to her knees, tears pouring down her face. “Why?”
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      The first sound Citrine became conscious of was a dull roar. It pulsed behind her ears with a thump so intense it pushed blood into her eyes. When she opened them, a dim light surrounded her, and a cool wetness trickled between her legs. Citrine groaned. “Why does this always happen to me?” she muttered.

      When she tried to sit up, her head screamed in agony like a melon crushed under the hooves of a horse and wagon. A mewl of discomfort escaped from Citrine’s lips, and she lay her head back down, resting her cheeks on her hands. The rocks under her fingers were cold and crusted over with mud and other sea crustaceans. A liquid rose between her fingers and Citrine recognized it as sea water. The liquid continued to rise, caressing her fingers like a timid lover while Citrine considered her options. It was likely nightfall, and as soon as her head stopped screaming at her, she’d take in her surroundings.

      Citrine cursed. Zilpha. That devilish girl. She had more grit than Citrine assumed, and the lump on her wound stung. Another burst of sea water surged into the cave, this time rising to Citrine’s nostrils. She yanked her head up without ceremony, causing tears of pain to spring to her eyes. Gritting her teeth, she cursed as she rose first to all fours and then to her feet. Her vision swam when she stood tall and reached out for the cave walls to steady herself. When she faced the opening, she saw it was already evening. Clouds covered the gray sky, and the jaded sea had turned black with fury. Waves slammed against the rocks, creating a roaring sound, and sea spray filled the air. Citrine noticed the cave was already filling with water. Although it only reached up to mid-calf, it was rising quickly, and every surge of the waves sent fresh water hurling toward the back of the cave. Citrine took a step back and was rewarded with her vision spinning and blurring. She cursed again, determined to fight through the pain.

      Grift.

      Mistress.

      Are you hunting?

      Nay, 'tis my night to stand guard. Where are you?

      I’m trapped in a cave.

      How? What happened?

      It doesn’t matter how. Will you come find me?

      Who will stand guard?

      I’ll find Ava or Zaul.

      Ava will not be happy.

      I know. She’s out hunting again.

      Where are you?

      I’m along the shoreline on the southern end of the city. It took the better part of a day to row here from the port.

      I don’t know what that means. I’ll fly now.

      The connection faded, leaving Citrine with a strong buzzing in her head. A warning. Despite it, she pressed on, seeking to connect with Ava or Zaul to tell them to guard her home. The book had to be protected at all costs. She’d left it in the cave instead of bringing it with her to the herb shop. Frustrated with her situation, she closed her eyes and sought out her beasts. A splashing sound made her open her eyes. She stumbled closer to the entrance of the cave, the cool waters making her shiver. Pulling her dark cloak tighter around her shoulders, she squinted. While she could see in the dark, the rushing water acted like mirrors of night, confusing her sight. The cave was eerie, but with the lack of light, a sixth sense of fear climbed up her spine and perched on her shoulder. Something silver flashed in the waves. Citrine bit her lip, knowing who she should turn to. Grift would not be fast enough. Pain rose as she closed her eyes and sent out feelers into the sea.

      Morag.

      Enchantress.

      I need your help.

      What is it?

      I am trapped in a cave by water’s edge. South of where we met to discuss the knowledge you found. Can you find me?

      I can, but what then? I cannot take you home.

      I know, but there are strange things in the water, the creatures of the night, and you can protect me from them.

      I am coming.

      Citrine blew out her breath and reached around for the knife she kept at her waist, cursing when she remembered she’d left it in the boat. The silver creature swam nearer, and Citrine saw a fin sticking out of the water. Her whole body went rigid and although she lifted her chin, she also took a step back, wishing she had something to defend herself. She did not know what might be in the water. Sea monsters? Other dangerous beasts? It was best not to be out at night, wounded and bleeding.

      Ava. Zaul.

      There was no answer.

      Dread made Citrine’s heart thump faster. Chewing her lower lip, she listened to the wet slap of the waves against a rock, and the far-off cry of a hawk. A high-pitched whistling came through the air, eerie enough to make her blood curl. Goosebumps stood out on her arms and the hair on her neck stood out straight. Ignoring the pain in her head, Citrine snatched up rocks in her hands to use as a weapon.

      Morag. How far are you?

      He did not reply.

      Grift. What do you see from the air?

      No answer.

      Citrine took a shuddering breath to calm down her panic. What creature attacked with a whistle? She had blood on her hands and head. What if it had dripped into the sea water and called dark creatures to her?

      As an Enchantress, she understood the potency of blood and water. Something would want her, likely for a sacrifice. But she didn’t know what. She was unfamiliar with the tales from Sanga Sang, and now whatever was coming for her was blocking her creatures. She sent out feelers again, despite the terrible sensation in her head.

      The waves washed out to sea, and the gentle lapping subsided. Citrine took a step forward, causing her vision to spin again. Her stomach lurched, and nausea crept up her throat, forcing her to lean over and dry-heave from the pain. There was nothing in her belly, and strings of salvia came out of her mouth. She spit as best she could, clutching the slimy cave wall with one hand and wiping drool off her mouth with the back of her other hand. Heat flared at her forehead and the pounding grew stronger.

      Her jeweled eyes welled up with tears, clouding her vision so badly she almost missed the creature that hurled itself out of the water. Citrine shrieked in surprise as it slammed into her chest, forcing her to lose her balance. She toppled over on her back as slick arms wrapped around her and sucked at her. A sac of clearish brown fluid sat on top of her chest, just below her breast bone and she felt a mouth and pinchers digging their way through her clothes, aiming for the soft skin of her belly.

      Citrine thrashed, snatched up rocks and hammered on the creature. The thing wiggled and a sour smell came from it. Hot liquid soaked Citrine’s dress through to the skin, like the creature had loosened its bowels on her, or perhaps secreted some kind of poison to calm its prey. Tentacle-like appendages wrapped around her body, pinning her flailing arms down, leaving only her feet to kick.

      Citrine’s eyes bulged as she fought, knowing her own strength. She should not be lying on the cave floor giving in. She was strong, she could break bone, there was no reason why the creature should win. She threw her head back, forcing herself to calm down so she could focus on her inner strength. Her head exploded in agony like a hunter was sitting on her chest and stabbing a knife in and out of her skull. Her vision turned to spots, and a buzzing rang in her ears. The creature’s hold tightened until she felt her bones would snap if it squeezed any harder. The material of her dress dissolved away as the creature gripped her. Something sharp, teeth, she assumed, bit into her stomach, and the creature sucked. A searing agony poured through Citrine and the thrashing of her legs grew feeble. Lightning flashed, and the creature sucked harder while Citrine felt her life force ebbing away.

      She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her feet shuddered, and her body went still. A wave rose, filling the cave. Water glided past Citrine’s face, covering her body in a temporary tomb of cold salt. The thing on her body pulsed, and an eerie scream filled the air. As the waves receded, a female creature leapt out of the water, lifting a knife above Citrine’s head. Citrine gasped, taking in wild eyes as black as night and white hair. The female’s muscular arm came down, and a snarl came from her thin lips. Citrine jerked, her eyes rolling back in her head as the creature that had been sucking on her came loose. The female shouted words in a strange language and continued her onslaught, driving the knife in and out of the creature until only shreds of saliva and mucus were left.

      Shaking, Citrine sat up. A cry of pain escaped from her lips even as her bruised arm moved and her fingers curled around wet stones, ready to fight.

      “Lie still,” the female grunted. Her round eyes roved over the cave, and a hand came out, pressing onto Citrine’s breast bone, pushing her back down. “I must cut out the poison. This will hurt.”

      Citrine gasped for words, meaning to ask the female to give her a moment to regain her senses. But the knife came down before she could speak, plunging into her belly and twisting. A horrific pain seized her, and she screamed, tears leaking out of her eyes and running down her cheeks. When the first searing pain subsided, like the flames of a fire, tamed at last, Citrine opened her eyes. The female crouched over her, holding a blob of skin and blood. She washed it off in the sea water, cleansing her knife as well.

      Citrine gulped, trying to take in air and take her mind off the fact that some creature had just cut out a good portion of her belly. The female muttered, saying words in a different language as she held up the knife. It glowed red, and then she laid it against Citrine’s wound. If Citrine thought she had experienced pain before, that was nothing like the heat that burned her skin. It felt like she had stuck her body into a blue-hot fire, the fires meant to burn purity into metal, and no words could express the sheer agony that twisted through her, relentless in its quest, unwilling to let go until she succumbed to anguish and begged to be put out of her misery. A long moment passed where she flickered in and out of darkness, her breath turning shallow. She could not get enough air, and the pain overwhelmed until it disappeared.

      Her eyes flickered open and she glared at the female who crouched in front of her. The round eyes flickered at Citrine. “Can you stand?”

      “Stand?” Citrine gasped, her voice hoarse. Anger boiled in her gut, mounting although every bone in her body felt too weak to lift. “After you just cut me and burned me?”

      The female blinked like a cat stalking its prey, not intending to give itself away. Her tone was quiet but straightforward as she replied. “I did it to save your life as you requested.”

      Citrine paused, taken back at the response. “I did not ask you for anything.”

      The female’s eyes shifted, and her hand gripped the knife firmly. In the absence of the powerful gaze, Citrine took the opportunity to study the creature. The female bore a resemblance to a mortal, but her bare arms and legs were unusually muscular, and there was a fishy quality to her face. Her black eyes were completely round and bulged out while her face was almost concave.

      “You called for help, but your beasts could not hear you, so I came instead.”

      Ignoring the pain, Citrine sat up, her mouth hanging agape in astonishment. “You know who I am? I did not think mortals could hear me.”

      The female laughed, a harsh sound. “I am no mortal. I am Udi.”

      Citrine stared, at a loss for words.

      “Now come. If you can’t stand, I will carry you. We must go down below before more of those creatures come.”

      Citrine, not willing to be outdone by one of the Udi, turned on her side, hissing in pain as she tried to stand.

      “It is no use,” said the female. “Let me.” Her hand rested on Citrine’s hip and she slid her arms around her body. “Hold the knife.”

      Citrine grunted, unable to say more as the creature pushed out of the cave. Another wave came in, and they rode it out into the sea. They swept over the rocks at a dangerous speed, and Citrine closed her eyes, too frightened to watch. When she opened them again, they were in the middle of the Jaded Sea. A vague shape rising out of the darkness told Citrine where the shore was. She prepared her mind, intending to reach out to her beasts, but the Udi whirled away from the shore. The female turned her back to Citrine and tucked Citrine’s arms around her neck. “We must travel like this for the next part. It would be wise for you to hold your breath.”

      “What do you mean?” Citrine gasped, her words coming out barely above a whisper. She shivered again, the jarring cold of the waves sinking through her skin into her bones.

      The female gave a little hiss and then dived. Citrine had the presence of mind to take a shallow breath as cold water descended over her mouth and nose. They shot down, faster than flying beasts soared through the sky. The cold made Citrine go numb, her limbs feeling like the stone anchors that ships dropped to stay in one place. She squeezed her eyes shut as darkness consumed her, welcoming her into the inky blackness of the sea.
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      Something nibbled at her fingers, and Citrine opened her eyes. She lay on her side, her head resting in the crook of her arm. A light flavor filtered through the air, a familiar scent that reminded her of salt and mist. Smiling, she took a deep breath, attempting to make sense of the smell. An eerie glow flickered above her, and she stiffened. A flurry of memories, urgent and painful, flashed through her mind. Scowling, she sat up, lifting a hand to part her fine hair. She rubbed her fingers over the spot where Zilpha had hit her. The skin felt tender and the hair around it matted and stiff with dried blood. Otherwise, the aching pain was only a distant memory.

      Out of the corner of her vision, something darted just out of eyesight. She stilled, dropping her hands into her lap and studying her surroundings. She lay on a green woven mat, made out of what looked like dried seaweed. She ran her fingers over it, surprised it did not itch and scratch at her. Her feet hit the ground, if it could be called that, when she swung them over the mat.

      Stretching her neck back, she peered up above her, noting the concave ceiling and a translucent film that clearly displayed murky water. The light flickered again, a sort of golden-green glow. Her gaze drifted to a creature floating in the air above her.  It had blue-green scales and an elongated body, no bigger than her hand. Its face was narrow like a horse with bulging round eyes on either side, while the rest of its body curved away, like an eel. It moved closer to her. Its dark eyes darting back and forth.

      Citrine lifted a finger. Hello there.

      The thing squeaked and darted away, up toward the flashing light. With a leap, it rippled through the translucent barrier and darted away. In that moment, Citrine realized she was looking at sea water and her heart dropped. She scrambled, reaching out feelers for her beasts.

      “Don’t move so much, you’re still healing,” a clipped voice barked.

      Citrine spun around, heart racing, and glared at the female who had saved her. Swallowing hard, she brushed hair out of her face and glanced again at the female. “Where am I?”

      The female arched her eyebrows, a smirk coming to her solemn face. “The Under Water World.”

      Citrine’s jaw dropped, and her eyes flew across the room. Now she noticed the sand smooth floor with bits of pink coral sticking out of it and the blue-greenish haze caused by a mix of light and water. Again, she glanced up to the sea moving above before returning her eyes to the female.

      “How?” Additional questions tumbled through her mind as she studied her savior.

      The female had white hair that billowed like a cloud around her lithe body, held back by a crown made of shells of various shapes. She was perhaps five feet tall with powerful shoulders and arms, the muscles standing out on her upper arms. A slick translucent webbing lay between her fingers and toes, and Citrine lifted an eyebrow when she noticed the female was stark naked and, other than the hair on her head, hairless. Her skin was a honey brown, tanned by sunlight, a sharp contrast to her white hair. She shrugged at Citrine’s question. “Simple. You were hurt. I brought you here to heal. A sea creature inflicted your wound, so it will heal faster down here.”

      A chill made Citrine shiver, and she glanced down at her mid-section. Blood stained her dress and made her fingers shake. She wanted nothing more than to rip the dress off her body. Her fingers came up to her neck, tugging and pulling like the dress was the rope of a noose, seeking to strangle life out of her.

      “I am Aer’wyna, the Udi of the clan of Luna.”

      “I did not know the Udi had clans,” Citrine muttered.

      Aer’wyna bared her lips, showing a row of dagger sharp teeth. Citrine recoiled, aware she faced a dangerous creature, but still confused about how Aer’wyna had heard her call.

      “I thought the Udi had great tails, like fish, and shining scales.”

      “Legends and myths.” Aer’wyna stood. Her skin rippled, showing a second skin to Citrine. A wink of blue scales stood out, and sharp fins jutted out of her back. The shift lasted only a moment before it disappeared and Aer’wyna looked as any mortal. Except for her perfectly round dark eyes—a pool of unsaid thoughts, ever-shifting as she eyed Citrine. “I saved you because you asked. But now that you are here, we should speak of our alliance.”

      Citrine grunted in surprise, a pulsing headache forming between her eyes. Glancing up again at the light dancing in the waves above her, she realized she had no choice. If she wished to return to the city of Sanga Sang and her beasts, she’d have to make nice with Aer’wyna. Again, she tugged at her clothes, drawing Aer’wyna’s gaze.

      “Clothes are not our forte, but we will find something for you to wear. One of my kin will bring food and we shall discuss.”

      Citrine eyed the concave walls. The idea of miles of water pressing down on her filled her with discomfort. “How long will I have to stay down here?”

      Aer’wyna’s black eyes flashed, and a rough laugh came from her lips. “You are not a prisoner here. After negotiations are complete, you will return to your home.”

      Spinning, Aer’wyna walked away, leaving Citrine with an unsavory view of her rear.

      Overwhelmed, Citrine lay back down on the seaweed pallet, momentarily wondering what Tor Lir would think of all this. For a brief second, she wished he were with her, and her face flushed with the need. She did not want her mind to display weakness or affection for his odd ways. Reaching out her feelers, she called to her beasts.

      Morag. Zaul. Ava. Grift.

      Their voices roared through her head, filled with questions.

      Enchantress, Morag’s deep tones rumbled. I searched all night, but you were not there.

      Citrine. You’re alive, Grift more or less hissed.

      Ava’s thoughts dripped with displeasure. What? I was trying to sleep after a night of hunting.

      Zaul, one of few words, merely grunted.

      Morag. Grift. I was attacked last night, but I am safe. I will return later. Sleep, Ava. Zaul, keep watch lest crazy old Edna returns to my lair.

      Silence rang in her ears after her beasts acknowledged her requests.

      A few moments later, Aer’wyna returned, her feet padding silently into the chamber. She carried a tray made of pale wood in her hand, and something green hung over one arm. She set the tray down and handed the green thing to Citrine. “Here’s a tunic. Eat. Rest. I spoke to my kin, and when the moon is high, court will be in session.”

      When she disappeared again, Citrine ripped off her dress, pausing to take a look at the blistered skin of her stomach. An angry red blotch rested on her midsection, and when she touched it her skin tingled with pain, a reminder of the strange sucking creature. Shivering, she pulled the green gown over her head. It was shapeless yet seemed a bit small, clinging to her thighs and stopping just above her knees. It was sleeveless, leaving her shoulders bare with a wide neck. It would do. On closer inspection, she saw the material seemed to be some sort of seaweed, but soft and malleable.

      After a few moments, the shift changed, adjusting to her curves and hugging over them like clay put in a mold. Citrine raised her eyebrows in surprise and then shrugged, turning her attention to the food. Reclining on the pallet, propped up by an elbow, she reached her fingers out for the collection of cut fish. It was raw, but she’d only expected as much. A piece of red fish cut in a square caught her attention. Lifting it with her fingers, she popped it into her mouth and was surprised as a potent flavor burst over her tongue. Instead of the slimy fishy taste she was used to, it had a rather peppery spice to it and melted in her mouth like butter left out in sunlight.

      “Like it?”

      Citrine paused, giving herself time to swallow her surprise before she glanced up.

      Another female Udi walked toward her. This one also had white hair, but she had it cropped short. It stopped just below her chin and curved around her neck. Unlike Aer’wyna, she wore some clothing. A green skirt made from stripes of seaweed was gathered around her waist, just below what would be her belly button, except there was none. She wore a necklace of shells and jewels around her neck, hiding the areolas of her breasts and more shell jewelry covered her arms and ankles. It made a gentle rustling sound as she moved, her round teal eyes alight with curiosity.

      “Tis good,” Citrine agreed and pointed a finger to something that sat on a shell, a membrane in the center. “What are these?”

      “Mussels and clams,” the Udi said. She carried a green pallet under her arm which she lay down across from Citrine. “Aer’wyna was hunting for some near the rocks when she heard your call.”

      “I still don’t understand how she heard me,” Citrine mumbled, studying the female. “Who are you?”

      The Udi tucked her short white hair behind a curved ear and smiled. “I am called Ray’nava. Aer’wyna asked me to come talk to you because I like mortals, and surely you have questions.”

      “More for Aer’wyna than for you,” Citrine blurted out, willing herself not to be cross with Ray’nava. It was more likely the Udi was sent to guard her and ensure she did not grow too curious about the Under Water World.

      “Aye, you will not see her again until court and they do not allow questions in court, only negotiations,” Ray’nava said. “Hence, she sent me in her stead. If you don’t have questions, I have some for you.”

      Citrine determined to make the most of her time there by gathering knowledge. If nothing else, it would be an interesting story to tell Grift or Morag. She winced inwardly at the thought of Morag. He’d attempted to tell her something about the Under Water World People and in her haste for knowledge about the stone, she’d ignored him. Now, she wished she’d listened to what he had to say. The knowledge may have given her power over bargaining with the beings who saved her life. She was sure there would be a demand when she met the court.

      “Tell me,” she asked. “Am I truly in the Under Water World? And how is this possible? Are we not in the sea?”

      Ray’nava smiled like the bearer of a great secret. Wrinkles around her eyes crinkled up and then she blinked. The top of her eyelids were scales, and iridescent colors shot across the chamber for a brief second. “Aye you are in the realm of the Under Water World people, also called the Udi. Many mortals have been down here and yet it is something rarely discussed. Perhaps the wonders of the water world do not appeal to mortals?”

      A swift jab of anger came to Citrine, and she opened her mouth to spit out a response, but Ray’nava continued, a dream-like look coming over her petite features. “The Four Worlds are not as large as one thinks. They are all connected by water. Every creek, pond, river, lake, and sea connect to Oceantic somewhere. Even the ground hides the water route. Within each body of water, my people dwell. Unlike mortals, we have the ability to walk on land and yet change our form to swim like the magnificent fish of the sea. However, when we tire, we come here, to our coral chambers underneath the waters, where we can still see the waters we love, but remain safe in our havens. Despite what you might think, we all have enemies. The sea monsters seek to devour us, and unless we stay here at night, we cannot escape their clutches.”

      Citrine understood. This was their home much like the cave she dwelt in to protect from the wild beasts and dark intent of mortals of the night. “But how did this place come to be?” she persisted, pointing to the curved walls and the waters above. “How does air come in, and I saw a sea creature earlier. It went up into the waters. How come the sea doesn’t come down on my head and drown me?”

      Ray’nava dropped her head, hiding her expression. Her voice came out soft and distant. “We have our secrets as you have yours. It is possible for creatures to break through our defenses, and then we must repair our home. But as for now, all you need know is that this realm is under protection. For a time.”

      When Ray’nava looked back up, her teal eyes shone with tears.

      “What’s wrong?” Citrine asked, fighting to keep her annoyance down.

      Ray’nava shook her head, causing her white hair to move back and forth, slapping her cheeks with a gentle swishing sound. “This realm is protected…for now…but not for long. You’ll hear the entire story in court. Please. Whatever is asked of you. Please grant it.”

      “It doesn’t seem like I have much choice,” Citrine grumbled under her breath. She picked up the shell called a clam and slurped at it. A meaty substance came off on her tongue, white and slimy. She frowned at the lack of flavor.

      “What other questions do you have for me?” Ray’nava asked.

      Citrine lifted a finger. “The creature that sucked at my skin, what was it? Another monster your people hide from?”

      “Aye,” Ray’nava swiped at her eyes. “They are called jelly fish, because of the way their bodies move. They will eat you from the inside out. Once they latch on, it's difficult to counter the effects of their poison. You are lucky Aer’wyna was out hunting—”

      “She said she heard me call for help,” Citrine interrupted. “What does that mean?

      Ray’nava rose to her feet. “She heard you call. Nothing more.”

      “Nay. It wasn’t nothing more. I did not open my mouth. I was helpless to scream. I couldn’t make a sound. I thought the words, but I never said them. How did she hear me?”

      Ray’nava backed away, shaking her head. “They will tell you more in court, for which I must prepare.”

      “I thought you came to answer my questions,” Citrine spat, the words coming out with more anger than she intended.

      Ray’nava moved from foot to foot and continued to back away, a faint glow of fear coming to her face. Before she turned and disappeared down the tunnel, a horn sounded. At least, it sounded like a horn to Citrine. Another crystal-clear call followed it and then shouts and screams. Citrine stood, turning from side to side and then all at once a darkness came overhead, shutting out the light. The chamber she stood in trembled, and she was thrown on her side.
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      Tor Lir crept from shadow to shadow as he made his way to the tower. He’d seen the male with the amber eyes disappear with the female he’d questioned a few nights ago, the one called Zilpha who had gone to sea with Citrine. He hadn’t seen Citrine and went to her cave, but she was absent from it. He desired to speak with her, but he’d concern himself with her whereabouts later. First, he wanted to know why Zilpha and the amber-eyed Lord were at the tower, and what they took with them.

      The round building shut out daylight as he neared. Rough-hewn stones bleached with age basked in the sunlight. He saw where mortar cracked and gray dust drifted to the ground while green vines curved around the tower, finding life in death and rot. He shivered as he glared at it, a stifled feeling constricted his breathing. A need pulsed through him, a throbbing quivering. There was something in the tower he wanted, yet as he drew closer, a low rumble made the ground shake.

      Tor Lir paused, glancing down at his feet. On the approach to the tower, there was nowhere to hide. It perched on the top of the highest hill, giving him a clear glimpse of the city below, spiraling down to the glowing harbor with the sunlight shining on ships and sails. His heartbeat calmed, and he moved forward again, listening hard for the sound, but the rumble did not come again.

      The tower was deserted as he approached, tongue in cheek. The city warden lived in the tower—at least Lady Hava told him that—and he expected to be cut down at any moment by a solider or guard, demanding to know what his business was. His thoughts flickered back to her and he twitched. He’d let himself give into weakness yet again. Lust rose in him like a thirst, and he did not understand why he gave in to Lady Hava yet stayed away from Citrine. If anything, Citrine was a better match for him in every way except for her exhausting temper. What would Citrine say when he found her and explained his actions?

      Arriving at the door to the tower, he pushed gently, and it swung open without a sound. He hesitated before walking into the gentle light, a strong sense of warning rising over him. Ignoring his instincts, he stepped forward, giving his eyes a moment to adjust to the light. He stood in a great hall with staircases and passages rising up in endless spirals, circling around and around the tower in such a way it made him dizzy just to behold the sight. He frowned, unsure which way to go, when another rumble shook the ground.

      Something growled below him, like the snarl of a mountain lion who hadn’t eaten for days and finally found worthy prey to take down. Tor Lir ducked as something leaped into the hall, slamming the door shut and knocking him over with a padded swat to his back. A rending sound filled the air, and a strong smell of musk made him wrinkle his nose as he fell, tucking his feet and hunching his shoulders. He rolled into a ball and sprang up on his feet, spinning around to face whoever had hit him. Amber eyes glared at him, and Tor Lir looked up into the eyes of a mighty beast.

      The beast had four legs, although it stood upright on two while the others hung from its sides like arms. Instead of feet and hands, it had hooves twice the size of a horse’s. Two short white horns curved out of its bull-like head, but its wide amber eyes were intelligent, like a mortal. Black hair covered its face and body. It threw back its head and let out a roar, thumping its chest with its massive hooves.

      Tor Lir’s eyebrows shot up and he backed away in dismay, astonished to find an intelligent beast in the realm of mortals. He momentarily wondered if Citrine could tame it, but it was clear that was neither here nor there. Tor Lir glanced toward a stone staircase without railings, climbing up into the tower. He inched toward it, fully prepared for the beast to charge at him. Instead, when the roar faded away, the beast spoke in a deep gravel tone. “Who are you to dare enter the watch tower of the warden?”

      Surprised, Tor Lir fought to find his tongue, swallowing hard. It was not unusual for talking beasts to pepper the South World, and yet he rarely saw mythical beasts like the one that stood before him, glowering and demanding an answer. He drew himself up to his full height, lifted his chin, and squared his shoulders. Warnings faded away as his hostile confidence billowed out, serving both to remind himself and tell the beast who he was. “I am the Nameless One. I’ve come to keep the balance between good and evil. Although I don’t have a name, many call me Tor Lir. And who are you? Guard of the warden’s tower?”

      A huff came out of the beast’s chest, and it took a step back, recoiling from the words Tor Lir spoke. A glint of triumph rushed through Tor Lir, aware that his words held power and with the right combination, he and the beast might be able to come to some agreement without violence.

      “You bring balance to good and evil?” the beast asked, its tone deep as if to hide the lilt of surprise in its voice.

      “Aye,” Tor Lir gave a quick nod, watching the creature for sudden movement.

      “Then you might be able to assist me,” the beast said, crossing its hooved arms over its hairy chest. “Tell me, Nameless One, why have you come here?”

      Tor Lir scratched his head, turning his expression cold as ice. He hesitated a moment before letting truth spill from his lips, wondering if he should trust the beast or resort to his own methods of extracting knowledge. A shiver rushed through him as the words left his tongue. “A few days ago, a temple friar was murdered by a strange beast that disappeared into the night. When I went into the temple, I discovered the beast was searching for treasure. A crystal formed into the shape of a winged-horse. As I dug into the mystery, I discovered two of my acquaintances also searching for the same thing. I do not know what it is, nor what power it gives, but if it sways the balance, I must interfere.”

      “Sways the balance?” the beast asked and then grunted. “Why? Is there something wrong with the balance?”

      Tor Lir cleared his throat, making each word menacing. “Yes. After the war between the mortals and immortals, too much good abounds in this world and runs free. One must remember, the Four Worlds were not meant to be paradise. There is both good and evil, and an overabundance of either one will cause the world to end.”

      “Too much good? Do you realize your words go against the Creator and everything this city stands for?”

      “I have seen more than you know,” Tor Lir countered. “I have seen paradise fall because the balance was off. The balance is swayed here. A bit more chaos and this city will fall.”

      The beast growled. “There are many who would disagree with your words. Evil should be banished so good can abound.”

      Tor Lir took a step toward the beast as he spit out his words. “I do not live my life based on what others think and say. I think and say for myself, and I know what my purpose is here.”

      “Ah. Then if you are such an impartial member of the city, you might be able to help me. But I will need something from you, some truth you swear to.”

      “Why? Are you afraid I might take the chance to escape, or harm you?”

      The beast grunted. “I tell you now. There is no escape from the tower of the warden.”

      “And why is that?” Tor Lir demanded.

      “Because the beast of shadows you saw kill the friar dwells here, and if you try to leave or double cross me, I shall command it to slay you.”

      Tor Lir’s eyebrows shot up, and his mouth went dry, but questions pressed on his lips, begging to be let forth. “And how did you come to control such a creature?”

      The beast laughed. “Not all secrets should be revealed. Now. Follow me. Nameless One.”

      The beast marched to a stone staircase and ascended. Tor Lir followed, his eyes roving over the beautiful stonework, noting the dust and dirt that covered the carved arches. If it were the house of Novor Tur-Woodberry, each stair would sparkle, and their way would be lit by creatures of flame. As it was, sunlight flowed in from arched windows, too far from the staircase to provide escape, but allowing light as they twisted through the cool shadows of the tower. The beast’s hooves made distinct clicks, echoing through the silence. Tor Lir shuddered with each echo, the nosie making him feel uneasy, yet he wanted to know who dwelt in the castle. Why this beast? Was there really a city warden or were the rumors true? There was nothing there, just a desolate presence after the war between the mortals and immortals.

      On they climbed, and the silence grew dense like the thickening of clouds on a stormy day. In some places, Tor Lir thought he could reach out his fingers and stroke the air, feeling the unsaid words twirling in oblivion. When at last they reached the top, his legs shook from effort, and the wind blew in, hard through the arched windows at the top. He glanced out in surprise at how far he could see. The brown tented roofs of homes marched like a staircase down to the port, where he saw white sails, grand ships, and sparkling waves rushing up to the shore like an eager beast ready to greet its master. Small spots moving back and forth had to be people, and he saw the large square for the marketplace, starkly empty next to the bustle of the rest of the city. The wind whipped up harder, pulling tears from his eyes. He turned from the arched window and faced the room.

      The beast strode in and moved to a round chamber, a cove where the winds from the window could not reach but where the light penetrated all the same. The beast marched around to a waist-high table, covered with heavy books and parchments with objects drawn on them. Tor Lir drew near, his eyes going to the drawings. Some had horns, swords, arrows, bows, knives, and the other objects he could not name. Warnings pressed on him and an obscure sensation, dark and delicious, swayed around his mind as he recalled the things he did not want to know. Yet something compelled him, pulling him toward the source. The beast set a box on the table and opened it, gesturing with his hooves at what lay within.

      Tor Lir leaned over to get a better look, coming too close to the black hairy body. The musky smell of an animal hung in the air, and yet Tor Lir sensed something else hidden in the beast’s aura. He avoided looking up as a realization swept through him, leaving cold wisps of knowledge behind. This wasn’t simply an intelligent beast. There was another mystery shrouded behind the disguse. It was up to him to unravel the mystery and stay the cause of imbalance. If he had to open his mind to knowledge, so be it.

      The box was full of wiry golden hay, bunches of it overflowing out of the chest. Tor Lir almost laughed until he saw the crystal winged horse. Understanding flashed through his mind, and a lump formed in his throat. The crystal looked as delicate as an egg, and he wondered if reaching out a finger and stroking its curves would cause it to shatter. The horse’s wings were spread and one of its legs bent, as if it were about to fly away. The detailing on the horse’s mane and tail seemed lifelike, like it had been frozen in place.

      “What is it?” Tor Lir breathed, knowing he looked on the treasure the friars had attempted to hide from him. The treasure that Citrine, in all her secrecy, was searching for. He wanted to know, and yet again he did not want to know at all.

      “Pick it up,” the beast instructed.

      Tor Lir lifted his head, his emerald eyes flashing up to meet the beast’s. The amber eyes regarded him with impassive coolness. Ignoring his misgivings, Tor Lir reached out both hands, barely daring to breathe as he dipped into the box. The hay scratched at him, a final warning to stay away from what he knew not, but life in the realm of mortals was hum drum without excitement.

      He’d seen the change that came over the mortals as they went about their daily lives, fighting to make enough food to feed their family, earn enough silver to buy land, farm the land so they would have food through the winter, plant enough food so they could feed their families, and store up wealth for the younger generation. The endless cycle started once again. Babies were born, the old died, while the young struggled for life, influence, power, and more. It was no way to live. There had to be more, much more.

      Since the war, people were content with their lives. They took what they could get and moved on without striving for too much. They liked the balance of work and the limited hours of play time given to them. They enjoyed their struggles and rejoiced in what small joys they earned, whether it was drinking at the tavern, enjoying the warmth of another body, or relaxing over a meal with their families. The way of mortals was not the way for him. Something within him shifted like a door long shut and ignored finally swinging over. He picked up the treasure.

      The moment his fingers touched it, something old and arcane gripped him. The crystal horse turned its radiant head and its dark eyes looked directly into his. Silver wings beat, and the horse tossed its head causing prisms of rainbow light to shoot out, exploding across the gray chamber, imbuing it with colors.

      Light poured into Tor Lir’s eye sockets, shutting out the grime and a roaring poured into his ears, as if the voice of wind blew directly into him instead of around him. He wanted to squeeze his eyes shut, and yet the intense light shifted, and he saw beyond what he had ever seen before.

      He rose like a spirit, looking down on the physical world while sensing a thin fabric separating him from the In Between. He saw the physical room he stood in, gray and dirty, while his physical form stood on one side of the table, and a male stood on the other. The male was dark and hairy, but the vision flickered. The male became a beast and yet a male again, revealing his true identity.

      Tor Lir could not react or reflect on it, for the light shifted again, showing him another realm beyond the physical realm in which the mortals lived. He saw shadows—black, white, and gray—and a shimmering within as creatures with sharp teeth and pointed ears peeked out at him. And then he was descending, his vision taking him down to the ground, shooting past great roots of trees into the middle of nothingness. And that was when he saw.

      He stood in the In Between, the realm beneath the Four Worlds, or between it, he was unsure. White beings with tentacles shooting out of their heads stood there, and he saw black shadows with red eyes rise and fall. The white beings turned, exclaiming as they pointed at him, their cold eyes narrowing and their teeth forming horrible grimaces. Tor Lir’s breath became shallow as he saw a Green Person turn, and he thought for a moment he looked on the green giantess who had raised him. His breath rose to a crescendo, rising and falling like a song. He opened his mouth, and a scream tore out of his lips.
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      “What is that thing?” Tor Lir demanded, pointing a shaking finger at the crystal winged horse he’d dropped back into the box of hay. It lay on its side, its nose against the wood of the box, miraculously unbroken. “What are you?”

      The beast regarded him, eyes still cool as if the echoes of Tor Lir’s scream were not reverberating through the room. The wind howled and sweat poured down Tor Lir’s head. He wiped it away as he eyed the beast, his hand raised, fingers clenched into a fist. Anger cool as ice formed in the core of his being. His eyes sought out the amber ones of the beast, and he let his cold gaze penetrate. “You will tell me,” he ordered.

      The beast placed its hooves on the table, bowed its head, and a shadow rippled over it. A moment later, a lean male with a shock of dark hair and amber eyes appeared. His face was hard as he stared at Tor Lir. “I am Lord Nodin of one of the clans of the Therian.”

      Tor Lir waited, unsure what Therian meant, but sure it held a key to the strange male. He wasn’t an average mortal, and perhaps Lord Nodin’s presence was why the balance was swaying.

      Lord Nodin pointed to the crystal winged horse. “This object is a Clyear. Surely you have heard of them?”

      “Tell me,” Tor Lir prompted. The word Clyear rang a bell, but he could not place it nor the explanation. It was probably in the wisdom kept by the Iaen. The wisdom he ignored. A sing-song voice echoed in his mind. If you want to know who you are and where you came from, go to Daygone. He brushed the memory away. The words of the green giantess taunted him.

      Lord Nodin folded his arms across his chest. He wore a plain white tunic, deep cut in the middle, revealing his hairy chest. A robe hung from his shoulders, but Tor Lir was too distracted to wonder how clothes worked with the shift from male into beast.

      Lord Nodin paced, walking back and forth as he talked, occasionally waving one hand in the air to emphasize a point. “Clyears. Old legends tell of the gifts from the Creator—six Clyears, each with a unique talent, controlled only by the one who holds the Clyear, its Keeper. However, although six were given, there is a seventh Clyear which supersedes them all. You may have heard of the Great Clyear of Power, and its Keeper, Alaireia the Ezinck. When one hears talk of the Heroes of Old, they were able to complete impossible feats because of the Clyear. In the Western World, the Five Warriors rose up and took down Sarhorr the Ruler. In the Eastern World, Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword quashed a civil war and took the crown.

      “When a Clyear appears, it is a warning that the time is coming when countries and brethren will turn, one on another. Friends will become enemies, and lovers will slay each other with no regard to blood ties. When a Clyear appears, it is because calamity and doom are coming. This one here is the Clyear of Revelation. There are few stories about it. However, when it came to me, I understood the rule. Doom was coming to my people, and so I took it and ran, assuming the curse would follow me instead of the Therian. I roamed as a nomad for fifteen years, and at last, thinking my clan was safe, I left the Clyear behind and returned. It is worse than I thought. There is a great imbalance, and my clan is dying out. I saw I had been wrong. The Clyear appeared as a warning, and I should have used it to help my people instead of running. The Clyear of Revelation grants visions of the future and so I returned here for its wisdom. When I touched it, I saw you and understood. You are the key, the Nameless One. The one who keeps the balance between good and evil. You must come with me, back to my clan in the mountains, and restore the great powers of the Therian.”

      Tor Lir’s mind spun with the knowledge, especially of the Clyear, and a great many questions rose to his lips. He kept his tone cold as he asked: “Why do you think I can help you?”

      Lord Nodin paused, turning his amber eyes on Tor Lir’s impassive face. He arched an eyebrow, a bit of mirth coming to his lean face. “I don’t think. I know. Because unlike you, I seek out knowledge because it is the center of all power. And do you know who I appeal to for knowledge? The Disciples of Ithar. They have taken it upon themselves to become the keepers of stories. The Storyteller told me a certain tale of the legendary land of Novor Tur-Woodberry.”

      Tor Lir froze. A ringing sounded in his ears at the words Disciples of Ithar. He recalled a dire warning of death and destruction. He narrowed his eyes, reminded of Citrine’s spell of protection, and her adamant request he tell no one she was the Enchantress. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. He gaped like a fool. How could he think he was safe in the realm of mortals? How silly of him to assume he could blend in and become one of them. His power sought him out, as did the mortals. Their words spread like a poison, telling others of heroic deeds.

      Tor Lir spoke quickly. “You must know, I did not act alone.”

      “Nay.” A glimmer came to Lord Nodin’s eyes. “You had a companion, with beasts. Where is she? She must come with us too.”

      “She has her own agenda,” Tor Lir shook his head to discourage Lord Nodin, unsure why he felt the urge to protect Citrine.

      Lord Nodin folded his hands and then Tor Lir saw that dark glimmer again. “I can be very persuasive when I need to be.”

      “You mean your beast of shadows,” Tor Lir countered.

      “Aye. I see you have your wits about you.”

      Tor Lir expected him to smile, but there was nothing malicious in Lord Nodin’s actions, aside from the dark glimmer in his eyes. “If your friend does not come, she may find the death of one of her beasts becomes imminent.”

      “I will find her and request her presence,” Tor Lir said. While he sought Citrine, he would tell her to take her beasts and run while she had the chance. “Before I go, I have one question. What evil have you brought to this city?”

      Lord Nodin’s fists tightened, and he looked down, a puzzled expression coming to his face. “None. Why do you ask?”

      “Because something is here. I can sense it. There is an imbalance in this city, and I must find the source. At first, I thought it was in the tower, but now…I am not sure. Before we go to your brethren, we must find out what is happening here.”

      “There is nothing happening here,” Lord Nodin disagreed, his jaw set.

      Tor Lir glared at him. “Are you sure?”

      Before Lord Nodin could respond, the tower shook, and a desperate roar sounded from beneath them. Tor Lir glanced down as the stone under his feet trembled.

      “What is that?” Tor Lir hissed, holding out his hands to balance himself.

      “The beast,” Lord Nodin muttered and then he set off in a run toward the steps. As he dashed, his form changed, and Tor Lir saw a black beast hurling down the steps to the depths.
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      Zilpha sat huddled in a cell made of stone. She shivered from the cold, but even that did not bother her as much as Lord Nodin’s betrayal. Once he showed her the fire, he’d taken her, kicking and screaming, up to the warden’s tower and locked her away in the cell. There were no words, no explanations, just her freedom suddenly snatched away. She cursed herself bitterly, wishing she hadn’t been so blind as to leap to conclusions. Reflecting on her actions, she wished she’d trusted her brother and best friend more. They would have helped her. She should have chosen them over Nodin, who’d left her in the first place. She should have trusted her first anxious feelings when he’d arrived in her bedroom, unannounced and demanding, instead of giving in to her wayward emotions.

      Plonk. The drip of water startled her out of her reverie and a deep growl reverberated through the cold stone. Zilpha leaped up, reaching for the bars and pressing her face against them. She caught her breath, peering out, but she saw nothing but cold stone in front and on either side. There was a short hallway and a torch in the distance that gave off a cool pool of wan light. Otherwise, it seemed she was alone.

      Shivering, Zilpha backed away from the bars and rubbed her shoulders to bring back some warmth. Tears flowed from her eyes again and she swallowed hard, retreating into a corner to think. They would come after some time and give her some food, at least she hoped so. She had to be ready to plan her own escape.
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      Time passed. One wearying hour after the other, and still no one came. Zilpha combed her fingers through her hair and braided it. The weaving motion of moving her hair together calmed her frantic thoughts and brought rationality back to her mind. The lack of light meant she could not tell how late or early it was. For a while she had paced, too frightened to concern herself with thoughts of food. She cursed at herself for telling Bram not to worry about her. It was altogether too likely her brother would assume she’d died in the fire. Whoever had planned her capture was brilliant, down to the last detail. She groaned in dismay as she recalled how tight-lipped she had been. The last person to see her was Irik, and his concerns were fishing. He was likely down at the docks and hadn’t heard the news, and if he did would he think her alive? Would he come searching for her? There wasn’t much he knew about her aside from her friendship with Mathilda’s family. If he went to her family’s farm, they’d tell him about the fire and lead to the confirmation of her death. There had been enough time for her to go home as long as her meeting wasn’t too long.

      A sharp pain ripped through Zilpha’s head, and she eased up on her braids, aware she’d pulled too tight in her worry. Perhaps it was payback for hurting Citrine, and this was her road. Life would always be difficult for her. When she was on the cusp of happiness or finally achieving balance, everything was snatched away.

      A growl and a scent distracted her. Standing, Zilpha let go of her hair and pushed her face against the cold bars. The iron made her shiver and she squinted, peering back and forth. There. It came again, and she sniffed. A stinking sour smell permeated the air, like spoiled milk spilled on the floor. Gagging, Zilpha pulled back and covered her nose and mouth with both hands, her eyes tearing up as the stench increased.

      Suddenly a guttural cry went up, and Zilpha jumped. Swallowing hard, she bent forward and peered left and right. A second later, her attentiveness was rewarded as something long and thin swiped through the air. A tail. There was no doubt about it. Zilpha stood frozen in place as she stared, unsure what to think. It was clear some beast was in the castle, something bigger than a wolf or the wild bobcats that prowled around farmlands, seeking to steal dumb animals and eat them. It wasn’t a wolf, for they did not have slender tails. Furrowing her brow, Zilpha thought hard through a catalog of all the beasts she knew about.

      Another cry went up, and the smell became even stronger, though she was surprised that was possible. The tail swung out again, and then it seemed as if a massive body slammed into the stones, causing them to shake. Muffling her scream with her hands, Zilpha dived to the ground, narrowly avoiding a cluster of rocks that tumbled from the ceiling into her cell. A cloud of dust went up, billowing about her, forcing her to cough. She stayed huddled on her knees until the tremors subsided.

      Lifting her head, she noted the smell remained but less intense. When she lifted her eyes to the bars of her cell, she saw an opening. Sucking in her breath, she thought she just might be able to squeeze through and escape. An ecstasy of terror and joy made her gasp as she recognized the raw taste of freedom combined with the need to make decisive decisions to ensure she was not captured again. She needed to be brave, for the wild beast was still out there making a mess in the dungeons. For a moment she questioned whether Lord Nodin meant to feed her to the beast, and tears started again to her eyes as she remembered his gentle kisses and caresses. Only to come to this. How foolish she was to think they could have something more. He’d left her before, and he’d only do so again. There was no future with Lord Nodin.

      Forcing the distressing thoughts to the back of her mind, she scrambled to her feet and crept breathlessly across the stone floor to the crack. Reaching up, she touched stone and mortar. Some of it disintegrated under her fingertips, and emboldened by how quickly it crumbled out of her way, she gave the rock a hard shove. Hairline cracks appeared over the face of the stone, and she knew it might fall again if she pressed too hard. Sucking in her breath, she wiggled her way through the small opening. She pressed her shoulders against the stone and held the bars with both hands as she sucked in, sliding her body out from the prison. Within moments, she was free. Zilpha took a deep breath, allowing air to pass through her body and calm her heartbeat from the quick work. Leaving the cell was only half the battle. Now she had to find a way out of the castle, either a staircase or door that led into the light. First of all, she had to put distance between herself and the beast.

      Afraid to make a sound, she lifted a foot, bringing it down gently on the stone floor. Rubble shifted below her, and she froze again. Her breathing was all she could hear, and then the sour smell from before hit her full force. She bent over, heaving. A sharp crack rifled through the air, and she jumped in fright. The structure she stood in shuddered and dislocated rocks slide down. A moment later, she saw a patch of light. It streamed a distance away, and putting her fingers over her nose, Zilpha walked toward it. The ground shifted as she moved, and she reached out a hand for the walls, yet they gave her little security. She swayed, almost losing her footing from time to time. As she approached the light, she saw shapes sitting in it. From a distance it looked like oblong objects lying on the ground. For a moment, she wondered if they were torches or even weapons, something she could use should someone choose to attack her. Another crack came rifling through the air and Zilpha moved forward again and then paused in horror and surprise.

      The objects lying in the light were obsidian with a sprinkle of white spots covering them. Hairline fractures covered the objects and they wobbled back and forth. Something was inside of them. Zilpha gasped as a yellowish puss dripped out of the eggs. Swallowing hard, daring herself to be brave, she lifted her head, eyes widening when she saw where the light came from. She was in the bottom of what looked like a stone well with a grating at the top. It was far away, perhaps twenty or so feet, and all thoughts of escaping that way vanished. The chamber was round and an arched alcove led down the halls into more cells; she assumed like the one she’d been locked in.

      An egg shook, and Zilpha, compelled by a magnetic curiosity, drew nearer. As she did, a shadow bent over the eggs. It sniffed once, then twice, and suddenly a snout huffed out air and a white claw reached out, prodding the eggs.

      Curved claws as long as her forearm moved over the eggs, rolling them back and forth. Nostrils, thick with hair, leaned down to sniff at the eggs. A guttural growl and the stink of the sour puss increased. A roving eye turned toward her, round and wide, the pupil bloodshot as it stared at her.

      Zilpha could not quash the scream that came out of her mouth, blasting through her fingers. The sniffing paused and then the eye locked her in its gaze. She froze as the thing stared at her, a liquid eye that blinked. Its depths were fierce, wild, and pulled her into its gaze. The eyes blazed with fury, and the claws turned toward her as the bulk of shadows shut out the light. Terror gripped Zilpha, unlocking her frozen fear. Turning, she fled back down the hall, past her cell as the beast roared and smashed against the wall. An eerie scraping sound came as if it were digging. In her haste, Zilpha tripped over her feet and reached out her hands to stop her fall. She landed on her palms and knees, scratching them against loose rubble. A hellish roar sounded, and she climbed back up, uttering an oath, wishing there was light, anything to help her see as she fled. And suddenly, her wish was granted. Rounding a corner, she saw a torch casting light over an old iron door. Zilpha ran up to it, her heart sinking moments before her fingers wrapped around the latch and tugged. It held fast. Locked. Behind her she heard the scraping of claws; the beast was coming for her and she was trapped in stone. She screamed, beating her fists on the door. “Let me out. Please. Let me out!”
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      The filtered light turned brown, blocked by a shape that floated over the Under Water World. Citrine rolled over, scrambling to regain her footing, and glanced up. What she saw made her heart falter and the breath whoosh out of her body, leaving her gazing in terror. Above her the muscular body of a sea demon swam. It was about eight feet long with arms and legs like a mortal, but the resemblance ended there. Its body was encased in hard shell, showing off the contortions of its powerful muscles. A fin ran from the top of its bare head down its back to its hindquarters. In the dim light, it was difficult to determine its coloring—either a steel gray or midnight green, blending with the shifting colors of the Jaded Sea. The creature’s powerful limbs had curved claws for hands and feet, with webbing in-between.

      As Citrine watched, the claws lengthened until they were as long as her forearm. But it was the face which struck terror into her heart. Gills on its neck moved in and out, following the tradition of the fish. Its thin mouth opened and closed, air bubbles escaping in a thin stream which marked its passage. It had a flat nose and two holes where its eyes should have been, but there was nothing in those sightless pockets. The aura it gave off filled the sea, and it emitted a high, vicious cry—wild, feral and terrifying. A murky cloud of purple ink exploded, blocking Citrine’s view of the creature. Her heart pounded, and time slowed down. The screams of the Udi faded, and she felt a familiar ringing in her ears. This creature reminded her of the Master of the Forest and his dark wishes.

      “With me,” someone shouted, and suddenly Aer’wyna was there. She snatched at Citrine’s wrist and pulled her down the passageway, running at full speed.

      “What is that thing?” Citrine screamed. She sensed the fear that hung heavy in the air, like the scent of death after an animal was slain.

      Aer’wyna spoke between breaths, her words coming out short and choppy. “She is the bane of the water world. If we don’t run, she will break the tunnels and consume us.”

      “She?” Citrine assumed there was more to the story. “Why are you running? Why aren’t you fighting?”

      “We cannot fight her,” Aer’wyna snapped with more anger than Citrine expected in her tone.

      Citrine wanted to ask more, but suddenly Udi were on all sides, pressing together as they dashed down the concave chamber. Flashes of light and shadows erupted around her, and then a thundering came from behind, the voice of the sea shouting with fury.

      Aer’wyna’s grasp on Citrine’s wrist tightened, and she moved faster, weaving among the bodies as instructions were called out.

      “She’s broken through, raise the barricades!”

      “Aim for the keep, swim to safety.”

      “Make sure the children are protected first.”

      Wails of terror sounded in the distance, and suddenly Aer’wyna pushed her. Citrine stumbled and before she could catch her balance, she fell through a hole and the light disappeared. She slid on her back, arms and legs kicking as she rode out of the rushing water. The cries, screams, and the terror of the Udi faded. The ride continued until she coasted to a slow stop, wet rock sloping down gently to place her in the bottom of an underground canyon.

      Pale eyes looked at her, and as Citrine rose, she found herself staring up at a crowd of Under Water World People. There were males, females, and children in colorful garb, some wearing flowing skirts made of blue, purple, and pink, while others garbed themselves with shell-like jewelry. They looked at her, solemn and without expression, and then one by one, they fell to their knees and bowed their heads.

      Citrine, doubtful they were bowing to her, turned around and saw Aer’wyna stood behind her, holding what looked like a staff with three prongs at the end. Above her a circle of jewels spun in a slow rotation, and Citrine took a step away from the Udi, bowing her head.

      Aer’wyna lifted her chin, her white hair swinging around her. She gestured to Citrine. “Follow me,” and walked through the crowd of Udi. They parted for her, allowing Citrine to see they walked up a slope to where three thrones looked down upon the people. Above them a sea of gems twinkled, like stars in the night sky. Citrine’s mouth hung open and questions filled her mind, but she was determined to let the Udi explain their actions.

      Aer’wyna walked up a short staircase to the thrones, where two male Udi sat, their silky hair long and flowing to their waists. They also carried staffs. One had two prongs at the end and the last had only one. Citrine assumed the leadership of the Udi was a three-tiered system, and she paused in the circle before the three thrones while Aer’wyna walked up another set of steps to the throne in the middle and perched on the edge, the staff between her legs.

      Each throne was ten feet tall with a wide seat made of stone. Each end came to a tapered point with a gem melded into the very end point. Ornate carvings were on the back, but hidden once the seat was filled. Citrine imagined the stone seats could not be very comfortable. The males regarded her impassively, but Aer’wyna banged her staff down three times on the stone floor and a jewel-toned ringing went out, like a multitude of glass crashing and shattering together. Citrine’s ears rang, but she dared not move from her position, unaware of the traditions of the Udi and what they would take offense to. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ray’nava push through the crowd, coming to stand near the front. The Udi raised expectant eyes to their leaders, and a hush covered the gathering.

      Aer’wyna and the two other males lifted shell crowns onto their heads, then held their staffs in their right hands. Aer’wyna stood, her voice loud and commanding as she spoke. “The Court of the clan of Luna is now in session. Prince Stefan will report on the attack, and then we shall turn to negotiations.”

      One of the male Udi stood, Prince Stefan, Citrine assumed. He carried the staff with one prong and his hair was the color of sunshine. Light twinkled around the shells he wore, and Citrine crossed her arms, unwilling to be tempted by the foreign beauty of the Udi.

      “Scouts report the Cryptids are on the prowl again and attack our home more frequently than they used to. We believe this is due to the increase in ships and monsters on the surface of the sea, limiting the food supply and turning the focus of the Cryptids toward our clan. While they are many, the mother of them all, Tretis, was spotted by scouts earlier today. Although they are too strong for us to fight, my sister, Aer’wyna, has a solution.”

      “A potential solution,” Aer’wyna agreed, and her round eyes met Citrine’s.

      A shiver passed through Citrine, but whether it was from anticipation or fear, she did not know. Now the Udi would come to the reason why she was down here in the first place.

      “As you all know,” Aer’wyna continued, “we have been stalked by these terrible creatures for years. They secrete a poisonous ink which contaminates our waters, they eat our food supply, and destroy our homes with their viciousness. Old tales say they used to be like us, and are trying to become Udi again, but a wicked curse transformed them to the fallen beasts they are today. Whether or not those tales are true, we have proof they specifically target us, regardless of where we go in the under world. They are led by Tretis, and we believe if she is taken down, the others will follow, which is why Citrine, the Enchantress, has joined us today.”

      Citrine froze. The Enchantress. How did they know who she was? What did they expect her to do for them? The memory of the beast with the sightless eyes and horrific claws made her sweat. She could not breathe underwater, and even if she called in her beasts, those claws might rip apart even Morag’s tough hide.

      Aer’wyna’s sing-song voice pulled Citrine from her thoughts. “Enchantress. Last night I heard your vibrations ripple across the waters and felt your call for help. Your power to call those who follow you to your side grows stronger by the water. We heard of your greatness from the leviathan who calls himself Morag. He told of how you saved him from the Master of the Forest. If a beast like that does your bidding, you are powerful enough to destroy our enemies. In exchange, we will grant your desire—a haven for you and your beasts to dwell in without fear from the mortals and the power to keep it so. Citrine the Enchantress, do you agree to help us?”

      Citrine opened her mouth. She wanted to tell them they were wrong, she did not command Morag, he joined her of his own free will. Although the offer was tempting, she wanted to know more about the haven they offered her and the so-called power. What did they mean?

      Aer’wyna stood and banged her trident on the stone. An audible gasp went through the crowd, and then a low tune was sung out. Aer’wyna marched down the steps of her throne to stand in front of Citrine. Her expression was stern and yet a glint of compassion shone out in her eyes. “We’ve heard of the mortals, and the war between the mortals and immortals. We know there was once a time when the people groups of the South World lived in terror and hiding, waiting for the Great Conqueror to arise. We face a similar situation living in hiding, waiting for an attack. If you should help us out of the kindness of your heart, so be it. But I also know you have mighty blood in your veins, and if you gain a kingdom for yourself and your beasts, it would be a worthy gift. We know about the power of an Enchantress, we know about spells and protection, and more than that, we know about treasure. Look above you and see our collection of gems. We have anything our hearts desire. And thus, if you fight for us, a great gift will be bestowed upon you.”

      Citrine’s thoughts flickered. What about the stone and the treasure that Zilpha had attempted to kill her for? Would it be worth the adventure? She thought of Old Edna creeping into her cave, and the spell of protection she used to hide her beasts from wondering eyes. She already knew it would not be enough, and here she had been presented with a chance. She would talk it over with her beasts and determine how to help the Udi. Setting her jaw, she met Aer’wyna’s gaze. “Aye. I will help.”
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      Lord Nodin, in beast form, thundered down the stairs, leaping across steps until he was far ahead. Tor Lir followed, doing his best to keep up although he felt astonished by how quickly the beast navigated. The tower shook again, and he momentarily wondered how much control Lord Nodin held over the beast of shadows. What if it broke free? What would happen to the city? And then it hit him as clear as daylight. The chaos in the city was caused by Lord Nodin and his beast of shadows—it was the doom he’d brought to Sanga Sang.

      The tower shook once more, but by the time Tor Lir reached the ground level where he’d first entered, it was silent, and he heard nothing. He paused, frowning, unsure which direction Lord Nodin had gone. As he wavered in indecision, a slapping sound arrested his attention. Spinning toward a gaping opening, he heard labored breathing, and then, bursting out of the depths, a young female appeared. She wore a tattered gown, covered in dirt and rubble. Blood smeared her arms and her eyes were wide in fright as they landed on him. Her expression changed from terror to surprise, and she paused in the archway, staring at him.

      “Zilpha?” he asked, unable to hide his astonishment as the pieces of the puzzle fit together. Of course. She worked with Lord Nodin. It explained why she had gone to Citrine for knowledge and then on the treasure hunt. “I see.” He followed up coldly, crossing his arms. “You work with him.”

      Confusion crossed Zilpha’s brow, and she glanced behind her. “Who? What?”

      Tor Lir frowned. “Don’t pretend you know nothing of what I speak about. The treasure. Lord Nodin. I know. There’s no use hiding anymore. So, tell me, what happened with Citrine?”

      Zilpha’s face turned red, and she looked away. “Lord Nodin? Have you seen him? Is he here?”

      Tor Lir eyed her, wondering if it were possible she’d been kept in the dark. He turned his back on her, aware she would not give him further information.

      “Please!” her tone was fraught with need, rising to a crescendo, almost on the edge of a scream. “Where are you going? Take me with you!”

      “Why?” he snarled, glancing over his shoulder at her. “You refused to give me information before, I have no use for you.”

      “But the beast.” Tears filled her eyes, a ploy to keep his attention. “It will surely slay us.”

      Lord Nodin’s warning was pushed to the forefront of Tor Lir’s thoughts. It would kill them. He turned back around. “Did you see it?”

      “It’s below. It saw me and thought I was going to steal its eggs. They are hatching.”

      Tor Lir’s eyebrows shot up. Hatching? Did Lord Nodin have the ability to control the beast of shadows and its young?

      The tower shook and groaned in warning as if it were listening to their conversation. Tor Lir held out his arms for balance while Zilpha cowered on the floor. After a moment she rose, her eyes darting about the entry way. She pointed. “There’s the door. We can leave!”

      She sprinted across the stone floor, her long dark hair tumbling around her shoulders and her breath coming rough and ragged. Suddenly a roar erupted, and a sour odor wafted through the air, heavy like the scent of an animal. Tiny bird-like screeches pierced the air. Tor Lir and Zilpha ran as one, making for the door, yet before they reached it, the bull-like creature, Lord Nodin, dashed in front of them, bellowing. His amber eyes were wide in a rage, and he reached out hairy arms and snatched up Zilpha. She screamed in raw fear, and Tor Lir saw she was not aware of the power Lord Nodin had to shift his form. Her feet kicked out, but Lord Nodin did not seem to mind her thrashing. Twisting his horned head to Tor Lir, he barked out, “Time is of the essence. Go. Find Citrine and bring her to me. When the sun sets tomorrow, this city will be cast into chaos if you do not comply.”

      Tor Lir’s eyes narrowed, furious at Lord Nodin’s ability to command him. He doubted they had until sunset, and yet he ran all the same, spinning to the door and throwing it open. As he fled, the last thing he heard were Zilpha’s screams. “Please. Come back. Don’t leave me alone with this monster. Don’t leave me—”

      Her raw scream was cut off at the end and although he felt the need to help, he also knew no harm would come to her in the hands of Lord Nodin. He was something strange, but perhaps not a murderer. At least, not yet. Swallowing hard, Tor Lir dashed down the cobblestone road, winding down toward the sea. He took the passage that led toward the cave where Citrine hid, hoping she’d be there.
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      Citrine’s ears rang as she walked, barefoot, along the shore. Aer’wyna had left her on a cove, far enough from the city so she would not be spotted, but close enough so she could walk back. The fishing boats weren’t out, and yet a growing din steered her in the right direction. Citrine considered calling Grift or Ava to take her back to her cozy cave, and yet she rejected the opportunity. Despite the spell of protection she’d cast over her beasts, it was still dangerous for them to enter the city or fly around it. After the message from the Under Water World People, Citrine’s sense of unease had increased tenfold. She needed to find Tor Lir, gather her beasts and flee the city before some other calamity could strike. Clenching her fists and setting her jaw, she made long strides as she strode toward the port.

      White sails flared into view as she reached the wooden structure. She saw a mass of people shouting and waving on the shore as two gigantic ships slid gracefully toward the city. On the prow of each ship was carved a female with long flowing hair. Her arms were bent and hands cupped to protect a secret while the rest of her body disappeared into the wooden carving of the ship.

      Citrine glanced at them and strode on, past the smelly fish, the white seagulls screeching in the air, and the shouts and cheers in the port. She raised her eyebrows, frowning as she saw a crowd gathering. She elbowed her way through the mass, frustrated at them for slowing her down. Just when she was almost through, she heard her name shouted out. “Citrine? Citrine is that you?”

      Her first instinct was to run. She had to find Tor Lir, and the voice sounded unfamiliar. “Citrine!” The shout came again, a shout full of joy and excitement. Reluctantly she paused and glanced behind her. The person waving both hands at her made her pause and turn around completely. Relief swept through her. “Triften?”

      Citrine’s cheeks lifted in a smile, and she held out her arms as she strode to meet her old friend. Triften slid his slender body through the mass of people congregating on the shore; some waved and clapped him on the back as he made his way to Citrine. He grasped her forearms in his hands, stopping short of embracing her, and squeezed. He grinned, his blue eyes crinkling and his open face lighting up. “Citrine.” He did not let go. “It gladdens my heart to see you. How have you been the past year?”

      Citrine pulled back slightly. She and Triften had first met in the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry—a glorious paradise that vanished after Citrine and Tor Lir defeated the Master of the Forest. Although he was nothing but friendly and open, unease beset her, for Triften knew about her beasts. She’d seen awe on his face and questions she could not answer without betraying her heritage. It was one thing to tell Tor Lir and Novor Tur-Woodberry who she was, but it was quite another to reveal her identity to a mere mortal. She could only do so much with her book of spells to protect her beasts, and they were oath bound to never harm a mortal.

      “Triften. . . I—”

      “You’ve been here all this time?” he went on, finally letting go of her and running his fingers through his light hair. He was light-skinned and handsome, but he was shorter than her, forcing him to look up. He traveled the world telling stories of his first-hand encounters with wars and adventures across the South World.

      Citrine caught her breath as she wondered what stories Triften had told about what he had seen and heard before the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry disappeared. A sudden chill shook her, but more important were the urgent words from the Under Water World People. She had to go. “Aye, I’ve been here for a time. What brings you to the city?”

      Triften crossed his arms over his chest. “The autumn equinox is almost here. And the festival. I usually attend this city’s celebrations.” He stepped forward until she could smell the sea stuck to his clothing. His white shirt billowed in the breeze, showing off glimpses of his hairless chest. Citrine felt a twinge within, but she brushed it aside. It had been too long since she had enjoyed the warmth of a male’s embrace. Far too long. While she did not desire Triften, the fact that he was standing in front of her, smelling of sweat and sea, awakened her cravings. Or perhaps she was more aware now after being in the presence of the Udi.

      “Oh aye, the celebration. Triften, I don’t have time to talk right now, I must be going. But I will see you during the festival?”

      A flash went through his eyes, something wild and urgent. Triften’s hand came out, falling on Citrine’s arm. She paused just short of flinching. “Citrine, this is important. Does Tor Lir still travel with you? Is he here in the city?”

      “Aye,” Citrine responded, and then cocked her head, wishing the words back into her mouth. “Why do you ask?”

      “I desire to speak with him of urgent matters.” Triften’s voice dropped, and he leaned forward, his mouth coming inappropriately close to Citrine’s ear. “Do you know who he is? What he is?”

      Citrine stood a step back, a smile coming to her face as she bit back a laugh. “Of course. He’d tell you if you asked him. He’s the Nameless One.”

      A pink color came to Triften’s face. His eyes sought the ground, and he gave a nod. “Do let me know if you hear from him. I can be found at the temple.”

      Citrine’s lips thinned, and her eyes widened. “At the temple? It seems rather an odd lodging. Why not the tavern?”

      Triften grinned. “I have my ways.”

      The clamorous voices around her suddenly took up a chant. “Make way. Make way. Disciples of Ithar. Disciples of Ithar.”

      “I must go.” Triften’s smile remained, and an eager light came to his intense blue eyes. “Citrine, I hope to see you again very soon.”

      Citrine almost missed his words, distracted. The words the crowd chanted whistled to her ears like arrows. A warning sounded in her mind, and a recollection came hard and fast. Disciples of Ithar. They were a zealous sect, a spin-off of the Order of the Wise and the Wise Ones. Their purpose was to guard against the rise of the immortals and keep those with great power from abusing the freedom of the mortals. Novor Tur-Woodberry had warned her and Tor Lir to stay away from them. There may come a time when they find out about you and seek to kill or consume your knowledge and power.

      A fear gripped Citrine’s heart, and she momentarily forgot her mission while she watched Triften weave through the crowd. Within seconds, he was lost, and Citrine turned and pushed her way through the crowd, her footsteps speeding up into a run, her heart thudding with every footfall. The words doom, doom, doom rose in her ears.
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      Golden leaves crunched under Citrine’s bare feet as she dashed up the slope to her cave. Out of breath, she called out reassurances to her beasts, letting them know she was home and safe. Although the word safe felt unkind on her tongue, like biting into a rotten apple. A sixth sense made her pause as she approached the dark entrance of the cave. A fire flickered inside, dancing across Ava’s blue scales. Her sides rose and fell, and Citrine smiled before ducking into the entrance, stepping over Zaul’s sleeping form. She ran her fingers over his tough green hide, a thrill coming to her as she saw her beasts again. Her eyes moved over to the fire and she saw a form rise, tossing back the hood of his black cloak as he faced her.

      Citrine recoiled and then breathed a sigh of relief. She reminded herself that her beasts would permit no one to enter without warning her. “Tor Lir,” Citrine said. “It is good you’re here, I need to speak with you.”

      “Citrine,” Tor Lir paused, his emerald eyes moving over her appearance. “What happened to you? Why are you wearing that frock?”

      His words rankled her, and she scowled. She marched across the cave and snatched up one of her cloaks as she moved past the fire. She tossed it around her shoulders and stood over the fire, rubbing her hands together, grateful for the warmth even though Tor Lir’s words peeved her. “If you must know, that good-for-nothing girl, Zilpha, hit me on the head with a rock and left me for dead.”

      Tor Lir snorted. “Zilpha? She’s quite tiny and doesn’t look like she has it in her. You let her wallop you?”

      Citrine put her hands on her hips. “Why did you come here? To laugh at my misfortune?”

      “Nay, I have serious news.” He leaned against one of the boulders, his voice dropping to a sonorous tone. “Remember when we last spoke, about the treasure?”

      “What about it?” Citrine huffed impatiently.

      “That’s why you and Zilpha went out to sea the other day, isn’t it? To find the treasure?”

      Citrine blinked, her gaze falling into the fire. Again, she saw the crystal winged horse and the aura of sacredness that surrounded her. But before she could reach out a hand, the rock had smashed over her head and darkness took her. Citrine jerked out of the fog, meeting Tor Lir’s gaze. “Aye, that’s when she hit me and ran off with the treasure.”

      Tor Lir knelt in front of the fire, meeting Citrine’s gaze. “I saw the treasure. I held it in my hands. It’s called a Clyear. Zilpha is in league with Lord Nodin, and he controls the beast of shadows.”

      Citrine held up both hands. “Slow down. What are you talking about? Start at the beginning.”

      Tor Lir did. He told her of the beast he’d seen and reminded her of his conversation with the friars in the temple. From there he admitted to questioning Zilpha at the tavern and following her to shore and then to the tower. “Lord Nodin is like nothing I have seen before. He is both Tider and beast. He says he is of the Therian, have you heard of such a thing?”

      “Tor Lir.” Citrine frowned. “Yes. I know what a Clyear is, and I have heard, vaguely, of the Therian. How do you not know these things? If, indeed, it is a Clyear, then the words Old Edna spoke are true. Do you know where it is? Can you take me to it?”

      “Lord Nodin requires that you and I return to the tower. He says we must help him break the curse over the Therian, and if we refuse, he will loose his beast on this city.”

      Citrine gasped, the sharp intake of breath almost choking her. She sat down heavily and tucked her legs under her. Gazing into the fire, she sought for some kind of sign to lead and guide her in the flames. This time, there was no friendly giant, Novor Tur-Woodberry, to confirm what she should do. She clenched her fists and met Tor Lir’s gaze. His eyes were cool and impassive, which made him appear haughty; however, she knew he was only hiding his true emotions. Still, his words made her feel unsteady, and an emotion she could not explain—a cross between anger and fear—made her fingers shake as she held her hands over the fire. Firmly, she met Tor Lir’s patient gaze and opened her mouth. “I have terrible news. The Disciples of Ithar are here.”
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      Tor Lir’s eyes widened, and his brows lowered. First the Clyear and now the Disciples of Ithar? Was this a test of his will to keep the balance? His fists closed. “How do you know this? Are they searching for me? You? Us?”

      “Listen, let me start at the beginning.” Citrine waved his words away and her lemon-yellow eyes gazed at the fire like she was weaving a tale out of ash and smoke. “Zilpha came to me, requesting help, and what she described was the treasure you and I discussed. I must admit, I wanted it for myself, and I told her instead of payment I would search with her. We set out the day before last from the port, following the shoreline until we reached a cove. I climbed out of the boat first, in my haste forgetting that mortals are selfish and evil. She tried to kill me, and I can only blame myself for not setting the necessary precautions. When I woke it was dark, and she’d left me for dead. I moved to escape, but a creature attacked me, and then the strangest thing happened. A being came out of the water, saved me, and then took me down to her home under the waters. Tor Lir. I met the Under Water World People, the Udi, and they need our help. They live in reefs under the waters but face daily battles from a clan of intelligent monsters. In fact, while I was down there, a great Cryptid attacked them. It was an evil beast, a demon…” A frown came to Citrine’s face, and a glint of fear shone in her eyes. “She is called Tretis, the mother of all. The Udi asked me to help them defeat the monsters, and I agreed. But first I told them I had to return to land and find you and my beasts. Tor Lir, we must go to them and help them fight off the Cryptids. You are the keeper of the balance. You can keep their line from dying out.”

      Tor Lir lifted a finger and brushed a shock of hair from his head. Citrine was always finding some trouble to get into and dragging him along, but not this time. Although he was curious about the Udi, he had to stay focused. “Citrine, I cannot commit to help the Udi when chaos is loose in this city. I must find the imbalance regardless of what the Udi desire. I am not at everyone’s beck and call. You must know, this city relies on our wits. We can again do what we did to the Master of the Forest. What you did.” Tor Lir put his palms together, beseeching. “You saved the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry and working together, we can save this city.”

      Citrine shook her head, her eyes glowing. “Nay, it’s not salvation. I still don’t understand why you’re so concerned about the balance. We have a chance to do something heroic by helping the Udi instead of staying in this city. It’s done us no favors, and the Disciples of Ithar are here. Let’s slip away and leave them to deal with chaos. That is their duty, isn’t it?”

      Citrine’s aura glowed red as she spoke, and Tor Lir realized they were about to have another disagreement. His lips thinned. “Did you not hear me the first time, or do I have to repeat myself? Lord Nodin requested our assistance in lifting the curse of the Therian. We must agree or he will release devastation on this city.”

      “I heard,” Citrine snapped, narrowing her eyes. “But I don’t respond to blackmail. You have to think of a way out of this, because we are going to help the Udi. I don’t care about this city. This isn’t like the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry. The mortals got themselves into battles and wars. They can figure out their situation. Besides, the presence of the Disciples of Ithar makes running around the city even more dangerous. And Tor Lir, I ran into Triften. He asked for you and I don’t know what to think. He knows too many secrets…”

      Tor Lir waved his hand, brushing away her worries. “Triften is of no concern. You and I need to come to an agreement and fast. If you decline, Lord Nodin will risk the lives of hundreds of mortals who live in this city. The question is why do you want to help the Udi? What did they promise you?”

      Citrine blushed, the color rising from her chest and spreading over her cheeks. Her odd eyes dropped to the fire, allowing the flames to add their glow to them. “It is none of your business.”

      Tor Lir bit his lip to keep from cursing and lowered his voice. “Citrine, if we are to trust each other, you have to tell me.”

      Citrine shook her head. “I’ve told you enough, all I ask is that you trust me. Besides, the Udi are beautiful and unusual. Don’t you want to meet them? I thought you were curious about this world.”

      “I am,” he confirmed.

      “Then you could save the Udi from monsters, isn’t that a worthy cause?” She glared at him, daring him to disagree.

      Tor Lir sighed. Citrine made everything more difficult, and he wasn’t sure how to make her see things his way. Bullying or attacking her would not work, for her beasts would rise to the occasion. They had a rule: Never hurt a mortal. But Tor Lir assumed it did not apply to him. He lowered his elbows to his knees and put his hands on his head. He heard Citrine’s exclamation of victory. “So, you’ll come with me then?”

      He lifted his head. “Citrine, I know where the treasure is.”

      Her expression changed, and hope rose in her eyes. “Why didn’t you say so first?”

      Tor Lir hated himself for saying the words that would entice her. He wished there was another way. “Because I touched it, and something within me woke up.”
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      Citrine felt everything fade away, and her mind drifted into the void. Shaking her head, she peered out of the mist at Tor Lir. The world spun around him, and it seemed his words echoed before registering in her mind.

      “There’s more,” Tor Lir went on. “Lord Nodin knows about your beasts. He might even know about you. I’m not sure where he gets his information, but he knows much more than I expected. I believe he knew you would flat out refuse his proposal, so he sends a threat, a threat I am hesitant to deliver because I know you will fight it. He said if you don’t come with me to assist him, he will start killing your beasts using the beast of shadows.”

      “My beasts are protected,” Citrine hissed, anger flaring like the heat of fire.

      Tor Lir shook his head. “Aye from mortals perhaps, but not from immortals and other beasts. You may need to find another spell of protection. The book of spells you’re writing is not strong enough.”

      Citrine sighed, seeing surprise resonate in Tor Lir’s eyes at her lack of spirit. “I know,” she answered honestly. “That’s why I need the gift of the Udi in exchange for services rendered. That’s why I need you to come with me.”

      “But time is of the essence, we don’t have time to go to the Under Water World and search for a solution to their problem. Perhaps you can employ Morag and Grift to find knowledge for you, but the threat in this city is happening now. Lord Nodin is quick and decisive. It's been mere days since you and I discussed the treasure, and he already has it. He won’t wait long. He told me we had until sunset tonight to return to the tower.”

      “Fine, let’s take out the threat by killing the beast of shadows and then go to the Udi. If I am to protect my beasts, this is the only path.”

      Tor Lir frowned. “My instinct says death is not the way. We should search for some other resolution.”

      “It’s the only way, because it threatens my beasts. I am strong. You of all people know who I am. I defeated the Master of the Forest. Nothing will stand in my way.”

      Tor Lir rose, ending the conversation. “Nothing, eh? We shall see.”

      Citrine copied his movements. “Where are you going?”

      “Back to the tower, and you’re coming with me.”

      Citrine scowled, but decided not to push her luck. She reached for her boots. “Turn around while I change and tell me about the treasure. What happened when you held it? What did it unlock?”

      Silence.
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      A ringing sounded in Citrine’s ears. A whooshing sound came, like a strong wind blowing in circles, and she saw with a vision that was not her own. She stood in what looked like the bottom of a well, and around her were empty shells, sparkling with a black mist, lines and cracks blurring out all light, sinking into the depths of darkness. A beast roared. She heard it clearly, and it filled her with terror. She reached out a hand, except it was not her own but the massive clawed maw of some sort of creature. Three curved claws gleamed in what little light remained in the well, and suddenly she saw little shapes, jumping and leaping, teeth nipping at her. A flood of emotion overwhelmed her, and she bent her long neck to the creatures, a high-pitched keening sound rising in her throat and spilling out as her heart beat faster. She rubbed her head against the beings and love whelmed up within. She would do anything and everything in her power to protect the small beings from starvation, capture and death. Even now they were hungry, their shrill squeaks begging her to feed them, protect them. They were confused, and she knew why. If only she could get them to climb the cylinder-smooth walls of the well, they could escape. Panic hit her full force, and she slammed her weight against the walls. They shook, and the rattling of rocks falling sounded in the distance. Leaning back, she slammed her body against the rocks again. A pain came to her side, knocking the air out of her. She slammed again and again, letting the ground shake and tremble while the squeaks of the tiny beings grew higher and faster. Blood rushed to her ears and something snapped inside her, but she did not care. She kept going. Freedom was nigh, and when her babies escaped, they would be safe.
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      Citrine came to screaming. Tor Lir gripped her shoulders in both hands, shaking her gently. “Citrine. Wake up. Wake up. You’re in your cave. It’s all right.”

      The scream melted away, and she shuddered, peering up at Tor Lir, eyes wide. “What happened?”

      He shrugged, chewing on his lower lip. “I don’t know. One moment you were putting on your boots, the next your eyes went white and you fell into something like a trance. Where were you?”

      Citrine gulped. “It happened once before. I think I’m a creature, trapped in a house of stone, but this time I am escaping. It's time to break free—not to save myself, but I think I just had babies, and they must go free. Whoever trapped me is powerful, dangerous. I’m terrified of him. Or her. Tor Lir, what is the meaning of this? What am I seeing?”

      Tor Lir gripped her shoulders hard, his eyes deadly serious as they searched her face. “Citrine, you are the Enchantress. Do you have the ability to change your form?”

      “Nay, I may be a Tider but I am not one of the Therian. Or…” she trailed off, quashing the word: Changer. There was no need to bring evil into the conversation. All Changers were dead and their bloodline destroyed in the war between the mortals and immortals.

      “Are you sure? Is there something within you that needs to be awakened?”

      “No,” Citrine pushed against him, suddenly angry at his line of questioning. “There is nothing. Unlike you, I know my full abilities. I know who I am and where I came from. I know my parents and I understand the limits of my power. Yes, there is room for growth, that can be discovered with spells and relics that conduct power. But I cannot change my form. I am a mortal, not a beast.”

      “Then how do you explain what you are experiencing? You clearly are a beast.”

      “Perhaps it is not a beast. You know I have the ability to speak to them. Maybe my mind has become synced with one and I need to find out how I can help it. Whatever it is, it needs my help.”

      Tor Lir raised an eyebrow, his face turning cold as stone, haughty and arrogant. “So, you can help a suffering beast, but you refuse to help the mortals?”

      Citrine glared at him, shrugging his hands off her shoulders and ignoring the scent of pine and cedar he gave off. How did he continue to smell like the woods when they lived in the city? If anything, he should smell like the sea, and yet the essence of his birth land clung to him. It was both uncanny and desirable. Citrine cursed under her breath as she swiftly changed, pulled on her boots, and yanked on her cloak. “You’re lucky,” she snarled at Tor Lir. “If you were anyone else, I’d have Ava eat you.”

      Tor Lir shrugged. “Now that is impossible. Ava and I have an understanding. She will never eat me.”

      As if she’d heard, Ava lifted an ear, and it quivered. Her breathing remained steady.

      “Ava, guard the cave,” Citrine ordered. “Tor Lir, lead me to the tower.” She tucked two knives into her belt. “We have a beast to kill.”
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      “What’s that?” Tor Lir pointed at the sky with an arrow. He’d retrieved his bow and quiver of arrows once Citrine had announced they would fight. For once, he was thankful for his bow and even more grateful for the sword training he’d received from Lady Hava. Although he shuddered in desire at the thought of her. He’d crossed a line he never should have crossed. It was only a kiss, but surely she would want more, and it would take all of his power to resist her.

      “It’s just a bird.” Citrine’s impatient tone interrupted his thoughts. “Come on, you’re wasting time.”

      Tor Lir shielded his eyes against the sun, aware his eyesight was better than Citrine’s. “I’ve never seen a bird like that—black as dust with wings like bolts of a shadow and red eyes. Look!”

      The bird belched as it flew and even from the distance Tor Lir saw something like glowing coals come out of its mouth. They must have been heavy, for they dropped like stones and each one grew in magnitude before his eyes. The red stones fell to the ground with a boom, and the world exploded. Grass flew up in the air, and shards of what used to be a home burst into the air like a fountain. But instead of water, blood and dust flew out. Chilling shrieks rent the air, and another explosion rocked the ground. People burst out of their homes panicking and screaming. Children ran wild in the streets, and soldiers shouted out orders which were lost in the confusion.

      More dark spots dotted the sky, hurling balls of fire down upon the city. As the bird-like creatures swooped nearer, Tor Lir saw them clearly. They had flared nostrils, sharp claws, and jagged wings. Their eyes were red, and their wings were slick and black with a wet coating on them and a curved hook in the middle of each wing. Heart pounding, Tor Lir reached back for Citrine’s hand. Her mouth was open, and her eyes roved back and forth. Her lips moved, but no words came out.

      “Citrine, what are you doing? Come on we have to run!”

      “I know.” Her lemon-yellow eyes met his, and he saw a purpose behind them. “I told my beasts to watch out for these creatures and see if they can escort them to safety. I’m ready.” She wrapped her fingers around his and tucked up her cloak. “Let’s run.”

      They dashed up the cobblestone road, ducking from explosions, sometimes hiding behind wagons as the city descended into chaos. The temple doors were open, and the friars were calling for people to enter. Tor Lir saw a child trampled in the rush, screaming for its mother while the townsfolk ran over it. He reached out a hand in dismay, but it was too late, and Citrine dragged him onward. He ran into a merchant with goods. The male sprawled out on his back, his stomach moving in and out as he gasped for air, red faced. Someone dragged him up, shouting, and he ran toward the temple, his leather sandals flapping on his feet. Mothers held their babes on one hip and the hands of younger children as they dashed, their hair coming loose from hats and bonnets as they fled. The thunderous boom of an explosion threw them forward with the velocity of its power. A wooden building tumbled, and rubble spread around them. Citrine coughed as she stood to her feet, her face black from grime. “Tor Lir, take out your bow. You have to kill them.”

      Tor Lir bit his lip as he climbed to his feet, glancing briefly at Citrine before he pulled an arrow out of his quiver. He wanted to tell her violence was not the way, yet clearly it was too late for that. He nocked the arrow in his bow and pulled the bow string taunt. Closing one eye, he honed in on his target and pulled the arrow back until the feathered end kissed his lips. Focusing on the flying beast, he took a moment to note where it was currently and where it would be when he loosed his arrow. He took a deep breath, let it out, and released the arrow. It flew effortlessly from his fingertips, smooth like he had spoken the words and told it where to go. It struck the beast, sinking into its soft underbelly. One moment it was flapping its dark wings. The next, the arrow sunk in its middle, and without a word, without even a cry, the beast fell out of the sky and landed with a plop on the road. Silence swept across the city, and then a cheer went up from the crowd.

      A deathly roar sounded from the tower, quenching the short-lived celebration. It was long and mournful, and in it a painful ache that resonated with Tor Lir. He recognized and sympathized with it, knowing the reason for its pain: he’d killed something it loved. One of its babies. And then he knew with certainty the beast of shadows and the creature Citrine had become in her vision were the same. He spun to face her, darkness registering in his eyes and a sudden fury overwhelming him. Anger rolled like the waves of the Jaded Sea, threatening to repress his vision as he sprung on her, fingers locking around her arm. It was her fault he’d destroyed something created out of a pure love and beauty. “Citrine. Tell me. What does the beast of shadows want with you? Why do you see what it sees and feel what it feels?”

      She shook her head without trying to defend herself. Her face went white, and liquid swam in her odd eyes. Instead of pulling away, she hung her head. “I don’t know. But we don’t have time for this. We have to go. Tor Lir.” She reached out a hand to brush his cheek, as if her touch could atone for the knowledge he held. He slapped her hand away with impatience and let her go. Turning, he ran toward the tower, afraid they’d be too late.
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      Citrine’s heart hammered in her chest as she ran behind Tor Lir. She felt torn in two. Part of her wanted to call out to her beasts and warn them, yet she also knew they would come to her aid, which was far too dangerous in a city full of mortals. Even if they could not see her beasts for what they truly were, the city was in shambles, and anyone with bows, arrows, spears, and slingshots pointed them at the sky, taking down the fire-breathing beasts. More frightening than the building exploding beside her and the rain of wood, mortar, and stones was the knowledge Tor Lir believed she was linked somehow to the beast of shadows. As she ran in his wake, she knew it was the only explanation for the visions she’d seen. But why her? And how had it happened?

      “Watch out,” Tor Lir shouted and then his arms were around her waist, hauling her out of danger as a wagon wheel rolled across the path and two horses dashed by, splintering everything underneath their hooves. A merchant slammed into them, almost knocking them over, but Tor Lir held her firm. She struggled out of his grip when the danger passed, and he let go, suddenly aware of their proximity.

      Glancing around, Citrine saw they were halfway to their destination. The temple rose a few feet before them, and the tower appeared, threatening and impassible a few hilltops over. What had once been a peaceful city thriving with trade and life looked as if a handful of giants had stomped over it and then ran out to sea. The black flying creatures were gone, but rubble shifted and collapsed around the city. People continued to scream and flee while others cried out for help as they tried to find loved ones under the rubble.

      Citrine’s lips trembled. This was chaos, and although she’d promised the Udi she would help them, first she had a responsibility to help the city of Sanga Sang. Tor Lir was right.

      A high voice called out, quavering with fear. “Tor Lir?”

      Citrine followed Tor Lir’s gaze and saw a female limping toward them. She had light hair in two braids, covered in dust. Two scabbards crossed her back, and her hand held one short sword, the blade crimson with blood. Her face was black with grime, but light eyes stared out, hopeful as she neared them. She glanced at Citrine, and a look of reverence came over her face.

      Tor Lir held out his hands to the female, and Citrine waited for the slap of envy to come over her. But it never came. For some reason the other female did not make her angry, even though she embraced Tor Lir, leaning heavily on him for a moment. When she pulled back, her eyes were wet. “I waited for you at the temple and then we heard shouts and screams. One of those terrible creatures came in, but the stone is solid. The friars are bringing people in to hide from the attack, and I came out to help guide them. I did not expect to see you here. Is this your companion? The one you spoke so highly about?”

      Citrine was surprised to see a blush cover Tor Lir’s face as he angled his body toward her. “Aye. Lady Hava, meet Citrine. Citrine, this is my friend, Lady Hava. She is also my instructor, teaching me to use the blade.”

      Lady Hava held out a hand, and Citrine found herself taking it, unsure what to do about such obvious admiration. “It is a pleasure.” Lady Hava smiled, her entire face lighting up. “I have long desired to meet you. You are strong and more beautiful in person. I’ve seen you a time or two at the market, but I was too frightened to approach without an introduction.”

      Citrine let go of Hava’s hand, unsure how to respond. She glanced to Tor Lir for guidance, her skin prickling with discomfort. “I don’t know what to say. Most people are not pleased to meet me. I am unsure what lies Tor Lir is filling your head with.”

      “I don’t lie,” Tor Lir said without warmth. His expression turned hard.

      Hava’s smile never left her face. She glanced from Citrine to Tor Lir, and then her face changed. The smile faded, replaced with worry. “Do you know what’s happening?”

      Tor Lir pointed to the tower. “Aye, there’s a beast in the tower which is trying to escape. You should stay inside while we go fight it.”

      Hava lifted her sword. “I can fight. May I come with you?”

      Tor Lir nodded before Citrine could disagree. She scowled, but a memory came to her mind of her journey in the Boundary Line Forest with Tor Lir. A fearless warrior, Agrim, and his tribe captured them. In retaliation, Citrine had Ava attack the tribes’ people, learning, too late, that Tor Lir had struck a bargain with the tribe, his goal to gain an army to fight against the Master of the Forest. Her words of protest died on her lips. Perhaps Tor Lir was right to include Lady Hava, although she was short and slim and quite beautiful, even under the grime. She eyed Tor Lir with almost the same expression of adoration she’d given Citrine. He put a hand on her shoulder. “Come with us, but promise to leave when the fighting gets too much. I don’t want you to stay in harm’s way longer than you need to.”

      Citrine frowned. Tor Lir would never say such a caring thing to her. Eyes narrowed, she crossed her arms and followed Tor Lir and Hava past the temple.

      Hava set a quick pace up the hill, speaking in a low gentle voice that easily carried to Citrine’s ears. Every now and then, Hava’s gaze went to the sky above, and she constantly wiped at her face and nose. She was strong, holding her grief within, ready to do what needed to be done before she gave in to dismay. Citrine respected her in that moment until she listened to the words Hava was saying and her heart gave way to dismay.

      “It’s a terrible time for this to happen,” Hava said. “The harvest is now and with the festival coming up, we won’t be able to celebrate with all the work that needs to be done to repair the ruins. It seems the damage is heaviest up here, near the wealthier end of the city, but there’s no telling how many of those creatures are out there. If even one escaped and went to the port or the farmland, it’s more than enough to destroy the harvest and make winter difficult for us. Even with trade, there’s nothing that can bring back lost food, and I doubt the city of Ellsmore has the ability to provide enough. Sanga Sang pays its dues to Ellsmore, but still…and then there are the rich like my father, hoarding without need. I know he will not be generous when the time comes. If anything, he will try to capitalize on the doom of this city.”

      “Is that so?” Tor Lir hummed, adding little thought to the conversation.

      “Aye.” Hava paused and glanced at the sky. Seeing nothing, she went on. “The friars will do their best, but they are already overtaxed as it is. They have additional mouths to feed, mouths that were expected now that the Disciples of Ithar have returned and are staying there.”

      “Returned?” Citrine asked, desperate for knowledge. “Do they come every year?”

      “Aye,” Hava spoke quickly. “Around the harvest they come to join in the festivities. I think there is something else they are here for. They ask many questions. Regardless, the friars are secretive in their knowledge and study of the Four Worlds. I admit, I am curious. If I were still on speaking terms with my Father, I might use his name and study there with the disciples. They know so much, and their leader, the Storyteller—”

      “Leader?” Citrine hissed, stopping in her tracks.

      Tor Lir glanced back at her, his eyes warning her not to say more. Hava glanced at her, eager to share information, no suspicion in her eyes. “Aye. He’s not necessarily the leader, but he’s one of them, high up, I can tell. He travels often, and oh the stories he tells. You have to meet him.” Hava brought her hands together as if to clasp them before realizing she still held her sword. Sorrow swept the joy and wonder from her face. “If there’s anyone left. It will be a miserable winter if the fields are destroyed.”

      “The Storyteller,” Citrine pressed. “What’s his name?” She didn’t want to believe it, but she realized the signs had been there all along. Even in the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry, there had been something about the Storyteller she could not put her finger on.

      “Triften the Storyteller. He traveled with the army of White Steeds during the war. In fact, he is friends with all the great heroes. He knows the Rulers of the West in the Constel Heights and King Mattio of the Torrents Towers. He helped with the founding of Ellsmore, named after Eliesmore the Great Conqueror. He even knows the seafarers, Captain Wekin and Captain Yamier…”

      Citrine’s head dropped, and while Hava continued to march and walk, her thoughts drifted away.  Triften? A Disciple of Ithar? What did it mean? Was the warning Novor Tur-Woodberry had given her and Tor Lir true? Would they seek her out and kill her if they found out who she was? Was that why Triften had demanded to know of Tor Lir’s whereabouts? And then Hava’s later words rang like a bell. Triften knew Captain Wekin and Captain Yamier, the treasure hunters. They alone were the ones who could help her find the stone. But what of the gift of the Udi?

      Indecision ripped at Citrine and, lost in her own thoughts, she did not notice where they were until Tor Lir lay a hand on her shoulder. They came to a halt, just below the stone tower. Citrine tilted her head back all the way to stare up at it, and still she felt she could not see the top. And then the ground trembled, and a painful howl filled the air.
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      “We need a plan.” Hava rounded on Tor Lir, shaking dust from her braid.

      Even in disarray, Tor Lir thought she looked beautiful. He nodded at her and shifted his gaze between her and Citrine. “We go in the front. It should be unlocked. There are three inside that I know of. Lord Nodin, Zilpha, and the beast of shadows.”

      “Lord Nodin?” Hava asked, her sword falling to her side and her mouth hanging open.

      “Zilpha.” Citrine muttered, rubbing the back of her head in remembrance.

      Tor Lir glanced from one angry face to the next and then raised his hands. “Listen, you cannot let your emotions get in the way.” His chest swelled as he took control of the situation, and it felt good, leading them and having them listen to him without argument. “Hava, I have reason to believe Zilpha and Lord Nodin work together. Remember, at the tavern? Lord Nodin came to Zilpha’s rescue that evening before we could get much out of her concerning the treasure.”

      “You told Hava about the treasure?” Citrine interrupted. Her lips thinned with displeasure.

      Tor Lir raised an eyebrow at Citrine. She had no room to judge him when she was off making plans with the double-crossing Zilpha. But he said nothing of those thoughts. “We had an agreement. Lady Hava is starting off on her own and needed assistance.”

      Citrine’s glare turned to Hava. “But you mentioned your father?”

      Lady Hava’s face turned red, and Tor Lir wished he could protect her. Citrine had no right to dig into private family matters. But Lady Hava spoke softly without dropping her gaze. “He is abusive. I made a bargain with him for my freedom. He disowns me as his daughter and I am no longer a bargaining piece for him to control.”

      Citrine frowned. Tor Lir could tell there was more she wanted to know, but instead she nodded. “Oh. I am sorry.”

      Hava shrugged in discomfort and turned back to face Tor Lir. “Please. Continue.”

      “Right. Citrine, I believe Zilpha used you to get to the treasure so she could deliver it to Lord Nodin. We discussed already, but I add it for Hava’s benefit. I went to the tower earlier today, Hava, and saw the treasure for myself. Lord Nodin will be expecting me, so I will handle him. Hava, take Zilpha, and Citrine, take the beast of shadows.”

      Hava’s face paled. “Won’t we need all our strength to fight the beast?”

      “It belongs to Lord Nodin,” Tor Lir explained, “and he led me to believe he has the ability to control the actions of the beast. Whether that’s true doesn’t matter. If we have Lord Nodin, we can keep him from releasing the beast. In fact, I’m surprised it hasn’t already been released since its babies escaped. Besides, Citrine has a way with beasts. Should she need our assistance, she will let us know.”

      Tor Lir watched Hava turn to Citrine, disbelief and a hint of fear marring her confidence. But Citrine was grinning, a glint of mischief in her lemon-yellow eyes. Tor Lir’s stomach flip-flopped at her expression. It was wicked, incorrigible, and yet it made him desire her. He shook himself and pulled an arrow out of his quiver. “Ready?”

      Hava, in a surprising act of boldness, turned and marched to the door, sword held at chest level, just below her breasts. Lifting a booted foot, she kicked, and the door swung open, displaying a haze of rubble and smoke. The tower still stood, but pieces of it had fallen inward, destroying the beauty of some of its ornate decorative curves. Hava crouched, squinting through the haze, and Tor Lir walked up behind her, holding his bow, arrow nocked in it, over her head. His eyesight allowed him to see through the haze. There was no one in the courtyard. He looked up at the stairs. Lord Nodin might have gone above to secure the treasure. There had certainly been enough time for him to run up the stairs and back down, but Tor Lir had the feeling Lord Nodin would be at the top of the tower, far from the beast and waiting for him to return with Citrine.

      “I know where the beast is,” Citrine whispered, her soft words floating to his ear. “I will reason with it.”

      Hava cocked her head back and then stood, moving further into the chamber. “Perhaps we should stay together. Let’s all go—”

      “No.” Citrine hissed, her voice taking on an unfriendly tone. “I will do this alone. Go find the others and we’ll meet back here when this is done.”

      Hava’s eyes widened, and Tor Lir knew Citrine did not want her gift discovered. He nodded, placing a hand on the small of Hava’s back. “We’d better do as she says. Come, I think they are at the top of the tower. Prepare yourself. It will be a long climb.”

      The tower was eerily quiet as they walked over broken stones and rubble, making for the spiral staircase that was still intact. Occasionally, a painful howl reverted through the air, and Tor Lir hoped Citrine would succeed in overpowering the beast with her mind. Again, he recalled the great water beast, Morag, and how it had entered  her service. Why the beasts loved and followed her was still beyond him. Even though she spoke to them the way mere mortals spoke to each other, and he’d never seen mortals treat each other with the same respect Citrine gave her beasts.

      Mortals abused and used each other for personal gain, they had pointless fights and squabbles. There seemed to be none of the respect for the plants, the animals, and the circle of life as it was in the forest of Shimla. Undoubtedly the Iaens had their faults, but growing up among them had made him more understanding when things went wrong.

      He paused, his heart beating faster as he realized he missed the woods. He missed his people. When he let his thoughts drift, again the words of the green giantess who raised him rose to his memory. If you want to know who you are and where you came from, go to Daygone.

      The word buzzed in his mind, and visions flashed, the In Between, the darkness between the world and then the underworld where the creatures with white tentacles for hair dwelt. He swallowed hard and saw a strange light coming from his hands. He held them up, stunned to see they were shimmering with green light. The shimmer would not have been noticeable in daylight, but in the dim light of the tower on the spiraling staircase, he saw it clearly. A lump formed in his throat, and he knew what he was looking at. He’d seen the shimmer before. It was the aura of the green giantess. It was the shimmer of power. There was something within him, and he’d repressed it too long. Now it was fighting to get out.
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      Citrine crept down the spiraling staircase. Her eyes strained against the darkness, shifting into night vision. She imagined her eyes glowed like miniature lanterns, casting a pale yellow sheen across the ground. In a few places, the stairs were broken, and she came across an archway, the door hanging off its hinges. The air stank, smelling of bile and bodily fluids. Turning back toward the stairs, Citrine took a deep breath of fresh air before descending into the muck. A low growl emitted from deep below, and as she descended, a bellow vibrated within her chest. A swirl of emotions rose like the tide rolling up on white sands. Pain mixed with an intense longing for freedom, to fly like the little ones did and discover what happened to them. The emotion coursed through Citrine’s veins, thrumming within, threatening to burst out of her skin. She reached fingers up to her neck, trying to keep from clawing at the walls. For a moment, she did not know whether she was herself or the beast.

      A few moments later, her vision cleared, and she gasped, almost gagging on the stench. Reaching out a hand, she supported herself against the stone wall while she reoriented herself. Excrement covered the floor, but her eyes widened when she saw the cells. Shallow hollows in the stone made a small room with bars over it. Most of them were empty, but the one she peered into had long bones in it, some longer than she was tall. She recoiled in surprise and then a hatred flashed in her eyes. The masters of the tower kept some beasts in those cells until they rotted and died. Citrine scowled, her hands balling up into fists. She thought of her magnificent beasts, their proud heads, sharp scales, soft feathers and their attitudes, strong and independent. She understood why they swore allegiance to her. It was for protection and to ensure their freedom. A freedom she believed all beasts should have and which, more importantly, she wanted for herself—a haven where she’d no longer have to hide from mortals or from the Disciples of Ithar.

      She stopped when she reached the end and another archway showed a shaft leading up to sunlight, much like a well. She ducked underneath it, eyeing shattered egg shells with dried puss on them. She put two and two together. The shells were from the fire-breathing babies that swarmed the city. When she turned around, she almost tripped over her feet, and her heart thumped in her chest as she threw back her head to take in the full form of the beast that towered over her.

      It stood on four legs with a pointed tail twice the length of its body. Its powerful legs allowed it to stand eight feet tall. She recoiled, hissing as she took in its appearance. It looked like a black panther with wicked curved fangs hanging out of its mouth, red eyes and a leathery pair of wings on its back. It snarled at her. A rough pink tongue the size of her face came out.

      Citrine marveled, staring up at it, and then she held up a hand and cooed as she fought to establish a connection with the beast. “You have nothing to fear. My name is Citrine the Enchantress. I have come to help you and release you from captivity. No more will you be trapped here. You are free to fly. If you should choose, you may come under my blessing and I will protect you, as I do with all of my beasts. What say you? What will you choose?”

      She repeated her words, walking closer, almost moved to tears at the matted fur and the blood in the barbed tail of the creature. The creature screeched—a high piercing keening—and it rose up on its hind legs, its claws ripping through the stones, causing a high-pitched irritating scratching sound. Citrine screamed, clasping her hands to her ears as the horrible sound jolted through her, like claws ripping down the soft skin of her back, sinking close to her spine. The beast snarled, and its red eyes glimmered as it turned on her. Citrine backed away, recognizing the fear and anger in its eyes. She yanked her knives from her belt and held them out up in front of her. “I know you do not mean it,” she shouted. “I give you freedom and mercy, safety from harm. You were wronged in the eyes of a mortal; I will not repeat those transgressions. Look at me and see who I am. Change the color of your eyes. Look at me!”

      She stood her ground for a beat, hoping the beast would hear her voice in its mind and relent, but it fixed her with its perilous gaze and came on, moving one clawed foot in front over the other. The barbed tail came up, and Citrine felt it wrap around her waist, squeezing like the tentacles of a sea monster. She let out a scream, flailing as it lifted her up. She kicked her feet, gritting her teeth in vain as she lifted her daggers and plunged them into the creature’s tail. It gave an ear-piercing scream, and suddenly Citrine felt what it felt. It was wild, too far gone for her to bring it back, and controlled by something deeper and more powerful. The love for its children. The tail around her waist tightened, and then the creature lifted her higher and let go. For a moment Citrine felt the buoyancy of flying and an exhilarating joy shot through her before she slammed into the stone wall and knew no more.
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      Zilpha sobbed as the beast held onto her, roaring as the castle shook around them. It let her go, and when she turned around, hands clasped in front of her to plead for her life, she saw none other than Lord Nodin standing tall. His arms were crossed in front of him, and he wore a plain white shirt. It was loose at the top showing off his hairy chest, the chest she’d laid against those nights ago, thinking he was hers. How foolish. Her sobs dried into hiccups, and she swiped at her face, eyeing him in confusion.

      He spoke, his tone low and sonorous. “Zilpha. I haven’t been entirely honest with you, and for that I apologize. Will you come with me to the tower? I will explain all.”

      Zilpha hiccuped and then covered her mouth with her hand. Her limbs trembled, and she sank to the stone floor, unable to hold herself up. “What was that back there? A beast? And then I saw a monster, and now you’re here. What is happening? Did you burn down my home on purpose? Does my brother think I’m dead? What about my friends?” Her voice rose to a shrill crescendo and then she realized she was half screaming and half crying from effort.

      Lord Nodin crouched beside her. “Come. There is food and drink in the tower. I am sorry about all this, but it had to happen for my mission to be accomplished.”

      Tentatively he put his arm around her and then helped her stand, leading her to the staircase. She let him guide her, one foot after the other as they crept upward. The tower was still once again. The rumbling and shaking had disappeared after Tor Lir left. Zilpha briefly wondered what he was doing there, but weariness overtook her, and she vaguely stumbled beside Lord Nodin until they arrived and he led her to a seat. He held a cup to her lips, and she drank, gulping down the cool water, her parched lips relaxing. Raising her head, she eyed Lord Nodin, aware of the grimy condition of her clothes. A blush of embarrassment spread over her neck, but his amber eyes stared kindly at her before he spun, his long robes twirling with him. He walked to the other side of the room, and Zilpha allowed her eyes to rove around the chamber. Behind her was an arch, and light poured in from a window with bars on it, keeping the wind from blowing in too strongly. The air was cool and fresh without the strong stink of the dungeons. In the distance, Zilpha thought she heard cries and screams, and there was a slight acid smell in the air, but only a hint. She wrinkled her nose and then relaxed, too tired to wonder what was taking place outside of the tower.

      Lord Nodin returned and sat a plate down in front of her. Zilpha leaned over, snatching up a hunk of bread and meat, biting into them as her stomach growled. She was well aware of her indecent actions, but her stomach would not allow her to stop. After a few swallows, she sat back, glancing anxiously at Nodin, who sat down on the other side of the desk. It was covered in papers, feathers of ink, and a square box with a loose top set in the middle. A sword lay beside it, and Lord Nodin briefly touched the handle with a gloved hand before glancing at Zilpha. He nodded in encouragement at her food and then sat back, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “It’s a long story, but I dare say there won’t be another time. Zilpha.” He leaned forward, lifting a finger, and then scratched his head as if taking back his thoughts. His fingers curled into a fist, and he frowned. “If I tell you my tale, I cannot let you go free again. We are bound in this doom together. Only, I am sorry you got wound up in this sordid mess. It is not for the faint of heart.”

      Zilpha wanted to glare at him and fight back, but a heavy fist of fear pounded in her heart, and she only looked at him. Her stomach seized up as she took yet another bite, and suddenly she did not feel hungry any more. Her hands stilled, and she stared at the handsome amber-eyed male.

      “As you know, I am Lord Nodin the Tider, but I am of the clan of the Therian in the Cascade Mountains. The Therian are mountain folk, keeping to themselves because of their unique ability to change from mortal to beast. The shift is something that makes most people fear us, and at times we’ve been accused of being in league with the great enemies of mortals, the Changers. There was once a time when the Therian harbored a Changer, and that is a black mark against our reputation.”

      Zilpha stiffened in shock, almost unable to take in his words. She’d never heard the term Therian before, but she knew of the great war between the mortals and the immortals, and the three Changers who ruled the South World for over a hundred years, a rule that was stained with blood. Massacres had been common in those days, and anyone who resisted had been brutally tortured and left to rot where the animals of the ground and the birds of the field could eat their flesh. But then the Great Conqueror arose, dissolved the Green Stone, and saved the South World from the iron rule of the Changers, setting free the people groups to live in peace and harmony. Zilpha recalled Mathilda’s words, speaking of Citrine the Herbalist and her ways, which might be against the Creator. There were still people who sought all kinds of evil, and they had to be captured and punished. Remembering the treasure, Zilpha shivered and turned her ears to Lord Nodin’s tale.

      “The Therian were redeemed for a time by the Rulers of the West who helped us regain Stronghold, the seat of power in the Cascade Mountains. But it became clear peace was not our road. Strife rose between the rogue wildlings of the mountains, and other clans came to fight for Stronghold. That is, until I found the treasure—the Clyear of Revelation. When I touched it, I knew trouble would rise, and you’ve touched it and seen for yourself the strange visions it provides. I thought I could protect my clan from the visions of the Clyear, and I fled here with it. I thought if I stayed away, the visions would not come true, and treasure hunters would not invade my homeland, seeking the power of the Clyear. But I missed home, and despite the new home I’d made in this city, and you, I left, but I could not take the Clyear with me. I did not mean to bring this kind of relentless woe on your life, but my unintentional actions have left you bereft. I see it now. Clyears come in a time of need—warnings of the coming doom. I did not know it then, but we need the Clyear and we need its visions so we know what to do to save my homeland. You see, I returned and found Stronghold in chaos. There are terrible things happening to my people. A wild parasite is taking over their bodies, changing them from mortal to beast. When you brought me the Clyear, it showed me a vision of two people who can help. They are powerful, and they must come with me to the mountains to save my people. I needed the Clyear from you to see this vision, and I know my actions have ruined your life, which is why I propose you come with me.”

      Zilpha opened her mouth, but no words came out. Her eyes brimmed with tears, and a few of them fell out, running down her face and dripping down her chin. “Nodin. Why would you do this? And what of the beast?”

      “The beast is mine to command, until it turns completely and closes itself off from my commands. It is only a matter of time, which is why we must leave. I’m afraid my actions and the time it has taken have doomed this city. As we speak, the children of the beast are loose, bringing chaos to the land. The people groups will take up arms, and they will be on our door step if we do not do something.”

      As he spoke, a low growl rose up from the belly of the tower.

      Zilpha shivered, rubbing her arms. Her stomach felt nauseous, and she wished she hadn’t eaten the bread and meat so quickly. “Why did you burn my home and lock me up?”

      Lord Nodin’s eyes narrowed. “I did not burn your home. That was Lord Arden. He desired to turn his homesteads into farmland to make more money. Apparently, the debt is not working out for him, and he gains more slaves instead of coin. He was going to take you as a slave that day, and I intercepted him and hid you before he could. Instead, he had his workers burn down the homes to prepare for next year’s planting season.”

      Zilpha crossed her arms, a cold sinking into her bones. Her next words came out as a whisper. “Why should I believe you?”

      Lord Nodin shrugged. “You have no cause. A great wrong has been done to you, but I ask you to remember the night we spent together. That one moment of beauty was true and honest. Despite all this fragility and the secrets, you mean more to me than you know, which is why I took lengths to save you. I knew the Nameless One would appear on my doorstep, so I locked you in the dungeon until I could speak with him. I need him and his companion, the one they call Citrine, to come with me. And I must ask you for one further favor. I need your help in capturing them when they return. They will be armed. They will want to fight. We must take their weapons and render them useless. Are you with me?”

      Zilpha shook her head, trembling. She wanted to go home and put this behind her. She wished she’d never met Lord Nodin. This city, the debt, all of her struggles and her future melted away under the destruction. She turned toward the window, tears running down her face. “You tricked me.”

      Lord Nodin shook his head as he stood. “I did not know it would lead to calamity. Believe me if you wish, or don’t. It does not matter. What matters now is the course of action we take. You can flee into the madness of the city and become a slave to Lord Arden. He is cruel and abusive, even to his own flesh and blood. Or you can help me. Despite the darkness of my words, I offer escape and I offer hope. This dark day will end, and there will be sunshine at last, but I need you to fall into line, and I need the power that the Nameless One and his companion carry. Only then can we speak of a future full of hope. So, I ask you, despite your misgivings and your fear, despite your world being turned upside down, with my promise to help you regain all that you have lost, will you assist me in my quest?”

      Zilpha looked up at his clean-shaven face as her tears cleared. His amber eyes shone with transparency and truth, and for just a moment she let herself imagine what it would be like to be his, truly his. Now his strange mannerisms and his distance made sense. It wasn’t her he was throwing away. He had a duty to his people. She stood, coming to a decision as she asked one last question. “But why? Why do you care about the mountain folk? You escaped. Why go back?”

      A muscle twitched on his jaw and his eyes turned hard. “Because I am the rightful ruler of the Therian.”
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      Tor Lir took the stairs two at a time with Hava following behind. He held his bow in one hand and an arrow in another, but it was too difficult to run with an arrow nocked in his bow. He was thankful Hava was there with her sword. She was quick and fearsome as he’d discovered during training. There was a relentless energy burning within, and her aura was light but fiery. He did not know what she wanted, aside from freedom from her father, but she was talented with the blade. During the war, she could have instructed an army. He wondered what made her zealous to become an expert with the sword. There was no call for it during a time of peace. He was more prone to talk himself out of a situation although some moments seemed to call for violence.

      The staircase curved, and at each bend Tor Lir paused, half expecting Lord Nodin to hurl out of the shadows and cast him down. They had a deal, but Lord Nodin was shrewd and Tor Lir knew he could expect some form of resistance. Moving quickly, Tor Lir arrived at the landing. The arched chamber rose before him, and Lord Nodin stood at the desk in his Tider form, watching out of narrowed eyes.

      “I did not expect you to come with weapons.” He frowned, and his amber eyes flickered from Tor Lir to Lady Hava. “This is not the lady of the beasts. Where is she?”

      Tor Lir’s lip curled. “She did not respond well to the threat to her beasts. She is here and soon you’ll know where.”

      “Lady Hava?” a female voice interrupted, and Zilpha moved into view. She held the box in both hands, and her face was peaked from stress and her eyes red from crying. Anger laced through her words like a serpent reaching out to sting Hava.

      Glancing back, Tor Lir saw Hava’s eyes narrow, and her grip tightened on her sword. “Are you in league with the foul play of Lord Nodin?”

      Zilpha gritted her teeth, her brown eyes flashing. “This is your fault. You ruined me in the marketplace, and now you come here with accusations. It is not fair—”

      “Nothing in life is fair.” Hava’s scowl deepened. “I demand to know what the meaning of this is.”

      Zilpha raised her chin, her eyes turning cold. “As a spoiled Lord’s daughter, you come here with your demands, but it is you who shall be the prisoner this time. You destroyed the happiness of my family, and Lord Nodin has agreed to help avenge me.”

      Hava pointed her sword at Lord Nodin, and Tor Lir stepped forward, raising his hands, holding the bow in one and an arrow in the other. He let the hostility in his tone ring clear as he lowered his weapons to the floor. “I call a halt to all accusations. Surely we can solve this without violence and bloodshed. It is clear there is bad blood between us all. Lord Nodin, the plan has changed. The beast of shadows let loose its children, and they have destroyed parts of the town. There must be repercussions for what you allowed to happen.”

      “I did not allow it to happen, it happened because you did not act in the swiftness that is needed. I control only the beast of shadows, not its offspring. Now that you have arrived, we must leave before more doom falls upon this city,” Lord Nodin said.

      Tor Lir pursed his lips. “What of the beast?”

      At that moment, a roar echoed from below, and Lord Nodin’s face turned white. He rushed out of the chamber and peered down over the edge. Then he spun back to the others. “We have a problem. The beast is free, and I no longer have control over it.” His jaw tightened as he glared at Tor Lir. “What did you ask Citrine to do? Now we are all dead.”

      “Unless we kill the beast of shadows,” Tor Lir responded, lifting an eyebrow.

      Lord Nodin clenched and unclenched his fists, realizing he’d been backed into a corner. Tor Lir watched him with narrowed eyes. If the beasts were free, Lord Nodin no longer had a bargaining chip or a reason to blackmail them. Now he would have to believe Tor Lir’s word and rely on honesty and truth. Tor Lir and Citrine would have a choice in helping the Therian instead of being forced into it. Tor Lir crossed his arms with satisfaction, waiting for Lord Nodin’s next move.

      Lord Nodin spun, and his hand shot out, grabbing Zilpha. Hava sidestepped him and moved her sword in between them. “No! No more plans and no more running.”

      Lord Nodin chuckled and slapped her sword away, pulling Zilpha to his side. “Where do you think we have to run? This is now the safest place in the city.” He lifted a whistle to his lips and blew it.

      Tor Lir did not hear a sound, rather he felt waves ripple through the air. The first ripple went straight through him, the second gave off a burning smell, and when the third hit him, a vision flashed before his eyes. He saw a white light, smoke and snake heads, dancing in an odd breeze. He lifted a hand to shield his eyes, and it was gone as quickly as it appeared. Green light shimmered in his fingertips, and he thrust his hands behind his back, ashamed of the strange light. But no one was looking at him. A dark shadow swept across the barred window. Claws gripped it for a moment, and then the beast of shadows roared and disappeared into the quickly darkening sky.

      “What did you do?” Hava leveled her sword at Lord Nodin and Zilpha. The hilt gave a distinct tremble even though her face betrayed none of her emotions.

      “I called for reinforcements. Now let us go down and find your friend. Citrine.”

      Hava stepped closer, keeping her sword lifted.

      “Put it down,” Lord Nodin barked. “We both know you won’t be using it on me. Not unless you wish to have blood on your hands and become a hunted outlaw of this city. There are still laws of the mortals and of the Creator. I am friends with the friars of the temple. If you spill my blood, they will return a blow for a blow, regardless of who your father is.”

      Hava tilted her head, allowing her eyes to meet Tor Lir’s gaze. She murmured under her breath, asking him a question. Tor Lir recognized the request even though he did not understand the words. She desired his leadership, and in her zealousness, she was perfectly capable of rendering both Lord Nodin and Zilpha powerless without his assistance. Surprise warmed his body. Unlike Citrine, Hava actually listened to him and looked to him for guidance in precarious situations instead of pressing on with her headstrong, reckless ideas. He nodded once, and they sprang into action.

      Hava leveled her sword at Lord Nodin’s throat. He ducked and kicked out a foot, hitting her in the shins. Hava yelled, but she wore thick boots that deflected most of the blow. She swung her sword, but before it could come all the way around and slice Lord Nodin’s arm, Zilpha, forgotten in the fray, smashed the box over Hava’s head. Hava collapsed, a trickle of blood running from her head. The box ripped open, dumping hay across the floor. And the crystal winged horse. Tor Lir did not know why he did it, but he dived, arm outstretched to catch the treasure. Even though the visions were frightful, he knew if he held the treasure, he had the greatest bargaining chip. But he was too slow. The crystal winged horse smacked into the hard stone and disintegrated, turning into a silver mist as it melted into the ether. It hung for a moment, forming the body of a female. A finger pointed due north, and he almost heard the words in his head. Go to Daygone. Without delay. It disappeared, and only then did he realize he lay on the ground with Lord Nodin’s foot on his neck.
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      It was dark when Citrine woke. She could tell because she thought she saw glimpses of starlight from the opening of the well far above her. The beast of shadows was gone, and a missing chunk of stone in the archway told her it had escaped. She uttered an oath as she rose, her body sore from the beating she’d taken. She lifted a hand to her head, surprised it came away bloodless. Although the blow had been hard, her body had taken it well. She scowled. The last thing she needed was more bruising but all the same her plan had failed. Rising to her feet, she crept out of the arch, retracing her steps out of the dungeon to the main floor of the castle. Her lips were dry and her throat parched, but she moved swiftly, wondering what had happened to Tor Lir and Hava.

      As she approached the main floor, she heard low voices. Her fingers fell to her side, gripping one of her knives as she snuck in. The courtyard was lit up with torchlight, and in the center of the torches stood an amber-eyed male who must have been Lord Nodin. Zilpha stood beside him, her arms crossed and her eyes shifting back and forth in fear. She chewed her bottom lip. Her face was dirty, and her hair hung in limp knots around her face. Hava stood across from her, hands tied behind her back. There was a red bruise across her face and anger in her eyes. Her sword was gone. Tor Lir stood beside Hava, also with his hands tied behind his back. He spoke in low tones while Lord Nodin paced back and forth, shaking his head. Suddenly, his eyes landed on Citrine’s, and she paused, like a mouse caught in a trap. She could break his bones if she desired, but she was unsure, for her friends were in his clutches.

      “Ah.” Lord Nodin motioned toward her. “I see you have finally decided to join us. Come. We are preparing to fight.”

      Citrine walked toward them, aware four pairs of eyes examined her. “Why are my friends tied up?” she demanded.

      “They tried to attack me.” Lord Nodin shrugged. “But I am not the enemy. I suppose you let my beast free and now it is beyond control.”

      “Beasts are not meant to be controlled,” Citrine snarled. She locked her gaze on to Zilpha and pointed with her knife. “You! I should cut you for betraying me and leaving me for dead. I hope you have found nothing but hollowness in the embrace of the treasure.”

      Zilpha dropped her head, eyes seeking the ground. “I am sorry for what I did. I was desperate, and I thought there was no other way. I see now I was wrong.”

      Citrine paused, surprised at the apology, and then recalled the strange creature sucking at her insides. “I was left for dead, eaten alive, and taken by the Under Water World People.”

      Lord Nodin lifted a hand. “Such violence. I must note I only threatened violence and never carried it out. But if that is all you respond to, you might tempt my hand. I called my winged companions to join us, but it will be some time. In the meantime, we are preparing to fight my beast of shadows, Chimera.”

      “That’s the name of your beast?” Citrine asked, letting her hand with the knife fall to her side. “What did you do to it?”

      “Before I explain, I need your word that you will not attack me and Zilpha again. We are not your enemies. I only requested you, Tor Lir, and you, Citrine, to come to this tower to hear of a quest. But you came armed to fight, and this is regrettable. Citrine, I will untie your friends if you all swear.”

      “This is my fault,” Tor Lir spoke up, his voice low and even. “Your beast of shadows seemed a threat, and I suggested we all come armed. But I agree not to attack you or Zilpha, should you take a risk and untie us.”

      Hava spoke up next. “I swear by the Creator, as long as you keep Zilpha away from me. Zilpha, I understand you are angry, and I realize we started off on the wrong foot. I don’t know your story, and you don’t know mine. I thought only of saving myself with the actions I took in the marketplace. My father blackmailed me, and I know excuses don’t make it right. I realize I could have come to you and chosen a different path, but I did not want to become a homeless peasant.”

      Zilpha swiped at her face. “You let me take the fall,” she whispered, the accusation hanging in the air like a drop of poison on the edge of a dropper.

      Hava lifted her head, eyes flashing. “I did.”

      Citrine noted she did not apologize again. All the same, Lord Nodin lifted a blade and cut the rope from their hands. He stepped back, putting himself between them and Zilpha. “Zilpha is blameless in this. I knew her from years past and unfairly asked her to carry a token for me. The Clyear of Revelation that you, Citrine, helped her find.”

      “But it is broken now,” Tor Lir spoke up.

      Citrine’s head snapped around to his. “Broken?”

      Lord Nodin waved a hand. “Nay, it is not broken. It dispersed when it hit the stone floor, but it will reform itself. In fact, as we speak, it likely lies in the tower, and there it will stay until we return. I am tempted to bury it or cast it into the Jaded Sea, like Zilpha had the foreknowledge to do. But it provides clarity, and without it I would not have known what to do. It has a bond with Tor Lir, I can see the shimmering within reaching out to him.”

      Tor Lir shuddered, and Citrine saw a darkness in his eyes. She wondered if it was the knowledge he was running from and the reason he wanted to escape from the immortals and focus his mind on the shallow knowledge of the mortals. She watched him, but other than the shiver he gave off, there was no other expression of disgust.

      “How are we all involved?” Citrine asked, her temper calming within. “I made a promise to the Udi I must keep.”

      Lord Nodin raised an eyebrow. “Are they in trouble too? It seems chaos seeks us all out. If they can wait, the matter at hand will affect those in the mountains and beyond. I believe the consequences of not taking actions will unleash a dire evil on the cities beyond the Cascade Mountains. If I may be frank with you, the Therian are in trouble. I told Tor Lir something of it. I thought bringing the beast of shadows with me would provide more answers, but it has brought only death. What you don’t know is the beast of shadows used to be a Therian. She was my cousin, and although we were not close, I thought I could save her. We are linked by blood, which gave me some power over her and allowed me to send her commands and directives. But her mortal body was invaded by a parasite, and after a time her brain grew foggy and her transformations became increasingly alarming, until she became the beast of shadows. She would not change back and became more animalistic by the day. I knew there would come a time when she became beyond saving, and the Clyear of Revelation revealed this truth, also telling me the beast within would seek to multiply and destroy all. When I traveled back to the mountains, I discovered my cousin is not the only one with this disease. There are more, and I do not have the expertise to do something about it, but both of you do.” He included Tor Lir and Citrine in his gaze, and in that moment, Citrine understood. She felt his strong desire to protect his people and the helplessness he experienced at being able to do nothing. All thoughts of protest died on her lips, and she met his amber eyes with understanding.

      “And do you feel it too? Is there wildness rising in you?” she asked, her voice gentle. She tucked the knife back into her belt, knowing she would not need it.

      “Aye. There are hints of it. I do not know how long it will take. Months. Years. But if the Therian turn into wild beasts, many will be slain by their hand, and the line of mountain folk will end. According to tales, you saved paradise. Can you save the Therian?”

      “I understand and I admire your honestly. But you shouldn’t threaten us. Tor Lir and I will help.” Citrine felt the eyes of Zilpha and Hava on her, a new respect growing in them. “First though, we must save Sanga Sang and give the beast of shadows relief from its wild life. I don’t know what, but at times I can sense what it senses and feel what it feels. Why is that?”

      “We must consult the Clyear of Revelation when we return, but for now time is of the essence,” Lord Nodin said.

      As if echoing his words, there was a crash, and screams came from outside.

      “Each of you take a bow and quiver of arrows,” Lord Nodin ordered. “Zilpha”—he  lay a hand on her shoulder—"stay here, guard the tower, protect the Clyear.” Citrine watched, feeling an ache in her throat as he leaned forward, his lips grazing her cheek. Turning away from the affection, Citrine reached for a quiver of arrows, her ears burning at words she’d once said. Perhaps arrows were not for cowards and she’d misjudged the weapons, as she’d misjudged many things in life. Cries came again, and, grabbing a torch in her other hand, she followed Tor Lir and Hava out into the night.
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      Smoke covered the city, and hungry torch light flared across the hillside. Lord Nodin led the way to the temple with Tor Lir, Hava, and Citrine following in his wake. Questions streamed through Citrine’s mind as they sped up into a run, the rhythmic thumping of their booted feet moving in pace with her heartbeat. Where was the city warden? Why had the beast of shadows laid eggs? Would it attack her beasts, and if so would they recognize what had once been a mortal and become a beast?

      Mistress. Grift’s thoughts sounded in her head. Are you safe? Something terrible is happening in the city.

      Grift! The beast of shadows is loose. It and its offspring are attacking everything. I am going to stop it. She paused just short of using the term: kill. She did not think Grift would appreciate knowing she was going to kill a beast, a beast she’d once thought to add to her collection. Again, she recalled the matted fur and long claws. It could have been a beautiful creature.

      Do you need help?

      Nay, the beast is dangerous, but I could not forgive myself if you were hurt.

      Mistress, that is not the way. I will come to your aid should you ask.

      I cannot ask you to do this for the mortals are hunting it with arrows of fire. What if they accidentally pierce your side?

      I will keep watch, lest the creature comes to this side.

      If you see it first, contain it. Will you pass my message on to the others, Ava in particular? I will reach out to Morag.

      Aye Mistress.

      Grift’s voice faded just as a building collapsed. Citrine slid to a stop as the rubble blocked their path. Hava leaped up on it, holding her hands out to steady herself as she climbed over the rubble. Tor Lir followed her, and Lord Nodin reached out to point Citrine onward. She nodded, her boots sinking at her first step. She bent low and then she felt it.
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      Her wings were outstretched in the breeze, and her mind was muddled with nothingness. There was something she was supposed to remember, but it was gone, lost when she’d taken to the skies. There was nothing but a roaring anger and determination to wipe out each of the structures. She shook her long tail, letting it drag across a rooftop and yank it off. Shouts echoed around her and high-pitched screams. It interrupted her thoughts, and she growled, hatred rising in her. She lashed out and heat scorched her throat as a fireball rolled out, setting fire to the building. The screams increased until they became smothered under the rubble. A belch came out of her throat. And the roof of her mouth blistered with pain, but she did not care. Her hatred was firm. They deserved death for what they had done to her children. Then she heard a twang, and a fireball roared out of the darkness, hissing and sparkling as it arched toward her. Stretching out her neck, she dived, but she was too late. As she swung her tail around, the fireball smacked into her chest. She lashed out, a screech tearing from her raw throat. Another fireball warmed in her belly, and she flew faster, letting out one, two, and then three until her throat felt like melted wax and she wanted to dive into the sea for relief. But the shining body of water had its own dangers. An eel-like shape hung near the shore, lemon-yellow eyes glaring at her and pointed white horns daring her to approach the waters. She wheeled. Unwilling to fight that battle, she turned inland and headed back toward the tower.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Citrine snapped out of it, her eyes watering. Tor Lir’s hand landed on her back, warm and gentle. He pulled her to her feet, his green eyes filled with concern. “Citrine?”

      “It is down by the sea, but it’s headed back this way. The arrows of fire hurt it.” She trailed off, wrapping both fingers around her throat as if she could still feel the blistered burning.

      “Is there anything left?” Lord Nodin’s voice halted, filled with emotion for once. “Is there anything mortal left of it?”

      Citrine dropped her head, wishing to be paired with the beast no more. She opened her mouth and whispered the words. “There’s only hate and anger, payback for killing its offspring.”

      Lord Nodin’s mouth set in a thin line. His long strides moved him over the pile of rubble and then he ran again. “We take our stance at the temple. They have an open roof we can shoot from.”

      Citrine swallowed hard. The temple was where the Disciples of Ithar were staying, but would they know her and Tor Lir? Was it a risk she should take? She tried to catch Tor Lir’s eye as they ran, but at that moment, the heavens opened up and rain poured from the sky. It came as both a relief and a curse. The fires burned out around the town and people fled for cover. Yet it also made it difficult to see the beast of shadows as it soundlessly glided overhead. Citrine’s fingers twitched, and then they were there. The doors to the temple were open, and friars stood on either side, hustling people into the hall, guiding them down into the passageways beneath the temple to help them stay hidden.

      “We need access to the roof,” Lord Nodin bellowed. “If any of you are archers, come with me, and we will kill the beast once and for all.”

      Torches flickered, and silence met his command as the people groups turned to face the newcomers. Citrine saw dirty faces, blood-stained clothes, and hopelessness. They had been ready to celebrate a great harvest only to be met by death and destruction. Something struck a raw nerve within, and she wanted to help them and tell them it would be all right. But this was only the first, and if the Therian were slowly turning into beasts, there would be many more cities like this one. She’d seen the damage and destruction. She had to do something.

      Suddenly a male moved out of the shadows, a fist raised high. Mixed feelings rushed through Citrine at the sight of her old friend. Triften. “We fight!” he shouted, bloodlust ringing in his words. “Are you with us?”

      There was a roar, and Citrine became swept up in the fever of battle as they rushed up a spiraling staircase and came out on the top of the temple. It was unfinished with stones piled in a corner, collecting pools of water as the rain poured down. An alcove hung over the arched entrance to the staircase, and Lord Nodin called out instructions to the multitude of archers. “Keep the torches under the alcove, light your arrows and then wait for my command. The beast responds to fire.”

      Tor Lir held a torch high, and the archers lined up. There were about twenty archers—a combination of male and female, young and old. Some had smudged faces, sodden hair clung to their scalps, and a wet sheen glittered on their cloaks. As Citrine watched, she saw each of them glance at Triften and nod, and she realized she was in the thick of the Disciples of Ithar. She glanced at Tor Lir, but he did not seem to notice the danger, or if he did, he ignored it.

      The wind howled in the sky, and Citrine’s teeth chattered. Suddenly Hava was there, handing her a glowing arrow. Citrine took it and carefully nocked it into her bow. The fire hummed and flickered with a life of its own like some small beast coming out to play. Citrine saw the color of her eyes mirrored in the flame, and like an omnipotent vision, she saw Morag stretched out in the waters near the shore. Ava flew out of the cave with a shriek, leaving Zaul to guard it. Grift flew alongside Ava, circling back and forth. They were there, waiting for her. If she could protect them a little longer, until she saved the Therian, and until she completed her deal with the Udi, they would be safe from mortals and immortals alike.

      A bulky shadow hovered above them, gliding close to the castle.

      “Take aim,” Lord Nodin shouted, running to the edge. He propped a foot up on the battlement and took aim himself, his gloved hands brushing his mouth. The archers lifted their glowing flames, and one by one pointed them at the beast. Citrine’s heart sank as she watched them, and her hand came down, the glowing ember pointed at the stone wall. “On my command,” Lord Nodin bellowed. “Three. Two. One. Fire!”

      The arrows crested through the air in an arc, the hissing of the fire and rain like a symphony of music, rising up. Fifteen of the arrows struck home, and a terrible cry rent the air. The beast moaned as it dropped like a stone into the streets.

      Citrine fell to her knees like she’d been punched in her gut. She heard the scream of a mother attempting to rescue its offspring and avenge their deaths. She heard the cry of a mortal, allowed to rest at last, as the wild thoughts of hate went out of it. She felt the pain and fear melt away into the embrace of death, and just as strangely as it had come, the odd connection to the beast faded away, leaving her bereft and hollow.

      An arm came around her, and Tor Lir knelt by her side, rain drops running down his angular face. He looked at her, his green eyes full of compassion. Their faces were inches apart as they stared at each other, and with a start, Citrine realized Tor Lir felt exactly what she had felt. Her fingers reached out, and she took his hand and squeezed it, nodding at the unspoken words. Now she understood why Novor Tur-Woodberry wanted them to be together. They had a similar power. She was aware of hers, but Tor Lir was only now wakening to his, and he needed her help. They held hands, staring at each other as a cheer rose from the archers, and soon it rang from each balcony and throughout the streets. The beast was dead.
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      Zilpha twisted her chestnut-brown hair above her head and turned. “How do I look?” she asked Mathilda.

      “Lovely,” Mathilda beamed, twirling in her green gown. The bodice fit close to her chest and then billowed out around her hips, leaving her plenty of room to dance. Zilpha wore a dress made of yellow silk, given to her by Lady Hava, who sought to make amends. It was the day of the Harvest Festival, and although much of the city was being rebuilt, the city warden—who did not live in the tower after all—had declared they must celebrate the harvest to bring hope and encouragement to the city. The beasts were dead, and miraculously the harvest had survived the attack. There would be plenty of food for the coming winter, trade would thrive, and laborers would flock to the city to help them rebuild.

      Lord Arden had been imprisoned for breaking a contract and burning down the homes of the people who were in debt to him. Their debt was forgiven and much of the silver was going to be used to help rebuild. Zilpha, although homeless, was spending some time with Mathilda and Bram, who were soon to be married. All misunderstandings and confusion were gone, yet a choice still lay before her.

      “There will be food and dancing, and Zilpha, I’m so happy you’re back and fine. Life can return to normal now.”

      Zilpha tried to smile and then moved to grasp her friend’s hands. “I have something to tell you and Bram.”

      Mathilda smiled and tucked a white flower into Zilpha’s hair. “There, that’s a finishing touch. Whatever your news is, it better be good news this time. Are you getting married?”

      Zilpha laughed, unable to keep the sarcasm from her voice. Married. What a life. “I’ve been thinking, with everything that’s happened during the last week, it is time for a change. Lord Nodin is traveling back to his homeland, and he’s taking a small group with him. I think I’ll go with them.”

      “What?” Mathilda pulled back, shock and dismay written on her face. “Bram, get in here, you need to hear this.”

      Bram walked in, a grin on his face. “Ladies. You both look beautiful,” he smiled, offering each a bouquet of flowers. “Now, Mathilda, you don’t look happy. What is Zilpha telling you?”

      “I’m sorry, I could not hold back.” Zilpha sought Bram’s eyes. “I had to tell her. I’m going away for a time.”

      Bram scowled. “Ah. I know. But not before our wedding.”

      This time it was Zilpha who turned in surprise. Mathilda giggled and then sniffed. “Now I know why Bram rushed it. We thought with the harvest it would be the perfect time to celebrate a marriage. And now with you going away, it makes sense. Will you come back?”

      Zilpha thought of the people she would travel with. Lord Nodin and his mysterious past. Lady Hava, banished from her home and disgraced by having her father thrown in prison. There was Tor Lir, the tall, handsome Tider, with pointed ears—she’d seen them—and Citrine with the odd eyes and her knowledge of nature. Perhaps the people she traveled with were against the Creator and his ways, but she would learn. She thought wistfully of Irik down by the harbor. She’d miss him and his hope for something more. He would be sorry to see her go, and she hated disappointing him. But then again, she was a Cron, and Crons were desperate for adventure. She felt as if a voice in the wind called out to her, and she wanted to go more than anything and see what took place in the wild lands beyond the city. She knew it was dark and dangerous, but she’d also found friendship and trust, and perhaps love. She wanted to see it through. If anything, she could return, and Mathilda and Bram would be waiting for her.

      “One day, yes. But let’s not think about that now. Let’s just celebrate. Here and now. As we are.”
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      Citrine stood on the edge of the green field, watching the harvest celebration take place. The sun shone down in golden splendor and the yellow grasses waved in the warmth. She wrapped her arms around her chest and smiled. There was a wedding taking place, Zilpha’s brother, and the delightful smells of sweet and spicy foods filled the air. There was sweet wine and hot bread and tankards of ale. A group of drunken sailors sat singing at the top of their lungs, clinking their mugs together. Children with long light hair ran wild, shrieking and giggling in the sunlight. All was as it should be.

      Someone came up beside her and she turned, surprised to find Triften the Storyteller. He was dressed smartly in royal gear as if he were going to stand before a king. He wore a brilliant forest green cloak that fluttered out behind him as the breeze stirred it. His blue eyes sparkled, and his cheeks were flushed pink. Despite how much shorter he was than her, something about his aggressive movements intimidated her. Accusations aside, he did not seem like a Disciple of Ithar. After the beast was killed, Lord Nodin, Lady Hava, Tor Lir, and herself were allowed to leave, with only some suspicious mutterings from the friars. That had been days ago and since then, Citrine hadn’t heard any word from the Disciples of Ithar. There was nothing for her to fear so she smiled at him. “Triften, taking a break from storytelling?”

      “Aye.” Triften gave a short laugh, and then his blue eyes turned serious. “Citrine, I wanted to have a moment of your time. I have something to tell you.” He reached into his tunic and pulled out a scroll. The seal was broken, but it was tied with string. Pulling the string off, he handed it to Citrine.

      With an arched eyebrow, Citrine took the scroll and unrolled it. It was a drawing, scratched out of charcoal but done quite well. It was the likeness of a male with a long face, high cheek bones, longish hair and pointed ears. Citrine stared, her heart climbing into her throat. Her voice came out small and far away. “This is Tor Lir. Why do you have this?”

      “You should be aware,” Triften spoke gravely. “The Nameless One, Tor Lir, is not who he says he is. He is not like us, and by that, I mean he is not mortal, and I have reason to believe he is dangerous.”

      “What? Why?” Citrine sputtered, trying not to give herself away.

      “I saw the events that took place in the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry over a year ago, and I find it odd that I come here, and it is under attack by a beast. It seems wherever he goes, chaos follows him. We live in a time of peace and yet it seems dark creatures are called to him and follow in his wake. He is officially under investigation by the Disciples of Ithar. I am letting you know so you can distance yourself from him.”

      Citrine stared, unsure what to say.

      Triften’s hand rested on her arm. “Oh, and Citrine. One more thing. He doesn’t have a shadow. That in and of itself is reason to arrest him, but the leaders want proof, and proof is what I will give them.”

      Letting go of her, Triften took the scroll from her shaking hands, rolled it up and strode away. Citrine stared after him, unsure what to think or say. She looked to the skies and took deep breaths to calm the panic within. Only one thought hung clearly in her mind. It was time to run.
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