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      “Where is Grift?” Citrine shouted, struggling against the rough hands that shoved her into the covered wagon. “Triften! I demand to know. Where is my beast!”

      Her fingers and toes were numb, her pulse thumping so hard she thought she might faint as they chained her arms to the wagon and secured her feet to the bench. Bars allowed her to see the lush rolling hills, but she did not care as she twisted, trying to see where Triften had gone. The treacherous storyteller, they'd been friends once, she'd come to him for help, and he'd betrayed her!

      “Triften!” she shouted again, a wave of dizziness passing over her. If they had done anything to Grift, she would not control herself. Already her thoughts went to violence, and she considered using the power of her stone to blast herself and Tor Lir free. Except one question stayed her hand. Once she was free, what would she do? Storm into the castle and search for Grift? She'd been to Castle Range and had seen the fearsome castle, the seat of power for the Rulers of the West. They, too, carried an uncanny power and were not to be trifled with, for they had fought in the Great War and their power had helped the mortals to win over the immortals.

      Swallowing down the lump forming in her throat, she whirled as Triften appeared again, slender and handsome, his light eyes crinkled with worry. "Citrine." He shook his head. "It pains me to do this to you."

      “Does it?” Citrine spat, fire burning her throat. “If you were sorry you would set us free, this instance!”

      His eyebrows arched and his gaze flickered to Tor Lir, who sat calm and impassive on the other side of the wagon. Unlike Citrine, he hadn't resisted when the guards yanked his arms behind him and locked chains around his wrists and ankles. Following Triften's gaze, Citrine felt sick. Tor Lir. It was likely he was feeling what she felt, the outrage and anger as a friend betrayed her. What had she done?

      “Interesting.” Triften's voice dipped with curiosity. “Don't tell me, you've fallen for his tricks and lies? You wish him free, don't you?”

      Citrine hissed, then choked as she sank on to the hard bench of the wagon. A strained silence followed. In the distance the waves rolled up on shore, a strange, lulling sound that cut through the fury in her mind. She tasted bile in the back of her throat, and she hated it all. The world went on while she was devastated. The floral fragrance of spring wafted through her nostrils on the back of the afternoon breeze and tears of frustration sprang to her eyes. Instead of answering Triften's question, she lifted her chin, ignoring the spark of interest dancing in his blue eyes. "Where is my beast?"

      “Ah.” Triften clasped his hands together and his lips tilted up, stopping just shy of smirking. “We will take you to him and release him upon the promise of your corporation with this investigation.”

      Citrine narrowed her eyes at him, fury forming treacherous words in her mouth. “You'd better hope nothing has happened to Grift, or you'll be sorry you betrayed me.”

      Triften's eyes went hard, a warning. He shook his head. “I am the least of your worries.”

      Pivoting away from her, he raised a hand and called to the guards. A whip cracked, and the wagon bumped down the grassy road. Leaning her head against the bars, Citrine took deep breaths to calm herself. She'd find a solution and figure out a way to escape. After a few moments, she raised her head to study Tor Lir. His initial reaction had been cold, frightening, and she did not blame him for his surprise. After all that had happened between them and she’d. . .her heart squeezed. He was far enough away that she could not reach out and touch him, but he would hear her if she whispered.

      “Tor Lir,” she called.

      Emerald-green eyes opened, but the brightness, the fever in them had faded to a dull darkness. Tilting his head, he glared at her and his lips curled. Citrine sucked in a breath as though he'd thrown ice-cold water at her. The Tor Lir she cared about had vanished, replaced with. . .

      Pressing her back against the bars, she licked her lips and tried again. “I did not mean for this to happen.”

      He blinked as a sudden darkness came over him. Citrine watched as a shadow flickered, horns momentarily stretched out of his head, and then, just as quickly as it appeared, the apprehension disappeared. Fear leaped in her throat, making it hard to breathe. Citrine jerked and turned her face away from him, recalling the dark and diabolical shadow she'd seen. Which version of Tor Lir was real? The one who'd wreaked destruction in the Cascade Mountains, or the one who'd saved her and the Udi in the Under Water World?

      Tor Lir respected her abilities as an enchantress and recognized the potential of her power. He did not seek to drive her away and the more she thought about it, the more she realized how perfect he was for her, down to the fact her beasts adored him, and he, in turn, understood her determination to protect and find a home for them. The adventure in the Under Water World showed her that he was more than she assumed, and much more than the Clyear of Revelation had shown her. Yes, he was the child of a mortal and immortal. Yes, he had the potential to carry a dangerous power that could be abused if in the wrong hands. But above all, she'd learned he was willing to learn, change and adapt to any situation.

      Deep in his heart, he understood the needs of the mortals and immortals and desired to protect them from absolute chaos and death. At least, she'd thought he'd learned, yet now another realization dawned on her. She carried more power over Tor Lir than she'd ever imagined. As the wagon rattled down the rutted track and the sun beamed down their heads, hot and relentless, she wondered if her actions would send Tor Lir down a dark path. What if her betrayal unleashed the very chaos she sought to prevent?

      Worrying her lower lip between her teeth, she peered at him again. An invisible darkness hovered over him as though his shadow were both there and not there, unable to be seen by the mortal eye.

      The day wore on, shadows loomed and faded into the sunset. The guards paused to make camp, built a bright fire and stood around it, singing, laughing, and roasting meat. Throat tight with jealousy at their freedom, Citrine watched, but no offer came of food and water for her and Tor Lir. Instead, they were ignored, although the guards patrolled around the wagon, ensuring their prisoners did not escape. Eventually, Citrine's heart-sick disappointment and desperation gave way and she fell into a fitful sleep.

      The days progressed that way, one after the other. Once a day, Citrine and Tor Lir’s chains were loosened enough for them to eat and drink. Hunger was the least of Citrine’s worries, and her stomach twisted into knots whenever she thought of Grift. The chains chaffed her wrists and ankles while the sun beat down, hotter and hotter with each passing day. They left the sound of Oceantic behind and traveled into lush, rolling meadows. The endless days passed by and soon Citrine was forced to acknowledge that they were not going to Castle Range but elsewhere, for why else would it take so long? Sweat trickled down her neck. Her underarms were damp, legs itchy, and throat dry. When she looked out at the small army surrounding her, no friendly eyes looked back.

      Occasionally, Citrine connected to Ava, Morag, and Zaul, but they were happy and free, enjoying the water and waves. She also attempted to connect to Grift, but he was beyond her reach and the thought he might be in pain or something else, chilled her. At least her beasts weren't there to see her downfall and witness Tor Lir's frosty attitude toward her. They cared about him, just as much as she did. The memory of how close they'd been in the kingdom under the water made her heart hurt. For once their desires were aligned, and the moments they spent together, planning their future, were like a beautiful dream. She'd been a fool to believe it could last, but she had, and now Tor Lir sat before her, cold and calluses, as though they hadn't spent moments lounging in the hot waters, talking, touching, kissing.

      Cursing under her breath, Citrine tried to think of a way to remedy her broken relationship with Tor Lir. He was her best friend and Novor Tur-Woodberry had been right to force them together, as though he'd looked into the future and knew.

      “Tor Lir?” She tried again; voice hoarse from lack of water. “I'm sorry. It was not my intent for this to happen.”

      A muscle in his cheek jerked. He'd heard. Oh, but his eyes glazed as though he hadn't, as though he were seeing and looking at something else.

      Fear edged through Citrine. She knew, of course, how powerful he might become, could become. What if their capture was only the catalyst that made him hate mortals? What if he decided to take up his dark birthright, conquer the world, and become something. . . other. There wasn’t a name for it, but again the memory of his shadow haunted her.

      “I know this is my fault,” she went on. “I know you must hate me for it. If I could, I would take it all back. Tor Lir, I meant what I said, back there on the island. My home is with you.”

      Those piercing green eyes flickered. The clarity returned as he tilted his head and gazed at her.

      The look almost took her breath away, as though he’d pressed her against a slab of ice. When he opened his mouth, his words were even more chilling. “Words mean nothing. Only actions.”

      As though to confirm she'd lost him completely, he closed his eyes, effectively ending the one-sided conversation.

      Citrine bent her head, surprised to find tears in her eyes, flowing in rivers down her cheeks. She'd have everything she'd ever wanted, and she'd ruined it.

      Again.
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      The voice inside his head remained silent, and he perceived why. At last he'd accepted his true nature, his shadow self, the blend of darkness and light that surged within. He understood what his task was, and why. He was more than ready to go to Daygone and take up his shroud of power. Citrine's betrayal only confirmed it, and although he did not need to wait to break his chains or for them to arrive at the great castle, or for the judgement of mortals, he did.

      Partly he waited because Citrine wanted him in their hands, even though she had not intended on being captured too. Yet there she was, sitting beside him in the wagon. He stole glances at her when she wasn't looking. Her bright hair had red strands in it now. Dirt and tears streaked her face. When he dared himself to meet her eyes, he saw how sorry she was, even without speaking. Something had changed between them in the islands. Her fear of him had faded. Although the aura of her regret was deep and cutting, he wasn’t ready to forgive her. Not yet. And so he waited and thought of his former home in the forests of Shimla. Mortals and immortals did not mix. Not since the days of the war. Even though it was only out of necessity. A quiet warning had stirred in his heart now and again, and he recalled his desire to leave, his curiosity about the mortals. Where had it led? To betrayal and treachery and chains.

      A dark knowledge gnawed at him. What if the mortals were strong and could hold him? What if they locked them in a dank dungeon far underground? Escape should be now, if he wished it, but he couldn't bring himself to do it, even though the power sizzled within. He needed Citrine to pay for her betrayal, to drown in have that sense of fear and anguish. Perhaps then, when her emotions synced with his, she would realize the extent of what she’d done. Her eyes would be opened to her mistakes and he could trust her again.

      Doubtful. He pushed the thought away and leaned back, his neck sore from sitting in one position for so long. A glint caught his eye as the wagon rolled ever onward across the lush green meadow. They'd passed a herd of white horses who galloped in the other direction, their hooves like thunder on the horizon. A tawny yellow lion paced, then hid in the tall grass, stalking some unseen prey. Blue butterflies sprung up, unsettled by their passing, then returned to new spring flowers which cast bright hues of pink and orange in the grasslands.

      Tor Lir saw something else that grew larger as they neared. A structure, nay, a city. He sat at up straighter and craned his neck as far back as the bars would allow, staring in awe as the city grew bigger and clearer. A tingling began in the pit of his belly and he tapped his toes against the wood boards of the wagon. If the past he’d intentionally stayed away from the cities of the mortals. At least, it was Citrine’s intention to stay away because of her beasts and he’d followed her lead. He drew in a deep breath. The port city of Sanga Sang was nothing compared to this strength, this magnitude. He doubted it was Castle Range, the home of the Rulers of the West, for this city was wondrous.

      Silver towers shot into the air like a row of jagged teeth, one after the other, with sharp points twinkling in the sunlight. Tor Lir's heart beat faster and a wave of knowledge coursed through his veins. The towers were odd, beautiful, yet there was a haze about the city, a dark enchantment. When he licked his lips, he tasted it, a mix of iron and copper. Blood had been spilled on that ground both innocent and wicked. Still, there was another sensation that arrested him as he stared in awe, a buzz he could not put his finger on.

      Within moments, the wagon moved too close and his view of the city was cut off. Now he saw a long wall, gates, and a closeup view of buildings. The chains would not allow him to see more. They paused ever so briefly at the gates, and then they were inside. Scents filled Tor Lir’s nose. The city smelled like the press of bodies, the flavor of wine, the sharp, heady tang of cheese. And then there were the sounds.

      Tor Lir pricked his ears, listening to the sound of iron ringing on iron, encouraging shouts as a driver bellowed at oxen, horses trotting on cobblestone roads, the feminine sound of giggles, the laughter of children, the scent of fresh bread, the bold tang of wine. An undercurrent twisted through the city and it hummed with life and happiness. There. That’s what it was, the buzz he’d sensed earlier. The city was joyful; the people were peaceful and happy. Nothing went wrong there. The joy sank through the morrow of his being and knowledge struck him like a clap of thunder on a sunny day.

      This was what the Disciples of Ithar were protecting, this buzz of happiness, of joy, of contentment. Disciples of Ithar would be damned if chaos interfered and took away their peace. The reason he and Citrine were hunted became clear to Tor Lir, although several follow-up questions filtered through his mind. How did Triften know about their powers? Had Citrine told him? He went cold as he recalled the Clyear of Revelation and the truths it had hurled at him. The Disciples of Ithar were right to fear him, they were correct to be afraid, because of his bloodline.

      Tor Lir closed his eyes. No, his father had been a hero who had saved the Four Worlds. But his mother, she had been deceitful with her powers. After his adventures with the Udi, he understood the pull to power, the corruption. He needed someone to keep him accountable, yet how could Citrine help him if she were intent on betraying him? No, he needed her on his side. He'd just gotten her to agree to go to Daygone with him, and now this.

      He tilted his head toward her. Citrine's face was pale, her lips set in a tight line as she stared around them. She stiffened as she faced him, nostrils flaring as she lifted her chin. “We have to escape.”

      The whisper tugged at him like a strong wind yanking on his clothes. Citrine was only mortal, wasn’t she? Searching for her lost beast while struggling to deal with everything that had gone wrong. He should talk to her and clear the air between them. However, when he spoke, his words came out cold, hard. “It's too late for that.”

      Citrine flinched, eyes darkening. “I need Grift back and then. . .” she trailed off.

      Her misery sent a pain through his heart. Still, he continued, for the truth had to be said out loud. “But you and Grift planned this. You left me with Ava, thinking I wouldn't know, wouldn't guess, while you went off to Castle Range to turn me in. What were you promised?”

      “I was frightened,” Citrine’s eyes flashed as she hissed. She leaned forward, but the chains yanked her back. “You saw what happened in the Cascade Mountains, you were the cause.”

      “We were the cause,” he said, unable to keep the edge of fury out of his tone.

      Blinking, Citrine ripped her gaze away from his, staring at the bars. When she spoke, her words sharp like the edge of a knife. “You opened up a hole that swallowed everyone. People are dead, Tor Lir!”

      “I was there,” Tor Lir snapped, heart hammering under the weight of her judgement. Her very words condemned him and she would not relent.

      “I saw your shadow,” Citrine whispered, as though the guards would hear them. “It was dark, evil, I didn't know, then, what I know now.”

      Tor Lir's head snapped up as he glared at her. “What do you know now?”

      Citrine's lips trembled as she took a breath. Her face changed into an expression of pure misery and was that desire? He almost felt sorry for her. Almost. “I didn't know you could change,” her voice dropped. “After the battle with Tretis and the kraken, I thought you were dead. . .I couldn’t deal with your death and it gave me perspective. When you returned, you'd changed. You realized what caused evil and corruption and I thought, maybe it won't be so bad. Maybe you won't be like the others, because of your words and actions I saw for myself and I still see you, as you were meant to be seen. As you are.”

      Tor Lir recalled when he’d returned to her in the kingdom of the Udi. He was standing on the bridge and when she’d thrown her arms around him, he’d felt her love and relief slam through him. He should forgive her, let bygones be bygones, but this was too much. “I told you who I was,” he snarled. “And you did not believe me, it wasn't enough!”

      “Tor Lir, I'm sorry. I do now!”

      She was going to cry. Again. He did not want to listen to her cry. He did not want to see her sorrow or tears. Darkness rose inside him and he squeezed his hand into fists, allowing the edges of his power to rise. The thought that came to him frightened him with the power of its darkness, a vivid evil thought. He pushed it away, just as the wagon came to a halt.
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      Citrine swallowed hard as the wagon jolted to a stop. She wanted to curse, scream, wail, and rant, but it was no use, they’d arrived. Worst of all, she could not decipher Tor Lir’s words. Was he still angry with her? Or had he forgiven her? He’d retreated back into his cold persona and there was something else, an edge of darkness, a glimmer, as though that diabolical shadow she’d seen would appear. “Tor Lir,” she whispered, ashamed of how it came out as a whimper.

      The guards shuffled over to the wagon. Armor glinted off light as they released her from the wagon bed and dragged her to the ground. Citrine stumbled, and the chains felt heavy on her arms and legs. As she stood tall, a wave of anger passed over her and she stared up at an enormous castle. It shot high into the sky until it seemed to disappear in the clouds. The guards escorted her toward it, but she turned, trying to shake them off. “Triften,” she shouted. “Triften!”

      He strode ahead, footsteps quickening as he pretended he hadn’t heard her. A moment later, he disappeared into the gaping mouth of the tower. Citrine shuddered as they climbed a set of wide gray stairs, up into the dark mouth, the belly of a beast. It was cold inside, solemn, with footsteps echoing off stone.

      The thud of footsteps caught Citrine’s attention as a male trotted down the wide hall toward Triften. The two exchanged a few short words and Triften waved his hand with a flourish.

      Citrine gritted her teeth, wishing she had a spell to break her chains or a curse to hurl Triften against the wall and force him to release her beast. He’d been her friend once, and now this. The irony of it struck her cold. This was exactly what she’d done to Tor Lir. She’d betrayed him. How could she expect forgiveness if she would never, ever forgive Triften?

      “Take them to the dungeons,” a male ordered. “The king will make time for an audience.”

      Citrine drew in a hissing breath. The dungeons? “At least me see Grift!” she urged. “I need my beast!”

      “Citrine.”

      Her name was called so quietly, it drew her out of her blind anger and rage. In a panic, she whirled to face Tor Lir. He was close, closer than they’d been in the wagon, and this time he’d come alive. His aura of chill had faded, leaving only warmth, reminding her of the deepening attraction she’d experienced when they were in Oceantic.

      He tilted his head, shaking it slightly, somehow remaining in perfect control, even in his chains, even though guards surrounded him.

      “Not now,” he said.

      His eyes went wide and then he winked, as though he were letting her in on a secret. Brow furrowed, she opened her mouth and closed it, unsure what else he wanted to tell her. Why wait until now, when they could have made a plan in the wagon? A hand came heavily on her shoulder, and her attention turned to the guards. They pulled at her, and when she resisted, dragging her feet as she tried to catch Tor Lir’s eyes again, they took her by the arms and forced her to walk. When she looked back, Tor Lir was no longer in sight.

      The dungeons were far below the ground and Citrine swallowed hard, fear crawling up her spine as the guards dragged her deeper underground. The air was musty, rotten, as though fresh air had never seen it, and from somewhere came a faint dripping sound. Citrine balked, were they really going to send them there and leave them deep underground? Closing her eyes, she searched for a connection to her beasts, brushing against them, then withdrawing. Had they gone to the islands? Were they safe? What would the Udi think when she and Tor Lir did not appear?

      The sensation of running, of fleeing became more paramount as a sour tang stung her nostrils. A tingling sensation rose in her fingertips and her mind thought of the lemon-yellow stone, her power. It wanted to be used and encouraged her to release its power. She couldn’t reach it, not with her fingers bound, but all the same it lay close to her heart, ready to unleash arcane power in the city. But there would be consequences if she used to flee, for whatever the Disciples of Ithar assumed about her would be true. Closing her eyes momentarily, she tried to think of a way to escape, unseen. Perhaps that’s what Tor Lir was suggesting. Wait until the right moment.

      Pushing back her fears, Citrine went along with them, turning back to catch sight of Tor Lir, but they’d taken him away.

      An iron door creaked open, and the guards pushed her inside. The door slammed shut, locking Citrine into the damp darkness. The guards faded, the sound of their footsteps growing quieter until they were muted, and she was alone, with no light, nothing but her own strength. Now was the time, she was sure of it. Closing her eyes, she focused on the power within her, that inner spark she often refused to acknowledge and let it build. Power she’d been so loathe to use, but she would not destroy. Using her mind, she spoke to the churning within.

      Release me from these bonds. Help me find Grift.

      Golden light threaded out from between her fingers. It swirled around her body, and a humming sensation buzzed around her ears. A picture formed made of the golden swirls, a beast lay slumbering, wings folded on its back, bars around its body. It was caged. Imprisoned. A cry of horror burst from her throat. “Grift!”
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      “So.” The voice rang out thin and dismissive. “You’re the one they call Tor Lir.”

      Tor Lir faced the male, trying to read him. He’d been curious when the guards separated him and Citrine. They took her down to the dungeons, he assumed while leading him deeper into the castle, up and into sunlight. His thoughts went to her and his anger rose and faded, like an old scar that itched but nothing that could wound him or pain him anymore. That knowledge unsettled him, for he was supposed to be in control of his emotions. He’d promised the green giantess that he wouldn’t let his feeling rule him and yet, somehow, Citrine had broken through the barriers he’d constructed around his heart. That’s why he’d spoken to her, hoping she’d wait. It would have been wise to make a plan while they were in the wagon, but he’d wanted her to suffer. Now. . .he wasn’t sure what he wanted?

      Turning his attention back to the small room, he noted the guards, dressed in silver with the symbol of a white horse on their breastplates. He recognized the insignia, and recalled the silver flags which waved outside of the castle, denoting whom the castle belonged to. The room was bare, simple, so not an official meeting room. A basin of water stood under a window, an uneaten plate of food on a table. None of it interesting. The male that stood before him was not familiar. He was of short stature with curly brown hair, but his eyes were arresting, old, as though they’d seen much more than he’d wanted to see. He wore a crown on his head and rich robes, giving away the fact he was some sort of royalty. The king? Tor Lir sensed a tired aura from the male, even though the city rang with an undercurrent of happiness. Was something else going on? Something the people knew nothing about?

      “I must admit,” the male continued, “when I heard of you, I wanted to meet you. To see if the rumors are true.”

      Rumors? “Are they?” Tor Lir asked, keeping his tone cold.

      “They are,” the male confirmed. “You do bear a resemblance to him.”

      Tor Lir stiffened, guessing who the male was speaking about, even though the question tumbled out of his lips. “To whom?”

      “Eliesmore, the Great Conqueror,” the male mused. “Although he had no children and disappeared years ago. If the rumors are true, and you are the new breed, well then. . .”

      “Who are you?” Tor Lir demanded.

      “Mattio,” the male replied, startled by the question. “King Mattio.” He stared out the window, brow creased. “Kingship wasn’t something I’d asked for, or ever intended. But my desire to protect this city, to do what is right, overrides all. And you, Tor Lir, if that is even your name, everything you stand for is death and destruction, something we fought against many, many years ago. Which is why you are here to stand trial, so we can decide what we must do with people like you.”

      Tor Lir smirked. “And what will you do with people like me?” He tilted his head, studying the king. “You see, if, indeed, we are a threat, as you claim, and if we have a power that is greater than the mortals, what can you do? How will you stand against us?”

      Mattio’s blue eyes narrowed, and he straightened his shoulders. “Is that a threat? Do you intend to unleash your power and escape? To run off into the day and destroy the lives of these people? Will you do here what you did in the Cascade Mountains?”

      “That was a mistake,” Tor Lir said before he could stop himself.

      “A mistake that cost lives. How many more mistakes do we have to tolerate?” Mattio demanded. “Nay, one is enough.”

      “What are you going to do then? Kill me?” Tor Lir hissed, the darker side of him getting the better of the conversation.

      “Make no mistake, if you are immortal, we do not have the tools to kill you, but that does not mean we can’t keep you locked away for eternity. Have you not studied the histories of the Four Worlds, don’t you realize that the mortals win, again and again, against the immortals? It is how it has always been, and how it will always be. So don’t assume that mortals do not have significant power, because we do, and we cannot allow darkness to rise again.”

      “I am not darkness,” Tor Lir protested, although he did not have to prove himself to this mortal. Yet the words he’d said to the green lady who’d raised him, his mother, came ringing back. “I did not come to destroy the world, but to save it from the cracks of evil that bleed through, from not this land, but the barrier between here and. . .” he trailed off, recalling his dark vision of what lay below the world. The vile creatures that thrived on death and destruction, what madness would be unleashed if they bled into the Four Worlds.

      “You know something we don’t?” King Mattio arched his eyebrows, a frown growing on his face.

      “I am not your enemy,” Tor Lir explained, “but your ally. My curiosity about the mortals led me to leave the forests of Shimla and I went forth to the house of Novor Tur-Woodberry for counsel. There, I met Citrine and Triften the Storyteller who brought us here.”

      King Mattio stepped back and crossed his arms. “You met Novor Tur-Woodberry? Ah, so you were there to witness the land that is no more.”

      Tor Lir blinked, recognizing his misstep. Did King Mattio assume he and Citrine were to blame for the destruction of the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry? Suddenly his misadventures with Citrine became quite unusual when he saw them through the eyes of the king. Death, destruction, and chaos followed them. Even though they’d saved the Udi it wasn’t enough. The mortals would always view them with fear and suspicion. Nothing he could say or do would change the king’s mind. Triften the Storyteller had sealed their fate with his actions and words. Citrine had helped by providing an account of what had happened. For how could anyone know about what had happened in the Cascade Mountains? Aside from Citrine’s testimony.

      Tor Lir’s body tensed as a cold sinking sensation rushed through him. His lip curled as he recognized that he’d lost before the trial had begun. He’d leave them, leave the mortals to their misbelief and mistrust. He’d create a diversion, take Citrine and go to Daygone. Knowing Citrine, though, she would not leave without Grift.

      “Your silence condemns you,” King Mattio went on. “Dark accusations have been passed against you, and your companion, Citrine. You will stand trial in front of the council.”

      “Then why this separate audience now? If you have made up your mind, why question me without Citrine?”

      King Mattio’s jaw clenched, and he began to pace. “Stories, legends are often spun throughout the kingdoms, which is why we never believe the rumors on sight. The Disciples of Ithar were formed to go out and see what truth there is to these legends, and bring proof of their validness here to be tested and put to trial. I wanted to see for myself if the rumors were truth.”

      “And?” Tor Lir pressed.

      “From this brief conversation, I can see that they are. You are unlike any I have met, more immortal than mortal. There is a darkness to you, a power we were warned about. I must admit, I wanted to hear the truth from your lips, yet you have not been forthcoming.”

      “It is because I assume there is little I can do to change your mind.”

      “Ah. Then we are at an impasse. Go then, return to the dungeons and we will discuss again, when the counsel has gathered.”

      Tor Lir tilted his head. “Will the Rulers of the West join us?”

      King Mattio opened his mouth to respond, just as a shout rang out across the castle.
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      Citrine yanked the chains again, determined to free herself. She imagined Tor Lir could, if he were there, speak to the metal and it would clink free. Why couldn't she do the same with the power of the stone? It led her to believe Grift was near, and if she could only reach him, set him free, the mortals could do with her as they pleased. Her panic had somewhat calmed, reminding her she was with the mortals who had won the war, who abided by a keen sense of justice and fairness. Although she was locked away, they were not the kind to turn to dark means of extracting information, like torture. At least, she hoped not, but stealing Grift was a sore punishment.

      She yanked again. Why did the power of the stone only show her visions instead of helping her escape? Biting down on her lower lip, Citrine shuffled to the bars, just as a rumbling shook the ground. She crouched, her mind already going back to the hidden island in Oceantic, and the waves of creatures that had tried to kill her. Was the tower under attack? But no, it was impossible, this was another powerful city and there was no one left to attack it. Unless. . .

      Moving to the bars, she pressed her face against the cold iron. It chafed at her dry skin, and the gloom did not allow her to see much more than flickers of light. The hope that rose in her choked off. Would Tor Lir use his power to set her free? But no, he hated her, and he'd said to wait. For this?

      Shouts rang out, booted feet ran, keys turned in locks and doors slammed shut. Whatever was happening was large enough to make the guards leave. Pushing against the bars, Citrine gave up on seeing and closed her eyes to listen. She'd just listen, without reading minds, but she caught the glimmer of excitement that hovered around, spreading like a warm blanket across the cold stone. The shouts weren't shouts of fear, but of joy. The guards were excited, look forward to whatever had caused the trembling.

      The shaking stopped, but the feeling surged, growing like a wave. Citrine backed away and leaned against the wall and waited. Surely someone would come to collect her, to bring her news, or at least food and drink. Instead, the hours ticked by without a word. Citrine alternated between chewing her lower lip and raking her mind for a way to escape. Even though Tor Lir had said to wait, how could she when Grift. . . a sob broke through and she closed her eyes, furious at her outlet of emotion.

      The mortals did not deserve to see her weak and broken. She was strong, powerful, an enchantress after all, and if she could not force her freedom with the mortals, what good was she? Sagging down on the grimy floor, she closed her eyes and allowed the cold to climb through her bones. Her memory went back to each adventure she and Tor Lir had, the events that bound them together, and the way her beasts had played a unique role in saving her and Tor Lir and the mortals each time. They were the key; she needed them in order to regain freedom.

      Grief gave way to determination, and her thoughts centered on the stone. Of course she should not give up, or wait for Tor Lir's plan. This time she used the power of the stone that matched her eyes and reached out, pouring all her hopes, her energy, her desire into the call.

      Grift. Wake up. I'm here.

      She repeated the words, focusing in on them, driving them home over and over and over again. Blood pounded in her head and tingled on her nose. A slow stream dripped, iron and blood pouring into her mouth. Citrine did not stop but pressed on, her vision blurring, her head woozy.

      Grift. Wake up. I'm here.

      A faint connection grew stronger as she continued, and then, there. She connected to his consciousness. A slight ripple and then.

      Mistress.

      A sob burst from her lips and shuddered down every ounce of her being. Grift.

      Mistress. Where are you?

      Coming. Grift. Are you hurt? What have they done to you?

      It’s so dark. Tell me what happened? Speak to me. Don’t leave.

      Grift, I’m coming to get you. To free you. I promise.

      Keep talking.

      Pushing away the tears, she did, telling him about what happened with the Udi and the Under Water World.

      Citrine fell silent at last, but a pleasant hum vibrated around her as she hung on to the connection with Grift. At first, she assumed he was sleeping again, but his voice returned, stronger than before. Mistress.

      I'm here.

      It is my fault that you are here.

      No. Don't say such things. I am as much to blame as you are. I should not have left you on the shore.

      Nay, not that. Morag revealed his plan, and I intended to follow through with the others until I heard a voice.

      Citrine stiffened.

      A voice like yours and yet not like yours. In a land full of wonder, I thought it might be possible that there are others like you, and you understand my thirst for knowledge.

      Go on, Citrine breathed. A knot formed in her stomach, turning it sour, chasing away the dull hunger pains.

      It was you and yet, not you at all. I don't believe she is an enchantress, but she called me with her song and lured me into a trap. They came with bows and arrows and swords and stones, blindfolded me, and forced me here. Her voice was so loud it took over everything and I couldn't hear to call out, to join Morag and the others to help you. She did something to me, but she'd gone. For now.

      Citrine clenched her fists. Another enchantress? Someone else like her? Whoever the mysterious female was, she'd pay for taking Grift, for tricking one of her beasts. Citrine's chest squeezed. What did this lady look like?

      I did not see her, but from the sound of her voice I detected a light blue aura.

      I will find her, Citrine promised, and I will make her pay for what she did to you.

      Be careful, Mistress. She is like you but not like you, she might have power you do not understand.

      Citrine pressed her lips together. I have power she does not understand.

      The stone.

      The solemnness and warning in Grift's tone cut through Citrine like a knife. Aware Grift did not condone the use of the stone, she bit back her reply.

      Grift. I will protect us; I've found us a home and the Udi will keep their word. Don't concern yourself with the affairs of mortals, soon we will be free.

      You are not free now?

      Citrine swallowed back the lump in her throat, and the admission of what she'd done burst out. Grift was the very one who'd flown her to Castle Range and waited, and when she explained about the capture and Tor Lir's silence, the tears rose again. Grift, he's so angry with me. He won't look at me, or talk to me, other than to tell me to wait. He's disappeared back into his old self, the version of himself we met at the house of Novor Tur-Woodberry. I don't know what to do to regain his trust.

      Give him time. Grift suggested. It was difficult to gain his trust, to allow him to open up to you the first time. Do not assume it will happen in a few days or a few weeks. Show him using words and actions that he can trust you again. After all, you know his deepest desire, you know what he wants. If you give it to him, or help him achieve his desire, this stain on your relationship will not pass, but it will fade and lesson, replaced by something else.

      Citrine squeezed her eyes shut, and the truth hovered on her tongue. Grift. The problem is, I need him, and I need his trust. Now.

      She did not say the other thought that drifted through her mind, for it was too frightening to say aloud.
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      Once the shouting starting, King Mattio strode from the room, waving his arms. Tor Lir assumed meant that his audience was over. The quaking stopped, replaced with cheers and the sound of trumpets. As the guards escorted him out of the chamber and through the wide, bright halls of the tower, Tor Lir assumed someone of great importance had arrived. Not only that, their very coming made the ground shake, which led him to believe it was someone powerful. His senses stretched out to listen to excited whispers. The guards straightening their shoulders and brushed invisible dirt off their armor. The person—or people—who had arrived were more prominent than King Mattio, that much was clear. For a brief moment, Tor Lir wondered if he should be worried. A nagging itch rose, and he kept his eyes wide as he was guided down a flight of stairs and into an open hall.

      A fluttering sensation hovered around his head like invisible wings. Sweet perfume filled the air, stronger than the fragrance the flowers of spring gave off. He sensed a female presence and whirled, surprising the guards as he came to a complete halt.

      “Aye!” One of them cried. “Keep moving.”

      “Wait,” Tor Lir ordered, his voice cold, edged with an irresistible command.

      The guards clattered to a stop, as if they had any choice. Tor Lir scanned the hall where round columns shot skyward, and balconies overlooked the hall. It was the perfect place to spy on those coming and going from the tower. Craning his neck, Tor Lir continued to look and ah, there. He spotted her. A lady stood on one of the balconies, clothed in a shimmering blue gown that matched her waist-length pale blue hair. Dark eyes calmly assessed him, and as their gazes met, she smiled. One of her lips curled up, and she twirled her fingers as though to send a halo of magic down on his head. Tor Lir's heart thudded in his chest for one cool beat, and then he turned, squared his shoulders, and strode away.

      The guards tripped over their feet in their haste to keep up with his quick strides. He considered asking them questions, but determined King Mattio would provide a better answer. Who was the lady with the blue hair and why did she watch him? His thoughts went back to the Frost Queen and exactly what she'd wanted with him. He'd been tricked by her, and then Citrine. If anything, he'd learned it was best to stay away from females and mind his own business. They preyed upon him, desired him, used him, and tossed him away. His thoughts turned to Citrine, just as quickly with a deep knowing that he'd been wrong. While he shouldn't trust Citrine, he knew better than to toss her away. It was true, he had frightened her and himself with his power. She wasn't his enemy, and still he wasn't quite sure if he could call her his ally.

      Something had shifted between them while they were in the Under Water World, and the Citrine he'd discovered there never would have betrayed him. Still, she could have warned him, prepared him for what might happen. Indeed, perhaps she had intended to tell him before Triften sprang his trap. If Grift hadn't been taken, if Citrine hadn't been captured, would she fight to free him? Especially from the stronghold of power?

      He sensed the utter dominion as the guards led him down, away from the sunlit halls into gloom. The air was thick, and damp and creatures rustled in the walls. The guards marched on, but beyond their layer of armor he sensed their nervousness. No one liked to go to the dungeons, and the guards were not evil, not like those who had likely built the city and come before them.

      Tor Lir did not resist as a cell was unlocked, and he was pushed inside. The time to escape would come soon, during the trial. First, he wanted to hear the alleged accusations against him. He wanted to know what plans the mortals had for him and Citrine, and then, only when he found what truth they would unleash upon him, would he take his leave.
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      The door to the cell creaked open and Citrine sat up, startled. She lifted a hand to brush her hair and remnants of sleep out of her eyes, but the chains blocked her movements. She was locked up, a prisoner, cold, dirty, hungry, and thirsty, but she hadn’t lost her resolve. Not yet. Pushing off the ground, she rose to her feet, stumbling once as the guard stepped forward. “Come, your trial is being expedited.”

      Citrine stared. “You’re a female. . .”

      The female guard tilted her head, studying Citrine. “Aye, I serve at the pleasure of the king. Now come, we might be enemies, but surely you will not turn down food and drink?”

      Citrine’s mouth salivated. Despite her predicament, she was hungry. She shuffled to the door.

      “Turn,” the guard instructed.

      Citrine did so as best she could, although her jaw clenched at being told what to do. Hands touched her wrists and then with a twist, suddenly she was free. Instantly Citrine brought her hands up and stretched, rolling her shoulders to ease the stiffness there. When she turned around, the guard regarded her with an air of curiosity. “I should not have done that,” she admitted, “but how will you eat with your hands bound behind your back?”

      “Have you seen my companion? Tor Lir?” Citrine inquired as she stepped out of the cell.

      “No, he is being taken care of by others. You will meet him at the trial.” The guard opened a small door and pointed.

      The small square room was light by torchlight, which displayed a round wooden table. On top sat a bowl of food and a cup of water. Citrine slipped inside and ate and drank without thinking, occasionally taking a moment to size up her guard. Should she overcome the female guard and run off in search of Grift? And then what? She did not know the layout of the tower, and once she escaped with Grift, she did not know whether he was strong enough to fly. Even so, the towers in the city reached to the very heavens themselves. Escape would not be easy.

      “Planning your escape?” the guard raised her eyebrows and stepped forward. Under the torchlight, Citrine could see her clearly. She had freckles, bright eyes, and when she grinned, her mouth displayed a neat row of tiny teeth. She was a Cron, one of the people groups known for the fair skin, short stature, and desire for adventure.

      Citrine frowned and waved the manacles that still dug into her wrists. “Are you going to help me?”

      The female grinned wider. “Now, why would I do that? Powerful rulers have gathered, I’m curious what judgement will they pass on you. What have you done?”

      Appetite satisfied; Citrine pushed away the bowl of food. “You don’t know?”

      The guard shrugged. “I’ll know soon enough.” She jerked her chin to the door. “Come on, they’ll be waiting.”

      Citrine noted how the guard walked behind her, and soon she realized they were not alone. Other guards fell in step, some leading the way out of the dungeons. When they reached the main level, the bright light stung Citrine’s eyes. She blinked against it until blurry shapes sharpened into people and. . . creatures.

      She took a deep breath and craned her neck skyward. She stood in a wide hall where golden sunlight streamed down, and the rush of wings filled the air. At first the creatures appeared as great eagles, but the more she looked at them, the more she realized they were the legendary Xctas, eagle-like creatures whose loyalty belonged to the Rulers of the West. She hadn’t seen an Xctas since her adventure in the Cascade Mountains, and bile filled her throat at the thought. Shuddering, she pushed it away.

      The guards did not allow her to look long and rushed her through other halls, narrow passages ways and staircases up into the heart of the tower until at last they came to a halt. Ornamented doors to a hall stood open, and Citrine was ushered inside. The walls of the room closed in around her as she stared, lips parted. She took a breath of air and let it out, hoping to calm her nerves.

      She stood in the hall of a king, with columns lining the walls, all pointing toward a magnificent set of golden steps, leading up to a wide throne. Smaller thrones sat on either side, carved into the stone wall. The stairs forced her to look up and made her feel small, although she assumed that was intentional. The number of people in the room was much smaller than she’d anticipated. Aside from the guards standing along the columns, a smaller crowd of Crons and Tiders stood to one side, Triften among them, but the true judges, the kings and queens, sat on the thrones.

      A male and female clothed in white with crystal crowns upon their heads sat side by side on the smaller thrones. The male was a Tider with a firm jaw and rich brown hair that flowed to his shoulders. His broad shoulders sent Citrine’s mind reeling. This was the king who had come from the Therian. It was his homeland that she and Tor Lir had destroyed. Next to him stood a female Ezinck, brown skin, black hair and piercing brown eyes. She held her head high, but her lips were pressed into a narrow line of displeasure. They were none other than the Rulers of the West, King Zhane and Queen Arldrine.

      A fluttering began in her chest and a fist squeezed, sending a sharp pain rebounding in her ribcage. Citrine allowed the guards to usher her to a bench which sat in front of the stairs. Tor Lir was already seated, and she slumped helplessly on the bench beside him, tearing her eyes away from the king and queen. They had fought in the Great War, faced the powers of immortals, and survived. What would they do to her and Tor Lir? Why had she assumed she could share dark deeds with Triften and remain blameless?

      On the largest throne sat a male dressed in blue. A golden crown covered his curly brown hair and his blue eyes narrowed as he gazed down at the prisoners. He rose as Citrine was seated, and his voice boomed out, echoing across the room. “Welcome to the gathering. We have come to discuss what we must do with the rising power of these two. Tor Lir, an immortal from the forests of Shimla, with a unique power and Citrine, seemingly a Tider, heritage unknown with the unique ability to speak to and control beasts.”

      Citrine’s hackles rose at his words. Just who was this male?

      “Testimony has been brought to us by Triften the Storyteller about the deeds of these two and the chaos that follows in their steps. As rulers of the South World, we are bound by a unique duty, to pursue any hints of darkness and evil rising in our world, and lay it to rest. We have gathered today to discuss the actions that must be taken to ensure the safety of our lands and people.”

      The male extended his hand.

      There was movement in the back of the room as Triften strode forward to stand in front of the assembly. He bowed before standing tall. “Thank you, King Mattio. It is with great honor and a grievous heart I come bearing testimony against Tor Lir and Citrine, two individuals I think of as friends.”

      Citrine snorted, eyes blazing at Triften’s words. Friends indeed! Ignoring her, he went on, his words weaving across the room like a spell as he told of his time in the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry and the bone-white creatures who burst from the ground, filling the land with death. He explained how the land disappeared, and he traveled with Citrine and Tor Lir, all the while conscious of the fact that Tor Lir had no shadow. Those words drew a murmur from the audience, and when it abated he went on, detailing what happened in Sanga Sang and the feral creature who attacked the bright city. He described the Cascade Mountains, and how scouts were sent to verify Citrine’s words. Indeed, a gaping black hole claimed the place where Stronghold used to be, along with the land of the Tribe of Minas.

      Shifting in her chains, Citrine alternated between glaring at Triften and ignoring the Rulers of the West. Their presence cowed her, and while she wanted to speak up and defend herself, she suddenly saw the truth from Triften’s perspective. Chaos did follow her and Tor Lir. Everything they touched erupted into disaster, except, somehow, the Udi. Did one good deed erase the past? How ironic was it that the Udi were not there to also speak for them, to provide testimony for their good deed. Not that it mattered.

      “We have noted your testimony for the benefit of the prisoners.” King Mattio waved his hand. “I had a private audience with Tor Lir, and he did not refute these crimes. I do not believe we need to hear from Citrine, for she came to Triften, determined to turn in Tor Lir.”

      Citrine’s cheeks burned. She dropped her head, staring at the chains on her hands. She deserved this, had brought it upon herself. How could she make amends for what she’d done?

      A female voice spoke up, commanding the room. “I believe she should have a chance to speak, to explain. It is one thing to be accused of deeds, but another to be sorry for them.”

      Citrine lifted her head and met the calm gaze of Queen Arldrine, who continued, “Are you sorry?”

      For a moment, all speech left her thoughts, and she recalled her desire to protect her beasts, find them a home, build a garden, and practice her spells in peace. All she wanted was to be left alone, at least, she thought it was all she wanted. She’d helped the Udi in exchange for her heart’s desire, so why did she feel so sick about it? Her eyes slide away from the queen’s to where Tor Lir sat beside her, as still as a stone statue. When her gaze rested on his angular face, he tilted his head and caught her eye.

      Instead of the cold, hard glare, an understanding shimmered behind his eyes. Her heart dropped and the Tor Lir who’d returned to her in the kingdom under the waters was in front of her. The fiery words she wanted to shout dropped away.

      She stood, chains jingling as she swallowed down her fears, taking the strength of Tor Lir’s gaze to assist her. “I understand why you have gathered here,” she began. “You are afraid, afraid that the evil of old will rise again. I have looked into the Clyear of Revelation, and at one time, I felt that same fear you feel now. Darkness was coming. I needed to act to stop it, but I was mistaken for I misread the vision that was given me. When I first met Tor Lir in the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry, I made assumptions about him, and he about me. Still, Novor Tur-Woodberry wanted us to be together and I did not understand why, until a few weeks ago. You are aware that many terrible things have happened, but I tell you, the outcome would have been much worse if Tor Lir and I had not been there. It is true, we made many mistakes. I made a deal with the Master of the Forest because I was lost and needed help. It was selfish, and I was wrong because I allowed my anger to lead me. In Sanga Sang, we halted the destruction and happened to be at the right place at the right time, but it came at a cost. We were forced to go to Cascade Mountains and entered into a bitter feud between the Therian and the Frost Queen. It was the Frost Queen herself who awoke a sleeping monster and allowed it to ravish the mountains. The actions of Tor Lir and I, in our attempt to save the mountains, ultimately caused more death and damage. It was a mistake we were both well aware of, but I’d already made a promise to the Udi. If I assisted them, they promised to give us a home away from the landmass where we could dwell in peace, away from assumptions and judgement. Away from mortals. However, after what happened in the Cascade Mountains, I sought Triften because was I frightened, and I had every right to be. You may not know me, but I tell you now. I am Citrine the Enchantress, the beasts of this world speak to me, and they have promised me their loyalty. To hold me and keep me from my purpose will cause doom to rain down on your heads. If you do not let the beast you have stolen from me go, there will be a reckoning. I tell you this so that you know of my power, and also so that you understand, when I tell you, Tor Lir is my charge. He did not come to destroy the world, but to save it. It is true that as he and I discovered our power, we made mistakes. I do not ask you to forget them, but think what will happen if you try to lock us up.”

      The silence that followed was deafening, and Citrine took deep breaths to calm herself. As she returned to sit on the bench, a floral perfume filled the air and a cloud of blue surrounded her. Limbs weak, Citrine sat down just as the doors swung open with a jarring thud.
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      Tor Lir’s ears burned as he listened to Citrine’s passionate speech. At first, he assumed she’d stand up and grovel, asking for forgiveness. Why had he made such an assumption? After the months he’d spent with her, he should know better. She was never one to grovel or give way to those more powerful than herself. Her eyes flashed as she spoke, head thrown back, shoulders high, daring them to disagree, to combat her words. Although she spoke to the assembly, her speech was more for him than anyone else. She’d made a mistake; she’d apologized and was ready to move on. Was he?

      Threads of forgiveness surged around him. It was time to stop pretending and wasting time in one of the great kingdoms of the mortals. After their sentencing, he’d engineer their escape and journey to Daygone. All they had to do was find Grift.

      No sooner had he thought the words, he smelled it again. That same perfume that had filled the air on his return to the dungeons. The door opened and clanged shut. Murmurs swept through the room, aghast at the interruption. He turned as she strode in.

      It was the lady he’d glimpsed on the balcony. Up close she was smaller than he expected, an entire foot shorter than him, with hair the color of cornflowers and turquoise eyes which flashed. Her pointed nose tilted in his direction, then pivoted as she paused in front of the thrones. A pattern of cloud-white and grass-green feathers covered her body, ending just above her knees, a sharp contrast to the clothes the kings and queen wore. Her skin was a light shade of brown and she carried herself with a delicate grace. Still, despite her petite stature, an odd allure hovered about her. “I see,” she said, a shade of annoyance piercing her words. “You started without me.”

      Tor Lir watched the assembly shift, the air turned pregnant with discomfort. King Mattio pitched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. King Zhane crossed his arms while Queen Arldrine placed a hand on her hip. Their actions clearly displayed their feelings toward the intruder, and yet she came on, unbothered by their frustration. “These are the prisoners?” She pointed in his direction and Tor Lir stiffened.

      A strong undercurrent filtered to him, telling him what was about to happen, right before it did. He blinked at the new awareness. Another display of his power?

      “Aquilan,” King Mattio sighed. “Must you do this now? We are the leaders of the mortals; it is our right to judge these prisoners for their crimes against our people.”

      Aquilan crossed her arms, nodding as she moved one foot in a slow circle. It was then Tor Lir noticed she was barefoot, and something tiny fluttered around her ankles. Tiny incandescent wings. He leaned forward to study them. Wings. Was she a Mermi? But no, they were legendary creatures, immortals who lived in the Cloud Kingdom above the fortress of the white steeds. In the days since the war, they had not seen fight to tryst with the mortals, just like the Iaen in the forests of Shimla. Yet she stood before them, unwavering in her determination.

      Dropping her tone just a notch, she inclined her body toward the king as though she knew him intimately. “Aye, you are correct. It is your right to judge mortals based on their crimes against mortals. But these two are immortal, are they not? With power that only resides with immortals. It is only just and fair for their peers to judge them. I also understand why you have kept this gathering private. You don’t want anyone to know about them, therefore, I have a suggestion that will appease you. If only you will let me speak.”

      King Mattio slumped on his throne, his face pale.

      “You may speak,” King Zhane said.

      Aquilan bowed. “Thank you, your grace. It is my goal to resolve this matter peacefully between my people and yours.”

      “Out with it,” King Mattio said. “What do you want?”

      Aquilan folded her hands in front of her and addressed King Mattio. “Them. I want them. My aunts are coming to transport them back to the Cloud Kingdom, and with your permission we will hold them there, judge them and determine what we shall do with them. I make no promises, but I believe you will not have to concern yourself with their deeds ever again.”

      “Why?” Queen Arldrine spoke up. “Why do you seek this proposal? What is your motive?”

      “My people are curious about their powers and their ways, just as you are. We also believe there might be an opportunity, if they will work with us. Regardless of what happens, they will not be your problem anymore. In fact, they will disappear from the known world, as if they had never been.”

      “Your people do well with making others disappear,” King Mattio’s tone rang with bitterness.

      Tor Lir watched the conversation, noting the way the Rulers of the West relaxed, arms by their sides again as though they trusted the word of the Mermi. Meanwhile, King Mattio seemed more frustrated at the proposed solution. Why? Didn’t he trust the Mermi or did their relationship go deeper than mere friendship? A tension hung between them, taunt, unmoving.

      “If you can move them, unseen, I agree this would be a fair exchange,” King Zhane said, holding up a hand. “However, I believe it is only fair to give our prisoners a choice in this matter.”

      Those steady, dark eyes met his. Tor Lir did not detect unfriendliness, only caution. King Zhane was careful, very careful.

      “Agreed,” Queen Arldrine echoed. “Would you rather be judged by us, or by the Mermis?”

      “I am surprised you offer us a choice,” Tor Lir stood, and as he did, the chains around his wrists and ankles unlocked and dropped to the floor. He kept the grin off his face, although he enjoyed the startled expressions that passed across the room. “I want you to know that I am here, only because I want to be, because I was curious, and I needed time to adjust myself to my companion’s betrayal.” He dared not look at Citrine, although he assumed she was scowling fiercely at the back of his head. Her betrayal had gotten him here, and now he’d choose for both of them. “Although I have nothing against your fair city, my heart much desires to leave the west and return to the east. If the Mermis will have us, we will go with them.”

      Citrine hissed as she stood to her feet and Tor Lir tuned, stepping to her side and taking her wrists. The manacles around them were cold but instead of undoing them he leaned down, meeting her furious gaze. “I know you are angry because you want to find Grift, but trust me, they will release him to us. Besides, the Mermis are the lesser evil.”

      “Mermis,” she whispered back, searching his face. “Tor Lir, they are powerful immortals. If they want us, nothing good will come of this.”

      “Perhaps,” he agreed, “but it’s time to follow my wishes, for once.”

      Citrine’s face reddened as he stepped away, aware he was being unfair, but this time he didn’t care. He was curious.
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      Citrine balled her fingers into fists as Tor Lir moved away from her. Through the haze of her anger, she was aware he was right and yet, she needed Grift. Queen Arldrine interrupted her thoughts. “Very well, it shall be done. Aquilan, call your aunts and Mattio, by all means, release her beast.”

      “The beast is an unknown,” King Mattio protested. “What if it attacks?”

      “He won’t,” Citrine interrupted. “I know my beasts; they stand by a sacred oath to never harm mortals. They are bonded by it, but locking him up has consequences I will not forget. If not for the sacred oath I might change my mind.”

      “It is done,” Queen Arldrine proclaimed. “Aquilan, how quickly can you depart?”

      “This afternoon, when the Xctas arrive.”

      “Good, and you will wait?” The question was direct to Tor Lir, who still stood free of his chains.

      “I will,” he nodded.

      King Mattio crossed his arms. “They must remain where the guards can watch them. There are further matters I would like to discuss with you.”

      “So be it,” King Zhane nodded.

      A rustle of movement came from the gathered Crons and Tiders, as though they wished to protest and yet relented. After a few moments they strode from the room, debating the turnout of the trial among themselves.

      The guards gathered around Tor Lir and Citrine, escorting them from the room. Once the doors to the audience chamber closed, Citrine felt she could breathe again without the weight of the kings and queen’s power pressing around her.

      The guards moved to the wall, hands slithered to swords, watching, waiting. The bright lady in blue took a step toward Tor Lir. A question had risen in Citrine’s mind the moment she saw the lady. Was she the other enchantress who Grift spoke about? Her stomach churned. Of course she was angry, both that Tor Lir hadn’t consulted her, and they would be forced to go on a journey with this strange lady, inappropriately dressed with wings on her ankles! Mermis. They were legendary, beautiful, graceful creatures, and Citrine disliked them all instantly.

      “Your beast,” Aquilan smiled, a false smile, almost a sneer.

      Citrine bit back her response, although she was losing her patience. She nodded and Aquilan led the way out of the room.

      People stared at them as they walked, Aquilan’s blue hair shimmered behind her as she led the way deeper into the tower and through a maze of doors and hall and staircases that left Citrine dizzy. When at last they reached a door, she sensed a presence behind it, and even as Aquilan waved away the guards and opened it, Citrine pushed past her to run inside and throw her arms around Grift. He smelled like moss and mold, and his golden fur had lost its sheen. Despite the chins, Citrine buried her face in his mane, unable to hold back the sob that burst out of her throat. She held on as though his presence would erase the frustration of captivity. He purred, the low rumbling sound vibrating through her. Citrine smiled. This, this was bliss. She belonged with her beasts in freedom, and she vowed revenge on those who had taken them, except she had to be careful. She had to wait for the right time, the right opportunity.

      “Grift,” she said out loud. “I’ve come to free you. Are you well enough to travel?”

      In response, Grift rose to his feet and turned, teeth barred. His purr morphed into a growl.

      Stunned, Citrine let go and backed away, eyes wide while Grift stretched his wings as far as they would go in the tiny room. His eyes turned liquid as he glared at Aquilan. Suddenly his words came ringing back. There had been another enchantress, someone else who spoke to him, and all he’d seen were shades of blue. His reaction confirmed Citrine’s suspicions. It was her.

      Citrine whirled in the direction of the Mermi, a vein on her neck throbbing. “Whatever you’re doing to Grift’s mind, you need to stop right now.”

      Aquilan brought up both hands and stepped back. “I merely spoke to him once or twice; I was surprised that I could understand him. You have to know; I mean him no harm.”

      “Then let him go,” Citrine’s words bit the air. “You have me, there is no need to blackmail him!”

      Aquilan nodded and opened the door, calling to the guards, “Open the roof!”

      After a moment, a low creaking sound came, and slowly but surely the ceiling of the room opened, letting in a gentle breeze and a rush of light. Citrine gazed up at it, a lump settling in her throat. More than anything she wanted to spin around, knock out Aquilan, leap on Grift’s back and fly away to the South Isles, to freedom, to home.

      If she did so, the Rulers of the West, and perhaps even the Mermis would pursue her until they got what they desired. Nay, it was best to stay, to go to the Cloud Kingdom and hear what they had to stay. She blinked. When would the mortals and immortals leave them in peace?

      Go Grift. She spoke in his mind. Go to the South Isles, where you shall meet the others and wait for me there.

      Mistress, come with us.

      I want to, but I must go with the Mermis for now. It will be but a parting for a short time. I will join you as soon as I can as soon as I ensure they will leave us alone in our new home.

      As you wish, but if you have need, call.

      I promise.

      Citrine pressed a hand on her heart to keep the warring feelings inside. Lifting her chin, she bit back tears as the roof opened up and Grift leaped into the air. His wings stretched out and after a couple of beats he soared. Citrine watched until he was nothing but a glint of gold glitter in the wide blue sky.
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      Tor Lir watched Citrine’s shoulders sag as she freed Grift. As the tawny yellow beast disappeared into the bright blue sky, his heart tightened. He, too, desired to be free to fly away, to carry out his own wishes instead of dragged down into the political undoings of the mortals and immortals. Still, he had no recourse except to be wise and follow through without offending anyone, for if he created mighty enemies they would hunt him until his dying day. As Triften the Storyteller had. At least he and Citrine had been saved from the rule of mortals, but the question danced through his mind. What did the Mermis want with him and Citrine, and would they be free to walk away after they fulfilled whatever obligation was requested of them? Either way, he could not allow the silence between him and Citrine to continue. It irked him to know he still needed her to go to Daygone with him. Despite his frustration, there was something else, something he’d promised himself not to feel. An emotion he dared not name hummed within.

      Taking a step, he brushed Citrine’s hand. She pivoted toward him, tilting her chin up to face him. Instead of the determined set of her jaw and flashing eyes, she stared at him. He opened his mouth to speak, but she was faster.

      “Are you done being angry with me?” She dropped her tone, eyes shifting to where Aquilan hovered near the door. “Because I take full responsibility. It was my fault, I didn’t know the truth about you then, I didn’t know I’d feel this way. Tor Lir, I care what happens to you and I was wrong.” She chewed her lower lip and looked away, a flush rising to her cheeks. “I got us into this situation, and I will do whatever I can to remedy this.”

      “I know,” he said, fingertips dancing over the steel that confined her. He whispered to it. The bonds broke at the sound of his voice and clanged to the ground. He rubbed her chafed wrists, the skin a thin red welt. “I don’t know if I should trust you, but I have no choice. I’m not angry with you, not anymore but,” he glanced at Aquilan, “if we are to escape from the Mermis, we need to be together. We have to trust each other; we have to talk. . .”

      Citrine nodded, her fingers threading through his and squeezing. An acute awareness of her body next to his made his skin warm. “I shouldn’t have kept it from you, what I did, but I was ashamed. I didn’t want you to find out that I trusted you so little and had called upon the Disciples of Ithar.”

      “Perhaps it better this way, at least they will stop chasing us.”

      Citrine’s brow furrowed. “Aye, but what of the Mermis? We have to go with them, but I don’t like what they might want with us.”

      Tor Lir glanced to the door and smirked. “I admit, the invitation to join them in their kingdom in the skies is enticing.”

      Citrine frowned. “Yes, well, I hope they aren’t under attack from some mysterious source and want us to save them.”

      “Our reputation proceeds us,” Tor Lir admitted, moving to Citrine’s other hand and loosening the chains there.

      “Come!” Aquilan interrupted, as though she sensed treachery in their whispered conversation. “It is time to ascend to the sky tower where your journey will begin.”

      Opening the door, she led the way through the domed halls and up a curving staircase. They climbed in silence and although the Mermi had wings on her ankles, Tor Lir noted she walked flat-footed, as all mortals did. He thought he’d heard a tale or two of old, how the Mermis had lost some of their immortal abilities because of a curse. But he had paid little attention to their tales.
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      Aquilan pushed open a set of doors and air rushed around them. Tor Lir blinked and brushed his dark hair back from his forehead, eyes wide as he climbed the last staircase onto the top of the tower. The view from above with both dizzying and exhilarating. As far as the eye could see were gray towers, varying in size, although most were smaller than the king’s tower. They spread out like a row of jagged teeth, an edge to fall upon and break those who disagreed with the powers that ruled the Torrents Towers. A shiver crept down Tor Lir’s spine, and he turned his attention to the noble creatures that wheeled in the air above him. One settled on the balcony, wings spread, bright, intelligent eyes studying him. They reminded him of eagles, except they were much bigger with a wingspan of twelve feet and golden-brown feathers. Xctas. The creatures the Therian had ridden before their demise.

      Beside him, Citrine sucked in a breath. “They are beautiful.”

      Tor Lir tilted his head to study her flushed expression. “Aye,” he agreed.

      Two Mermis walked toward them. They appeared older than Aquilan with dark brown skin, wings on their feet, and hair the color of sunshine. “You must be the two who caused so much chaos in the world of mortals,” one said, eyebrow arched as she studied first him and then Citrine. “Come, we have a long journey ahead of ourselves. We trust you will behave yourselves and not give us any reason to have you bound?”

      “If you are asking if we will come willingly, we will,” Citrine spoke up. “You do not have to bribe us or beg us, we will go, but understand this. We will stay to hear your request, but we will make you no promises. I have a duty to my beasts and a home waiting for me. Just because you have an agenda doesn’t mean that we will go along with it. We have plans of our own that cannot wait to be fulfilled.”

      The Mermi nodded. “Understood, but our proposal should not be taken lightly, however, we will discuss in the hall of the Mermis.”

      Citrine’s jaw clench and unclenched. Tor Lir sensed her feelings even without touching her. She wanted freedom and yet she was trapped, following the desires of others. Ever since he’d met her, it was all she wanted and now her actions had led to this.
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      The flight on Xctas reminded Citrine of a similar flight, one that she and Tor Lir had taken in the Cascade Mountains on their way to Stronghold. She recalled the cold clarity of her time in the mountains and the dangerous power that sparked. How was now different? She understood Tor Lir better, but that didn't mean he wasn't dangerous. It was only that she knew him. During the flight she stole glances at him, wanting to believe that he'd forgiven her, and they could work together. Still, a tiny niggling went down her spine. Truthfully, she and Tor Lir worked well together, usually in a crisis, but what would happen when they were free from the desires of mortals and immortals? Would he become bored with the humdrum of life and desire an adventure? Would he cause chaos because there wasn't enough to hold his interest? Those thoughts blazed through her, making her both hot and cold. She shouldn't worry about such things, and yet she couldn't help it. She had no control over Tor Lir, control she desperately wanted, just like she had control over her beasts. If only there were an oath, he would hold to or an agreement, she would feel much better about letting him walk free. A dark thought invaded her mind. There was also the trouble with Daygone. Tor Lir desperately desired the power that lay there, and she couldn't blame him for wanting to know about his past, a past which would form his future. She knew all about her power, at least she assumed she had until Stronghold. Now that she held the stone, her thirst for knowledge and power had magnified.

      The days of the flight blended, long uneven days flying into what seemed like sunrise, while during the evenings a brilliant sunset blazed behind them. When they crossed the waters of the Jaded Sea, Citrine thought of Morag and wondered if she should reach out, find out where he and the kraken were, and whether they had succeeded in take the South Isles from the pirates. Her heart ached as the sea sparkled beneath her, and although she was tired of the constant water, it still took her back to a pure moment of joy, when Tor Lir had been returned to her. The knowledge hit her like a clap of thunder, so strong and sure it stole her breath away. She recognized the warmth of the feeling, the surge that went through her, and the realization that not only did she care deeply for Tor Lir and what happened to him, but she loved him. In fact, was in love with him, just as she had been with Hansel, except this was much different. This time, Tor Lir knew exactly who she was, what she was, and accepted her, her power and her beasts. He knew her shortcomings, her mistakes, her impulsiveness and her desire and courage to help others. He knew her selfishness, her lust for power, and even though she'd betrayed him, he'd forgiven her. Was it possible that he too felt what she felt? All the kisses, the stolen moments together. Was that what it was?
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      One day the grass turned green beneath them and the land rose again, rolling hills, the scent of lavender and thick wooded forests. A nostalgia struck Citrine as she stared down, a longing for the paradise which was no more, the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry. She recalled the mysterious house, the sweet wines that flowed and the magic that filled the air all at the command of Novor Tur-Woodberry. In a way, he who'd saved her, gave her a home after she'd been cast out and lost in the Boundary Line Forest, and she owed him. She'd even thought herself in love with him at one time, mistaking kindness for something more, and her own desire for power and a land like his, ripe with bounty and protected from the Boundary Line Forest. Still, her throat ached as they flew deeper into the rolling hills of the Eastern Hill Countries of the South World, the place where Citrine was born.

      When they traveled over a hazy forest, thick and dark and impossible to see through her thoughts went to Tor Lir. She glanced at him, riding on the back of a magnificent Xctas. The wind blew his black hair straight back, and he leaned forward, his face set, cold, unreadable. Only a flicker of his emerald-green eyes, glancing down at the forest below them, told her he knew where they were. She wondered if he ever wished to return home, to be with others of his kind, practicing their sacred rituals, hiding in the woods where no mortal was allowed to come. Why and for what purpose, she often wondered. Why had he left and why didn't he return? Did he not understand how the mortals longed for knowledge that often hid in the shadows of the forest? But then she recalled his shadow, dark and diabolical, and shuddered. There was still something about him, a side of him she did not wish to know, and yet he seemed to have a handle of keeping himself in check. If he let the darkness out, would she be able to fight it?

      The Xctas wheeled and descended, pulling Citrine out of her thoughts. With a gasp, she stared down as a grassy knoll rose to meet her. The forest curved away on one side, dark, leaving her with a shuddering reminder of her nasty nights in the Boundary Line Forest. Relieved to be on the ground again, she slid off the Xctas’ back, pacing until the tingling numbness faded from her legs. Lavender and roses imbued the air. It was summer, hot and lovely, but a cool breeze blew, bringing the scent of a nearby river. The sun beamed down, warm enough to to make her sweat when she stood still. The two Mermis landed, and Tor Lir slide off the Xctas and came to stand beside her. He crossed his arms, his eyes narrowing as he examined their surroundings.

      Citrine opened her mouth to speak to him, but, unsure what to say, closed her mouth again. This was not the Cloud Kingdom, but she'd give the Mermis a chance to explain themselves.

      Instead of saying anything, the Mermis turned to the Xctas, pressed their hands over their hearts and nodded. Citrine gasped as the golden beasts took flight again, moving in a western direction as if they were headed back. Had they come all this way by air only to go the rest on foot?

      The Mermis then turned to the east, and a moment later, a figure appeared at the top of the hill. No, more than one figure, there were three, each rode a beautiful white horse. Citrine's breath caught. A smile came to her lips, the first smile since her capture by the Disciples of Ithar. Her heartbeat quickened, a reminder of the magic and mystical the eastern Hill Countries still held. She was among the immortals, heroes of the war. Her fingers tingled with anticipation, and it was all she could do to keep herself from stepping forward to meet the Mermis.
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      Tor Lir watched Citrine’s face change. The cautiousness faded into astonishment, delight, and anticipation. He turned his attention back to the Mermis on the hill who slide from the backs of winged horses. The horses were white with silver manes and tails. Large, doe-like eyes started at him and he wanted to walk forward and stroke their velvet noses. He sensed friendliness, not fear, as the three Mermis walked toward them. They were of similar height, five and a half feet tall, wearing short gowns that appeared like air and mist. Although they appeared young, there was something about them that was off. Tor Lir narrowed his eyes, examining their oval faces, and decided it was the eyes. They were older, much older than they appeared.

      The first stopped. She had midnight blue hair and wore a circlet around her head. She pressed her hands together and drew a sharp breath. The other two Mermis paused beside her. The one with red hair smiled and the one with hair like wheat swallowed hard.

      “He looks just like him!” she blurted out.

      Tor Lir turned, but realized they were staring at and talking about him. His jaw worked. “Yes,” he said. “I’ve heard it before, just like Eliesmore the Great Conqueror. Is it so odd that I would look like him, when I am his son?”

      The Mermis gasped and Tor Lir crossed his arms, wishing they’d explain why they were there and where was the Cloud Kingdom? His skull itched with knowing he was far too close to home, to the forests of the Iaen and he was sure they’d want him back. Not that he disliked it there, but if he returned, they’d assume he was there to take up his duties as next in line to the throne of the Green People.

      “His son,” the Mermi with the midnight blue hair confirmed. She exchanged glances with the other two and then stepped forward. Together they bent at the waist and bowed. To him.

      Heat built inside Tor Lir and he stared, eyes wide. Even beside him, Citrine gasped. Why were they bowing? It was clear they knew something he did not, and the hairs on the back of his neck rose in warning. Suddenly he caught a glimpse of why the Mermis had taken them from the mortals, why they had come. Before the truth revealed itself to him, it fled, leaving him with the suspicion that what they wanted from him was more, much more than he expected, and it was because of his bloodline.

      “Welcome,” the Mermi with blue hair stood tall. “I am Indonesia, and these are my cousins, Sletaira,” she pointed to the Mermi with wheat-colored hair, “and Leaka,” she pointed to the Mermi with red hair. “Long have we waited for this day. If you will, come with us to the Cloud Kingdom where all will be explained.”

      Their names meant nothing to him, but Citrine stepped forward, her mouth open. “No, it can’t be!” she exclaimed.

      Tor Lir crossed his arms and waited.

      “You’re. . .” for once Citrine was at a loss for words. “You’re the children of the Heroes of Old, aren’t you? You were there for all the wars, you helped the mortals win, didn’t you?”

      Indonesia’s face went hard, and her eyes became guarded. It was Leaka, the redhead who laughed, her voice like the tinkling of bells. “It never grows old, does it?” She nudged Indonesia. “Yes, our fathers were friends, you likely know them as Crinte the Wise and Marklus the Healer.”

      This time it was Tor Lir who swallowed hard. Blood rushed to his head. Children of the Heroes of Old. Crinte the Wise and Marklus the Healer had helped save the Western World from the rule of Sarhorr and his demented creatures. They were on the side of the mortals, so why did the Mermis want him and Citrine. Specifically?

      Citrine was still having trouble finding her words. “Come,” Indonesia ordered. “The time for conversation will come soon. For now, the Silver Herd will take us home.”

      She whirled, and the other Mermis followed her back to the horses. They mounted up and a deep foreboding swept through Tor Lir as the horses spread their wings and bolted through the air. He looked down at the ground, quickly receding and did not know if he felt relief at the forest of the Iaen fading or anticipation, for he was sure something more dangerous was about to take place.
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      Citrine tightened her thighs around the horses’ back as they lifted into the air. Silver wings beat beside her, violently at first before slowing down as they flew into the updraft of the air. The dark green treetops disappeared behind a cloud of white mist, and Citrine bit down on her lip to keep the cry of glee from bursting out of her throat. Holding tight with her legs, she spread her arms wide and threw back her head. Closing her eyes, she relished the wet cloud and cool breeze that shot past her, ruffling her clothes and twisting her hair into knots. Still, a giggle of sheer delight burst from her lips and she took a deep breath, relief surging through her. She was free, thanks to the Mermis, and the children of heroes! She couldn’t believe it. The stories of Heroes of Old had seemed so old and long and forgotten, and yet, their children still lived among them. In fact, the Mermis must be ancient, although she knew, realistically, they were over a hundred years old with the vitality that came from immortality.

      Something had happened to Tor Lir when they introduced themselves. She’d sensed the change in the air and almost felt him physically stiffen when the Mermis were delighted to meet him. She thought they might cry for a moment, but she didn’t understand it all. Children of heroes would be fair and right; they’d understand the choices she and Tor Lir were forced to make and would allow them to continue on their way. Still, she couldn’t help but wonder what they wanted, and as she did, a connection filtered into her consciousness.

      Mistress. Where are you?

      Ava. She sighed and sat up; the euphoria replaced with fear. Is Grift there? I thought he explained. I was delayed.

      When will you be here? He mentioned a tower and chains. . .

      I’m in the Cloud Kingdom. She interrupted quickly. Once I visit the Mermis I will come for you.

      Are you in trouble? There’s something you’re not sharing. The Udi are waiting, and the bloody pirates are everywhere.

      Ava. Wait. Please wait. I will be there as soon as I can.

      Well, hurry. We can hide on the island, but the pirates are relentless.

      Ava!

      There was nothing else, just the silence as the connection faded. Citrine sighed, some of her relief fading away. Her stomach twisted. How was she supposed to enjoy herself when she was worried about her beasts and what trouble they might get into? She pinched her nose between her fingers and took a deep breath.

      Morag.

      Mistress.

      Ava is impatient. Is she going to do anything stupid?

      Perhaps.

      Will you do something for me?

      As you wish.

      Frighten the pirates away without harming them. Just scare them. I am still far away, and I doubt I will reach you before Ava loses her patience.

      As you wish.

      The connection faded and Citrine sat up, feeling slightly better when something winked into view. She blinked as the clouds parted and the horse stretched out its wings and began to run. Citrine bit back a scream as she stared down, astonished to see the horse was indeed running on a solid road. It stretched forward, winding toward something golden that twinkled in the light.

      Citrine’s breath caught in her throat, and her fingers tightened around the horse’s mane. Sweet strands of music floated to her ears and a flash of orange whirled out of a cloud. It took a moment before she realized it was a Mermi, flying through the clouds. Her mane of orange hair shimmered, and she waved at them. Surprised, Citrine waved back, and then there was another, and other. They were bright beings with brown skin and vibrant hair, blood-orange, sapphire-blue, ruby-red, emerald-green, and even a lush purple. They all had wings on their feet and were clothes made of feathers and mist. Male and female they flew toward the twinkling in the sky and now Citrine saw it for what it was, a great citadel perched in the clouds as though it belonged there, weightless and beautiful.

      Tears pricked her eyes and the sound of tickling bells rippled through the air, a sweet call full of longing and compulsion. So this was the secret world above the South World, and she saw why the Mermis kept it a secret. Since the days of war, no moral had been invited to their kingdom full of richness and glory. It did not give her the same vibe that Castle Range did, full of glory and frightening power that would rip her apart. Nay, there was something light and mystical about the kingdom bathed in sunshine and mist. The horses galloped right up to the peaked domes of the structure, glinting with dewdrop crystals which radiated the sunlight. As Citrine dismounted, she noticed the sun was setting. She placed her foot on the wide staircase and Tor Lir was beside her as someone shouted: “Make way, make way for our guests!”

      A cheer rose as they entered, and Citrine’s eyes were drawn to the tall columns which shot to the sky and the padded carpet beneath her feet. When she stopped staring, she looked around for the three Mermis. It was the dark-haired one, Indonesia, who turned and called above the music, “Let them rest, we will discuss in the morning.”

      Rest! It was the last thing Citrine wanted to do, but as she walked her shoulders slumped, her legs were sore, and she thought a bath and food would be better than conversation and questions. A yawn split her face as another Mermi led her and Tor Lir deeper into the castle. She could not help but notice the stark contrast to the Torrents Towers. Here everything had an edge of beauty and grace, from the carved sculptures that adorned the walls to the gentle music that followed them everywhere and then the sound of water.

      A Mermi with golden hair and blue eyes smiled at them as she opened doors that were side by side. “Rest, here, these rooms have been prepared for you especially.”

      So they knew.

      Citrine glanced at Tor Lir before opening the door and slipping inside the room.

      The golden edges of sunlight lingered, blending with the emerald haze from the Green Light. Citrine paused, staring, for the room was not what she expected. The space before was circular with a low-lying couch, a table filled with platters of food, fruit and meats and cheeses. A reminder of her time at the house of Novor Tur-Woodberry. Beyond it was a window curving inward around a pool of water that seemed to appear from the floor. A bath! Beyond it was a door to another room.

      Stripping off her clothes, Citrine flung them on the floor, taking extra care to remove the stone. She made her way to the pool, which now she saw was a stone opening in the floor. Sitting the stone by the side, she slipped down into warm water and breathed a sigh of relief. Leaning back, she rolled her sore shoulders and stretched her fingers. It was nice to be free of the chains, free of the dungeons, free of flying and simply relax. Her thoughts drifted away as she scrubbed herself clean, recalling, with a grimace, how long it had been since she’d had a bath.

      Once she was thoroughly cleaned, she wrapped herself in a fluffy white towel and tiptoed to the adjoining door. Inside was a bed which looked so comfortable she longed to slip inside and sleep, a restful sleep at last without sky and sea to mar her dreams. A gown lay on it. Citrine assumed for herself and dressed, noting additional clothes had been added to the bower. So, the Mermis were expecting them. She went to inspect the clothes, but there were no weapons, only feminine clothes that seemed to stretch around her, molding to fit the shape of her body. Interesting. Dropping the towel on the floor, she retraced her steps to the main room and lounge on the cushions, stuffing her mouth with bread and cheese and grapes and meat and wine. The wine was better than anything she’d had in a long time, and she poured herself a second glass just as a light knock came at the door.

      “Citrine?” Came a low voice. The door opened, and he stepped inside.

      Tor Lir’s hair was still wet, the water making it appear inky black, highlighting his emerald eyes. Citrine did not get up; she wasn’t in the mood to argue with him. Instead, she spread her arms. “Join me, there is far too much here.”

      His lips curled up as he shut the door, then sat by her side, pouring a glass of wine and leaning back. His scent, clean yet woodsy, filtered to Citrine and suddenly she wanted him. Every inch of her body awoke, as though he called out, and she wanted his hands on her body, his warm flesh against her and his mouth. His tongue. Face warm, Citrine leaned toward him, mellowed by the wine and how a dire circumstance had turned out lovely. “I’m so tired,” she took another sip. “They treat us like royalty here. I could get used to this.”

      “Don’t.” Tor Lir’s tone was hard, cold.

      Startled, she stared at him, her desire abating as she poked his arm. “Why?”

      “I don’t know what it is yet, or why we are here, but they want to use us for something.”

      Citrine stared at him. Of course. Tor Lir and his warnings. She almost laughed, but his face was quite serious. “Tor Lir, what do you mean?” She plucked a plump grape and popped it into her mouth, momentarily wondering where the Mermis got their food. Although it was summer, it was too soon for the grapes to ripen and these tasted fresh.

      “They knew me,” Tor Lir went on, his face serious. “They expected me and when I told them I was his son, they did not see too surprised, as if, they knew all along that this day would come. It bothers me that children of heroes would react in such a way, and I believe they have plans we cannot imagine.”

      Citrine chewed slowly and washed the fruit down with a sip of wine, sweet and bubbly. It fizzed down her throat. “What do you want me to do?”

      “When we meet with them tomorrow, just listen and don’t make any promises.”

      “I can do that, but I don’t want to think about tomorrow, I just want to relax without doom and gloom and chaos following us.”

      Tor Lir nodded. “There is nothing else to do, and nowhere to go, it’s as if we’re captured in a prison in the sky.”

      “A beautiful prison, with delicious food and drink.” Citrine grinned. “And company. Tor Lir, are you still angry with me?”

      He faced her and lifted his glass, leaning so close she could smell the wine on his breath. Clicking his glass against hers, he said, “No. Not anymore. Our actions have consequences, we both know that, but we need each other if we are to achieve our goals.”
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      Tor Lir studied Citrine’s face. For once she appeared peaceful, relieved, but the meaning of his words did not sink in. It had been a long, intense journey, and as a mortal she still needed to eat and sleep. While he could stay up that evening, thinking through what the Mermis might say and do on the morrow, it was inefficient. He had this time with Citrine, behind closed doors, without the eyes of her beasts. His anger toward her was gone and for once they were aligned with their thinking. In the future, he’d think twice before he shared knowledge with her. The fear that she’d felt in the Cascade Mountains had been well-founded. If he were in her place, he might have done something similar, although he liked to think he would have at least spoken with her first. Still, she trusted him now, and it was better this way. When they reached Daygone, whatever foul news or power he found there might send her reeling. He would deal with the consequences for right he needed her, wanted her beside him. Taking a sip of wine, he placed it on the table, took her glass from her fingers, and pulled her into his arms.

      Citrine’s lips parted. She wrapped her fingers around his arms, squeezing slightly as she tilted her face toward his. “Tor Lir, what are you doing?”

      “Reminding you of this,” he said.

      Leaning forward, he closed the space between them, his fingers slipping down her arms to gather the material of her dress in his fingers. His lips brushed hers and she responded by pressing her lips against his, firmly. His head swam and his fingers tightened around her waist as she deepened the kiss. The taste of wine and grapes was intoxicating, and heady rush went through Tor Lir’s body. He pulled back and regarded her. “There.”

      She shook her head and rose, a playful smile on her face as she held out her hand. “No more talking tonight, Tor Lir. Come with me.”

      As he twisted his fingers through hers, he spied the door to the room, and the bed.

      “I don’t know how to explain it,” she said as she guided him toward the bed, peeking over her curtain of hair to give him a sly smile. “When I almost lost you in the kingdom of the Udi, everything became clear. I know that I’ve apologized over and over again, but I want you to know that next time, I won’t hide anything from you. I trust you and. . .” she trailed off and dropped her gaze, her face turning a hue of pink.

      Tor Lir cocked his head, heart beating faster. He knew what she wanted to say, although the words did not pass from her lips. She wasn’t quite ready to admit how her heart felt regarding him, but he knew, and she knew. It made sense, all this time they had spent together to come to this realization. He recalled the words he’d promised to the green giantess long ago. How young he’d been then, young and thinking himself wise to the world when he had no experience, only his scornful thoughts. He’d treated those around him with a disdain that, considering what he knew now, made him look back and recall that he’d been haughty, arrogant, and unlikeable. How the Jesnidrains had tolerated him was beyond him. Now, he understood why others let their emotions rule them, and knew how to balance head knowledge and heart knowledge. He’d led with his head, with logic and thoughts, and now, as Citrine lay on the bed, drawing him down with her, he understood matters of the heart and how it was important to let the emotions come. Nay, he would not destroy the world because of love, he would not do what the Changers before him had done. But he wanted Citrine by his side, always.

      Lying beside her, he wrapped his arms around her waist, holding her in a tight embrace until she relaxed, resting her head against her chest. Her arms came around his waist, holding tight as she sighed against him, then lifted her face to his.

      “What are we doing?” she whispered.

      The light had faded from the room, and nothing but shadows danced behind her eyes. Although Tor Lir could see clearly, he enjoyed the dusky view of her face created by the shadows. Her lips begged him to move closer and momentarily he closed his eyes. But why should he hesitate? If he lost his soul, what did it matter? What would happen would happen and he deserved hints of pleasure, longed for it, craved it, just like he had in the forests of Shimla. He was immortal, he had the bloodline of royalty, why should he deny himself, even though there was a slight possibility she might betray him again.

      Pushing his thoughts aside, he kissed her. She tasted like crisp wine and sweep grapes. Underneath it all, her mouth was warm, eager. Her fingers tightened around his clothes and a heady surge went through him. She wanted him. Badly. The need mounted within grew to a swell, a crashing wave, a need, a desire pulsed through him. Hard. Angling his body, he rolled, hovering over her, breaking the kiss.

      Citrine hissed and lifted her hands, pulling him down upon him. Her lips found his again. His fingers fumbled at her dress, soft and beautiful yet in the way. His fingers tangled in material and he pulled. It ripped.

      With a gasp, Citrine broke the kiss and pulled away. “Tor Lir!” she scolded.

      He grinned; eyes dark with lust. “Well.” He ran a hand up her bare leg, ripping the material further. “It was in my way, and we both know, bad things happen when things get in my way.”

      Citrine froze, and the look on her face shifted from eager to guarded. She pressed a hand against his chest and studied him, nostrils flaring. “You mean that, don’t you?”

      “I always say what I mean,” he countered.

      “No, but, about things getting in your way.” She was serious now, eyes narrow. She bit her bottom lip, the movement drawing his eyes to her full lips. He slipped a hand further up her leg and was rewarded with a shudder. “What are you planning? What are you going to do? If the Mermis ask us to do something you don’t want to do. . .will you?”

      She paused as his hand crept further up her leg. Her breath caught, but she did not stop him.

      “I don’t want to talk,” he told her. “I just want us to have a night, you and I, as it should have been. If things had gone according to plan, we’d be in the islands now fighting off the pirates. Or perhaps in Daygone, and the mystery of my power would finally reveal itself to me. But now I see everything happens for a reason, and we will find out more tomorrow. There’s no use talking about it now or guessing what the Mermis might tell us, or how we might choose to react.”

      “I see,” Citrine said, trailing one finger down his arm. “It doesn’t make it right, though.”

      “No, but this is the one time, perhaps, the only time we are alone, together, and free.” He continued his journey up her leg and paused at the juncture. “Don’t you want this, just one moment, one blissful night of perfection, nothing else?”

      If anything, Citrine seemed to chew her lip harder before relenting. She spread her legs and inclined her head, the light of mischief gathering in her eyes. “Continue then.”

      Tor Lir moved his fingers up until Citrine gasped and her head fell back. Her eyes closed and her mouth went slack. A soft moan passed from her lips, encouraging him. Her body shook, then shivered beneath him and her hands her everywhere, pulling him down, yanking at his clothes. Tor Lir took a deep breath and surrendered, for at last he had Citrine exactly where he wanted her. She was his, and that knowledge sank and grew, because if he had her affection, he had power, and he could use it to gain exactly what he wanted.
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      Daylight bloomed and Citrine opened her eyes to a vivid prism of light shooting in all directions, surrounding her, embracing her. She closed her eyes again and took a deep breath, at peace with where she was. Tor Lir was beside her, his presence a reminder of what had happened last night. The bed was soft beneath her, the air smelled light with hints of something else in it, a delicate fragrance. She sat up, her hair cascading down her back as she faced Tor Lir. He was looking at her, had been looking at her for some time, but his eyes gave away nothing. Lifting a hand, he trailed it through her bright hair and pulled her closer. Citrine took a deep breath as her senses awakened. She leaned toward him, eyes shuddering shut, lifting her lips to take his kiss. His fingertips grazed her chin and then there it was, warm, gentle, almost apologetic. Citrine gave in, letting the kiss linger on her lips, torn between wanting to go deeper and curious about the Cloud Kingdom.

      A light knock sounded on the door and Tor Lir drew back, a grin lighting up his face. “They’ve caught us,” he whispered.

      Citrine gasped for the covers, realizing she wasn’t wearing anything at all, then stood. “I’ll dress, go see who it is.”

      Tor Lir winked, then tugged on his shirt as he left the room and made for the outer room. Citrine rolled out of bed, her feet tangling in the feather-soft blankets. If this was what the Mermis had in store for them, she could get used to it. She cast a guilty smile at the bed. The prison in the sky wasn’t so much of a prison and more of a pleasant hideaway.

      The guilt rose as she pulled out a gown that shimmered with a light of its own and tugged it over her head. Here she was, relaxing and basking in a haven of delight with Tor Lir while her beasts and the Udi fought off the pirates. She chewed her lower lip. It was taking far too long. As much as she wanted to spend more time in the Cloud Kingdom, she had a duty to her beasts. Ava was impatient, but how long would the others wait, assuming she had forsaken them?

      The last time she’d tried to have it all, love, a home, a garden, and take care of her beasts, it had all gone up in flames. She paused as the dress slipped around her body. Pressing a hand to her lips, she recalled Hansel, his chocolate brown eyes, the anger and fear in his face when he discovered who she was. . .no! She pushed the thought away. Tor Lir already knew who she was. It was others, the world that tried to get between them. Enough was enough. They had to finish the business with the Mermis and move on to their own needs and desires as soon as possible.

      Barefoot, she strode out of the bedroom and paused. Mermis stood in the doorway. One carried a tray and smiled over it at Tor Lir, a hunger in her wide eyes. Citrine glanced at Tor Lir and couldn’t blame her. He looked handsome standing there, his hair rumbled, pants and shirt wrinkled.

      “Eat,” one beckoned. “When you are done, we will guide you to the audience chamber.”

      Citrine glanced at the table where fresh food had been laid out. Although she wanted to go directly to the audience chamber, her time as a prisoner of the mortals had left her ravenous. She nodded, and the Mermis left.

      Squatting by the table, Citrine crammed food into her mouth, chewing as quickly as she could while Tor Lir’s movements were slower, methodical. He crooked an eyebrow at her, but Citrine frowned and spoke around a mouthful. “I want to know what the Mermis want to tell us, but I will not miss a meal.”

      “I doubt they’d let that happen to us.” Tor Lir rose, brushed back his hair, and straightened his clothes. Incidentally, all the rumbles seemed to have fallen out of them.

      Citrine guzzled down a glass of water and stood, wiping crumbs from her mouth, and dusting her fingers off on a napkin. “Ready?”

      “Why the rush?” Tor Lir asked as he moved toward her, sending the scent of pine and cedar whirling around her.

      Odd, how he smelled like the forest when they were nowhere near one. His hand touched the small of her back and Citrine leaned into his touch, aching, wanting another night with him. If they succeeded, she reminded herself, there would be many nights and days together. A flush warmed her face at the thought. How odd, she’d disliked him intensely when they met and yet, despite his shadowed future, and the trouble of who he might become, she wondered if, somehow, Tor Lir had used his skill, his power, his allure to change her mind. Even though she held the power of mind control.

      Tilting her head, she studied the line of his jaw, his sharp nose, and deep-set eyes, shimmering, unreadable. Her eyes tracked down to his lips, but she turned away at the last moment, reprimanding herself at being distracted. “I need to get back to my beasts, it’s been too long. . .”

      “I understand,” he squeezed her hand, his voice gentle. “You’ve been patience, first with the Therian and then with the Udi, this is just one last disruption, and I will help you.”

      Citrine swallowed hard, dropped her gaze, but squeezed his hand back. That’s what she was afraid of, not his help, but the knowledge that he offered something in exchange. Her heart beat harder at the singular thought and bile rose in the back of her through. Even though she’d told him, promised him she’d go to Daygone with him, everything within her recoiled at the thought of going to that dreaded place. Since the war between the mortals and immortals, Daygone had been left a barren land, rules by dranagins, and none had any business going there. Rumors said that the presence of evil hovered over that land like ghosts, spirits. If she went there, would they consume her?

      “I know,” she whispered, then pushed the thought away and moved toward the door.

      It swung open at her touch and she almost backed away when she saw what lay beyond.

      Golden halls arched upward, wide, and open to the air. Sun and clouds poured down and creatures flew back and forth, laughing and calling to each other. The joy surrounding them was potent and winged white horses flew with the colorful Mermis, whizzing into the sky and beyond. Citrine’s muscles tightened as a longing swept through her. They were home, happy with everything they wanted at their fingertips. Was it so difficult to ask for just one thing?

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” a female voice said.

      Citrine whirled and saw another Mermi standing by a column. Her black hair was in a simple braid, hanging over one shoulder, which was bare. Her gauzy dress was short and left little to the imagination, but she smiled, showing off a neat row of teeth. The smile lit up her heart-shaped face and gave her a beauty that was missing without it. Purple almond-shaped eyes stared back at Citrine and the female stepped forward, wings waving back and forth on her ankles.

      “Forgive the intrusion but I am Kieren, I was sent to guide through the Cloud Kingdom.”

      “Kieren,” Tor Lir repeated, the name rolling off his lips.

      Citrine glared at him, noting his eyes were alight as he studied the female. Drawing to her full height, she nodded. “Indeed, lead on.”

      With a shrug, Kieren moved down the hall, her hips swaying from side to side as she glided as though she wished to fly. “It’s rare we have mortals in our realm,” she said over her shoulder. “But you aren’t quite mortals, are you?” She grinned, first at Tor Lir and then at Citrine.

      Memories flooded Citrine’s mind as she thought back to the moment she’d learned she wasn’t like the others. It wasn’t simply Mother making her recite the herbs from memory, or her father, helping her to control the power that leaked everywhere. It was the way she viewed the world, the voices she heard, the itch, the desire to control and create, to take what was and to turn it into something more. That, in and of itself, did not make her immortal, but what the Mermi suggested was that she had something else, something that made her. . .invincible? Was that what it was?

      “We did not come of our own accord,” Citrine said.

      “I imagine not,” Kieren agreed. “Most seldom do, and when they come, they don’t like it up here where their freedom is limited.”

      Freedom. Citrine bit back her retort and moved in silence as they strode down the endless halls into a maze of room. At times she thought she caught the scent of water, but how could that be right, she was in the Cloud Kingdom, any bodies of water were too far away to smell. She raked her mind for tales of old and the knowledge they had concerning the Mermis, but her knowledge was limited.

      When they reached the end of the hall a wide room opened up with windows at every angle, letting in a myriad of light so bright, Citrine had to blink several times before her vision cleared. Faint shapes turned into Mermis, and Citrine expected the three she’d met earlier, the children of heroes, but they were not in attendance.

      The room was circular, and in a half circle were six thrones and there were seated six Mermis, three male and three female. They looked up when Kieren entered, and a female spoke up first, her appearance much like that of Kieren. She raised a blue staff and nodded. Her voice rang with authority as if she were used to being heard and obeyed. “Many thanks, Kieren, that will be all.”

      With a bow, Kieren left and heavy doors shut behind her. A deep foreboding came over Citrine as she and Tor Lir stood together in front of the cool eyes of the assembly, and not one friendly face did she see. A coldness swept over her and she crossed her arms, rubbing them together. They weren’t in chains yet it felt as though she were back, meeting with the Rulers of the West, and facing their judgement. Her walls came up and she fought to stay calm. Kieren was right. If things went wrong, there was nowhere she could run. She couldn’t escape from a kingdom in the sky, and even if she called for Ava or Grift, it would take far too long for either of them to arrive.

      No, she and Tor Lir had to face the Mermis, together, and understand why they were there, and if they could bargain for their release.

      The female sat back; her eyes cold as she tapped her fingers on the wide arm of her throne. Her fist tightened around her staff and Citrine assumed that she was the one in control. “A fortuitous occasion has brought you here,” the female said. “Fortuitous indeed for our kind, although I am sure you are curious why you are here and what we expect from you, are you not?”

      Citrine wanted to nod, but those eyes were so dark, almost devilish, she was afraid to move.

      “I am Eljoda, leader of this gathering. Let me ask you a question.” Eljoda shifted her intense gaze from Citrine to Tor Lir. “What is it you want, beyond all things, a matter of life and death, what do you desire?”

      Tor Lir lifted his head, and when Citrine glanced at him, she saw no fear or remorse. She’d defended their actions to the mortals, and now it seemed he would speak for them in the court of the immortals.

      “We already know what we want, what we desire, as you put it,” he responded, his tone neutral. “It is simple. We are on our way to Daygone, for that is where I must go to take up my power, and Citrine will dwell in the South Isles, with her beasts, after we defeat the pirates who dwell there.”

      Citrine kept her jaw from dropping at how open Tor Lir was. Instead of hiding their power, their might, their desires he simply stated it. She realized such honestly would have damned them with the mortals, but the Mermis simply looked at them.

      “Daygone,” Eljoda repeated. “Because you are the new breed, are you not?”

      “I am,” Tor Lir confirmed.

      “And you intend to take up your power, the power left for you?”

      “I do.”

      “You will take it up, you will learn, and you will understand. All,” Eljoda went on. “You have walked this world, some of it at least, and you know the hearts and minds of mortals. But a day will come when their knowledge fails them, when their rule ends, when this land will be overrun, and the time will come for immortals, like us, to stop living in hiding, to stop keeping to ourselves and step forward and take what was ours so long ago, what should have always been ours.”

      Citrine stilled. Fear cut through her like a sharp knife. For a moment she couldn’t breathe. Had she heard right? A drowning sensation made her breath come short and fast. Dimly she heard Tor Lir’s natural question. “And what has always been ours?”

      “This world.” Eljoda responded. “But don’t take my word for it. Go to Daygone discover why the time of mortals must end and the age of immortals will rise.
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      Citrine’s face was white, and Tor Lir studied her for a moment, hands clenched, the color draining from her knuckles, her body rigid, eyes wide. He couldn’t blame her. The words Eljoda spoke were shocking, offensive even, especially toward a mortal. Yet he understood Eljoda and the other Mermis sitting in the semi-circle, staring at them in silence. He’d known the truth of this meeting, glimpsed it when the Xctas landed, and the children of heroes greeted them. So this was it. The Mermis had a plan to wretch control of the world from the mortals and allow the immortals to rule.

      Honestly, from seeing what he had seen, he did not understand why or how it would be so bad and yet, Citrine. She was the catalyst to his desires, and she would not stand for more death and devastation. If the Mermis wished for her to come on board with their plans, they were gravely mistaken. She would never, knowingly, in her right mind condone their actions nor join them in some question to control the world. His eyes darkened, and he crossed his arms over his chest, considering. If this, indeed, was the plan, then why had the Mermis fought with the mortals in the war between the mortals and immortals? Why hadn’t they sided with the enemy? The Changers? After all, they’d had the chance long ago to do so, for hadn’t the Mermis assisted the Five Warriors when the Western World was taken? Questions buzzed through his mind and he lifted his gaze to Eljoda.

      She cocked her head, studying him, and a grim smile played on her lips, as though she could read his mind.

      “Speak,” she encouraged him, fingers tightening around her staff. “I know that you have questions, and admit we only see in part, but this is the future all immortals have been clinging to for decades.”

      “All immortals?” Tor Lir paused, his thoughts going back to the forests of the Iaen. “Even my people? Do you pretend to know the hearts and desires of the Iaen? They are content to flock in their forests, ignorant of the concerns of the mortals.”

      This time Eljoda smiled. “Or so you think. You speak boldly, making assumptions, when I heard the tale of you leaving the forests, before you could take up the crown and step into the role that is rightfully yours. But you weren’t meant to be limited, to rule only the Iaens, were you? You were meant to rise above, to do more, which is why you left to join the realm of mortals, because you were curious, weren’t you? And life hidden in the forests no matter how magical, is not enough. Did you even ask those around you what they wanted before you left to follow your own heart?”

      Tor Lir swallowed hard, thinking back to the way he’d treated the Jensidrain. What was her name? Lelia? Who dared to come with him. But that’s how he treated everyone. He went his own way, following his thoughts and giving no heed to anyone else’s concerns. It was Citrine who saw him for what he was, cold, callus, uncaring, and it was she who’d changed him, who’d given him a reason to care.

      “I admit, my time with the mortals has changed me. I’ve seen the way they interact, both good and bad, and I think this conversion is premature. Although we were taken,” he avoided looking at Citrine, “by the mortals and judged by them, I would not call them our enemies. Not all mortals are evil, some of them have pure motives while others remember what happened, remember the war, and recall that they were blind to the ways of immortals. They are trying to stop another uprising before it happens.”

      Eljoda perused her lips together and rose. “You misunderstand.” She waved her hand dismissively. “We are not trying to undermine the mortals, nor start a war to take over their land. Remember, we have fought our share of wars. All we want to do is to wait, and when the time is right, we will take what they no longer deem as valuable. We must be patient, for this is not something that will happen in a hundred years, or two hundred, but we must plant the seeds now so that in the future we will be fruitful. I called you here so that you might understand the long-term future and not grow weary as you wait.”

      “Long term.” Citrine’s shrill voice rose. She was white as a cloud now and backed away, toward the doors. Tor Lir noticed her hands were shaking. He wondered if he should go to her to reassure her, but what could he say, what could he offer considering the Mermi’s words? The future was long in coming and there was not a high likelihood of her seeing the dark days when her own kind, mortals, no longer ruled the Four Worlds. If, indeed, the Mermi’s offer extended to all Four Worlds. “You bring us here to tell us this?” she demanded. “And you expect us to go on, continue our lives while you plan and scheme?”

      “It is no scheme,” Eljoda snapped. “And you would do well to hold your tongue, Enchantress. You, of all people, know how the mortals react when they cannot explain something, when they are afraid, and their fear will be your doom. You might not think of yourself as one of us because you were born to mortals, born to the people group known as the Tiders, but you are different. No one with your abilities has appeared, and we have heard what both of you have down together, feats which no one can explain. We did not call you here with threats of punishment. No, we came because we are allies, and we need an alliance. Did we not take you from the hands of the mortals, the Rulers of the West, who were about to pronounce a dire imprisonment for you and perhaps kill what is most precious to you? Your beasts?”

      Citrine blinked and backed away, her mouth working but no words coming out.

      Tor Lir had to admit that Eljoda was right. She had a point. But utter destruction of all mortals? Was that the end goal?

      He held up a hand partly to prevent Citrine from speaking further and also because he wanted to understand the desire of the Mermis and put it in perspective. “What do you propose?”

      One of the male Mermis stood, his eyes alight as he gazed off into the distance. “We hail from the Western World, the original Kingdom of the Mermis where the king dwells in all his glory. What you don’t know is that the elders lived in prisons in the sky, because the Mermis took them, lured them in with pleasure and then kept them. You might call them the Order of the Wise, an order which no longer exists. It started with the oldest one of them all, the grandfather of Crinte the Wise. And so began, one after the other, that line was taken, their bloodline ceased, leaving one, Indonesia, daughter of Crinte the Wise. She stands between the mortals and immortals, for she has their blood and comes from the bloodline. She can look into the future and see what might happen, for the day will come when the mortals grow tired of this world and war within each other. Evil will grow, this time not from immortals but from mortals themselves.”

      The door opened as he finished speaking, and in walked the children of heroes, Indonesia, Sletaira, and Leaka. There was a fourth with them, a male. Even more surprising, Tor Lir noted he was a Cron, mortal, and his expression was like a thundercloud.

      “I see you have started without us,” Indonesia said. “I am sure Eljoda has explained, but hear the words of the prophecy: Behold. A future will come when the mortals must flee and run to the caves and canyons to hide from the domain for the immortals. For those without death will rise, and the Creators will have free will to enact their reign of chaos. Even now, changes are taking place in the universe that will have fatal effects for the Four Worlds. It all began with the liberation of the Green Stone instead of its destruction. The release of uncanny power will be the ultimate downfall of the mortals.”

      Citrine turned toward that voice and as Tor Lir watched, she slid to the ground, limbs trembling. He rushed to her side and gathered her in his arms.

      “It’s too much,” Tor Lir protested, angry with them for frightening Citrine. “This knowledge is not meant for mortals. It is too much.”
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      Citrine’s eyes fluttered open. A blurry shape hovered over her. She blinked, recalled what had happened, and closed her eyes again as the scent of pine filled her senses. She didn’t want to know, didn’t want to open her eyes to the awakening of knowledge and power. For that voice, she’d heard it before, speaking those exact same words. The moment had fled as soon as it happened and she forgot all about, but now, hearing those words spoken aloud, the memory returned to frighten her. She recalled that moment in the land of Novor Tur-Woodberry with Kia, such a sweet young child full of curiosity and excitement. She hadn’t known that what she found was dangerous. Citrine swallowed back the lump in her throat as she recalled the Silver White Heart. It was beautiful, shimmering in all its glory, but it had spoken the same message. A dark warning. One thing Citrine did not understand was why it had spoken and imparted the knowledge to her. Was it for this very reason?

      “Citrine?” Tor Lir’s voice and the cold, hard ridges of a cup were pressed to her mouth.

      She took a sip, and opened her eyes, embarrassed that she’d. . . had she fainted?

      The gathering was still there, but the Mermis weren’t looking at her, in fact they seemed to be in recess, walking around, eating, and drinking. Citrine pushed to her feet and took the cup from Tor Lir, studying his blank expression. She could not tell how he felt about what was happening and the knowledge the Mermis shared. He’d retreated again into himself, his eyes dark, a shadow hovering around him. Citrine swallowed, grateful for the water even though her skin itched, and she wanted to be away, to flee, and hide, to escape from this prison and madness. It had never been a wish of hers to meet immortals, although all tales of old proclaimed their glory and power and their choice to fight alongside the mortals to defeat evil.

      Now Citrine had met the immortals, Mermis in particular, she could not say that she wished to dwell in their presence a minute more. True, they were uncannily beautiful, the colors of their hair and skin and wings vivid and striking, but they were treacherous with dark motives. A warning wrapped around her heart. Just like Tor Lir. Beautiful. Dangerous. She had to get away; she had to stop them, but how silly, how could she stop them?

      And it struck her then, just like the realization had come over her when she was in Oceantic with the Udi. Perhaps this was what Novor Tur-Woodberry had known all along, and this was what he was trying to warn her about. She was in charge of showing Tor Lir the world to show him he had a choice. It wasn’t over yet, and although she did not know where he stood, she, and she alone could change his mind, persuade him against joining the Mermis with their ruthless quest to rule the Four Worlds.

      This was not the time and place to argue. She had to take their knowledge and plot and plan with her beasts in the South Isles. They’d called her here for a reason, assumed she had longevity, and deep in her heart she knew she was different from the mortals. Perhaps if the gift of long life was hers, it was because she should do something with her time. It was up to her to stop the dark influence of the immortals, especially on Tor Lir, the one they banked their hopes and dreams on. If she could persuade him to stand with her always, perhaps his power would be great enough to stop armies.

      She pressed the glass back into Tor Lir’s hand and met his eyes. He opened his mouth, but she pressed her fingers to her lips and, heart thumping, turned to address the gathering of Mermis.
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      Apprehension built in Tor Lir’s chest as Citrine picked up a glass of wine, drained it, then took a seat. She seemed in control of herself again, although her face was flushed. Lifting her chin, eyes unreadable as she addressed the gathering of Mermis, as though she were a queen herself. Tor Lir bit back the thought as he studied her, and for the first time he couldn’t guess what she might say, what she might do. When he’d first met her, she’d been strong-minded and impulsive. Now, the impulsiveness gave way as she considered her words before she spoke and thought through reactions before she offered her opinion. Still, when she offered her opinion, she did not back down. He took a seat across from her, noting that Indonesia, her sisters, and the tall Cron who’d walked in with them also sat down, off to the side. The tall Cron, who was he? Clearly a mortal, although the Mermis claimed they had no dealings with mortals. The male seemed calm, although his bearing was kingly and his eyes flashed as he examined those in the room, as though did he wish himself elsewhere?

      “Tell me,” Citrine’s voice rang loud and clear as a bell. “What role do you expect Tor Lir and I to play in your plans? What do we do now? We are here, as requested, we are having this gathering, as you desired, what comes next?”

      She drummed her fingers on the gilded edges of the throne and briefly glanced at her goblet as though she wished it would refill on its own.

      “We have already told you,” Eljoda said. “Must I repeat myself?”

      “Yes,” Citrine replied, although it was a rhetorical question. “Repeat yourself for my benefit, and not the assembly. I admit, your words came as a shock and I would like to reconsider.”

      The Mermi gazed at her, but Citrine boldly stared back. Tor Lir bit back the smirk that threatened to rise. He admired Citrine more, for she always did what she deemed to be right, regardless of consequences. Nay, she would not follow the Mermis plan willingly, instead she would consider their words and come up with her own plan. With a pang, Tor Lir realized perhaps Novor Tur-Woodberry had brought them, almost forced them together for this very reason. If Citrine was his guide in the realm of mortals, didn’t that make him her guide in the realm of immortals?

      He’d seen the land of the mortals, understood their desires and reasonings, and now it was time for Citrine to understand immortals. If she went against their plans, it was up to him to use knowledge, the power of persuasion to guide her back to the path which would be most beneficial to them. Although, as he considered it, he did not know his own mind regarding the plans of the Mermis. First, he needed to go to Daygone and understand the gift that was left for him there. After that, everything else would fall into place. It was the missing piece of his very existence and he would make no promises without going, without knowing.

      “I will not mince words,” Eljoda said. “We saved you from the hands of the mortals, and for that, you are indebted to us.”

      Wrong words to use. Tor Lir glanced at Citrine. She flinched, but otherwise managed to keep her expression neutral.

      “But we did not save you to keep you here, in our Cloud Kingdom, for your destinies are much bigger than that. You both will continue on the path you set for yourselves, but understand a day will come when we will ask for your help. When we come to you, you will use your powers to help us achieve all that should have been achieved long ago.”

      Citrine’s eyes dropped to her lap before she lifted them Eljoda. The other Mermis listened, rapt, their eyes flickering back and forth between Eljoda and Citrine.

      “I understand, and if we have need of you, what then?”

      Eljoda smile was veiled. “Citrine the Enchantress,” she murmured. “We have a gift for you. A sky beast was born without the ability to fly, and the Silver Herd will cast her out. Will you take her as your own?”

      Tor Lir’s heart sank, although he did not know what he had expected. Would Citrine stand up and damn the Mermis for their bold plans? But not after they gave her a gift, another beast to add to her collection. They knew her weakness, had perhaps planned for this to keep her quiet. Why did he feel bad?

      “I cannot be expected to take all of your outcasts,” Citrine frowned, “but in this case, I accept.”

      The Mermis nodded and the tall Cron stood. He was dressed like a king in blues and whites, but his face was bearded and his eyes dark. The light glinted on his light brown hair with streaks of silver. He folded his hands in front of him and when his eyes roved over the assembly until they rested on Tor Lir. There was something there, Tor Lir felt it, deep in his bones, that this tall Cron was one of the last, an old bloodline of wise ones. “Who are you?” he asked.

      “I am here to warn you,” the tall Cron said. When he spoke, the very air shivered under his tone. His words had a lulling cadence to them, like a spell, and Tor Lir noticed that even Citrine sat up straight, rapt with attention. “Names matter little here, but if you must know, I am Idrithar, former king of the Torrents Towers.”

      Citrine's gasp was audible, and now Tor Lir understood the mannerism he recognized. King Mattio had a similar way of standing and talking, although he did not think King Mattio was Idrithar’s son. Still, if he had grown up under the guidance of King Idrithar, the ongoings in the Torrents Towers made sense. A dull pounding began in his skull as another thought struck. He didn’t know how he knew it, but the words poured out before he could stop them. “Is that why they are called the Disciples of Ithar, because they follow your counsel?”

      Idrithar’s face gave away nothing, but he nodded, “Aye. I asked them to be the watchers of this world, to watch out for this kind of uprising. I warn you now, if you go down this dark path, if you pursue war instead of peace, darkness instead of light, evil and wickedness instead of good, then you will fail, as all the others who have come before you have failed. You have a choice.” He paused, and Tor Lir felt as though Idrithar could see his mind and studied what lay there. “I knew your father.” His tone grew stern. “Even Eliesmore made a choice. He had significant power, and I saw the effects of what it did to him and what could have happened if he had chosen evil, but he did not. He conquered his fears, he rose strong, and you can do the same. There is strength in your blood. . .”

      The rest of the words were lost as a buzzing began in Tor Lir’s mind and his shadow rose, tall and dark, the horns shooting out. A stifling cry came from the room and only then did he realize they could see it too, his other side, the other half of him, the darkness. The internal war that raged within him. How was it a choice if he dwelt in constant darkness, for he could not banish himself, his shadow. A maniacal laugh came out of his mouth. No, his shadow’s mouth and he stood. “There is strength in my blood,” he parroted Idrithar’s words. “Indeed, because you know so much about my bloodline, a mixed bloodline, combining the strength of mortal and immortals. My mother was one of them, did you know that? She had the blood of a Changer, a direct descendant from the evil you choose to fight.”

      “Your mother fought with us,” Idrithar roared. “Despite her bloodline, she chooses to fight the darkness.”

      “Or did she? Is that what she led you to believe? Led us all to believe?” He snapped, and the song, the song he’d heard since his birth came flowing back. He spoke it aloud, a rhythm, a prophecy:
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      Long may you live

      Long may you prosper

      Spread your seed far and wide
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      May your bloodline

      The new breed

      Grow ever strong
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      Blood of the undying

      Blood of the immortal

      Blood of the mortals

      Blood of my blood
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      Long may you live

      Long may you prosper
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      You shall walk in the light

      You shall walk in the dark

      You will blend with the air and land
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      Of shadows and sorrow

      Of love and light

      Of mischief and mayhem

      Of follow and forgiveness
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      Long may you live

      Long may you prosper.
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      “I give you my word,” he said. “I will go to Daygone to take up my power, but I will decide who I am. Enough of your games, your deceit, and attempts at mind control. I admit, I have made mistakes in the past, but I know something more about the underworld, about what seeks to escape into our land. It is my duty to keep that from happening. So you will let us go, without threats, and if we want to speak with us again, you know where to find us. Do not warn me of what happened in the past, for the past is over. The future is what I shall look to, and I will make my own choices regarding my future and what is best for this world.”

      When he stopped speaking, he found he was himself again and his shadow had all but disappeared. Stunned and stricken faces stared at him, stared at what had been, and he realized it was the first time he’d revealed himself for who he was. The new breed.
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      It was like a nightmare. After Tor Lir’s revelation, he turned and left the room, leaving Citrine alone with the Mermis in silence. She’d assumed nothing could fluster her, but after what she’d seen, she wasn’t sure anymore. Perhaps she had been right to turn him in to the Disciples of Ithar. She pressed her lips together and focused on taking deep breaths, in and out, sneaking glances at King Idrithar as she did. She couldn’t believe it was him! The people of the Torrents Towers had been upset when their king disappeared long ago. Many assumed he was dead and not long after, the Disciples of Ithar arose to carry out his mission and ensure an uprising of the immortals did not happen.

      How ironic it was that Idrithar, the very person who sought the mysteries of the world and intended to keep them from rising to a critical level of destruction, was taken by the very ones he sought to protect the world from. If she understood correctly, this same thing had happened before, and had been happening since before the days of the Five Warriors. Taking another deep breath to keep from fainting again, she pushed Tor Lir aside. Although his horned shadow with the red eyes could not easily be forgotten. Did she have the power within to persuade? To control him? Her thoughts went to the stone, her stone that matched her eyes. She did not have enough knowledge to use it to its full potential, but there was one person who could help her.

      She stood to her feet. “See,” she pointed to the doors where Tor Lir had disappeared. “Novor Tur-Woodberry appointed me to watch over him.” Her voice trembled as she spoke, fighting to regain her calm. She didn’t want the Mermis to see how much Tor Lir frightened her. Was it true that love and fear for him could dwell in her heart? Twisted into some madness? “You have pushed him into a corner, and he lashed out. I know you have your ideas for the future, your plans, but leave us out of it, leave us alone. Let us continue as we were, before I made a mistake and invited the mortals to judge our lives. If you have need of us, you know where to find us, but for now, let us go in peace.”

      Eljoda tilted her head, and Citrine thought she looked like a snake, waiting for the opportune moment to pounce. “Go then.” She waved her hand. “But do not forget what has happened here.”

      Citrine fought to keep from scowling. How could she forget? The halls of the Mermis would haunt her. Before this meeting she hadn’t been aware the Mermis could dwell in such beauty and treachery. “Before I go,” she glanced at Idrithar, “I would like a private word with King Idrithar.”

      His nostrils flared, but he stood. Indonesia pressed his arm, but he ignored her and strode to a side door, holding it open for Citrine.

      She rose and followed him, heart hammering as they ducked into an alcove. The room was small, round, and still open to the light, but Idrithar passed through it to a balcony where a breeze blew. Far in the distance Citrine saw the clear blue sky, lazy white clouds, and beyond, a hint of foamy blue. Oceantic? So they were close to the coast. King Idrithar’s jaw tightened. He crossed his arms, brows lowered as he stared out at the endless blue.

      Citrine twisted her fingers together and stood beside him, giving enough space between them, unsure how to conduct herself in the presence of a great king and warrior. He’d fought during the Great War, had stayed true to the cause when others fell away. She wondered how he must feel now, to see the land at peace and yet be trapped in Cloud Kingdom, with all his knowledge but no say in how to conduct the future affairs of the world.

      “I’m sorry you are trapped here,” she blurted out. “I don’t know how, but surely I can help free you, or Tor Lir. . .” she trailed off as King Idrithar held up a hand.

      “No. You feel sorry for me, but that is not how it should be. I do not wish to go. The Cloud Kingdom is my final resting place, and although you have seen the darker side of it, it is not all bad.”

      Citrine nodded, she’d made an assumption again, and yet, why did he warn Tor Lir if he were not in league with the Mermis?

      “Did you know,” Idrithar went on, his deep voice compelling, “the treachery of Mermis has been felt in every world? They began by taking Thamaren the Wise and exiled him to the Eastern World because of what he knew of the future. It was Indonesia herself who led her cousins and the Silver Herd through a perilous flight from the Western World. Then again, the Mermis took Thamaren’s son, Srackt the Wise, and later, Crinte the Wise. There has only been one to escape from them—that I know of—Marklus the Healer. Yet they counted him as one of them because he is immortal.”

      Citrine sucked in a deep breath. “He still lives?”

      “I have not been to the Western World and I know not,” Idrithar admitted. “But his daughters are here, half Cron, half Mermi. I believe the past informs the future. If you are afraid of what the Mermis might do, you will always live in fear. I believe, when it comes down to it, they will do what they have done before, and choose to fight on the side of good, not evil. Despite their words and warnings, they blessed the Five Warriors with power and helped them win the war in the Western World. They assisted Pharengon of the Jeweled Sword in the Eastern World during the war between the purebloods and blended ones. Finally, in the darkest hour, in the time of dire need, they came from the Western World to fight the first great battle here in the South World. Although they are strong-minded, I believe, in the end, they will provide help when help is needed. It is not the Mermis you need to concern yourself with, but the one you walk with, the one called Tor Lir. He is the unknown in this world, and he has the power to cause ultimate chaos or endless peace.”

      Citrine’s breath caught. She turned to look at Idrithar, just as she’d once looked upon Novor Tur-Woodberry. The realization struck her as she stared at him. She trusted him, just as she trusted Novor Tur-Woodberry. She needed his guidance. “What would you have me do?”

      “What you have been doing. Watch out for him and decide when and if he becomes a danger to this world, you have power, do you not?”

      “I have a stone.” Citrine drew it out of her pocket and held it up. “I found this in the mountains, but I admit, I don’t know how to unlock the potency of its power. I’ve been. . .afraid of it.”

      “Don’t be afraid,” Idrithar shook his head, then closed her fingers around the stone. “The true power of a stone like this can only be found by dissolving it and taking the power into yourself. Few know this, but stones carry power. Past treasure hunters have found that if you carry the stone with you, you will gain some of the magical properties. However, to gain access to the full power, you must dissolve the stone in magical waters, waters only known to the Iaen. But I have a sense, where you are going, you will find what you need.”

      Citrine’s brow furrowed. “I heard the tales of the Green Stone, but it was taken to the Constel Heights, Castle Range. I was there and it would take months to travel back.”

      “Perhaps.” Idrithar turned away, facing the wind and the wide world. “Many things were hidden from me, although I am also one of the wise ones. Yet when I was taken, I caught glimpses of the truth. A stolen child was birthed in the forests of the Iaen, a child his own father did not know about, and I found traces, remnants of a portal in one of the rooms in the fortress. Much has happened, unseen, and so I tell you, watch out for mysteries and miracles. Perhaps what you need is not as far away as you think it is. As of right now, the one you call Tor Lir has an allegiance to you. I believe he cares for you, and you for him. Use that to you advantage, and above all, beware the Green People, they are always up to something.”

      Citrine nodded, squeezing her fingers around the stone. Briefly she closed her eyes and thought of her beasts, of her home which awaited her on the shores of bright islands, a place she’d never been but heard of. Just as she’d taken up responsibility for her beasts, she had to take up responsibility for shielding the world from what Tor Lir might become.

      “I have lived through dark days.” Idrithar sighed. “Many wars and battles have taken place, yet here the world is today. It moves on. We have a task, a diligence to watch out for those who seek to destroy the peace, and that is why I appointed the Disciples of Ithar. You might think they did wrong by you, to trap you and take you, and yet they were holding to their beliefs, doing what they deemed best. You can do the same.”

      “I will,” Citrine promised, for looking back she could see all the reasons she and Tor Lir belonged together. Even though she’d tried to run away and get rid of him. It seemed she could not be selfish after all. “I will watch over him, but what if the worst should happen? He is immortal, he has a bloodline which is difficult, nay impossible to kill.” She shuddered at the thought of killing.

      “You have the stone. The answer will reveal itself.” Idrithar stroked his beard. “Now come, this is enough heavy talk for one day. You should enjoy the halls of the Mermis while you are here.”

      Citrine smiled, a false smile, for she doubted she could enjoy anything the Mermis offered after the knowledge they’d revealed.
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      Tor Lir closed his eyes until he could see it again, the darkness just beneath the Four Worlds, seeking to escape. The mortals, nay, even the immortals were ignorant to it. They judged him, wanted him for their own purposes, but he already had a task, a purpose, and he would see it done, even if no one else understood.

      A step at the door made him open his eyes. It was later, much later, closer to sunset and a riot of color shot across the sky, magnetized by the light of the Green Stone. Citrine stood in the doorway, her hand on the doorknob and her bright hair cascading around her shoulders. She wore a green gown which only accented her generous curves. Her lips parted, and she sucked in a breath as she studied him. “Tor Lir?”

      He wondered why she hadn’t come before and what she’d been doing. Perhaps talking more with the Mermis? But he’d needed to be alone, to think. “I’m sorry if I frightened you back there,” he told her. “I had to tell them the truth. I know why I was born, I understand my heritage, but I’m not a token to be played with. I’m not a fool and neither are you.”

      Citrine blinked away tears and crossed the room toward him, an expression on her face he’d never seen. His surprise increased when she grabbed his arms. She stared into his eyes, jaw clenching and unclenching. “Tor Lir, we don’t have to stay here a moment longer. The Mermis said we are free to go, and they will not interfere with our lives. We are free. We can go. Tonight, if you wish it. The Silver Herd will fly us wherever we wish to go.”

      He studied the upturn of her nose, her full lips, and the wetness in her eyes. Slowly his arms came up, and he placed them on her hips, drawing her closer. “Is that what you want? To go now?”

      Did she know what her offer meant? He would whisk her away with him this very moment and take them to Daygone. She didn’t want to go there, but she would. For him.

      “If it keeps you from lashing out, I will go,” she said. “I care naught for the banquet of the Mermis, for beauty and grace when it has been tainted with their dark desires for power. I just want to go home, I want things to be simple, as they once were. To be with my beasts, to plant a garden, a wild, beautiful garden, and compile my book of spells. I want to put the past in the past, and we can’t, as long as we are here.”

      Her need was so strong he felt it like a current and pulled her close, moving his head until it was at the perfect angle. He’d expected fear, revulsion, and yet, she surprised him again, coming with love and desire. How could he resist her? “Then we shall go, as long as you know, Citrine, you never need to fear me, to be frightened of who I am. I understand my purpose, and I swear I will never harm a hair on your head.”

      Tears swam in her eyes, and one trailed down her cheek. “I know,” she whispered.

      “It doesn’t change my desire though. We will go to Daygone.”

      Her fingers tightened around his arms. “I know,” she repeated.

      “We will discover the truth of power,” he pushed on.

      “And when we are done, you will come with me to the South Isles,” she said, firmly.

      “Aye,” he agreed. He leaned in and kissed her.

      She leaned into the kiss, responding with urgency and need, and he wondered why she’d agreed so easily. There was something she wanted, something she could only find in Daygone. The thought should have troubled him, but he also knew well that Daygone was his domain, and she could not betray him there.
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      They left that same evening, under the velvet wings of blackness, flying on the backs of the Silver Herd. The Cloud Kingdom soon disappeared, but when Tor Lir looked back he spied the golden dome of the palace twinkling under starlight. Mist and magic. He wondered what had driven the Mermis in their need to give and take on their own accord, seeming to help the world while planning for their own rise to power. Each of the Mermi’s he’d met had lived long lives, and he wondered if that was what happened to those blessed with immortality. The question danced through his mind as wings of bats whistled past him. Was immortality a gift? Or was it a curse? When he had dwelled a lifetime, or twice the lifetime of any mortal, would he grow bored and set his sights on more? It was hard to tell. Given the time he’d spent traveling with Citrine, his mindset had already changed. He could not imagine how much more things would change as he grew in knowledge and power. He did not see the prudence of dwelling on such thoughts though, and when the moon was full and high in the sky, he called to the horses, asking them to take them down to shore.

      Citrine dismounted with a sigh and leaned against the horse, her weight sagging with tiredness, reminding Tor Lir he should have asked the horses to stop sooner. They were on the eastern coast of the South World, where the thick woods gave way to a sandy beach and the waves lapped on the shore, reminding him of their Oceantic adventure.

      “What happened to the gift?” Tor Lir asked as Citrine rolled out a bedroll and tossed the packs the Mermis had given them in the sand.

      She lay back, resting her head on one of the pillows which Tor Lir wasn’t sure if she’d stolen it or asked the Mermis to pack it for them. Citrine was silent for a moment, then tucked her head behind her hands. “It’s naught but a foal, beautiful, with a silver mane and wings, those eyes, so large and trusting.” She smiled. “It’s too young to take away from its mother, but one day, when its older, and in need of an adventure, I told her where to find me. It’s odd though, her eyes are dark, not like mine, and all the beasts in my collection have lemon-yellow eyes, just like me.”

      Tor Lir rolled out his own bedroll, even though he did not need to sleep, and lay down beside her. “Perhaps it’s a sign that your powers are growing, and you’ll be able to speak to all beasts, not just the ones who have made an oath to you.”

      Citrine yawned loudly and turned on her side facing him. “I can always hear them, all creatures, like a faint whisper in the back of my mind.”

      “Is it distracting?”

      She laughed. “No, I’ve learned to deal with it, but it’s grown since. . .Stronghold,” she said. “I don’t want to talk about power right now though, I just want to relax, and be, because we’re free again.”

      “Aye,” he gathered her in his arms, breathing in her scent as she rested her head against his chest.

      It was peaceful. Within moments her breathing softened and slowed, her chest rising and falling. Tor Lir rested his cheek against her hair and stared out at the quiet, the peace. The waters seemed to sing him a song, lulling him, pulling him, but he’d seen the mysteries that lay beneath and surface and like Citrine said, it was beautiful to rest and let nothing come between them. With a pang, he realized they were finally at peace with each other. There were no more secrets, no more mistrust. How long had it taken?

      When he searched his heart for longing, for more, he found an answer that surprised him. Here and now, under the cover of night, by the Oceantic, where strands of sand drifted into his clothing, he was content. There was nothing more he wanted, and he understood Citrine’s desires for simplicity, just to rest. Still, he had to know about Daygone but maybe, just maybe, it wouldn’t be so bad to go with her to the South Isles, fight some pirates, help her with her garden, and of course, there would be her beasts. It was a life, and he did not know whether it would be peaceful, but he knew he could be happy, especially with her by his side. Perhaps the immortals had it wrong all along. They strived for more, for power, for influence, for control, when the mortals understood one simple thing. Life is short, and one should make the most of it, to enjoy the quiet moments, to find peace and happiness whenever one goes, for in doing so, one’s life will be abundance, and those joys will have a lasting effect.

      And so he let his mind drift as he watched the stars twinkle in the vast sky, and he felt as though the secrets of the night were revealed, imparting wisdom to him in his youth.
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      Citrine had never traveled the Eastern Hill Countries of the South World, and now she wished she had. The land was lush with rolling hills that smelled like lavender and honey. It was summer, but the sunshine, although warm did not burn their heads, and the creatures that dwelled in the hillside often came out to watch their passing. As it turned out, the Silver Herd would fly or glide above the ground as desired, at times they’d even land and gallop together, depending on what Citrine and Tor Lir requested of them. Citrine had to admit, they were lovely beasts and although dumb, they had their own sort of intelligence. They grazed in the lush fields when Citrine needed to rest, and one morning she sat, back pressed against the swell of a hillock. Purple and gold butterflies hovered around her head, but she closed her eyes, closed out the magic and called to her beasts:

      Grift. Ava. Zaul. Morag. Kraken.

      Grift was the first to answer. Mistress.

      She smiled, looking forward to seeing him again. Tell me, what goes on in the islands, are the others behaving themselves?

      Aye, Mistress, you will like it here, when you arrive. The Udi frightened off the pirates and we are at peace, aside from the other creatures who inhabit the islands.

      I am glad to hear of it. Grift, let me tell you what happened.

      No sooner had she started relaying the story of the Mermis, Ava interrupted. Where are you? Grift won’t tell me, which means something terrible happened to you. Where you are? Who do you need me to kill?

      No one, Ava. Citrine shook her head, missing the fierceness of her beast. It was all my fault, a misunderstanding, but it has been cleared up now. Tor Lir and I are in the Hill Countries, on our way to you, we only have one stop to make first.

      Let me hunt then, there is food like I’ve never tasted in these islands, and treasure.

      The communication snapped, replaced with Zaul grunt. Citrine could imagine him face down in a puddle, relaxing and waiting for a fearless fish to swim by. Zaul, is all well. I am coming. Soon.

      All is well, mistress, was he short reply.

      Enchantress, came Morag’s solemn tone.

      Morag, are you planning something without me, again?

      Nay, not this time. Take care of what you need to take care of and we will be here when you ready. I must admit, this paradise is even nicer than my home in the Boundary Line Forest.

      Citrine’s heart skipped. But that dark adventure was over now. No more too friendly giants and fearsome panthers or the dangerous Master of the Forest.

      And finally she turned to her last beast, the newest one in her collection. Kraken?

      Mistress. He learned fast.

      Do you have need of me?

      All is at peace.

      Good.

      Even though she wanted to be there, to help, to assist, her beast had always been self-sufficient and if they were protected from the world, she could enjoy her one last adventure.

      A soft thump made her open her eyes, and all connection ceased. She smiled as Tor Lir landed. The horse galloped in a circle while he shouted. She wrapped her arms around herself, because the realization had snuck in so quietly why they ventured through the Hill Countries. She was happy. The odd thought struck her, but even though she walked toward what might be doom, she was happy, just her and Tor Lir traveling together, in harmony with each other, for once. She sensed Tor Lir’s buoyancy. Something had happened in the Cloud Kingdom and his behavior was free and young as though he were a child again, experiencing life for the first time. She stood, walking through the long grass that stroked her legs. “What did you see from above?” She called, shielding her eyes against the sunlight.

      Tor Lir slide off the horse’s back and walked toward her, taking her hands in his and spinning her around before pressing a kiss on the corner of her mouth. “We are close,” he announced.

      Citrine opened her mouth and closed it. Close. She didn’t want to be close. Why did the adventure have to end? Pushing the dark feelings away, she studied him. “Oh?”

      “In a few days of hard flight, we’ll reach the border.”

      “We aren’t in any hurry, are we?”

      “No.” Tor Lir grinned. “None at all. Is there a reason you ask? Do you want to fly to a town, stop at the next inn and sleep in a bed?”

      Laughing, Citrine pushed him away. They’d spent most of their time away from towns, passing through farmlands and orchards and circumventing the villages that cropped up. Citrine couldn’t exactly put a finger on it, but she didn’t want to be with other people. When others were involved, things usually went wrong.

      “I’m just not ready for this to end.”

      The finality of her words rang in the air, cold and bleak. Tor Lir caught her wrist and drew her to him until she felt the warmth of his breath, heard the racing of his heart, and saw the darkness in his emerald eyes as he squinted at her. When he finally spoke, his voice was low. “I get that you’re afraid. I am too. Fear is only natural in the face of the unknown, but we shouldn’t let it change us, change who we are. We can always have this.” His fingers laced through hers, holding them, keeping them together. “Always, one location will not change it.”

      He kissed her, his lips warm, hungry as he held her, as though his kisses could melt away all her concerns. Even she knew it was useless to worry she could not help the disquiet that whispered through her. So she kissed him, all the while recalling her conversation with King Idrithar. She, too, had a reason to go to Daygone. A secret Tor Lir knew nothing about.
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      They took to the air again; the horses flying higher above the landmass and while clouds blew past them, often pulling them into a deep wet mist, leaving them laughing and shaking as the air blew past. As the days drifted past, the land below them shifted and changed. The rolling hills turned into something craggy and barren. The vibrant green of the grass died out, and heart in throat, Citrine knew they were nearing the place of evil, the place of death. Would it be a barren land? Broken and dead? The stories did not speak of it much, only that the Ruler dwelled there. He had to have a home, didn’t he? From old tales, dark rulers preferred great structures, like the mighty castle she’d seen in Castle Range. Her fingers trembled and her stomach tightened in knots as they approached. She cursed herself for not asking Idrithar more. He’d seemed to want to tell her about what had happened back then, but his presence intimidated her. He had knowledge she could have used. Had he gone to Daygone? Seen it for what it was? She couldn’t be sure. But evil was gone, it had been defeated, so why should she be afraid to go there? As though the spirits resting, the blood that had been spilled would cry out to her.

      The bottom dropped out of Citrine’s stomach as her mount dived out of the air and twirled in circles before coming to a jolt on the ground. The movement was so unexpected, Citrine fell off the horse and rolled onto the dusty ground. Coughing, she waved her hand and shook dust out of her clothes. “What was that for?” she grumbled, reaching for her bedroll and bags, which were about to see the same fate. Why hadn’t she demanded the Mermis give them weapons? Although what they’d use them for, she did not know, she simply preferred to be prepared.

      Tor Lir landed a moment later beside her, a question in his eyes. He dismounted, more gracefully than she had and once the horses were free, they took off, sailing back into the air in a southern direction.

      “What was that?” Citrine exclaimed again.

      Tor Lir shrugged. “They seem to think they have completed their task.”

      Citrine huffed, she’d expected to be taken all the way to Daygone, not dumped outside the borders. She grabbed a pack and tied it on her back. “I wasn’t expecting that. How did they know?”

      Tor Lir paused, picked up a pack and then sniffed the air. “I think they could smell it.”

      Citrine tightened her fingers around her bedroll to keep from trembling, then lifted her chin and sniffed. Sure enough, a faint scent came to her, but she could not figure out exactly what it was. I was a combination of heat and stone, something rich and almost peppery. I will be brave. She whispered to herself. There’s nothing here, nothing left. This land is dead, barren, for a reason.

      “Shall we?” Tor Lir asked, giving her a pointed look.

      “I’m ready,” Citrine grumbled, wishing for the lush rolling hills again where she and Tor Lir had lain together, night after night, kissing and sometimes, often times more. She sucked the inside of her cheek and Tor Lir fell in step beside her.

      “I still don’t like this,” she told him. “We know nothing of what could be here. What if something evil has been left to bring us harm and we don’t have weapons?”

      “No, but we have our power, and we already know. . .”

      The ground shook, cutting off his words.

      “We already know what?” Citrine asked, voice shaking.

      Tor Lir paused and reached for her to keep her from walking forward again. “Here there be dranagins.”
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      Citrine’s trepidation came off her waves hovering like a beckon of gloom as they walked, or rather, crept toward the borders of Daygone. Tor Lir stayed near her, reaching out now and then to touch her, as if his touch would bring her peace. She didn’t like what they were doing, but she hadn’t railed, hadn’t asked him to stop, or begged him to take her away. She hadn’t refused, like she used to, throwing her words at him, her adamant NEVER forcing him to consider how to tempt her. Not anymore. He glanced at her from time to time, but she was with him, despite her nervousness and strong dislike. He liked to think it was because of what had happened; she knew she owed him. He hadn’t asked her what revelation had come to her, but it was clear something had changed her thinking, just as something had changed his thinking.

      Something shimmered in front of him, and he paused, holding out a hand. Was it his imagination or was there, no, he reached out and touching something. It was both invisible and yet visible and slipped through his fingers when he touched it, like water, or silk or webbing from a spider’s web. What was this new thing?

      It broke when he passed through and he gasped. Citrine did the same beside him. “What was that?” she whispered.

      Tor Lir glanced back, able to still see the faint shimmering. “If I had to guess, I’d say it was a barrier that has long been broken, perhaps the remnants of one. I think we passed through the borders. We have arrived.”

      He turned to face forward and came to a complete standstill. Citrine paused beside him, so close their shoulders bumped. Together they stared at the land of Daygone. It stretched out in front of them, endless, looking no different from the land they’d just passed through. Wait, it was different. Short red grass grew, cropped close to the ground as though it were too frightened to grow long. The scent was stronger now, of brimstone and fire, and something else. Tor Lir drew in a breath, and if he had to explain, he’d say he smelled flowers. Could it be true? The land of Daygone was barren, not broken. Did life grow here?

      “Do you think the dranagins know we are here?” Citrine asked.

      Excitement raced through his veins as he took another deep breath, breathing in the scent. “No. Once they spot us, they will come for us.”

      “It was said that during the war, the heroes, Yamier and Wekin, took two dranagins and bought them here, to ensure no one ever entered Daygone again.”

      She was babbling now, talking to keep her nerves from getting the best of her.

      “Aye.” Tor Lir nodded; he’d heard the same tale.

      “They aren’t doing a very good job if they couldn’t stop us,” she gave a nervous laugh.

      “No,” Tor Lir replied, but he wasn’t listening to her because he heard something else. A shiver rustled through the air, nay, the ground, something alive was in Daygone. Reaching out, he took her hand. “Stay close to me.”

      Nodding, Citrine pressed her lips together, eyes darting across the bleak landscape.

      Tor Lir wondered if she could see it, although he was aware his vision was better than hers, indeed he could see further than any other, and so he pointed his steps toward the dark flicker. From afar it appeared like a statue, but as they walked it grow clearer. The subtle movements around him continued, and the red grass on the ground actually moved, rippled. As they continued he made it out. The very grass itself was moving away from him and closer to the black tower as though it knew to protect it. Something in the grass was alive and Tor Lir could not shake the feeling that it meant to harm them if they got too close.

      “Citrine,” he hissed, pulling them to a stop. “What else did they say in old tales? What else was left in Daygone?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, if anything else happened it did not make it into the tales. What do you sense? You can see something, can’t you?”

      “Aye, the ground is moving.”

      Citrine frowned, eyes narrowed as she followed his line of sight. “Trembling from the dranagins yes, but what else do you see?”

      “No, not from the dranagins,” he shook his head, although he caught a flash of color in the distance, beyond the tower. Dranagins. So they were there, probably had felt the change in the air and were coming for them. “The grass is moving. Watch.”

      He pointed, and as he did he saw that shift, every so slight and small, but it moved in a wave, like a tiny group of creatures in the grass. Yes, of course, creatures in the grass. He should have thought of it before. “Aren’t there old tales of creatures? Tiny creatures the size of blades of grass?”

      “Tor Lir, you’re frightening me.” Citrine squeaked. “In the old days they were armies of creatures who lived in the grass and fought in wars, killing with their poison, you don’t think. . .” she trailed off, fingers shaking.

      “I do,” Tor Lir confirmed. “I think they are here.”

      Citrine groaned and moved closer to him, but Tor Lir closed his eyes and listened. Now he heard them properly, whispered voices, shifting and moving through the grass. The name for them escaped his memory, but he thought, long and hard, and then called out, “Reveal yourselves!”

      The muttering of the creatures faded into silence and the air turned thick. A new scent cut through it, the smell of freshly cut grass, potent as it filled the air. Tor Lir breathed in and opened his eyes. The silence was complete and absolute because they did not recognize his authority; they did not know who he was. He tried again, this time slowing down his words and issuing forth a command that could not be ignored. “Reveal yourselves!”

      His voice thundered across the peaceful landscape and echoed in the silence. There came a prickle and then a change and suddenly, they were there. A sea of red creatures appeared in front of him, ripples stretching as far as the eyes could see. Citrine squeezed his hand, and he stared in awe.

      The creatures were unlike any he’d seen, standing four feet tall with luminous eyes, the largest feature in their round, hairless faces. On top of each head a red cone crackled with blue light and a sulfuric smell marred the scent of cut grass. They weren’t mortal, that much was clear, but some kind of grass-dwelling creatures. As one they blinked at him, and when they opened their mouths—if indeed what was on their face could be called a mouth—their words were simultaneous and sent shivers up and down his spine. “Why have you come and why have you called us? Speak.”

      Well, nothing but the truth would satisfy the creepy beings. Tor Lir straightened, his voice remaining cold and hard. “I am called Tor Lir, and I hail from the forests of the Iaen. I’ve come because something was left here for me, my birthright, and I have come to claim it. Why are you here and what is your purpose?”

      “We were appointed to dwell here,” the creatures said, “by Eliesmore the Great Conqueror and thus this is our home.”

      “Will you let us pass, unharmed?”

      “We guard the secrets of Daygone, none may not pass.”

      Tor Lir groaned inwardly. Of course it would not be easy. “I am the son of Eliesmore the Great Conqueror, you will let my companion and I pass unharmed.”

      “You must prove you are who you say you are.”

      “How? What proof do you require?”

      “Proof of power.”

      Tor Lir frowned, unsure what to do. He had power, felt it within him, but he wasn’t sure what to do or how to display it in a way that would not cause destruction. Besides, if he opened the ground and let it swallow the Zikes whole, Citrine would not forgive him for a repeat of the violence that had gotten them in trouble in the Cascade Mountains.

      Citrine let go of his hand so swiftly and suddenly he was taken aback. She lifted her arms and stepped forward; eyes closed. Confounded at her actions, Tor Lir stared. Her mouth moved, but no words that he could hear came out, yet he sensed her power, rippling through the air and cascading toward the grass creatures like a wave. The silence was as thick as fog. He wanted to reach out and touch it but suddenly he was part of it, hearing the worlds that swirled in his mind. Closing his eyes, he gave in to the pull, and for the first time he heard Citrine. She spoke inside his head, but she wasn’t talking to him.
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      “I know who you are,” Citrine said, unsure if she said the words aloud, or if they were just in her head. She hadn’t expected the change, the shift in the air, but as soon as the creatures demanded a display of power, she knew what her role was and what she had to do.

      She’d closed her eyes and established the connection, aware that the power of the stone let her hear the whispers and connect with the creatures. As she did so, she realized their voices had always been there, hushed in the background.

      She had their attention and even with her eyes closed their menacing, luminous eyes stared at her, almost bored, waiting for her to speak.

      “You are Zikes,” she went on. The name had evaded her for a few moments but now she remembered, they were dangerous creatures whose power could be used for good or evil. It made sense that they had made their home in Daygone, the place of all evil. “You are right to question us, for no mortal should walk this land, nor see what has been left, but Tor Lir and I are no mortals. He is who he said he is, child of Eliesmore the Great Conqueror. If you followed the Great Conqueror, you should listen to him. I am Citrine the Enchantress and I have the power of mind control, but I will not take your minds from you, I will give you a choice. What will it be?”

      A whisper rippled through the air and Citrine opened her eyes as blood rushed to her nose. She wiped it away with the back of her hand, but the connection between her and the Zikes was still there, flowing strong. The odd creatures moved nearer, although she did not discern their movement, it was more like she blinked, and they were much closer. A warning shuddered through her and she wondered if she should attempt to control them, but if she did so, they’d hate her for it, wrestle back control and likely try to kill them. Nay, she had to wait for them to make their own decision.

      “Show us,” the voices repeated, insistent as they pressed closer.

      Tor Lir touched her arm, imparting strength with a mere touch. “Show them,” he whispered. “We don’t have to act; we just have to do what we did in the Cascade Mountains.”

      She recoiled, horrified at his suggestion. “What are you talking about?” her words came out sharper than she intended.

      “Remember when we first learned about Orenda, the source of power in the Cascade Mountains? It came to us like light, mine was a green shimmer and yours. . .”

      “A gold shimmer,” she finished for him. “I don’t recall how to force it, to make it appear.”

      “Just think it about it, all we have to do is make it appear.”

      Citrine nodded and cupped her hands in front of her, thinking of her power. A tingling sensation went through her body and a wind blew. She opened her eyes, surprised for she hadn’t felt wind before, and there was Tor Lir. Green flames glowed in the palm of both hands and wind blew around him, or perhaps it came from him. Citrine opened her hands. A tiny gold flame danced on her palms. As she thought about it, it grew. She stared in awe and her body hummed. Power. Complete and utter power. It felt beautiful and yet bigger and dangerous, potent and hungry. That’s what it was. She wanted to use it, to lift her hands and hurl the ball of fire, to see how far it would go and how much damage it would do. The desire gained strength as she lifted her hands higher, preparing when the voices of the Zikes hummed in her ears.

      “We have seen your might and power,” their voices cut like gravel. “We hear and obey, oh great ones.”

      And suddenly they were bowing, a sea of grass, there, and just as quickly winked out of sight, returning to their true forms, or perhaps their camouflage form, back into the grass.

      Citrine took a deep breath and peered at Tor Lir. “Did you see that?” she breathed.

      Green light faded as he pressed his hands together, admiration in his eyes as he stared at her. “How did you know to do that?”

      Citrine shrugged. “It just came to me.”

      “I’m glad it did,” he smiled, “and I’m grateful you are here, although you do not want to be. Our powers work better, together.”

      “Like we are each other’s equals, where I have a weakness, you fulfill it,” Citrine said carefully.

      “Aye.” Tor Lir extended his hand.

      Citrine glanced down at his palm, but it looked as if the fire had never been. Still, when she put her hand in his, her skin tingled. The path was clear, and Tor Lir led as though he walked directly toward something. A question budded on her tongue, but she kept her mouth shut.

      The air in Daygone had cleared, and although she tried, she sensed no hint or indication of evil. That didn’t mean it wasn’t there, and yet it wasn’t as bad as she’d expected. If there were more barriers to their entry, she and Tor Lir would overcome them together.

      Something crunched under Tor Lir’s foot and he paused. “What’s this?” He bent to scoop something up out of the ground.

      “Probably rocks and rubble,” Citrine offered as he let go of her hand.

      “No.” Tor Lir shook the dust off the object on the ground and held it up to the light.

      Citrine’s heart froze.
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      A cloud of fear glazed over Citrine’s eyes, and Tor Lir wished he hadn’t been so hasty in revealing the object. As he held it up to the light, he saw it for what it was, a ring, but not just any ring. It had a thick gold band and in the center was inlaid a ruby stone, big, bright, potent. A set of tiny diamonds surrounded it. Words were written on the band in what he assumed was an old, forgotten language. As he held up the ring, the ruby shifted as though a liquid moved inside it. He knew what it was, and a warning made the hairs on his neck stand up. Bloodred. A stone which matched his eyes. Well, not his eyes, but the eyes of his shadow.

      “Are you going to keep it?” Citrine asked, a catch in her tone.

      “Aye,” he told her, keeping his answer simple. A red ring left on the ground could not be a coincidence.

      Citrine nodded and did not say more, although her lips turned down in worry.

      Tor Lir held it in his palm, watching it sparkle and shine, curious what would happen if he put it on. “It is not much different, is it, from your stone?”

      Citrine’s shoulders slumped. “No, you are right, although it feels different.”

      “Would it bother you less if the stone was green?”

      She nodded, lips tight, staring straight ahead.

      “I see,” he said, and because she wasn’t looking, slipped it on. It fit on his middle finger, the band tightening around his skin, but he felt no different after putting it on. Perhaps it would come later, if it was a token of power and not simply a pretty ring, left to rot in the barren land.

      After he put on the ring, they moved forward again, although Citrine’s silence hung between them like an omen.

      “Where are we going?” she asked at last.

      Tor Lir arched his brows. “Do you not see it?”

      “See what?”

      “The tower,” he pointed. It was much bigger now, rising high into the air as though it were built to kiss the clouds.

      Citrine gasped, and her voice was tiny when she responded. “Oh. I did not see it until you pointed it out.”

      He wondered at that. Was the land catering to him and playing tricks on Citrine?

      “I assumed if we were to start anywhere, it would be in a structure, and do you smell that in the air?”

      “No, what is it?”

      “Roses.”

      Citrine was quiet after that and they continued in silence, although occasionally Tor Lir glimpsed color, the dranagins in a distance. Perhaps the Zikes kept them from coming closer, for it seemed the Zikes protected the tower. There was something else too, a shimming liquid, although he could not determine whether it was an actual body of water or simply a mirage.

      Eventually, he and Citrine would have to deal with the dranagins, for he intended to cross the land of Daygone and take Citrine to the South Isles which were off the coast. Since he could run on water, he had no worries about finding a boat. At the very least, one of Citrine’s beasts could take them to their new haven, if necessary. He’d determine next steps when they arrived. Perhaps Citrine would have a way of dealing with dranagins like she’d dealt with the Zikes.

      The tower took shape and form as they neared. The soil was black, dark and rich. Around the base of the tower grew bushes, thick and wild with sharp thorns as big around as his wrists, and roses as big as his hands. They were an odd color, black as night, white as snow and red as blood. Citrine said nothing, only moving closer to him as they navigated their way through the garden, following an overgrown path. Tor Lir couldn’t help but think less than three decades ago, this had been the haven of evil. Shivering, he waited for unease to prickle his scalp, but nothing came.

      The door to the tower was ajar as if someone had entered and had never left, or used a different route. Tor Lir paused ten feet from the doorway, heart hammering in his throat. This was it, his moment, what he’d come all this way for. He squeezed his hands into fists and closed his eyes. There was no coming back from this. If he went inside the tower and discovered the truth, learned wisdom and knowledge, would it change who he was? Would he start down a different path from the one he’d been on, and would he disrupt the rule of the world?

      He wanted to go inside, to find answers and discover the power meant for him. Yet, as he stood under the sky of promise, overshadowed by the tower, he couldn’t help but ask himself. If something were so dark and evil that it had to be guarded, what business did he have stepping inside and taking the heavy burden of the world upon himself?

      Citrine rested her hand on his shoulder and squeezed, as though she too sensed the change. If they stepped into the obsidian tower, nothing would be the same again. Still, it was the reason they had come, and Tor Lir had no doubt that if he didn’t take action with his future, the Truth Tellers would appear again, calm and insistent, reminding him of his duty, his task, the reason he was born. For a moment, he wished he was alone, to discover the revelation for himself and learn the secrets hidden within, but that was not the way.

      He took a step. Rock crumbled into shards of black stone under his feet. Keeping his steps measured, he passed under the dark archway into the gloom of the tower. The light was filtered, but still bright enough for him to see without torches. Inside there was only one way to go. A wide spiral staircase pointed upward, and he climbed, Citrine behind him. An uncanny silence muted their footsteps. Dust and dirt rose in tiny poofs under his feet. The place was untouched, and Tor Lir’s heartbeat increased as they climbed toward the summit.

      The air turned clearer as they continued, and a sense of foreboding washed over him. What lay in wait? What would he find at the summit?

      At last the stairs ended on a landing and Tor Lir stilled as he took a step, then waited for Citrine to stand by his side. She drew in a sharp breath and together they stared at the chamber at the top of the tower. It was circular, with wide archways, windows which pointed to the sky. It was a haunt, and Tor Lir imagined winged beasts would fly back and forth, entering the tower from those arches. Summoning his courage, although there was no one there at all, he stepped further into the room. Ivy vines that clung around the columns. Carved winged statues, thick with dirt and grime, perched in various forms of servitude and worship.

      Tor Lir’s fingers shook when his eyes rested on the altar, as tall as his waist. On top of it lay a thick black book and even though dust and dirt should have marred its edges it was clean, as though it had been laid to rest mere moments ago. Tor Lir’s mind buzzed as he stared at the thickness of it and imagined the weight to it. The black book contained knowledge. When he lifted his eyes from the basin, there was more.

      The room was much bigger than he’d initially assumed and to one side was a throne, shining a glossy black with hard edges. Words, similar to the one of the ruby ring were carved into the throne, and beside it sat a pile of books, manuscripts bound in leather, with quills and dried ink scattered on the ground.

      The scent of vellum hung, piercing the gloom, and Tor Lir walked toward it, considering. Where should he start? It was clear the knowledge left for him was in the books, but it would take time to sit down and read. He could not imagine that Citrine wanted to spend more time than necessary in the tower.

      This tower was home to someone long ago, or perhaps not so long ago. He shivered. If his assumptions were true, he stood where the Ruler had stood. The Dark One. Sarhorr. The one who’d brought destruction and death to the Four Worlds. It was not his birthright, could not be his birthright. Someone so evil should not leave him a gift.

      Frowning, he studied the throne, and that’s when he saw it. It leaned against the side of the throne, a short top-heavy scepter with a glowing ornament in the middle. The scepter was made of onyx, but Tor Lir’s heart stilled when he saw the color of the stone which glowed in the middle. His breath caught and his thoughts rushed and collided, trying to make sense of what he was seeing.

      The world rushed around him and for a moment everything was hazy before it cleared again. He blinked, clarifying that it was the Green Stone. It lay in the center of the scepter, pulsing with life and energy. How was it possible? Every tale told of the legend of the Green Stone, how it had been dissolved, and the proof of it hung in the sky, the Green Light, visible from anywhere in the Four Worlds. Even the ships navigated by the light of the Green Stone, and yet here it was, again, in the specter!

      He took a step toward it and paused, waiting for understanding to overcome him, but nothing changed. Still, was it possible he held both stones? The ruby-red which matched his shadow and the Green Stone which matched his eyes. Ultimate power. Was this the gift he was meant to find in Daygone?

      A longing clawed up his throat, and he wanted it, wanted to know so badly he reached out, taking tentative steps toward the scepter. A wind blew through the room, ruffling his hair, and a book fluttered open. Tor Lir’s fingers closed around the scepter and pain shot through him as though a lightning bolt struck him. He drew back with a cry, stunned, and whirled to find Citrine staring at him.

      Her face was white, and her gaze shifted, going from him and the scepter to a black pitchfork which lay on the ground to the thick black book on the basin. He thought for a moment she would start crying. Instead, she blinked at him and pointed. He followed her gaze to the open book which lay on the throne.

      Words were written in neat handwriting and signed with a flourish. A date lay on the page:

      945

      Nothing will ever be the same again. I realize that now, and what I must do to cleanse myself from my dark affair with power. The power of the Green Stone is too strong for any mortal, and I should have listened when the Truth Tellers warned me against dissolving the Green Stone. I have felt the strength of its power, seen the darkness it gathers, and felt my desires shift and change as I used it. Although it was used to destroy the Changers and save the world for the mortals, it will not last. Just as the Truth Tellers proclaimed, eventually, when the days are old and years far gone into the future, the world will change, and the immortals will take what was rightfully theirs all along. I cannot stop it; I cannot prevent the future from coming. Even though I walk this world, immortal now, I have changed. It is with deep regret I realize I will never have a family and live out my days in peace in the Four Worlds, and I do not know how to destroy the Green Stone. It is the power of creation, the one tool that is indestructible, so I shall do what I should have done long ago. I seal the power of the Green Stone within this scepter. Only my blood shall unlock the power of creation. I seal this curse. Let no one break it.

      Tor Lir paused, taken aback by the words. The signature—no surprise—was signed by Eliesmore himself. Tor Lir stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest. A curse? He hadn’t heard of a curse before, and the Truth Tellers had warned Eliesmore against dissolving the Green Stone? He did not understand. Furrowing his brow, he studied the books. He’d been impulsive with his movements, tried to take up a power he knew nothing about when he needed the knowledge first. It was clear he should read the books, understand the lore, and then, if warranted, understand if he even needed the power which rested in the tower.

      Moving to the throne, he lifted the book and sat down. A thump drew his attention. Citrine stood in front of the basin, both hands gripping the black book.
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      There was no one in the tower. Citrine noted with relief as she and Tor Lir stood in the chamber, even though an odd sensation crept over her shoulders. This place had been some sort of shrine used for evil purposes. The taint of it filled the air. She studied the room, the altar and basin with the book, the black pitchfork laying headlong on the floor, the throne with the stack of books, and the onyx scepter, pulsing with power. There was nothing that would harm her. Eventually, her racing heartbeat slowed, and her limbs relaxed.

      Tor Lir had been bolder, but when he reached for the scepter, a wind stole into the chamber, and the pages of a book flapped open, as though encouraging him to read first, and touch later. A wise idea. Her conversation with Idrithar filtered back to her mind, and she studied the room again. She had a stone, and it had to be dissolved in water, unique waters, but where in this tower would those waters be? Her eyes returned again and again to the black book on the basin, and her skin crawled. The basin was likely what she needed, but she didn’t want to touch the book. She was sure the words inside were dark and evil, and she had no desire to read them. Briefly she thought of her spell book, which she’d have to rewrite for the third time. Spells were potent and powerful, especially if spoken aloud and she assumed the dark book contained similar spells.

      Steeling herself, she moved toward it, fingers shaking as she approached the basin. The book sat like a stone, and when she tried to lift it, it thumped back into place. A whisper hissed through the room, like spirits remarking on a disruption. Biting her lip, she looked up into Tor Lir’s emerald-green eyes. He’d taken a seat on the throne, and she realized how right it looked, him sitting on a black throne, a leather-bound book in his lap, old journals and ruined ink staining the ground, and a scepter by his side. Her eyes were drawn to the scepter and for the first time, she actually looked at it. True, it was beautiful, but when she saw the stone in the middle, her head thudded.

      “How?” she whispered. Even the low volume of her voice seemed too loud, as though it disrupted the sacredness of the chamber.

      Tor Lir stared back at her, he studied her fingers which gripped the black book. Citrine let go, a flush rising on her face. The last thing she wanted Tor Lir to think was that she had any reason to be in Daygone, holding the black book. It made her look like she had an alternative motive, and she did not desire to give Tor Lir any reason to mistrust her.

      “It is the Green Stone,” he stated, his word calm, measured, and even. “It is the gift that was left for me, the power that my father forsook years ago, before he disappeared.”

      Citrine gasped. “You mean to take it up?”

      “It will take some time to understand, fully, the knowledge left for me here. Citrine, I need to read these books before I do anything. Something stirs inside me, a call to power, but I believe the Truth Tellers meant for me to come here all along, to learn. I need guidance before I understand the full use of my power, and I believe these books contain the guidance I need. If I had come here first, as soon as I learned the truth about who I am, perhaps what happened in the Cascade Mountains could have been avoided. I want to do things right, this time, without being impulsive. Just because I have power doesn’t mean that I should rush to use it. This book here is a journal, from my father, and I suspect he came here, perhaps more than once. Although I don’t believe his words were directly meant for me, but a warning to any who might come here, to understand the foul effects of power, and know that if you have great power you must give something in return. It is an exchange, and often the cost higher than most anticipate.”

      Citrine stilled. Idrithar had said he found the remnants of a portal in a room in the fortress. What had Eliesmore been up to? Without the knowledge he had a son, what possessed him to leave this here? Writing things down was a ritual of self-cleansing, but to leave these things here. . .Citrine frowned. Must of the past had been hidden, glossed over in stories, leaving only the facts. Had anyone known the truth? Or were they too intent on saving the world to pause and examine the costs? Perhaps the Mermis had a point.

      “You intend to study all this,” she confirmed, spreading her hands although her fingers itched from where she’d touched the book.

      “Aye. It will take time.”

      What was he trying to tell her? The thought rose so swiftly her stomach clenched, and she had trouble forcing the words from her lips. “Do you want me to leave you here? Is that what it is? Alone in this desolate place so you can read these books? What about the islands? What about us?”

      Tor Lir stood, almost dropping the book, and the muscles in his face jerked. “Citrine,” his voice was low, dangerous, “I have followed you through the lands and I have asked for nothing, except this. Do not rush me, just when I am discovering the truth. I keep my promises and I will not betray you, but we have been here mere moments and you are hoping we can leave. It is not so simple, not so easy. I know I can return here, again and again, and I will, but for now, let me read and gain some understanding before we go.”

      Citrine’s fury rose. “How long?” she demanded, pushing him harder, although she knew she shouldn’t.

      He glared at her. “I don’t know.”

      Closing her eyes, Citrine sighed. This delay had been her fault. If only she hadn’t gone to the Disciples of Ithar, then she and Tor Lir would have gone directly to the South Isles and from there, on to Daygone. Tapping her fingers against the basin, she took a deep breath. “You’re right.” The words hurt to say. “At least come move this book for me, I want to study the designs on the basin.”

      Tor Lir sighed but stood, whirling to drop the book on the throne behind him. As he did, the scepter tilted and began to fall.

      “Tor Lir!” Citrine pointed, fearful that somehow when it smashed into the stone floor, the stone would break and shoot out green light to destroy them.

      He moved fast, reaching out a hand to catch the edges of it as it fell. He gave a sharp hiss and suddenly a pregnant silence pressed against Citrine’s ears as what happened next seemed to move in slow motion. The scepter cut Tor Lir as he reached for it, a deep and sudden cut, sending a rush of blood out of his fingertips, staining the onyx with crimson.

      Blood rushed to Citrine’s ears as she watched the green stone in the center melt. At least it appeared as though it were melting. It turned a liquid green and light shot out of it. Citrine ducked, hands over her head to protect herself as she crouched behind the altar. Tears pressed against her eyes as she squeezed them shut and the air around her roared.

      A wind swept into the chamber, shaking the leaves of ivy, flipping open the pages of each book and rattling the basin. The stone floor of the tower shook, trembled, the roar expanding, growing until it shut off with a clamp of thunder and there was silence yet again.
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      Storm clouds formed above the tower, as malicious and black as the scepter he held in his hands. Dimly he was aware of the violence of the wind, the fluttering of the precious pages, some tearing and ripping from the book. Although he did not know how or why, he was aware of everything that lived in Daygone, the dranagins lifting their heads, smoke curling out of their nostrils at the sudden storm. They did not expect it and confusion made them hunker down, hiding in a valley to await the peace and calm again. The Zikes faded into their camouflage, refusing to be hindered as fat drops of rain drowned the ground. They were used to such things and could survive any kind of weather. And then Tor Lir because conscious of someone else. Citrine. The skip of her heartbeat, the way she hid from the sudden eruption, and there was something else. It was as though he’d taken some of her power of mind control and he sensed her thoughts, her frustration, and her need. There was something in Daygone that she, too, desired, and while she wanted to search for it, she also wanted to be with her beasts. Her conflicted heart twisted through her, ebbing and flowing as she tried to gasp hold of her desires.

      He took another step away from the throne, blood running freely down his arm now, and lifted the scepter. Green light shot out of it, and suddenly the chamber was ablaze with flames of green and gold. Gold. He’d expected the green but not the gold, yet as it grew, as it flooded him, filling him with both a heaviness and buoyancy, he understood what had happened. The power of the Green Stone that had been left for him in Daygone rushed out, filling him as though he were an empty vessel, ready, waiting for it. Spreading his arms, he opened himself to it and let the light fill him, sucking it in until there was no barrier between him and the green light. He knew who he was, what he was, why the power had come to him, and most importantly, he knew his name, his own name, not what he was called: Tor Lir, but the name he’d been given when the Four Worlds were created, the moment of his birth had been foreseen. His task, his duty for the Four Worlds had been planned before the beginning of time and now at last he had come into his own, and the power that filled him swelled and grew. Rejoicing.

      “Citrine.”

      When he spoke, everything gave way. The storm finished its cycle and faded, leaving the scent of fresh water hanging in the air. A mist hung, slowly evaporating as though all had been washed clean. Tor Lir took a deep breath. Even though she’d hidden her thoughts, her desires from him again, he sensed them, and he knew why. This time anger did not rise, and when she stood, hair wild, eyes shining with a mixture of fear and awe, something clicked within.

      He’d promised the green giantess that he did not feel emotion, that he did not love, but he was wrong. All this time he’d walked the realm of mortals thinking he’d held on to himself, but he’d lost himself and now he cared, cared about their small, short lives, their desires and dreams, their futures and their past. Perhaps a day would come when the immortals ruled, but now was the age of the mortals, it was their time, and as long as that was the case, he would stand as the protector, the defender of the world. If Citrine stood by his side, it would be enough, it would all be enough.

      Her lips trembled, but she spoke, her eyes darting from the scepter to his face. “What are you going to do?”

      Taking a step toward her, he lowered the scepter. “I’m going to give you what you want.”

      Her eyes widened. “How do you know what I want?”

      “I sense it. I sense all things now, just as you hear all things, the power of creation surges within me. I can give you the token you seek.”

      Citrine swallowed visibility, her face flushed. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t pretend with me, Citrine, not again,” he cautioned, keeping his tone even. “I am not angry with you, not this time, you are only doing what you need to do. Have we not had this discussion, time and again?  And yet you fail each time to be open. Deep inside you still fear me, and you are right to do so, for what will I do with unlimited, ultimate power? I can build and destroy; I can raise empires and armies and take the Four Worlds as my own. Perhaps I can even ascend to the stars and find other worlds. Here and now, it is easy to say that such things will never be, but what happens in ten years, twenty years, a hundred years? I cannot guarantee, and so I will give you the one thing you need. I understand it now, green and gold, the light of the green stone and the sunshine as duel lights on this world, and so it shall be with you and I. Hold out the stone.”

      Citrine blinked, then squared her shoulders. “Tor Lir, you have to know I would not do this unless I had to.”

      “Don’t apologize,” he shook his head, understanding her hesitation. “This is how it was always meant to be. As I rise, I need someone to hold me in check, and that is you. Perhaps this is why we were brought together in the very beginning.”

      “You will not hold this against me?”

      “No, but you understand what this means, don’t you? As we take up our power and step into the fullness of who we are and what we can do, others will come after us. The Disciples of Ithar know we exist, and so do the Mermis. There might be others who come, seeking power, and we will have to decide what to do with them, and how to treat them.”

      “I know.”

      “We must make our havens difficult to find and keep to ourselves.”

      “Like I always wanted.” Citrine tried to laugh, but it came out as a choking sound.

      He held her eyes as she pulled out the lemon-yellow stone and cupped it in her palms. It shimmered with power, glistening, begging for freedom. “Are you sure you want this?” he hesitated. “There’s no going back, not after this.”

      “This is the only way.”

      He paused for a moment and then held out the scepter. A rumble of thunder shook the chamber and green light unfurled, reaching for Citrine’s stone. It engulfed it, swallowed it whole like a monster. A bolt of bright yellow flared and Tor Lir stepped back, shielding his eyes as golden light soared out of the stone and wrapped around Citrine, drowning her in its magnificence. He barely saw her through the haze, yet caught her shape as she dropped to her knees. Letting go of the scepter, he went to her, pulled her into his arms, and held her as power whirled around them, building into a violent storm of magic. Thunder boomed, lightning split the sky and the flames of gold and green rose higher and higher until they burst, and silence filled the chamber.
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      A golden sea surrounded her, and Citrine floated on the waves, lying on her back while the glory cascaded around her. Starlight gleamed, covering her with a white dust and she spread her arms, wondering if she could fly. What was inside her tasted delicious on her tongue and she wanted more, to swallow it over and over again and never be satisfied. If she opened her hands, snapped her fingers, closed her eyes, and merely thought, she could have whatever she wanted. Shivers of anticipation raced up and down her spine, for she wasn’t alone. Her fingers closed around a hand and a pulse throbbed against her skin. When she turned her head, it was Tor Lir and his arms were around her, holding her up, boosting her above the gold waves. A halo of green hovered over his shimmering black hair like a crown, and his eyes were almost a translucent green. When he gazed at her, she glimpsed all the thoughts in his mind and knew he could see hers too. What was this power called? Not mind control, but something else, something pure.

      She put her hand to his cheek and opened her mouth. “I am not afraid anymore. Now, I understand.”

      He pressed his hand to her heart, the movement tender as he pulled her closer until she saw the flecks of stardust in his magnetic eyes. “We have unleashed power, ultimate power that can be used as we desire. Whatever we endeavor to do will be blessed, and none will stand against us, for we have the power of light. We have a duty to the Four Worlds, as its protectors.”

      “What about the balance?” she asked, recalling what seemed like a long time ago, when Tor Lir claimed he came to keep the balance between good and evil. It had been a useless conversation back then, but now had his mind changed?

      “If there is peace, endless peace, the mortals will become bored, so we must ensure the continual rise of chaos in order to challenge them, to let them overcome, to continue to hope that regardless of what happens, they can overcome evil and drive back the darkness. I have learned that light and dark cannot dwell in one creature, one vessel, together. Eventually one will overcome the other, and if it doesn’t, it will destroy that which it seeks to contain.”

      His words danced around her ears and it took a moment before the meaning of them sank in. She supposed she should have been angry, upset that he saw a need for chaos, but her anger did not rise. Instead, one more question pushed at the edges of her mind, even though her breath came short and fast. His hand against her heart began to slide down. She wanted to give in to pleasure, to explore the purity of the moment and reach that heady climax, and yet she had to know one last thing before she gave in.

      “What of your shadow? You have the ruby ring, bound in stone. If you unleash it, what will you become?”

      His eyes changed, a glitter of mischief rising before he shifted, his arm tightening around her waist, pulling her against his chest. “I shall go with you, my lady, to the southern isles and help you build a home and grow a garden. When the time comes, I must return here. Much has been left for me to learn, to study, but I would not force you to stay here longer. You got what you came for, although I am curious, how did you know about dissolving the stone?”

      Citrine studied his face, noting he’d neatly side-stepped her question. “Idrithar told me,” she admitted. “After what happened in the Cascade Mountains, I need to be sure. It’s not that I don’t trust you. You’ve grown and changed, and I love you, but I understand I have a responsibility that I cannot ignore, not this time. I am Citrine the Enchantress, and if the worst should happen, I need to do everything in my power to stop it.”

      “Yet you tried to hide from me,” he scolded, although he was smiling. “You and I are so close, while I can’t read your mind, I can sense it. I can sense all of you.”

      “And I you,” Citrine squirmed in his arms, heart thumping, not because she wanted to escape but because the raw truth stared her in the face. It was like being laid bare for the first time.

      Tor Lir moved his hand up to cup her cheek. She leaned into the warmth of it. “I’ve loved you for a long time,” he admitted, “but I did not know what it was.”

      Closing her eyes, Citrine leaned into his touch. It was impossible to resist this, resist him, and with the magic flowing through her veins, she did what she’d always done, because she had nothing left to lose. She pressed her lips against his and kissed him hard. Her hands came up and threaded through his hair, and he responded with exuberance.
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      Kissing her was different somehow, more real, more solid, more meaningful now that the air between them was completely clear. He pulled her hips against his, pressing, and she responded with eagerness, spreading her legs, lifting one knee. An inferno wind blew past him, so intense its heat seared the skin on his back. The sea of green and gold faded, and he and Citrine were back in the chamber, on the floor, by the altar, and a creature roared.

      “Dranagins,” Citrine breathed, rolling away from him and adjusting her skirts.

      He was slower to rise, noting the heat, concerned about the books going up in flames. Snatching up the scepter, he dashed to the archways and stared out at one, but two magnificent dranagins.

      At first glance, they looked like Ava, but they were twice her size, at least the smaller one was, with gold and silver scales instead of blue feathers. Smoke oozed from long snouts and two pairs of yellow eyes stared back at him.

      Below a bonfire of flame licked up the ground around the tower. So, the dranagins intended to burn them out? Stand tall, he stared back at the two creatures. One was as big as a mountain and the other, although much smaller, snarled at him. Tor Lir opened his mouth to speak, but a deep bellow cut him off.

      “Who dares enter our land, wreaking havoc on our territory and invading the forbidden tower? This land was given to us long ago, and you are trespassing!”

      Tor Lir paused, taken aback. Trespassing? Still, this was a disagreement that would be resolved with peace, although a slight niggling told him, if he and Citrine wished to fight the dranagins with their newfound power, they would succeed, but at what cost? The idea of two great dranagins in Daygone kept many from coming near the source of power, and Tor Lir was sure there were still those drawn to evil deeds who might wish to enter the land and see for themselves what had taken place. After all, it was unlikely that all who served under the rule of darkness were slain in the war between the mortals and immortals. The dranagins could be their allies, and he would not toss away a chance because of a simple argument.

      “I ask your forgiveness for trespassing,” he began, holding the scepter as though it were a walking stick. “I understand that in the past, this land was given to you to keep others from venturing near. Yet was there not one who came from time to time, who entered this tower and spent time here? Why did you let him pass?”

      “We owe you nothing,” the smaller dranagin spat, sending a plume of black smoke into the air. “Answer our question, or you will find yourself nothing more than smoke and ash.”

      “No,” it was Citrine, standing behind him and staring at the dranagins.

      Tor Lir glanced at her, aware that once again, it was Citrine who stepped up to quash all disagreements and find a solution that benefited both parties.

      “Listen, dranagins of Daygone. This is your land, your home, and we have not come to take it from you. The knowledge we need, the power we seek is bound to this tower, and, if, from time to time, we enter this land to gleam the power that rests here, you must know we will leave you in peace. We are the only two who should ever come here, all others must be driven away for the knowledge that lies here is not for anyone else. As a token of my faith in you, I will tell you who I am. I am Citrine the Enchantress and a host of beasts come at my beck and call. Should you so choose, you can live under my protection.”

      Tor Lir’s fingers twitched as a voice whispered around him and the minds of the dranagins were laid bare. He knew their desires and the secrets they kept, especially one, and he knew it was within his power to grant it.

      “What she says is true,” Tor Lir added. “I have seen the beasts that follow her, the great griffin who speaks with knowledge, the leviathan who dwells in the waters of the deep, the kraken who can drown islands just by rising from the depths, and the blue dragon and the great lizard. Should we call, they will come, take this land from you, and make this home their own. That is not what I desire, nor is it what you want. I see your loneliness, your need more for, for dranagin-kind to continue, but they cannot, because there are only two of you. I have the power to find another of your kind, to help your line continue, but not if you are bloodthirsty creatures who desire death.”

      He felt Citrine’s eyes on him then, surprised but acknowledging his guidance.

      The dranagins were silent and Tor Lir’s sensed decision warring within. Finally, the bigger one spoke. His voice boomed so loudly; the tower shook. “We will let you pass, this time, but we will need proof you can give us what we desire.”

      “Proof you shall have.” Tor Lir raised his hand and pointed his scepter at the fires that burned around the tower. He thought of water, he thought of creation, and the fires slowly withered and then winked out.

      “They’re like them,” the smaller dranagin hissed. “The ones who brought us here, who could not burn.”

      Interesting. Tor Lir cocked his head. Very interesting.

      “You may pass,” the larger dranagin said and spread its wings.

      A blast of hot air ruffled Tor Lir’s hair as the dranagins took off, flying low over the barren land, toward a low row of hills, or perhaps mountains. Tor Lir watched them until Citrine touched his arm.

      “How did you do that?” Her voice was breathless with wonder. “The fires went out on their own.”

      Tor Lir glanced at the scepter and smiled. “Aye, but I have the power of creation. I think the Heroes of Old had it all wrong, they used the power of creation in the war for destruction, but I wonder if anyone has used it for creation.”

      He held up his scepter, and light flashed from it. “Grow,” he whispered. The ground around the tower rippled, then sighed. Green shoots appeared, covering the barren land. The ivy twisted, growing thicker, and the roses budded.

      “Not all has to be dark and evil.” He took Citrine’s arm. “We can make this land beautiful again, as it should be, but for now I’ve had enough. Let’s go home.”
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      A cool breeze rose off the waters and Citrine lifted her arms, allowing the wind to blow back her hair and refresh her from the strength of the summer sun. Less than a week later and she and Tor Lir were in the waters of Oceantic, sailing toward the islands. If it could be called sailing. Morag had come for them, waiting off the coast of Daygone, far enough away from that dark land that they’d had to dive into the waters and swim to meet him. It reminded Citrine of her and Tor Lir’s adventure in the Under Water World, where at last, the revelation of who he was and why they were together had come to her. This time, though, there would be no betrayal at the end, only peace. It surprised her she felt that way, overcome by calmness, while a strong anticipation rose within.

      Golden light continued to move within her as though she’d swallowed a restless beast. She liked it there, and was curious about how her power would develop over the course of her lifetime, but for now she was content to hold it at bay, as she did with her skills as an enchantress. Power was deadly and could be used for good or evil. She was determined to master it, above all, and use it only to help others, to her help herself and her beasts.

      She leaned against Tor Lir’s hard chest, trailing her bare feet in the waters. Morag moved swiftly yet stayed at the surface, taking them to a smudge on the horizon. Citrine’s heart leaped and fluttered, not simply because she was almost home, but because of Tor Lir. One arm pressed around her waist, and when she lifted her head, she could see the line of his strong jaw and his eyes, cautious, watching, waiting. Something had changed about him since Daygone. It was more than the revelation of his power and the books of wisdom that had been left for him there. No, he seemed older, more mature, and there was a light in his eyes she’d never seen before.

      Even though she had mixed feeling about it, he’d brought the onyx scepter with him and she could not fault him. It was a reminder of who he was, but despite what they’d both learned in Daygone, the old fears had melted away. She knew he would not seek to destroy the world or rule it like the Mermis. She could trust him at last, and the thought made tears burn in her eyes.

      “You are quiet.” His low voice strummed mixed feelings within. Desire, want, need, urgency. “What are you thinking?”

      Citrine pressed his hand against her waist, her fingers lacing through his. She tilted back her head until she could almost see him, and he rewarded her efforts with a kiss. Her skin tingled where his lips touched it, and that familiar desire slid through her. Closing her eyes, she took a shuddering breath before responding, as the water splashed up around her thighs. “I did not except this, this ending.”

      Tor Lir squeezed her hand in response. “It’s not the end though, it’s only the beginning of the rest of our lives. We might be home now, but I’m sure challenges will arise, but we will handle them, as we always do.”

      “Still,” Citrine protested, because everything was new, “We are different now, older, wiser, knowledgeable. We know the desires of mortals and immortals and the hearts of beasts. We’ve walked into the realm of power and discovered secrets no one else knows. How can anything be the same when everything has changed?”

      “Your beasts haven’t changed.” Tor Lir pointed just as a shadow darkened the sky.

      Citrine lifted her head. A smile covered her face as blue feathers fluttered in the breeze. “Ava!” she shouted, waving her hand.

      A wave rose and boiled, almost knocking them over. If not for Morag, they might have been pushed aside. Tentacles flailed in the air moments before a monster rose, spraying water everywhere. Citrine laughed as a wave soaked the top of her head. The kraken rose in all his glory, lemon-yellow eyes blazing.

      Enchantress, he said in greeting.

      There was a splash as the islands grew bigger, spots of green and gold with the rich scent of fruit and flowers. Citrine sat up straighter on Morag’s back and strained ahead as Zaul slipped into the water. Welcome home, Enchantress, he echoed.

      But there, standing on the shore in all his glory was Grift. A surge of love swept over Citrine and she dived off Morag’s back into the waters and swam for the shore.

      The water was shallow there, and the waves tugged at her as though they wished to help, pulling, coaxing her to shore. She stumbled to her feet, her hair and dress completely waterlogged as she ran through the gritty sand to Grift. He looked well, better than when she’d last seen him, but all the same she threw her arms around him and held on tight. Tears blurred her eyes as she buried her face in his mane. If anything had happened to him, she didn’t know what she would have done. He rumbled low in his chest. “Mistress, you’ve succeeded.”

      Citrine laughed through her tears and stepped back as Tor Lir walked up on the shore, smiling.

      She spread out her hands and a bubble of joy burst and grew. All her beasts were there, they had chased away the pirates, and somehow, she heard the music under the water, a song rising from the depths, welcoming her to her new home. She smiled at her beasts, and thrilled rose in her heart. “Welcome,” she called, even though they’d come before her and had spent time in the islands, waiting for her to grace them with her presence. “Welcome to our haven.”
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      Happiness was odd, Tor Lir thought, as the days passed full of golden glory. The islands were delightful, addictive, full of fragrant flowers and juicy fruits. The sound of the waves inspired a peaceful lull, even though further inland there were thick trees, hidden caves, and strange animals who shrieked at him and Citrine when they dared to explore further. Hidden valleys revealed themselves and they stumbled upon waterfalls that appeared to float in the air and winged creatures with bright red and purple feathers. Citrine gave them names and tamed them all. Despite how much time they spent exploring the islands, they could never discover all the mysteries. At last, Citrine settled on the largest island, calling it home, and there was always something to do to keep them busy. The Udi visited frequently, and now and then, a ship would appear on the horizon, quickly scared off by the appearance of Morag’s head or one of the kraken’s tentacles, or the sight of Ava flying over the islands.

      When winter came, the waters rose and turned choppy, and the frequent rains drove them inside. Tor Lir found he had no desire to leave, although his promise to the dranagins nipped at him, along with the knowledge that had been left for him in Daygone. At last, one day he rose, took up his scepter, and kissed Citrine goodbye. Ava volunteered to fly him across the waters to the baneful shore of Daygone, and he went, promising to return. Citrine had laughed, but there was a tenderness in her gaze as she let go of him, and he was surprised, for he’d expected her to demand to come with him. It relieved him to know she trusted him fully.

      Daygone was just as he remembered, peaceful with red grass and black butterflies flying around the black and red rose bushes. He climbed the tower, tasting the dust in the air, and leaned the scepter against the throne. His eyes flickered to the black book over the basin, the book he’d never touched. This time it called to him.

      He went to it, his mind full of questions. At his touch, the book fell open, as though it wanted him to read a specific page. And he did. He read until the sun went down and only the light of the stars were left. He read until dawn rose and the Green Light shone through the arches of the chamber. He read until it seemed as though time stood still, and when he lifted his head, he understood many things, and yet he had more questions.

      Lifting the book he moved it aside and looked into the basin for the very first time. A round, black object lay inside. The dangerous tool he’d just read about that gave one the ability to move between worlds. With shaking fingers he lifted it up and held it, wondering why it hadn’t been destroyed, knowing it was likely because his father either hadn’t wanted it to be or had hidden it with a dark speculation. The Phutal.

      Using the wisdom of the words he’d just learned, Tor Lir closed his eyes, and a wind whirled through the room as he spoke. A flash of light grew and created an entrance, a door to another world. Eyes wide, Tor Lir stared at it, but before he took a step, a voice called through the storm. “Who dares pass through the gates of the Phutal?”

      Tor Lir picked up the scepter. “I am the son of Eliesmore the Great Conqueror, child of Ellagine, Lady of the Green People. It is my right to rule, and my wish to gain knowledge. I am the protector, the defender of this world, the new breed. Many have called me Tor Lir, but my name, my true name is Sarrdon.”

      “Then you may enter.”

      Tor Lir took a step, glanced back at the chamber, and then smiled. It was time to quest for knowledge, and he knew he would return, but the years of an immortal were long and unhurried. He had nothing but time. He stepped across the threshold between worlds into the Western World.
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      The story of an alluring nymph, a curious librarian, a renowned hunter and a mad sorceress as they seek to save—or destroy—the empire of Nomadia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Angela J. Ford is a bestselling author who writes epic fantasy and steamy fantasy romance with vivid worlds, gray characters and endings you just can’t guess. She has written and published over 20 books.

      She enjoys traveling, hiking, and playing World of Warcraft with her husband. First and foremost, Angela is a reader and can often be found with her nose in a book.

      Aside from writing she enjoys the challenge of working with marketing technology and builds websites for authors.

      Angela is passionate about helping indie authors succeed and co-hosts a podcast called Indie Author Lifestyle.

      If you happen to be in Nashville, you’ll most likely find her enjoying a white chocolate mocha and daydreaming about her next book.

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLINGSAUT

ANCRL AT TORD.





images/00002.jpeg






images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





