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Prologue

			A shadowy wraith crossed the darkened room toward a resting youth, who jerked awake as the dark figure leaned over the sleeping boy. His eyes popped open in surprise, and he would have cried out in fright had a hand not shot out to cover his mouth.

			“It’s time,” a disembodied voice whispered.

			Recognizing the voice, Hasar relaxed and nodded to his brother, Arnaz, before he got up. Arnaz looked around the sleeping quarters to check that no one else had moved. Thankfully, everyone else in the room was still asleep. The two brothers snuck towards the curtain that was the only exit and quietly left the room, emerging into a darkened hallway. They turned right and crept along the empty corridor, straining their ears to listen for any noise. If they were caught, it would mean the dungeon, the one place no one wanted to end up. Most that went there never came back out.

			“The guards have just changed shifts, and there’ll be no one around the throne room for at least a mark,” Arnaz said.

			Hasar nodded as the two hurried along. They’d infiltrated the palace under the guise of servants and used that to move freely throughout the place. Tonight, they would search the scribe’s room behind the prince’s throne and hopefully find the evidence they were looking for.

			The brothers were of both desert and Tavia kingdom descent and having inherited the swarthy complexion of the desert tribes, were able to move unseen through the local populace.

			Just another pair of desert rats roaming the streets.

			Their mother had been a prostitute in the desert city of High Keep. According to her, their father was a wealthy kingdom trader, but he’d come to her only once and never returned. Their mother had tried to provide for them, but she died young, leaving the boys to fend for themselves as best they could. They survived on the streets, thanks to their wits and quickness... until they tried to rob the wrong man.

			“Work for me and live,” was all the stranger said to them.

			Looking down the business end of a very sharp sword had made that decision easy. They were recruited that day and had worked for the kingdom ever since. Of course, they’d planned on running away the first chance they got, but the plentiful food, clean clothes, and warm rooms they received dissuaded them from fleeing their new protector.

			Ironically, their mentor was a man of the desert himself. His name was Flarius, and he’d been a trader in the city until a particularly bad deal had left him penniless. He was approached to be a spy for Tavia in exchange for more money than he’d ever made as a trader. With no other options open to him, he took the offer. The brothers and Flarius were the entirety of the king’s spy network in Highkeep, but they’d never had much to spy on before this mission. Their previous jobs had never been complicated or dangerous; they simply had to watch and report what the guards were doing and their routines.

			Nothing had ever been dangerous until tonight.

			Find out what plans the prince has for the kingdom.

			During the past year, there’d been a number of subtle machinations in the city that ultimately benefited the desert prince. If you weren’t paying close attention, it was easy to miss the signs—a trade deal here, a disappearance there, and more than a few unsolved murders. One by one, the prince’s competitors and adversaries had disappeared, ensuring his dominance over the desert city. His meteoric rise in power made the neighboring King of Tavia extremely concerned about the self-proclaimed prince. The king wanted to know more about this new rising power. That was the task of the two brothers.

			“We’ve been tasked with infiltrating the prince’s palace and looking for anything that tells us whether he has plans against Tavia,” Flarius had told the brothers. “You two will go to the palace and sign on as kitchen staff. My friend works in the kitchen and will get you jobs.”

			“You won’t be going?” Arnaz asked.

			“No. He could only arrange two positions, but I’ll be waiting for you when you return. The job shouldn’t be too difficult,” Flarius had said, handing the boys a rolled-up parchment. “This is a map of the palace with the throne room marked. Right behind that room is the scribe’s office. That’s the best place to search for evidence of the prince’s plans.”

			“Won’t the throne room be guarded?” Hasar asked.

			“Not at night.”

			Both brothers nodded in understanding, although once out of Flarius’s sight, Arnaz said, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

			“It’ll be fine; you’ll see,” Hasar reassured his brother.

			That had been three days ago. The role of a kitchen servant was simple—they did whatever the head cook told them to do. That usually meant scrubbing pots and pans, running errands, and doing the cook’s other menial tasks. They worked from sunrise to sundown and were generally exhausted by the end of the day. However, it did allow them to move about the palace and learn where the guards were.

			Everything would change tonight. They were finally ready to search the scribe’s office, get the information Flarius wanted, and leave the palace for good.

			Arnaz led the way through the quiet corridors. It was well past midnight, and only a few guards were awake. They easily evaded the guards and reached the throne room in short order. Looking around, they gaped at the opulence surrounding them.

			Arnaz was the first to break the spell. “Hasar, we have to move. There’s not much time.”

			Hasar nodded, and the brothers moved behind the throne to a closed door leading to the scribe’s room. Hasar was ready to pick the lock, but Arnaz tried the door and found it unlocked.

			“This seems too easy,” Hasar whispered.

			“Don’t look a gift horse…” Arnaz said, slipping into the office.

			What the two didn’t know was that the room had been spelled to sound a silent alarm when anyone entered after hours. Ignorant of their impending capture, the brothers began rifling through the papers they found on the scribe’s table. It was Hasar who struck gold.

			“Arnaz, look,” he said excitedly, waving a scroll in the air. “I think this is what we’ve been looking for.”

			Arnaz joined his brother and read the missive, which detailed plans for growing the prince’s army, leading to the eventual invasion of Tavia.

			“You’re right. We need to get this back to Flarius right away.”

			“I’d like to meet this Flarius,” came a voice from behind them.

			The brothers whipped around and came face to face with a kingdom woman. As they tried to run, she lifted her hands, and a blast paralyzed them, their eyes wide and faces frozen in terror.

			“So, let’s talk about what you two are doing here and who this Flarius character is, shall we?”
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Trials and Tribulations

			The heat was beginning to climb as the rays of the sun crested the horizon. It would be another sweltering day on the outskirts of the desert city of Highkeep. Perspiration had formed on Jeda DeLongo’s brow, threatening to drip into his eyes and blind him. He shook his head to rid himself of the sweat and refocused on his adversary. His opponent was casually circling Jeda, swinging his sword with deadly grace. It was hypnotic, and Jeda couldn’t allow himself to get caught up in the elegance of the skilled display. Instead, he tracked the man’s movement and kept his sword on guard.

			“Come on, my friend, stop holding back,” his opponent said. “You can’t be that scared of me. The day’s heat will soon be upon us, and I’d like to defeat you before I drown in sweat especially since I have a nice cup of cold tea waiting for me.”

			Jeda knew all too well that his foe was trying to provoke him. Fighting from an emotional position was a recipe for disaster. Get your opponent emotionally off-balance, and they’ll almost certainly make a mistake. Jeda was a former brother of the Guild of Assassins and well-versed in all manner of fighting, including psychological warfare. He’d spent many years mastering a variety of weapons but preferred throwing knives. He was also a powerful wizard, but magic had its limits. Jeda knew that all too well, as his previous reliance on it had nearly led to his downfall. Years ago, he’d fought a master swordswoman, and when his magic was drained, he found his knives were no match for the reach of her swords. She had killed him. If his twin daughters hadn’t been there to revive him, that would have been the last lesson he ever learned. When he recovered, he swore to himself that he would never be caught so defenseless again.

			“Don’t you ever get tired of hearing yourself talk?” Jeda asked. “I certainly do—you bray like a donkey. It hurts my ears.”

			A low chuckle drifted on the slight breeze. “Let’s see if I can hurt you in other places,” his foe said as he launched an attack.

			The twirling blade was difficult to follow, but Jeda knew it was a feint to catch him off guard and was determined not to succumb easily. Then he saw it—an almost imperceptible gap in his adversary’s defense. The man dipped his shoulder whenever he attacked low to the outside. That small opening was what Jeda had been waiting for. He knew his timing would have to be precise to take advantage of it; otherwise, his attack would be easily deflected. After a few more exchanges, he saw it again. As his opponent dipped his shoulder, Jeda struck to the inside with the speed of a viper, his sword moving with unerring accuracy to strike his adversary’s chest.

			Jeda stepped back as his training partner dropped his arm, admitting defeat. The bout had lasted close to thirty minutes, and both men were covered in sweat. Jeda had been trying for months to get inside the man’s defense while blocking the deadly strikes that rained down on him. Today was his first success, and he couldn’t help the slight smile that creased his face.

			“That was good,” Franc said. “You’re getting better at seeing holes in my defense. I can’t remember the last time anyone scored a touch on me. Well done, my friend.”

			The broad-shouldered gypsy was the best swordsman in Natasha’s troupe. Jeda admired Franc and his dedication to perfecting his deadly skill. The man practiced every day for at least two hours and was perhaps the best in all the gypsy troupes in Tavia. Jeda wanted to perfect his skill with the sword without using magic. “Train with the best to become the best” was the motto of the Assassin Guild and one that Jeda had never forgotten. When Franc agreed to train him, it was a beneficial pairing for both—one for the challenge of a live opponent and the other for the opportunity to learn from an expert.

			“Thank you,” Jeda said, grinning broadly and wiping the sweat from his brow with his shirtsleeve.

			Franc clapped him on the shoulder. “You deserve it. We’ve been training diligently for nearly a year, and you’ve shown remarkable improvement. Your skill with the sword is exemplary, and I’d wager you could stand against any swordsman in the kingdom. Never forget, though, that there will always be someone a little faster or stronger, or you’ll find yourself on the wrong end of a sword. So never stop practicing and sharpening your skills—you’ll be thankful you did one day.”

			Jeda nodded. “I won’t forget. An old enemy is still out there. My knives and magic weren’t enough the last time I faced her. I’m only alive because of the quick thinking of my girls and Gelda.”

			“As I remember, you were distracted, exhausted, and had lost most of your knives. You had her beat until Keisha called out to you.”

			Jeda nodded. “She was a distraction for sure, but excuses don’t change what happened. I lost the fight. That’s why I asked you to train me and promised not to use magic. Magic failed me that day. The woman who bested me is a professional killer—an assassin and master of the sword. I have a feeling our paths will cross again someday, and I’ve promised myself there will be a different outcome. I do not plan on dying again.”

			Franc nodded. “I pity anyone foolish enough to challenge you now. Your combined skills with the sword, knives, and magic make you an extraordinary fighter—one that will be difficult to defeat in combat.”

			Jeda raised his free hand as if to study it. “My magic is something I’ve never been quite comfortable with. I’m afraid to rely too heavily on it, especially in a battle.”

			“But isn’t that the point of all this?” Franc asked. “To learn the sword without using magic? Imagine what you could do if you applied it to our training. I wouldn’t stand a chance against you then.”

			The first full rays of the sun spread over the sky, and a rooster crowed in the center of the camp, interrupting their conversation.

			Jeda dropped his hand. “If your ego can take another trouncing, I think we have time for one more session.”

			Franc smiled and swung his sword in a lazy figure eight pattern. “I like nothing more than a cocky opponent. Come, let’s see if lightning will strike twice this day.”

			Jeda’s hand shot forward, and his sword slipped through Franc’s defense, only to be turned aside at the last moment.

			I won’t stop until I master the blade—no matter how long it takes.

			The day’s workout ended with Jeda listening intently to Franc’s critique of his performance. Although he’d touched Franc today, he was under no illusion that he could do so repeatedly. Franc was a consummate professional, and Jeda absorbed all the man had to teach him like a sponge.

			As Franc continued lecturing him on the litany of today’s mistakes, Jeda held up his hand. “As much as I enjoy these lessons in humility, we have real work to do. It’s time to check the guards.”

			The rest of the day passed with little excitement; it was nighttime when the gypsy camp came alive in a riotous display of sound and light. The main attractions in the middle of the camp were always aerial exhibitions on the high wire, flaming brands flying between juggling conjurers, or dancers of superb skill and energy. Tonight, the dance troupe held center stage. The women were stunning in flowing dresses of sequined color that sparkled in the lanterns surrounding the show area. They all had long hair accented with multicolored silk ribbons that flowed like undulating waves of iridescent light. The men were bare-chested, skin glistening on their muscular frames as they threw their partners effortlessly through the air. The dance was a ballet that was a beautiful, elaborate, and sensual masterpiece. It was a show they performed regularly and always an enormous success with the local populace.

			Tonight was no different. Jeda watched from the sidelines, as it was his duty to ensure no one got out of hand. The gypsies always offered food and drink for purchase, offering refreshments from various parts of Tavia. The varieties of Tavia wine were always a favorite, and Jeda made note of the spectators who liked it a little too much. More than one had already been escorted back to the gates and away from the dancers. Jeda was watching a group of five city guards who seemed overly boisterous in their festivities. He hoped they wouldn’t cause any problems tonight. The guards were the foundation of power in Highkeep, and the last thing Jeda wanted was to anger this group. They controlled all access to and from the city, and he could envision all sorts of difficulties if they felt slighted by the gypsies.

			As fate would have it, one of the drunker men reached out and grabbed one of the women serving drinks. She tried to disentangle herself, but the man was persistent in his efforts to grope her. It didn’t help that his companions were spurring him on.

			Why does this always happen? Jeda thought. He quickly crossed the ground to intercede, grabbing the offender’s hand and twisting it in a wrist lock that elicited a howl of pain from the culprit. The drunk immediately let go of the woman, who nodded in thanks and quickly left. Jeda let go of the man and would have left it at that, but the buffoon leaped up in a rage and swung a meaty fist at his head. He easily ducked the blow, grabbed the man’s arm again, and forced him to the ground. By that time, all of his companions had risen and surrounded the two. Jeda looked around at the men and shook his head.

			Nothing is ever easy these days.

			“This doesn’t need to go any further,” Jeda said to the group, “The women of this troupe are not your playthings and will not be manhandled by anyone. So why don’t you all sit and enjoy the rest of the show?”

			“Too late for that, little man,” one of the guards replied.

			Little? I’m not little, Jeda thought as he turned to look at him.

			The guard towered over Jeda and outweighed him by at least fifty pounds. He knew without a doubt he could defeat this giant and the others with him—they were all well into their cups—but he might have to hurt them to make them stop attacking. The last thing he wanted was to provoke animosity from the guards because a few of their number got roughed up. The gypsies performed under the goodwill of the city administrators and the prince. A physical confrontation might lead to the troupe’s expulsion from the city, which would benefit no one. All this passed through his mind as the giant reached down with two beefy hands, grabbing Jeda and pulling him up by his jerkin.

			“Get him, Amir,” one of the other guards shouted. “Don’t let that gypsy scum get away with this.”

			Oh crap, this is gonna hurt.

			With his right hand, Jeda reached up between Amir’s arms, grabbed the crook of the big man’s right elbow, and gave a quick jerk downward, pulling the man down and tilting his body to the right, taking him off balance and causing him to stumble. He then grabbed a fistful of Amir’s hair in his left hand and twisted his shoulder and hips in one smooth motion, causing the giant to crash to the ground. When the guard tried to get up, Jeda unsheathed one of his knives and knocked him unconscious with the pommel.

			With the biggest man of the group knocked out and another on the ground nursing a sore wrist, the other three guards hesitated. Jeda took that as a good sign and hoped that this situation could be resolved peacefully. Unfortunately, he was the only one who saw it that way. There was too much pain, too much anger, and too much wine for any outcome but what happened next. The three men attacked, and Jeda found himself at the bottom of a slugfest. He protected himself but didn’t strike back for fear of killing one of them. Before it got to the point of broken bones, the other gypsies rushed in and pulled the drunken guards off him.

			Dammit, Natasha is gonna be pissed.

			“You okay?” Franc asked him, holding one of the drunk guards by the scruff of his neck.

			“Yeah, I’ve had worse,” Jeda replied.

			“Good. Did you happen to notice the uniforms they’re wearing?”

			Jeda looked at the men in various states and swore to himself.

			Oh, shit. These assholes aren’t city guards; they’re palace guards.

			He stood gingerly and looked around for any other trouble. Aside from a few spectators who’d switched to watching the fight, the rest of the crowd was still watching the show. Some drunks making noise wasn’t enough to break the spell of the dancers’ performance. Jeda motioned to the gypsy men.

			“Quickly, let’s get them back to the gates and let their own take care of them. We don’t need any more trouble.”

			The gypsies picked up the guards and started toward the city gates. They didn’t get far before they were met with a furious gypsy witch.

			“Natasha, this isn’t what it looks like,” Jeda began.

			“Really?” she replied. “So you and your cohort aren’t dragging a bunch of bloodied guards back to the gates?”

			“Well,” Jeda replied sheepishly, “they started it. One of them wouldn’t leave Maria alone, and when I intervened, the big one grabbed me.”

			“So this was about protecting Maria?”

			“Yes, this was absolutely about protecting the girls.”

			Natasha stood for a moment tapping her foot before nodding. She reached into her pocket and withdrew a small purse of coins. “Give this to the guard captain when you tell him what happened. Tell him it’s for the inconvenience all this might cause him and ensure he knows that our women aren’t playthings for his undisciplined men.”

			“Natasha, these men aren’t city guards; they’re from the palace,” Jeda said.

			“Well, still give the purse to the captain, and let’s hope this incident won’t affect the rest of our stay,” she replied.

			Jeda nodded but thought he’d leave off the part about undisciplined guards. No sense in adding salt to a wound.
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Guild Business

			It was late when a falcon flew through a window of the Assassin Guild’s fortress located north of Constantine, the capital city of the Kingdom of Tavia. The bird landed gracefully on a waiting perch, and the acolyte whose duty it was to watch for incoming birds was startled by its arrival. It had been some time since this bird had last come, and he hurried off to inform the master of its arrival. With haste, he arrived at the door he sought. The hour was late, and the young messenger hesitated before knocking lightly. But he knew it was better to wake the sleeping dragon than face his wrath by waiting until morning to inform him a bird was here.

			At the knock, Menz looked up from his reading. As the Grand Master of the School of Swords for the Assassin Guild, he was quite used to burning the late-night candle. Nevertheless, the unexpected interruption was a welcome respite from the tedious paperwork he was working on, and any intrusion this late should bring interesting news.

			“Enter.”

			The door opened wide enough for the messenger to poke his head in. “Master?”

			“Yes, come in.”

			The young man took a deep breath. “Forgive the interruption, master, but I thought you should know a falcon has arrived.”

			Menz nodded at the news, smiling at the intrigue he was about to immerse himself in. There weren’t many things that would get him to travel at night on such short notice, but the arrival of this bird was one of them. “Thank you. Please go to the stables and have my horse prepared for immediate travel. Bring the bird along.”

			“Right away, master,” the messenger said, ducking from the room and closing the door behind him.

			Menz rose from his chair and took one last longing look at his cozy spot by the fire. With a sigh, he grabbed his cloak and made his way through the fortress to the stables. An acolyte was waiting with both horse and bird in hand. Defying his age, Menz easily swung into the saddle before taking the bird onto his heavily gloved arm. The bird’s head was covered with a hood to keep it calm for the journey. He gave final instructions to his messenger. “Inform my assistant that I’ve left the fortress and tell him to await my return. I have a feeling there will be work to do when I return.”

			“Yes, Master Menz.”

			Menz kicked the horse’s flanks, and the black stallion responded, galloping through the fortress gate into the chilly night.
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			The ride to the king’s castle was uneventful, and Menz soon found himself sitting in a private room, waiting on the king. He’d known King Christoph since he was a lad. The guild had a special relationship, unknown to the public, with the royal family. The assassins did many clandestine favors for the crown in exchange for the royal court turning a blind eye to the guild’s other nefarious activities. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement that had been in place for generations. In addition to undertaking royal assignments, the guild also secretly trained the king’s children when they were old enough to hold a weapon, teaching them advanced skills to ensure that no ruler of Tavia would ever be unprepared in a fight. Menz had been the guild instructor for the royal family for two generations and had taught the current king and his children. In his youth, the king had been an excellent student and had grown into a large, robust man full of vigor. At the sound of the door opening, Menz turned from the heat, and stood. His eyes widened at seeing how aged the king had become over the last few years.

			Christoph stepped into the room, slightly out of breath. “Ah, my friend. It’s been too many years. How good it is to see you again.”

			Menz greeted the king with a slight nod. “And you as well, Your Majesty.”

			Christoph glanced at the guards with their weapons at the ready. With a wave of his hand, he dismissed them. “All of you out. There’s no need for your protection tonight.”

			“Your majesty,” the sergeant asked, “is it wise to be alone with this stranger?”

			“You may rest easy, sergeant. I assure you, this man is no stranger. I’m perfectly safe in his presence.”

			Menz watched the man struggle between his duty to protect the king and his commitment to obey the king’s commands. As in all things, the king’s word was law, and the sergeant and guards departed, leaving the two men alone.

			“You don’t need to stand on ceremony with me, my friend,” Christoph said, motioning for Menz to take a seat. The king heaved a sigh as they sank in the cushioned chairs before the fire. “Ahh, it’s good to sit. My feet and back are killing me.”

			“That’s because you’ve let yourself get fat,” Menz replied.

			The king arched an eyebrow and glared at the master assassin, but after a moment, he shook his head and laughed. “You’re right, and I know it. The crown weighs heavy on my head these days.” He rambled on for a few more minutes, bemoaning the burdens of kingship.

			Menz sat quietly, waiting for the king to explain why he’d sent the bird. The falcon was the king’s private messenger to the Assassin Guild, and especially to Menz, when the king needed something of utmost importance or delicacy done with all haste.

			“So, to business then,” Christoph said. “There’s trouble brewing out of the east. Some new chieftain proclaiming himself to be the Prince of the Desert is amassing a large power base. I’m told his power will soon rival all the other desert tribes. Unlike the other chieftains, this prince has his base of operations in the city of Highkeep instead of the desert. The tribes are notoriously independent and can barely tolerate each other, but if this so-called prince is able to conquer and unite all the tribes, he’ll be someone to reckon with. I need to know if he has designs on the kingdom.”

			“I’ve heard of this man,” Menz replied, “but what does Your Majesty desire of the  guild?”

			“My spies in Highkeep have gone silent. I suspect they’ve been caught somehow and are most likely dead. I have no eyes and ears to tell me what’s happening, but your guild has the unique ability to get into places others cannot. I need you to discover what’s happening in that city.”

			“Very well, Your Majesty,” Menz nodded, mulling over the news. “As it happens, I have a man in Highkeep already. I’ll send him directions to discover everything he can about the prince.”

			“This is of utmost importance to me. Please ensure your man has every means available to him to complete this mission. I’ll give you a ring to pass on to him. It might assist him in his efforts or provide some resources he would otherwise not have access to.”

			Menz harrumphed when the king handed him a ring that matched the slim gold band he wore. “If he needs a ring to complete his mission, he’s failed before he starts but I’ll send this along as you request.”

			“Thank you, Menz. You’re a harsh taskmaster, but one who’s never failed me. I’m indebted to you,” Christoph said, leaning over the arm of the chair and extending his hand.

			Menz grasped the king’s hand in a firm handshake. “No thanks necessary, Your Majesty. I’ll send you the bill for our services when the job is complete.”

			Both men chuckled as they gave each other a final nod before parting ways.
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			Roland Boros turned over at the knock on the door and let his hand fall to the side of the bed, where his clothes lay in a heap. In the jumble of clothing lay a pair of knives that were never far from his reach. He pulled one of the blades to his side as the knock sounded again. He turned and looked at his companion, snoring quietly beside him.

			She could sleep through anything.

			“Come in,” he said.

			The door opened to reveal a young woman holding a small, bulky piece of folded paper.

			“I didn’t mean to disturb you and Daphne, but a message has arrived.”

			Roland sat up, letting the knife drop unnoticed to his side, and motioned the girl forward. “Come in, Rachel; you’re not disturbing us.” He pointed to Daphne, sound asleep face down on the bed, and chuckled. “I’m not sure anything can disturb that girl.”

			As Rachel handed him the message, Daphne rolled over and peered at them through sleepy eyes. “What’s this?”

			“Nothing to disturb your precious beauty sleep,” he replied. “A bit of work is all.”

			He stood and walked to the window to read the message, heedless of his nakedness. A small gold band fell into his hand as he unfolded the paper, and his eyes narrowed as he recognized what kind of ring he held.

			This can’t be good.

			His shoulders tensed as he slipped the ring on his finger and began reading the message. Daphne, seeing the ring and Roland’s reaction, sat up and shared a look with Rachel, who shrugged, indicating she knew nothing of what the message held. They were two of the many women who worked in the brothel the Assassin Guild had bought many years ago in Highkeep. None of the women except the head matron knew who the real owners of the bordello were, but they all knew not to ask questions. The guild used the house as a rendezvous and messaging site for any of their agents who needed to contact the brotherhood. Though it seemed strange to the women, they were all instructed on the care of the messenger birds, how to retrieve messages, and how to send off replies. The girls were never to look at any message, coming or going, on pain of death, and were exceptionally well-paid for their services and discretion. Of course, other services beyond the messenger birds were also available, and Roland took full advantage of that.

			“Well, my dear, I must leave a bit early today.”

			Daphne pouted behind his back. Roland was one of her regulars, and she felt possessive of him. When she saw the ring, jealousy filled her. She didn’t want to share him with any other women. Oblivious to her feelings, Roland paid no attention to her as he left the house and headed to the largest bazaar in the city. He never noticed Daphne following him.

			As he walked, he thought about the orders he’d received—Learn everything about the Highkeep prince immediately. The royal ring told Roland that this mission was of utmost importance. He’d lived in the city for over a year and heard wild stories about the young upstart prince, especially about when the young chieftain first came to power and tried to unite all the desert tribes. The youth had been rebuffed and ridiculed by the other chieftains, who laughed at his pretentious title and treated him like a naïve child, unwise in the ways of the desert and of leadership.

			The message said immediately, and Roland could think of only one way to get information that quickly. He would use his cover as a wine merchant to get into the palace and try to discover what the prince was up to.

			This might be a bit tricky.

			While living in Highkeep, Roland’s cover was that of a trader of exotic Tavia wines. That line of business afforded him numerous opportunities to create relationships with local wine merchants. Those associations were the foundation of his spy-craft in the city. From the local merchants, he gleaned many secrets about the gentry and upper class, who enjoyed the finest of wines. It seemed that the more money people had, the more they wanted to gossip about their friends and neighbors. Roland knew of the prince’s passion for Tavia wine and thought it the quickest way into the palace.

			I’ll just offer him a deal he can’t refuse.

			He sat for close to an hour, waiting for his audience with the prince. It hadn’t been difficult to persuade the palace seneschal to grant him an appointment—he showed up with a crate of expensive wines and simply gave the man two bottles. Graft and corruption were rampant in Highkeep, and the prince’s palace was no exception. Finally, the seneschal informed him that the prince would see him. Roland picked up his crate of wine and entered the audience chamber. As he’d expected, the prince was sitting on an oversized chair on a raised dais, but the woman standing by his side surprised him. From her appearance, she was from Tavia.

			What’s this all about?

			If nothing else, news of a kingdom woman advising the prince would be worth passing along.

			The seneschal motioned for Roland to approach the prince. “Your Highness, this is the Tavia wine merchant I mentioned to you.”

			Roland bowed before the prince and laid the crate of wine at his feet. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. My name is Roland Boros, and I’m a supplier of the finest Tavia wine in all of Highkeep. With your permission, I’d like to open a bottle to sample. Of course, these bottles are a gift, and I would be happy to begin supplying you with as much as you might like.”

			“Boros?” the prince replied. “That’s a kingdom name, is it not? Yet you look like you’re of desert blood.”

			“Yes, Your Highness, it’s a kingdom name. My father was a Tavia merchant, and my mother was a local woman. I’ve lived in both Tavia and Highkeep, which has allowed me the unique opportunity to acquire the finest Tavia wine at a substantial discount.”

			The prince frowned at him. “You certainly have the gift of persuasion common among kingdom traders. Let me taste this exquisite wine you’re boasting so much about.”

			Roland opened a bottle and stepped forward to hand it to the prince, but the kingdom woman intervened.

			“Give it to me first,” she said, reaching for the bottle. “I’ll ensure it’s not dangerous before the prince samples it.”

			Roland raised his eyebrows at the slight but handed the bottle to the woman. As she took it, she saw the ring on his finger, and her eyes widened in alarm. Roland immediately realized his mistake. He’d meant to take off the ring before coming to the palace, and his oversight would cost him dearly. She’d clearly recognized the king’s ring.

			She stepped back and shouted to the guards. “This man is a spy. Arrest him immediately.”

			Thinking quickly, Roland grabbed the bottle and threw it at the prince. What happened next shocked him to his core. The woman stopped the bottle in midflight without touching it.

			Gods, she’s a witch working for the prince. I have to report this.

			He spun on his heel and dashed for the door, only to be stopped by an invisible force. The witch held him immobile until two guards grabbed Roland’s arms and pinned them behind him.

			“Hold him,” the witch  yelled. She walked to Roland and yanked his arm forward, pulling the ring off and taking it to the prince. She showed the prince the royal insignia engraved on the inside of the ring. “This proves he’s a spy.”

			“Are you sure?” the prince asked.

			“Absolutely. Only the most trusted assassins and spies are given a king’s ring.”

			The prince glared at Roland. “What game are you playing here?”

			When he refused to answer, the prince became incensed. “Take him to the dungeon. My torturer will get the truth out of him.”
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Introduction to 
the Guard

			It was late when Kara DeLongo snuck out of the Berkshire castle. The sun had set, but there was still enough light to see across the central yard. No one was in sight, but she still moved stealthily to avoid drawing curious eyes. Her shirt and trousers were non-descript, homespun, and loose enough to ensure they wouldn’t hamper her movement. The last thing she wanted was to be tripped up by her clothing. She was armed with an assortment of knives that never left her side and an old but serviceable sword. Her clothing and older sword would ensure that no one would recognize her as a member of the nobility—she wouldn’t get anywhere near the pits near the slums of Constantine if they thought she was a high-bred lady. So far her disguise had worked; she’d snuck out many times before and had never been caught.

			There’s always a first time, she thought as she kept to  the shadows.

			Kara was most afraid that her grandmother, Gelda, would catch her leaving. If that happened, she’d be confined to the castle for months. Gelda already thought Kara was too rambunctious and wild for a “young lady of breeding.” As her guardian, her grandmother controlled Kara’s life until she reached her majority. That day was fast approaching but was still months away. Her grandmother wanted her to learn proper etiquette for a noblewoman, but Kara wanted none of that nonsense.

			Etiquette won’t save me in a fight, Kara scoffed as she snuck toward the stables.

			Her attitude towards the life of a noblewoman was a thorn in her grandmother’s side and a point of endless contention between them. Her twin sister, Kala, loved the grandeur and magnificence of the royal court, while Kara despised everything it stood for. Although they were identical twins, that was where their similarities ended. She knew her sister would have a fit if she found out what Kara was doing.

			That’s just too bad. This is my life. If you want all the pomp and circumstance of those snobs, you’re welcome to it, but leave me out of it.

			She made it to the stables, saddled her horse, and rode out the gate, finally feeling free again.

			Later that night, the ride back to the castle was slow and painful, as Kara nursed the cuts and bruises she’d received in the fighting pits. The pits were a free-for-all, no-holds-barred competition for anyone who thought they could fight. The prize was a bag of coins awarded to whoever was left standing at the end of the night. It was brutal, savage, and often deadly—exactly what Kara wanted to test her mettle. She’d won all her bouts, but it hadn’t been an easy task. One of her opponents had proven to be an excellent fighter, and though Kara had finally beaten her, their encounter had taken a lot out of her.

			I need to get stronger and faster if I ever expect to beat an elite swordsman. My magic is strong, but I don’t trust it will be there when I need it most.

			Kara would never forget the painful incident at the Assassin Guild, when her father’s magic had failed him during a brutal fight. He died as a result, and if not for Kala’s quick thinking, he would have remained dead. Kara had vowed two things that night—the first was that she would never allow herself to rely solely on her magic in a fight, and the second was that she would find and kill Raz, the female assassin who’d struck the fatal blow.

			She slowed as she approached the closed gates, but as she entered the torchlight, the guards recognized her, opened the gates, and waved her through. She rode to the stables, slowly climbed down, and turned to guide the animal into the stall.

			Unfortunately, she came face to face with her frowning sister.

			“Where have you been?” Kala demanded, her face twisted into a disapproving look and her hands on her hips told Kara her sister already knew.

			“Why do you bother asking when you already know?” Kara asked.

			Kala threw her hands in the air. “Why? Why do you do these things? If you got seriously hurt, there would be severe repercussions. The king would have to act, and the people in that hellhole you insist on visiting would pay the price for your folly. Are you so blinded by your insistence on fighting that you would jeopardize everything we’ve accomplished? Everything that Poppy worked so hard to give us?”

			Kara glared at her twin. “Don’t try to make me feel guilty. I’ve never gotten seriously hurt; and as you can see, I didn’t tonight either. I’m tired now, so if you don’t mind, I intend to bed my horse down, take a hot bath, and sleep.”

			Before she could say anything more, her sister grabbed her arm, and Kara felt the warming sensation of healing magic enter her body. The relief was instantaneous, and she couldn’t help but groan. While Kara was strong in offensive magic, Kala was equally skilled in healing.

			“I didn’t ask you to do that,” Kara said, snatching her arm back.

			Kala looked her over from head to toe. “You might not have asked for my help, but I could see you needed it. I’m still your sister, and I care about you, so stop acting like a petulant child.”

			Kara gave her a slight nod. “Thank you, but that won’t change my mind. I won’t stop until I become a master of the weapons I carry, so quit trying to stop me.”

			Kala stared at her. “I know you’ll never stop, and so does Grandma Gelda.”

			That stopped Kara dead in her tracks. She hung her head and shook it in disbelief. This was precisely what she’d been trying to avoid. If her grandmother knew what she was doing, it was the end of her fighting days. “Why did you tell her? I can’t believe you betrayed me. You know she’ll make me stop.”

			Kala’s smile was smug. Kara expected her to gloat at catching her out tonight and was much surprised by her next words. “Actually, Grandmother Gelda and I talked about your nighttime outings and came up with a compromise of sorts. You can continue with your training with the sword, but you’ll do so under the tutelage of a captain from the king’s elite guard.”

			Kara’s eyes widened in surprise, making her sister laugh outright. “How did you manage that? I’ve asked Grandmother Gelda for weapons training for months, but she always refused telling me to practice court etiquette instead.”

			“Well, I was quite convincing in my argument,” Kala said, the smug smile never leaving her face. “Knowing how stubborn you can be, she finally agreed on one condition—you must train with your new instructor on the castle grounds and quit the fighting pits. No more sneaking out at night and coming home bruised and bleeding.”

			A small smile appeared on Kara’s face, a very rare occurrence.

			“Do you agree to the terms of your training?” Kala asked.

			“Yes. Thank you, Kala. Your interference has made me happy for a change.”

			“Don’t thank me quite yet,” Kala replied, laughing, “The captain is due here tomorrow for your first lesson.”

			Kara groaned at the aches and pains she still felt from her night’s activities. Maybe it was good that Kala had given her some of her healing magic.
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			The sun barely shone through the bedroom windows when an insistent knock woke Kara.

			“Lady Kara, you must wake up,” one of the servants said as she opened the door. “A soldier from the king’s guard is waiting for you in the practice yard, and he doesn’t look happy.”

			Instantly awake, Kara scrambled out of bed and began throwing on the closest clothes at hand.

			“Please tell him I’ll be there directly.” She quickly finished dressing and grabbed her knives and a blade she’d been practicing with. Running through the house, she looked like a madwoman and scared half the serving staff on her way to the practice yard. When she arrived, she saw an imposing soldier standing with his arms crossed and a frown on his face.

			“I’m so sorry,” Kara gasped. “I didn’t know you’d be here so early. My name’s Kara, and I—”

			The man held up his hand to forestall any more excuses. “Young lady, I’ve been engaged to teach you how to wield a blade. I’m not here to babysit you, listen to your excuses, or hear you whine. You’ll do what I say when I say it, and you’ll not be late again. If you fail to adhere to any of these rules, then my time as your teacher will be very short indeed. Do you understand?”

			“Yes, sir,” Kara replied.

			“Good. I’m Captain Creighton, an elite swordsman in the king’s guard. I’ve been studying swordsmanship longer than you’ve been alive, and I have better things to do than coddle a noble lady who thinks she wants to learn how to fight. However, I’ve been paid handsomely for my expertise, and I’ll do my utmost to give you the best lessons possible. If you listen, do what I say, and practice diligently, you might make a decent swordswoman of yourself.”

			Kara bristled at his disdain and couldn’t stop her cool reply. “I know how to fight. I’ve been fighting in the pits for months now.” She didn’t expect his response as she tied her long blond hair back with a leather cord.

			Creighton practically doubled over in laughter. After a few moments spent enduring the embarrassing reaction, Kara watched as he slowly composed himself, realizing that his remarks were a ploy to elicit an angry response, and it had worked. One of her father’s first lessons when she was young was that an angry fighter was a sloppy one. She silently chastised herself for the emotional outburst—even knowing that her emotions would betray her, she couldn’t readily shake her anger. The fact that he’d succeeded in making her lose her temper only made things worse. This wasn’t how she’d thought her training would begin.

			“Ah, so you’re already a fighter,” he said, “and a pit fighter at that, hmm. All right then, let’s see what you can do against a trained opponent, not one reeking of beer and refuse. Take up whatever weapon you like and prepare to defend yourself. Choose well.”

			His words sent a shiver through her spine. Choose well.

			She didn’t know why, but it felt as if she’d heard that warning before. Kara shook her head to clear the unwelcome sensation and thought about his words for a moment. She was skilled with her knives, albeit augmented with magic, but they weren’t the weapon she wanted to train with. She unsheathed her sword, faced the blade master, and took a defensive position. She’d wondered if they would be using blunted weapons when they trained.

			Apparently not.

			Creighton looked her over with a critical eye. “Whether or not we use blunted weapons will depend on you. If I deem your skills insufficient to practice with a sharpened blade, we’ll use practice swords. And if I find you’re beyond my ability to train, I’ll return the stipend I’ve been paid, and you’ll never see me again. Time will tell which one it shall be.”

			Before she could register his movement, he’d unsheathed his sword and leaped forward. There was no warning, no challenge, and no chance. She looked into his eyes with his blade at her neck. The man had moved so fast and suddenly that she was unable to move or defend herself and was shocked at how inept she felt.

			“Not a very auspicious beginning, I must say,” Creighton said, stepping back and allowing her room to recover. “Maybe you expected me to warn you of my attack. I can assure you that in a real fight, your opponent will not afford you that luxury. I’m not here to teach you to spar in a tournament. I’m here to teach you to fight and win in battle. Your first lesson—always be prepared. Now, let’s try that again.”

			For the next hour, the blade master attacked her repeatedly, and her feeble attempts at defending herself were nothing short of pathetic. She did manage to block a few of his strikes but more often than not felt the flat of his blade smack against one part of her body or another. It was like the man was made of smoke, gliding around her every attack and making her feel like a child at play. She never came close to touching the man. By the time he called a halt to the training session, she was exhausted and dripping in sweat, while Creighton appeared still fresh and full of energy.

			“That’s enough for today,” he said. “I daresay you’d fall on your face if we continued any longer. We’ll begin again tomorrow at the same time. Don’t bother bringing your weapons—you won’t need them.”

			She couldn’t hide her chagrin as she remembered what he’d said about using blunted weapons. Her skills were lacking, but at least she wasn’t a total failure.

			“Tomorrow, your real training begins,” he continued. “Today was nothing more than an assessment. Although your skill is deplorable, you’re not as utterly hopeless as I first thought.”

			He left the training yard without another word or backward glance. Kara watched him walk away as she stood alone, bone-tired, wondering if she would ever reach his level of expertise.

			She didn’t see her sister stopping the blade master for a short conversation.

			The following day, Kara dressed early and grabbed a quick bite from the kitchens. She didn’t want to face her sister or grandmother over a formal breakfast, wanting instead to focus on her training today. Her thoughts swirled around the trouncing she’d received yesterday and what she could do to improve herself. As she stepped into the training yard, she was shocked to see her sister standing there with a practice blade in her hand.

			“What are you doing here?” Kara asked.

			“I’m just warming up for our lesson today,” Kala replied.

			Kara frowned. “You’re going to train with Captain Creighton? What about your etiquette lessons, gown fittings, and whatever else you do with your time? This isn’t some playtime activity you can flit in and out of. I’m serious about this training.”

			“As am I,” Kala replied. “I know there’s more than life at court, banquets, and gown fittings. I’ll have you know that while you’ve been skulking around the grounds these past months feeling sorry for yourself, I’ve been studying how to rule our future duchy properly. I’ve also realized that I need to learn how to fight. Remember what happened to Grandmother Catherine? I don’t want a repeat of her failure.”

			“Do you think she died because she didn’t know how to fight?” Kara asked.

			“Maybe, maybe not, but we’ll never know because she’s gone. The training we got from Poppy was great for sneaking around and covert attacks, but I want to be able to defend myself with a sword as well.”

			“Fine, but don’t expect me to hold back while you try to play catch-up.”

			“Excellent words coming from someone who barely knows how to hold a sword herself.”

			Both turned at the unexpected interruption and saw Creighton standing close by, listening to the two of them bicker.

			“Now, if you’re done with your conversation,” he continued, “we can begin today’s lesson.”

			Kara turned to the weapons rack to get a practice sword.

			“What are you doing?” Creighton asked.

			Both young women looked at him with confused looks.

			“Umm, getting a practice sword?” Kala replied.

			“Are you better trained than your sister?”

			“No sir, I’m not. She’s far more skilled than I am.”

			“Good. There will be no need to assess your skill level then. If you’re worse than your dismally trained sister, neither of you will need a sword to start, practice or otherwise. We’ll begin today’s lesson with strength training and footwork.”

			Kala inwardly groaned at the rebuff. If he thought Kara’s skills were lacking, she could only wonder what he’d think of her.

			For the first week, their training consisted of running and calisthenics. The physical training was torturous and pushed each to the brink of quitting. Playing off each other’s emotions and their natural competitiveness kept them coming back day after day. Each time, Creighton pushed them to the point of exhaustion, and at the end of the week, he finally told them the next training session would be with practice swords. They were both excited to move on and apprehensive about what that would entail.
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The Desert 
Warriors

			The clash of steel reverberated through the air, the noise harsh and jarring, echoing throughout the vast empty swaths of sand that stretched for miles in all directions. The desert was a cruel mistress to the uninitiated, but to those with a discerning eye, the gentle sloping dunes of sand and heavenly blue skies presented a scene of pristine magnificence. Of course, that same discerning eye also knew that beneath that façade was the ever-present specter of death and destruction.

			There were just two moments of unmatched beauty in this wasteland. The first was right after the sun set behind the horizon and the fading light turned the landscape into dull shadows as the ambient temperature began to cool. The second was right before dawn, when nothing seemed more important at the end of a freezing night than the sliver of warmth rising slowly in the east. The sky lightened, the air warmed, and the surrounding land’s surreal silhouette became distinct again. These times were priceless, and every moment was relished for the relief it spelled from the burning hell or frozen wasteland that inevitably followed.

			It was the perfect place for Arin, the Prince of the Desert, to conduct his warriors’ secret training. It was approaching midday, and the serenity of the early morning had been lost to the heat of the day and the loud clash of steel as the two opponents faced off. Prince Arin watched the contest from the comfort of his pavilion, for though he was born to the desert and its harsh temperatures, he saw no need to be miserable while his warriors fought. The sun reflected off the razor-sharp blades held by a pair of very mismatched fighters. The first was an impressive hulk of a man standing six feet two inches and weighing north of two hundred pounds, all of it rock-hard muscle. He was stripped to the waist, showing sinuous muscles that undulated under his dark, rough skin. His opponent was a slender woman of moderate height wearing a full-length robe to protect herself from the burning sun. Her light complexion marked her as a foreigner, unused to the harshness of the desert sun. But though an outsider, she was not to be underestimated, for she was also a kingdom witch.

			The fight should have been over in the first few minutes, and Arin wondered how long she would hold out. The desert warrior stepped in low and swung his blade at the woman’s unprotected legs. She stepped back, parrying his sword harmlessly to the side. The shock on his face was near comical as the woman pirouetted to his outside and swung a vicious overhand blow. He would have lost his arm below the elbow if her attack had connected. His speed saved him from that fate as he jumped back and brought his sword up in a defensive guard.

			“Not so tough against a little woman,” she taunted. “I thought you desert warriors knew how to fight.”

			Prince Arin cringed at the woman’s insult. Even though the warrior maintained his composure, there was no greater insult than calling a warrior’s prowess into question. He saw his fighter’s eyes harden as he slowly circled the woman again. Without warning, he thrust his sword at her face, but she deftly sidestepped his attack, laughing.

			When they first met, she’d told him she was a healer skilled in the medicinal magic arts. Arin had had no idea that she was also skilled with a sword. The two fighters continued to trade blows for the next few minutes until, by unspoken agreement, they each took a step back to catch their breath. Both were drenched in sweat, but neither had been wounded yet. Challenges always ended with first blood, a rule in place to prevent death or severe injury, though it guaranteed nothing.

			As the two opponents circled again, the woman called out to Arin. “Prince Arin, you told me this fighter was the best you had. If he’s your best, I wonder how the worst of your men fight. I could defeat them all with two more healers from Tavia at my side.”

			Arin wondered about her boast. She wielded her blade like an experienced fighter, but he didn’t believe she could hold out for much longer against the man. His warriors fought for pride, and this one would kill rather than lose a fight. Arin hoped this contest wouldn’t end with the woman’s death. Although he had no feelings for the kingdom witch, he still needed her talents and skills with magic. He thought back to their early morning discussion about her lack of progress in training his men.

			“They’re impossible,” Sybelle said in disgust as she approached him. “None of them listen to me.”

			She was trying to teach old dogs new tricks and failing miserably. Arin had listened to her ranting and patiently waited for her to finish before giving her his advice. His warriors were the best swordsmen of the desert, and he knew they cared for nothing of what she had to show them.

			He took a moment before answering. “They will never listen to you because they don’t respect you. Without respect, nothing you say will ever matter to them.”

			“I’m trying to teach them something more than mere swordsmanship—anyone can swing a blade.”

			Arin leaned back and laughed heartedly. “I strongly suggest you don’t convey that particular sentiment to any of these men. They’ve spent their entire lives mastering the way of the sword. You must give them more reasons to want to learn your magic than mere words. They’re fearless and proud fighters who have few peers.”

			“Then that is what I shall do—challenge the best one and show them all what can be done with magic.”

			Arin saw the determination in her eyes but nonetheless gave her a solemn warning. “Take care with what you do. You may find the challenge more than you expect.”

			She gave him a sly smile. “Fear not, dear prince, I shall not hurt any of them overmuch,” she said over her shoulder as she strolled out of the room.

			A cry of pain jolted his attention back to the fight. As expected, Sybelle had been cut, and her arm was bleeding. His warrior stepped back, raising his sword in triumph, having achieved the victory of first blood.

			Arin saw Sybelle staring at the ground, ignoring the flow of blood that streamed down her arm. He stepped out from beneath his tent to address everyone. “Enough,” he called out. “Blood has been drawn—the fight is over. Though Sybelle fought well, she was defeated. Let this be—”

			He was interrupted by a blood-curdling scream as Sybelle bent over and picked up a thick braid. At first, he didn’t recognize it, but then he saw that her hair was decidedly shorter than when the fight started. His warrior had not only cut her arm but had cut off her long braid as well.

			By the gods, this can’t end well, he thought as he stared at the witch.

			The giant warrior let out a roar of laughter. “You’re lucky all I did was cut your arm and hair. I could have cut your disgusting head off your shoulders as well. This fight is over, woman. Go back to your kingdom with the rest of your pathetic kind. You’re not needed here.”

			Sybelle glared at him with cold contempt, dropped her sword, and faced him weaponless. The man was no fool and dropped into a defensive stance upon seeing the look on the witch’s face.

			“Sybelle, the fight is over,” Arin reiterated. “You’ve been defeated.”

			It was as if she didn’t hear a word as she faced the desert warrior. The calm that came over her was more frightening than her scream.

			“Ungrateful mongrel,” she whispered. “You have dared to disfigured me—to cut my hair? Do you think to scare or belittle me before your brothers in arms? You have no idea who I am or what I’m trying to teach you. Let me enlighten you before I end your miserable existence. I’m a leader in the witch’s coven of Constantine, and their use of power makes your pitiful attempts look like child’s play. But more than that, I’m a mistress of the Black Coven, and their power is leagues beyond your understanding. You’re like a flea to them, an insect to be crushed beneath their heel. You pride yourself on feats of strength that are meaningless and wear your arrogance like a badge of honor. I tell you now that it’s no more than a shield of ignorance. When I’m finished with you, you’ll rue the day your pox-ridden mother ever opened her legs to the goatherder you call father.”

			The warrior had initially paused when Sybelle grew quiet, but as she berated him, he grew angrier, murder in his eyes. Arin cringed as he realized the contest had spiraled out of hand. He needed to stop the confrontation before someone was seriously hurt or killed. He walked to the two facing off against one another. Before another blow could be rendered, he touched the witch’s arm.

			“I said the fight is over. Sybelle, you’ve been cut and are bleeding. Stand down; you’ve lost the contest.”

			“Remove your hand, Prince,” she replied, “and behold my power.”

			The surrounding warriors stared at Sybelle and their brother warrior. It happened between one breath and the next, the deep slash on Sybelle’s arm healed before their eyes. She wiped the blood off her arm to show the pristine skin beneath. Arin had known that she was a powerful healer, but this feat of magic was remarkable. That cut should have been debilitating and left an impressive scar once healed. Perhaps he didn’t know the witch’s power as well as he thought.

			Sybelle’s eyes grew narrow as she stared at the object of her fury. “This fight is far from over. I see no cut and no blood. I’ve played this game by your rules long enough; now prepare to fight by mine.”

			Arin stepped back; all eyes were glued on the pair to see what might happen next. The warrior crouched and began to swing his sword in a lazy figure-eight pattern, more than ready to continue the fight to whatever end.

			“Be careful, witch, for my next cut will take more than your hair,” he warned. “You’ll squeal like a pig, so come closer and let my brothers see if I can make you bleed like one.”

			Arin retreated to his pavilion. His warrior had sunk further in his defense, unsure what the crazed woman would do next. With her hands held high, Sybelle motioned for him to come at her. After a moment of hesitation, he attacked. Arin knew that he would kill her, and he wasn’t happy about that outcome. He’d wanted to use Sybelle’s powers to his advantage, but now he’d have to devise a new strategy.

			His warrior moved with lightning speed to end the fight and finally quiet the arrogant woman. But before he’d moved two steps, a blinding flash of light erupted from Sybelle’s hands, and an elemental blast struck the warrior full in the chest. He flew back over fifteen feet and crashed to the sand in a twisted heap.The crowd of men stood transfixed at the horror they’d witnessed, staring at the unmoving body of their greatest warrior.

			Sybelle threw the rope of hair at the motionless man and looked over at Prince Arin. “Now, my lord prince, the fight is over.”

			Arin moved to the prone body of his fighter and found him barely alive. He’d fully expected to find him dead after that blast of power. It was the most remarkable demonstration of magic he’d ever seen. Now this was what he needed in the coming confrontation. He glanced at the rest of his men and saw blossoming looks of fear in their eyes.

			Well, better to lead by fear than not at all.
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The Gypsy Camp

			Jeda and Franc moved to the opening in the wagons, a space purposely left as a gate of sorts leading to the inner circle of the gypsy camp. Each wagon was parked with the head near the tail of the next wagon, making a large semi-circle. The setup was convenient for keeping the entertainment center in the camp and provided a semblance of protection for the gypsies. It wouldn’t keep nefarious intruders from sneaking around the outskirts of the camp, but that was what the guards were for.

			The men walked outside the camp and parallel to the walls surrounding the city of Highkeep. The gypsies had arrived at the desert city two weeks ago, and the trip had proven to be well worth the effort. Although Highkeep was ruled by a desert tribe, it bordered the Kingdom of Tavia and had developed into a trade center between them. At times, there were more kingdom citizens living in or visiting the city than there were tribespeople. The long trip for the gypsies had proven lucrative so far. Each evening, the populace would come streaming out of the city to pay their coin and watch the entertainment.

			As they walked, Jeda looked up at the looming walls. It was an impressive display of architecture that was becoming more distinct with the sunrise. The walls stood thirty feet high and were made of tightly fitted stone. The top was fortified with battlements, and Jeda guessed the base must be at least twenty feet thick. Sentries were walking their patrols atop the parapets, but even in this low light, he’d spotted numerous cracks in the face that would afford him multiple routes up.

			How easy it would be, he thought. A quick climb up, a slight noise at the top to draw the guard’s attention, a blade through the unsuspecting man’s eye, and I would be over and in the city before anyone knew anything.

			His elite training was never far from his mind, and his thoughts wandered back to his time with the Assassin’s Guild. He began recollecting the skills he had learned as an apprentice and all it had gained him, but a hand on his shoulder interrupted his musing.

			“Problem?” Franc asked.

			Jeda shook his head. “No problem—just some errant thoughts.”

			“I’ve always wondered what city-dwellers think, hiding behind their walls and thinking themselves safe from the dangers of the great unknown,” Franc said, glancing briefly up the wall before continuing their walk.

			“I’ve asked myself the same thing many times. The skills I learned in my youth make it easy for me to see gaps in any defense. It would be child’s play to get into this city.”

			“I guess if I had your powers, I could do the same,” Franc said with a shrug.

			“It’s not my powers I’m talking about. Having magical abilities is like using a weapon that could fail you at the worst possible moment. I firmly believe most wizards and witches rely too heavily on them, but once drained of power, the body needs time to recover. It’s at that moment that a wizard or witch is most vulnerable. If a swordsman of your ability can avoid their initial strikes, you’d have the advantage with your natural speed and skill. Keep in mind that magic is both a blessing and a curse. Without additional fighting skills, those who have magic can easily be defeated.”

			“I’ve never thought of it that way, but it makes sense. It’s one of the reasons I practice every day to ensure my skills are honed to the best of my ability.”

			“I like that about you, and it’s the reason I’ve chosen you to take over security for the camp.”

			Franc raised a black bushy eyebrow. “And here I thought it was my dashing good looks,” he said with mock outrage.

			Jeda appreciated Franc’s sharp wit. A man of discerning intelligence, his loyalty to the gypsy family made him an easy choice to leave in charge when Jeda and Keisha left for Constantine.

			The trip to Tavia’s capital city was by royal invitation for the celebration of his twins’ coronation as head of the Berkshire duchy. Jeda would have gone regardless of whether he’d been invited, but it warmed his heart to receive an invitation signed by the king himself. To be acknowledged as the twins’ father meant the world to him. The twins’ rags-to-riches story was something out of a fairy tale, and the kingdom was abuzz with it. Jeda found it hard to imagine that his little girls were young women now, who would soon rule a powerful duchy. He remembered rearing and training them and felt a painful stab of nostalgia at the memory.

			They’ll always be my little girls.

			For some reason, Jeda felt apprehensive about leaving the gypsy camp to travel to Constantine. He’d tried to convince Natasha to bring the entire troupe to the capital, but she would have none of it. Leaving Franc in charge of security did ease his unrest a bit, although it didn’t dispel it completely.

			The men walked on in quiet companionship until Franc broke the silence. “I know you’re hesitant about leaving the family in my care, and although I do joke with you, I would never make light of my duties.”

			“I know you wouldn’t, Franc, but I have this uneasy feeling I can’t shake. I don’t like leaving the family for any reason. I remember the last time we were attacked—we lost so many good men. I vowed that would never happen again, but now I’m leaving for well over a month—time I won’t be here to help protect the family.”

			“Rest assured, my friend, I’m aware of what is expected of me and will protect everyone to my dying breath,” Franc said.

			Jeda clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a good man, and I thank you for that.”
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			It was early evening when Keisha joined her husband by their fire pit. Jeda watched her sit down, arranging her skirts and tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Even after all their years together, he still marveled at her strength and beauty. Her looks were the perfect complement to his rugged exterior—smooth, unblemished skin, dark cascading hair that fell to her waist in soft waves, and a sparkle in her eyes that never diminished.

			Keisha looked up at the high, impressive walls surrounding the city. “This city is so exotic, with sights and sounds unlike anywhere else in the kingdom. It’s good for the children to experience different cultures at a young age. It’ll help them develop a broader perspective and appreciation for the diversity of folks we encounter in our lives. I’m glad Mother decided to visit here again.”

			“You sound like Natasha teaching class,” Jeda replied, laughing and ducking as she took a wild swing at him.

			“Don’t mock me, mister,” she said with fake outrage. “There’s more to life than throwing knives and sword fights.”

			Jeda held up his hands in mock surrender. “Okay, okay. I have no doubt you’re a great teacher.”

			“It’s bedtime for the children,” she said, looking to the far side of the fire pit. Their two children had their heads bowed in some secret conversation. Kyle was five years old, and Tasha was four, but their youth didn’t prevent them from planning their next grand adventure. “You’re too lenient with them. Now, what do you suppose those two are talking about?”

			Jeda chuckled. “Probably plotting to take over the kingdom.”

			“I wouldn’t doubt that with Kyle. That boy is walking mischief.”

			“Indeed, but he’s a good lad.” Jeda knew his children were a handful. Like all children, they viewed life with unabashed abandon. Every waking moment was spent trying to experience as much excitement as possible until they passed out from sheer exhaustion. He didn’t envy his wife’s task of getting them to sleep. He reached for her hand and brought it to his lips for a featherlight kiss. “Keisha, my love. Don’t worry so. The children are well.”

			Keisha gave her husband a sweet smile before turning her attention back to the children. Her smile turned instantly into a frown. “Where’d that boy get to now?”

			Jeda had just gained his feet when he heard a soft sound behind him. As he turned, a small voice yelled, “Surprise!” He looked to the shadows and saw that his young son had snuck up unnoticed. The boy had taken to his lessons well, and Jeda was secretly pleased.

			Dang, that boy’s getting good at sneaking around.

			Although Jeda was pleased, Keisha was none too happy with Kyle’s tricks. “Young man, don’t you ever disappear like that again,” she admonished her son. “This is a strange place filled with unknown dangers. You’re too young to be sneaking around by yourself.”

			“But Mama, Papa said I must learn how to sneak around without anyone hearing me.”

			Keisha glared at Jeda. “We’ll talk about that later. Now, take your sister into the wagon and get ready for bed.”

			“But I’m not tired,” Kyle whined.

			“You heard your mother, Kyle. Now do as she asks and take Tasha into the wagon.”

			Kyle nodded, ran to his sister and, taking her hand, led her to the wagon.

			“I’ll be there in a moment,” Keisha said, watching them climb into the wagon before turning to Jeda. “Why must you teach the boy such things? He’ll never join the Assassin’s Guild.”

			Jeda pulled his wife into his arms for a hug. “I know, and I’m sorry he scared you, but the children must learn how to protect themselves. Moving around unseen is part of that protection.”

			“They’re too young.”

			“No, my love, they’re not. It’s better to teach them these skills than have them face danger unprepared. I pray they never have to use their skills, but they’ll be ready if they do. You know how dangerous this world can be, and as much as I bow to your teaching, I will not bend on this.”

			Keisha sighed. “I understand what you’re saying, but they’re so young.” She stepped out of Jeda’s arms and headed for their wagon. “I need to go if I want them to go to sleep without a fuss. I’ll be back soon.”

			He kissed his wife’s cheek before she left. “I’ll be waiting.”

			It was more than an hour before Keisha rejoined him. She sat down and moved closer to him before noticing the scroll in his hand. He was frowning over it and hadn’t looked up when she sat down.

			“Are you still brooding over that?”

			He stared at the ornate paper for another moment before handing it to her.
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			Although it was a prestigious event, it was bittersweet for Jeda. The two young soon-to-be peers of the realm were his twin daughters. Their lives were intertwined in blood, sweat, tears, and a magical bond that had faded as the girls matured. Although he had a different life now, the twins would forever be part of him, as he’d raised them from infancy. The scroll was a gut-wrenching reminder that his little girls were grown and leading their own lives far away from him.

			“It’s been so long since we’ve seen them, and this invitation reminds me of that,” Jeda said. “They’re about to start a new chapter of their lives—one that has little to do with us.”

			Keisha laid her head on his shoulder. They’d traveled with their gypsy family for the past five years without the twins. During that time, there’d been no contact from the Assassin’s Guild, and Jeda had finally felt safe enough to drop the silly name, Adej, that he’d used to hide from the guild. The more he thought about it, the more he laughed at himself. As if a simple name change would stop the guild if they wanted him dead. Although the guild was ancient history for him, Jeda was ever mindful of them. After all, no one ever left the guild, and his brush with death at the hands of another assassin five years ago was ever-present in his mind.

			A shiver had run up his spine when he first read the royal invitation. Re-reading it now, his previous forebodings came rushing back in a whirlwind of apprehension. Rarely did he ignore his sixth sense, and he was loath to do so now, but he couldn’t tell if these feelings came from his parental reluctance at the twins’ growing up or were some portent of danger arising from him and Keisha being away from the gypsy camp to go to the coronation.

			Keisha draped her arm around his shoulders and pulled him close.

			“I never thought this day would arrive,” he said, welcoming her comfort and leaning into her. “I know they’re grown women, but I can still feel a phantom of the bond we shared when they were growing up. They’re part of me, just as you and our children are, and I have a dreadful feeling I can’t shake.”

			Keisha kissed his cheek. “I don’t think you should worry. The twins will always be our girls.”

			Jeda nodded. “I know. Even though they’ve had Gelda and Ranker teaching them the ways of the aristocracy.”

			She laughed.

			“What? You don’t think Gelda is qualified to teach Kara and Kala how to act like nobility?”

			“Oh no,” she replied. “She’s highly qualified. It’s the thought of Ranker sitting at a formal dinner table that makes me laugh. Can you see him trying to figure out what spoon to use first?”

			Jeda chuckled at the image that conjured of the formidable mountain man. “That would be funny. This piece of paper is just another reminder that the girls have grown into women and that part of our lives with them is over. I have to accept that, but this feeling I’ve been experiencing is different. It’s a sense of foreboding and not only because I miss the girls.”

			Keisha’s eyes widened. “What else could it be? Do you think they’re in danger?”

			Jeda shook his head. “I’m not sure, but we’ll find out in time. I’m just glad we’re going to the coronation. Are you sure you’re okay with leaving the children with your mother while we’re in Constantine?”

			Keisha nodded. “I’ll miss them, of course, and she’ll spoil them rotten, but there’s no safer place for them than with the family. Besides, we’ll not be gone overly long.”

			“I wish she would change her mind and come with us,” Jeda said. “I don’t like splitting up the family, even for a short while.”

			Keisha rolled her eyes. “I’ve tried to convince her but she’s a stubborn woman who wants nothing to do with all the pomp and circumstance surrounding the coronation. Plus, she’s uncomfortable leaving anyone else in charge of the caravan.”

			Jeda nodded. “In any case, we have a few weeks before we leave. I’ll ensure the guards are well-trained to protect the caravan while we’re away.”

			The following days blended seamlessly with each other. The gypsies had been camped outside of Highkeep for two weeks now, and the almost daily excursions into town for supplies and trinkets were never dull. Jeda would often accompany the women into the bazaars for the strange and unusual bits and pieces the locals had for trade. Although none of the gypsy women had encountered much trouble, Jeda always ensured any group entering the city did so with a security escort. It was more of a visual deterrent than anything else—the women could take care of themselves and could usually handle whatever came their way, whether by knife, magic, or subterfuge.

			Jeda wiped the sweat from his eyes as he watched the people crowding the bazaar. It was early morning, and as with most days in the desert, it promised to be another scorcher. The market was packed with merchants lining both sides of the street, hawking their wares. Citizens and foreigners alike haggled and bartered with the beady-eyed peddlers, everyone looking for the best deal of the day. There was always a riot of noise in the souks of Highkeep, and today proved to be no different. Individual sounds were near impossible to hear from one side of the crowded dirt streets to the other.

			He waited patiently in the shade of a canopy while Keisha bargained with a seller of exotic fruits. His wife wore the multiple colorful scarves over her dress that most gypsy women wore, and her raven hair cascaded down her back in gentle waves. She was like a shining jewel among the dull whites and beiges of the desert people. Though it was near useless, he shook his shirt to try to fan some air between the sweltering cloth and his lean and wiry frame.

			This heat is enough to drive anyone insane.

			As if fate heard him, a blood-curdling scream pierced the din blanketing the marketplace. The unearthly cry was audible throughout the three square blocks of the bazaar and left a haunting echo in its wake. Buyers and sellers looked to the east, where the scream had come from, but flashes of blue-and-gold uniforms had them quickly turning and scurrying away. Those colors belonged to the palace guard, and death followed those killers like a plague on holiday. Everyone knew that it was madness to interfere in their business. Everyone, it seemed, except the two foreigners racing towards the trouble.

			“It was Maria,” Keisha called to Jeda. “I’d know her voice anywhere.”
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Sword Training

			Kara wolfed down a few eggs and biscuits in her excitement to begin the day’s training. Kala sat beside her, pushing her eggs around her plate, decidedly unenthusiastic about the prospect.

			“You can always quit,” Kara sniped at her sister. “I’ll tell Captain Creighton you couldn’t continue the training.”

			Kala shook her head. “There’s not a chance in hell that I’d quit and let you lord it over me for all time.”

			Kara laughed. “I wouldn’t do it for all time. A year or two would suffice.”

			Kala huffed, and the sisters stood and left for the training yard.

			They found Creighton waiting for them holding two practice swords. They were large and cumbersome, but he swung the wooden blades with a familiarity that spoke of years of training. Kara watched with unabashed curiosity and a touch of envy at the way Creighton moved. Kala forced herself to appear enthusiastic when all she wanted to do was sleep for a week. She was regretting her earlier remarks about not quitting.

			“These will be your weapons for the foreseeable future,” the captain said. “Treat them as you would a steel blade.”

			Both were shocked at the weight their swords, and Kala shot her sister a worried look while Creighton watched them.

			“They’re purposefully heavier than what you’re accustomed to. The object is to train your muscles, improve your stamina and, most importantly, develop your skills. First, you’ll learn from me and then begin training against each other. We’ll move on to the next lesson when I’m satisfied you’ve both properly learned the first.”

			“When will we be able to spar with you?” Kara asked.

			Creighton shook his head before answering. “You’re nowhere near the skill level required to spar with me. I’d venture to say there’s not a swordsman in the Berkshire Duchy who’s that proficient.”

			“Maybe a demonstration is in order? After all, the girls should know if you’re as good as you say.”

			All three were surprised at the interruption coming from the direction of the house. They saw Gelda standing nearby with Ranker a step behind and towering over her petite frame.

			Creighton smiled as he turned to her. “My dear lady, it would be an honor to put on a demonstration for you—after all, you’re my benefactor. But as I’ve mentioned, there’s no one here near my mastery with the sword.”

			“I beg to differ,” Gelda said, motioning to the gentle giant standing behind her. “I think Ranker might give you a good run. What say you, my love?”

			In response, he rolled his shoulders and stepped out into the training yard with a smile. “Steel or wood?” he asked.

			“Wood is for amateurs,” Creighton replied.

			“Steel it is.”

			Ranker walked over to the sword rack and picked a suitable blade. Creighton had his sword hanging from his waist and drew it as Ranker slid into the training circle. Both men initially moved slowly while cautiously testing each other’s defenses. Then, after a few practice swings, the demonstration began in earnest. The sisters had seen Ranker in the heat of battle, but this was entirely different.

			Creighton moved like quicksilver and struck with the speed of a viper. Ranker countered each move with a series of vicious attacks, moving with an agility that belied his size. At first, neither man could penetrate the other’s defenses, and the twins stood in awe of them both. But unfortunately, time is the greatest equalizer, and Ranker, being the senior by a score of years, began to slow. After a few flurries of blows, Creighton finally scored a hit on Ranker’s chest, and the men separated. They each bowed, and Creighton spoke.

			“Sir, that was a truly spectacular display of swordsmanship,” he said, holding out his hand. “I daresay you would have trounced me all over this yard in your prime. I’m honored to have had the chance to spar against you.”

			Ranker smiled and shook Creighton’s hand. “Father Time waits on no man, I’m afraid. Thank you for taking it easy on me.”

			Both girls were shocked at Ranker’s words. It was beyond belief that Creighton had taken it easy on him. The two men had moved with a sublime grace and speed that was mesmerizing to watch. Neither girl had been able to follow the swordsmanship fully, but they couldn’t think of Ranker as old and slow. That level of fighting was beyond their comprehension.

			Ranker walked back to Gelda, who patted his arm.

			“Took it easy on the young pup, didn’t you?” she asked with a knowing smile.

			He smiled, shook his head, and held out his arm for her as they walked back inside.

			Creighton looked at the girls. “That was a rare display of extraordinary skill and a privilege to watch. I was wrong about no man hereabouts having the proficiency to match me, and that display humbled me. Now, let’s see if you can prove me wrong again and learn how to fight like that. Maybe one day, I’ll be thanking you for taking it easy on an old man. Are you ready to begin your real training?”

			Both girls nodded, knowing that neither would quit now, although each had a decidedly different reason. Kara’s eyes practically sparkled with anticipation, while Kala inwardly groaned at her choice.
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			Kara and Kala’s training continued for a straight month, and each saw remarkable improvement in her proficiency with the sword. Kara outshone her sister, but what Kala lacked in skill, she made up for in dexterity. Though Kara bested her more times than not, it wasn’t a completely one-sided competition. The girls were now outfitted with blunted steel swords that more closely matched the edged steel they would eventually use when they finish their training with Creighton. They looked at each other eagerly and began to circle.

			“Are you ready to lose again?” Kara asked with a smirk.

			Kala looked at her sister as a cat would a mouse and simply nodded. As they fought, they each waited for Creighton’s signal to stop so he could critique one move or another, but today, he remained silent. The bout seemed endless and the girls finally stepped back from each other, drenched in sweat and exhausted. Again, Kara simply nodded to her sister, who took that as high praise from her typically silent twin.

			Creighton’s thoughts were a bit different. “This is the end of your training with me. Though you both show a modicum of talent, your skill is still dismal at this point. However, you might become proficient with a few years of hard training.”

			They’d been training with Creighton for weeks and knew his methods and moods, and thus realized that his gruff reply was a compliment to both of them and smiled wildly at his words.

			“Don’t smile at me like a pair of slack-jawed fools,” he said, trying unsuccessfully to hide his grin. “You still have hours upon hours of training to complete before you can call yourselves masters of the art, but for now, I’m confident in calling you swordswomen. Unfortunately, I can no longer train you, as I have other duties to attend to. Still, I’ll leave word at the castle training yards that you’ll be permitted entry to train with the royal guards if you wish to learn more and experience different fighting styles. They train early in the morning, so if you’ve got a mind to improve, you’ll have to get up early.”

			The girls thanked him for everything he’d taught them, but before he took his leave, he had one final thing to say and turned toward Kara.

			“You have the potential to become something great, but I warn you to never again waste your time in the filthy fighting pits of the city. Though it may seem like you could develop more skills, it’s quite the opposite. If you continue down that road, your skills will diminish, as you’ll have fewer and fewer worthy opponents to test and better your skills against. Come to the castle if you want more training to become a true swordmaster.”

			Kara nodded, knowing she would take him up on his offer.

			“I’m so glad that’s over,” Kala said when Creighton left them. “All I want to do is sleep for a week straight.”

			Kara looked at her sister a moment before answering. “So I guess you won’t be coming to the castle for more practice?”

			“The only practice I want at the castle is for our coronation.”

			“I know you didn’t enjoy these past weeks, but you did make some remarkable improvement.”

			“I only wanted to learn to defend myself properly without magic, and I’ve accomplished that. If you want to go to the castle for more training, then go, but no more pit fighting. Will you promise me that?”

			“You needn’t worry about that any longer. Now that I have a place to train and improve myself, I won’t need the pits any longer.”

			Kala smiled and put a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “I’m happy you won’t be going to the pits. I worried you might become so seriously injured that even my healing magic couldn’t save you. Those places are dangerous, dirty, and disgusting. “

			“That may be so, but I liked fighting there,” Kara replied.

			“I’m off to take a long hot bath,” Kala said. “See you later.”

			Kara watched her walk away, her mind already on tomorrow and what she might encounter at the castle training yard. She put the practice swords back on the rack and went in search of a hot bath for herself.
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			Early the following day, Kara poked her head into her sister’s room. “Hey, wake up, sleepyhead. I’m leaving shortly for the castle and wanted to give you a chance to join me.”

			“Go away,” came the muffled reply as Kala sank deeper into her mound of pillows and blankets. “Leave me in peace. I don’t want to see a sword today, never mind practice with one.”

			“Your loss,” Kara said as she left Kala’s bedchamber, heading to the kitchens for a quick breakfast. She didn’t expect to find Grandmother Gelda and Ranker there eating their meal.

			“Ahh, it’s so good to see you, my dear,” Gelda said, beaming at her granddaughter. “I understand from Sir Creighton that you did remarkably well in your training. He had high praise for you and your sister, but it was you who caught his attention. He said you had the potential to become a superb swordswoman.”

			Humbled, Kara couldn’t keep the smile from her face on hearing of the compliments from Captain Creighton. She’d thought he didn’t even like her. It was refreshing to hear such words.

			“Where are you going so early in the day?” Gelda asked. “As if I didn’t know already.”

			“I’m going to the castle to train in the yards with the king’s guards,” Kara said.

			Gelda nodded and motioned for her to come sit at the table. “Creighton did mention he offered that to you, but I’m surprised you’re going there so soon. I thought you’d like a few days to recover from all the training you’ve been doing.”

			“I don’t want to stop my training. The guards are all professionals, and training with them will give me the chance to improve my skills without relying on magic.”

			“Ha!” Ranker cried, trying not to spit out his breakfast. “Don’t get your hopes up too much about training with professionals. You’ll find out soon enough that there are as many boneheads at the castle as elite swordsmen.”

			Kara’s eyes widened. “Why would you say that? The royal guards are supposed to be the best-trained swordsmen in the kingdom.”

			“I speak from experience. I wasn’t always a fun-loving fool who follows your grandmother around like a sick puppy,” Ranker said, glancing at Gelda with a big smile. “But that’s a story for another day. Keep in mind that not all guardsmen take to training as you do. You’ll meet some good and some bad ones; my advice is to watch, listen, and learn from the good ones.”

			Gelda smacked him on the shoulder in mock outrage. “Stop trying to scare her.”

			“What?” he replied. “I’m just trying to tell her the truth. She should hear it from me, rather than fall victim to some of the scum in that elite guard. Besides, she’ll also have to deal with many who have an attitude about training with a woman.”

			“It’s all right, Grandmother,” Kara said. “I know Uncle Ranker means well, and I’ll keep in mind what he’s said. I also want to thank you for bringing Captain Creighton here to show me a better way to train. I’m sorry for any worry I caused you.”

			Gelda patted her hand. “I daresay you’ll learn more and be safer at the castle than any fighting pit.”

			“And when you get tired of those fellows, come back here, and I’ll teach you a thing or two about fighting,” Ranker added. “You’ve got a good foundation now.”

			“Thank you, Ranker. I’ll look forward to it,” Kara said. “I was beyond impressed at your skill. Thank you both, but I must leave now or miss the start of my first training day.”

			“Be careful,” her grandmother said. “Before you go, there’s one more thing I’d like to discuss with you.”

			“What?” Kara asked.

			“I’ve had a missive from the king. He plans to elevate Kala to duchess at the coronation, and you’ll be crowned countess.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yes. It’s actually very clever. Since you’re identical twins and no one knows which of you was born first, one of you will have to be elevated above the other to avoid any potential issue with future inheritance. By making the seat of Berkshire a duchy, he can make you a countess, Kala the duchess, and gain himself a powerful ally in the process.”

			“An ally?” Kara asked. “How’s that?”

			“Counts and countesses do not sit on the privy council, which is made up of the dukes, duchesses, and the king’s advisors and generals. The dukes and duchesses usually have their own agendas when advising the king and aren’t always on the friendliest of terms with him. Having one more ally on the council will make the king’s life much easier. As the Duchess of Berkshire, your sister will sit on the council and be that new ally.”

			“I see and it only confirms for me that I don’t want to be a duchess. Kala is so much better at all the political stuff and I’m happy to leave her to it,” Kara grabbed some bread, cheese, and a carafe of water before heading out.

			Gelda looked at Ranker, who merely shrugged. Neither was surprised that Kara had nothing more to say on the coronation plans.

			“She’s all grown up now,” Ranker said. “I hope those guards aren’t too hard on her.”

			“I hope she’s not too hard on them,” Gelda replied, laughing. “They’ve never seen a spitfire like her before. It should be quite a first day.”

			The sun had already crested the horizon when Kara rode up to	 the castle. She stopped at the main gate and asked the guards for directions to the training yards. One of them misunderstood her intentions, and his reply was stern and curt.

			“You’ll have to wait to visit your boyfriend,” he said with a sneer. “The guardsmen have serious training to complete and can ill afford to be interrupted by you batting your pretty eyes at them.”

			At first, the second guard laughed at his partner’s comment but then he saw the look of outrage on Kara’s face. He elbowed the first guard, and both men looked at her and burst out laughing. Kara flinched at the disrespect and fingered one of her many knives. She stopped short of drawing her blade, thinking of the trouble it would cause. However, the first guard saw her reaching for her knife and tensed, placing his hand on his blade.

			“Careful there, missy,” he warned. “Drawing a blade on a guardsman is a serious offense. I could lock you up in the dungeon just for trying.”

			“And end up in a cell of your own,” a voice said from behind the men.

			All three turned and saw a blade master standing just inside the gate. He bowed low to Kara.

			“My apologies, Lady Kara,” Captain Creighton said. “It’s obvious these buffoons don’t know who you are. They know insulting a peer of the realm would land them in a dungeon cell and drawing a weapon on one would see them hanged.”

			The two guardsmen practically stumbled over themselves to bow to Kara.

			“We’re so sorry, my lady,” the first guardsman said. “We didn’t recognize you and won’t make such a blunder again. Please accept our most sincere apologies.”

			She decided not to reply but simply nodded at the men.

			“Lady Kara might be quick to forgive you two, but I assure you, I am not,” Creighton said. “Find me once your duties are completed.”

			Both men cringed. “Yes sir, Captain Creighton,” they responded in unison.

			“And now, my lady,” Creighton said to Kara, “if you’ll follow me, I’ll escort you to the training yards.”

			She dismounted and followed him into the castle grounds where she handed her horse off to a stable hand. All she could think of was Uncle Ranker’s comments about boneheads. It almost made her laugh. She fell into step beside Creighton. “Thank you for meeting me at the gate.”

			He glanced at her. “I knew you’d be here today. The fire in your belly was quite evident while I trained you.”

			Kara wanted to explain why she was so desperate to learn swordsmanship, but they’d arrived at the training yards and there was no time. Guardsmen of all sizes were paired off, and the clang of steel echoed through the morning air.

			Creighton stopped at the entrance and faced her. “The first rule in the yard is there is no rank. It doesn’t matter who you’re fighting; you’ll be treated like every other fighter here. Additionally, you’ll see very few women here. That’s not by design, but more by circumstance.”

			“Circumstance?” Kara asked. “What do you mean?”

			Creighton sighed. “Training is hard. A certain amount of physical dexterity and mental toughness is required to handle it. Unfortunately, I’ve found very few women who have the intestinal fortitude to brave the yards. You, of course, are among the exceptions to that, but you’ll probably be the lone female most days.”

			“That has never been an issue for me,” Kara replied.

			“That’s good.” Creighton nodded. “There are also control measures in place. Skill levels are assigned so no one gets hurt fighting a superior opponent. Everyone wears a colored sash denoting their level of expertise. The colors start at yellow, progress to green, then to red, and finally to black. You’ll be wearing yellow as a beginner, and you may train with anyone willing to cross blades with you.”

			Kara bristled at the assignment but held her tongue, fearing she’d be forced to leave. Instead, she looked around the yard and spotted a girl wearing a red sash fighting a young man wearing black.

			When Creighton followed her line of sight, he smiled. “I did mention that there are a few women who train, although the lady can hardly be called a woman yet.”

			Kara watched the girl undertake a series of feints and attacks that were well-coordinated and highly controlled. The young man she trained with was equally fluid in his skill, which was as to be expected, since he wore the black.

			“Who is she?” Kara asked. “She’s well-trained for one so young.”

			“That is Princess Bethianna Elizabeth Donehauld and her older brother, Prince Tyrel,” Creighton explained. “He’s the heir apparent.”

			Kara was surprised to see them there. She knew of the king’s children but had never met either, though she was scheduled to meet them before the coronation ceremony.

			“And they train in the yards?”

			Creighton nodded. “Yes, almost daily, but only with each other or a select few black sashes.”

			Kara made a mental note to watch the girl. Her moves were effortless and graceful, as if she were born to wield a sword. It was everything Kara wanted for herself.

			Creighton smiled at her intense study of the royals. “No need to think about those two. You’ll be paired with other yellow sashes and train under one of the instructors. Are you ready to begin?”

			“Yes,” Kara said, nodding.

			“Good, then let’s meet the instructor on duty today.”

			He led her to a tall, lanky man teaching a group of men wearing yellow sashes. She was surprised at how old a few of them were, but after watching them train, she understood why they still wore the yellow.

			“Captain Lenard,” Creighton called, “I have a new trainee for you.”

			Lenard briefly looked over at Kara and simply motioned her to come forward.

			“Lady Kara, I leave you in Captain Lenard’s very capable hands. He’s an elite guardsman of my rank and will continue your training.”

			Lenard barked out a laugh. “Like you?” he replied good-naturedly. “You only wish you were half as good as I am. One of these days, you’ll take off your courtly accouterments and join me in the circle. Would you care to join me now?” he asked, pointing to a defined circle in the center of the yard.

			Creighton simply laughed in response. “The circle Captain Lenard pointed to is where you’ll go to prove your worth for promotion to the next sash. It’s also where challenges of first blood takes place.”

			“First blood?” Kara asked.

			“Challenges over slights or insults between those who train here,” Lenard answered. “If you intend to train here for more than a day, you should know what you’re getting into.”

			“I don’t intend to insult anyone,” Kara replied.

			“Make no mistake—your mere presence here is an insult to many,” Lenard said.

			Kara cringed, as this introduction wasn’t going as she’d hoped. She knew many men looked down on women who took up the sword, but she hadn’t expected such animosity so quickly. It was a no-brainer to stand up for herself. Either it would prove disastrous or set the tone for the rest of her days’ training. “And you? Is my presence here an insult to you?”

			“Ha!” Lenard bellowed, looking at Creighton. “You’ve finally brought me someone with a backbone. Come, girl, let’s see if your skills match your boldness.”

			“Practice well,” Creighton called out as he walked away, “and remember what I’ve taught you.”
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Second Meeting 
with the King

			Menz looked upon Castle Donehauld for the second time in as many months.  He’d expected to return with better news, though the outcome wasn’t unusual in the guild’s business. The spy he’d sent into the desert city of Highkeep had disappeared, and he’d received no word from him in over five days. He wasn’t looking forward to telling the king.

			When Menz approached the castle, the guard at the main entry looked at him with wary eyes. Menz didn’t have the falcon with him on this trip, but he showed the guard his royal ring and was admitted without delay. The king was in his public chambers, reviewing the elaborate plans for the upcoming coronation of the Berkshire twins with his councilors. Although Menz wouldn’t be attending the event, he listened to the proceedings. The twins were an interesting pair who’d captured the master assassin’s attention long ago when his elite assassin Jeda stole them as babies. With Catherine, the reigning Countess of Berkshire, and her sister Elizabeth’s deaths, the twins’ meteoric rise to power was unprecedented, and Menz knew they would be a force to be reckoned with.

			He stood unnoticed off to one side of the room and waited patiently for the affairs of state to conclude. Listening to the ramblings of the event planners and their talk of proper seating and etiquette was akin to watching sand dry at low tide. Thankfully, it wasn’t long before the king’s chamberlain noticed him waiting in the hall. The servant slipped beside the king and whispered in his ear.

			Christoph nodded. “Enough for now. We shall reconvene tomorrow if anything more needs to be decided.”

			Menz was led to the king’s private chamber, the same room they’d met in not long ago.

			The king was already waiting for him having used his private door from the public chamber. “Menz, I don’t relish the thought of you once again in my chambers. Do you have information I requested?” Christoph asked.

			“I do not bring good tidings,” Menz said. He proceeded to tell the king about the disappearance of one of his spies. “I’ve waited as long as I thought prudent before coming to inform you of this. It doesn’t bode well.”

			“This is indeed unfortunate,” Christoph said, nodding. “The city of Highkeep is integral to the trade routes through the desert, and we can ill afford to have that trade disrupted. I was hoping we could learn this new prince’s intent before anything unfortunate occurred. Unfortunately, it seems we won’t learn anything now.”

			“I’ve lost contact with my spy, but I’ve sent a second to determine what has happened. She is well-seasoned and will not fail. I expect to hear from her within a few weeks.”

			“Her? You sent a woman into that pit of vipers?”

			Menz smiled slightly before answering. “She’s the preeminent swordsman of the guild and one of our best spies. She will not fail in discovering what happened to her brother spy and what this desert prince is up to.”

			“I certainly hope so. I’m worried about the Berkshire coronation and hope this talk of unrest within Highkeep is just rumors and gossip. I don’t want anything unforeseen happening at this event. It’s been many years since we’ve had a new duchess crowned, and I want the event to be perfect.”

			“We’ll do our best to ensure it is.”

			“Thank you, Menz,” Christoph replied. “You’re a good friend and confidant.”

			“Tell me that again after you pay my fee,” Menz said as he slipped out the door.

			[image: scene divider image]

			Raz Dugo was not pleased. She’d been looking forward to a few days of leisurely quiet, and Falcon Point was the perfect city for it. It was picturesque, with magnificent views of the High Plain Mountains to the west and a panoramic view of the valleys to the east. At this time of year, the mornings were crisp, and the temperature warmed nicely throughout the day. That would change in a few weeks, as the seasons changed and the weather became cooler. Soon enough, an unforgiving winter wind would rush off the mountains, making the days cold and the nights even more miserable but for now it was the perfect place to rest.

			When she’d walked into the tavern a few moments ago, the owner poured a mug of ale setting it before her along with a parchment. “This came for you earlier today.”

			Without a word, Raz cracked open the message. She quickly read the note inside before dropping it in a lamp set on the bar. After the paper burned, she picked up her mug and poured a small amount into the ashes, ensuring no one would ever be able to read what had been written. Anyone looking in her direction would assume the spill was an accident, which was precisely what she wanted them to believe. Being successful in her missions depended on people underestimating her at every turn.

			The message was a new mission from Master Menz, directing her to the desert city of Highkeep. She was to discover the whereabouts of a fellow assassin—Roland Boros as well as find out any information about the Prince of the Desert. That information might be harder to collect and she wondered if Roland had uncovered something important. She knew Roland from his training days in the guild—she’d been one of his instructors while he was an apprentice. What she remembered most about him was his inclination to break any rule that got in his way. She wondered if that tendency had finally caught up with him.

			So instead of a nice relaxing break, I get to go on a rescue mission. I wonder what trouble he’s gotten himself into this time.

			As she thought of her next steps, she turned to the barkeep. “Has the caravan for Highkeep left yet?”

			“No, mistress, it’s due to leave in the morning.”

			Well, at least I’ll have one night of peaceful sleep.

			The following day, Raz rode near the center of the wagon train as it traveled along the road. Joining the caravan as a guard afforded her decent cover for entering the desert city unnoticed. Caravan guards were like servants, invisible until needed. It was the perfect cover for this mission. She’d be able to enter the city without attracting the kind of attention a lone female traveler might otherwise incur. The caravan master’s name was Kraster, and he’d had no qualms about hiring her when he saw her weapons and horse. He’d lamented that good help was hard to find, but after discussing her salary, Raz knew his problems were more due to being cheap with his coin than a lack of available help. She didn’t care what he was paying, as long as the wagons were headed in the right direction. Although entering any city would be child’s play for her, using every available advantage to remain inconspicuous made sense.

			As the caravan made it way toward Highkeep, she began to consider her first steps in finding Roland. Her mind wandered to his apprentice days at the guild. He was of average height, with a lean physique, broad shoulders, narrow hips, and a roguish smile that made most women melt. Raz had thought him troublesome and been extra harsh and merciless whenever she instructed him. Nevertheless, he had surprised her with his fortitude, and she developed a grudging respect for his mental acuity and physical abilities. No matter how hard the training, he never quit on her, and he’d readily passed his final trials to become a full brother assassin. He’d be a great asset to the guild if he kept his lax attitude in check.

			I wonder what he got himself into now.

			After days of travel, the walls of Highkeep finally came into view. They’d passed a few other cities, but Kraster didn’t stop at any of them. Instead, he camped along the road in hidden clearings, supposedly to keep his goods safe from thieves and bandits. Raz thought he was just cheap and didn’t want to pay for lodging for the guards and animals.

			The caravan slowed as it drew near the gates, and Raz had a moment to look around the grounds outside the city. There was a large area filled on one side with fanciful colored wagons. They were unmistakable, and even at a distance, she could hear the laughter, shouts, and screams of excitement coming from the campsite.

			Ah, a gypsy troupe is visiting. That might come in handy if plans go awry.

			Raz moved to the front of the wagons to watch their progress through the gates, the gate guards stopping every wagon and searching it thoroughly. It seemed everything coming into the city was assessed and taxed accordingly. The process made for a long and painfully slow wait in the desert heat. She wiped her brow with her sleeve and absently watched the interactions between guards and merchants. When their turn finally came, Kraster climbed down from his wagon and strolled to the waiting guards. After a brief exchange, one left and went inside the guardhouse. In a few moments, the man leaned out and gestured for the wagon master to come in. When he entered, Raz noticed that Kraster was holding a heavy sack of coins, which was gone when both men came back outside. The guard began waving the wagons in their caravan through without any inspection. Raz cocked an inquisitive eyebrow at Kraster, and he smiled expansively.

			“It’s amazing the discretion money will buy,” he whispered conspiratorially.

			The wagons entered the city gates and turned right to follow a road that paralleled the perimeter wall, leading to a large, penned area for animals and wagons. The caravan guards gathered behind Kraster to settle their accounts as the master barked orders to secure the wagons and animals. Raz didn’t need the pittance the man was paying her, but it would draw undue attention if she left without collecting it. When Kraster was finally satisfied that the goods had been secured, he turned his attention to the gathered guards. Raz looked around, assessing the area for escape routes, and absently listened as he addressed them.

			“Thank you all for your service. We made good time, and due to your presence, we had no issues with raiders or bandits. I’ll be returning to Tavia in a few weeks, and if any of you want future employment, make sure to let me know before then. I need only so many guards, so it will be first-come, first-served.” He pointed to one of his drivers, who was standing to the side. “Arthur here has the pay you’re due. See him to settle up.”

			As the guards moved toward Arthur, Kraster stepped aside and signaled for Raz to follow him. She inwardly sighed but decided it wouldn’t hurt to hear what he had to say.

			He wasted no time. “I know good help when I see it, and I need reliable guards. I’d like you to stay on and help protect my goods while I’m in the city. I’ll pay you one and half the rate you earned on the road. I can also extend this to the return trip if you’re interested.”

			Raz thought for a minute before answering.

			This could work out for me. At least I’ll have cover if I need to leave the city discreetly.

			“I have business in the city that will prevent me from guarding your wagons, but I might be willing to accompany you back to the kingdom. How far will you be traveling when you leave?”

			“I’ll be traveling the King’s Highway back to Constantine,” the wagon master explained. “The silks I plan to buy here are worth a fortune in the capital, and I could use a seasoned professional like yourself to keep my cargo safe. There are many bandits along the King’s Highway, and with you in my employ, I’ll feel a lot safer. The trip shouldn’t take longer than a month’s time.”

			“Double my pay, and I’ll travel with you back to Constantine.”

			Kraster scratched his chin before giving her a curt nod. “Done. If you finish your business early, come back, and we’ll talk more.”

			Raz nodded, collected her pay, and walked into the city.
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Gypsy Girls

			Jeda grabbed his wife’s hand and led her through the rapidly diminishing crowds toward the market’s east end, where the screams had come from. “We’ll find her,” he said over his shoulder. “Keep up.”

			He dodged a merchant and nearly collided with Franc, one of the other security escorts for today’s outing. Franc’s distraught expression told Jeda everything he needed to know. The three young girls who’d been under his protection weren’t with him, and Jeda figured the girls had given Franc the slip to find a little excitement and adventure in the exotic desert city. Unfortunately, it sounded like they found more than they bargained for.

			“I don’t know what happened—” Franc began.

			“Not now,” Jeda called as he raced past. “We need to find them.”

			He soon found himself at the east end of the marketplace. A narrow backstreet ran off to one side, and he heard the sound of a scuffle He rushed down the alleyway, motioning for Franc and Keisha to follow. The horrific scene they came upon stopped them short.

			One girl was lying against a wall with a blade sticking out of her stomach. Blood leaked through her fingers as she tried to hold the knife in place. She was pale, breathing heavily, and running out of time. Another girl had a nasty gash on her head and was held between two men while a third wiped blood from his face. Where was Maria?

			The men all wore the uniform of the palace guard, and Jeda knew they were in a world of trouble. The gypsies traveling into the city had been warned repeatedly by him and Franc not to trifle with these guards.

			“You’ll all die for this,” the bloody guard said.

			Jeda recognized the brute as the one from the other night and shook his head at the irony.

			Of all the guards in this city, why do I keep meeting this one?

			“Amir,” he called out, “still trying to get your way with little girls? Can’t get a woman to look your way? Maybe you don’t have the right bigness to satisfy a grown woman.”

			Amir whipped his head around. “You,” he snarled. He spat blood on the ground. “You may have won our last meeting, but I was drunk and didn’t have my sword.” He drew an enormous scimitar and began twirling the blade around like he knew how to use it. “This time, there’ll be a decidedly different outcome. Come, little man, and let’s see how you fare against an opponent who knows how to fight.”

			While Jeda taunted the giant, Keisha ran to the bleeding girl. She immediately drew out the blade and put her hands on the open wound, sending healing magic into the girl. The gushing blood soon became a trickle and then stopped altogether. The girl moaned and leaned into Keisha’s arms. Although no longer bleeding, she was extremely pale from blood loss.

			The other guards released the second girl and drew their swords. Franc drew his sword and met them head-on. The guards were well trained, but Franc was an expert swordsman, and they never had a chance. They were both dead in short order.

			Jeda, for his part, stood his ground while Amir swung his sword around, trying to intimidate him. He smiled and shook his head.

			“If that’s meant to scare me, you’ve failed miserably,” he said, staring at Amir with cold, dead eyes. “Unfortunately for you, this will end very differently from the last time.”

			The rage growing in Jeda’s eyes would give anyone that knew him pause. He tried to keep his seething anger reined in, but when he saw what these men had done to the innocent girls, that anger would not, could not, be contained. Jeda had been training with his sword for many long months, but that traditional training left him as his assassin persona surfaced. The transformation gave the giant a moment’s pause but didn’t stop him.

			It should have.

			“You’re right about that,” Amir bellowed, rushing forward with his blade held high. Then, with a speed that belied his size, he swung down on Jeda, a blow that would have cut him right down the middle if it had connected.

			It didn’t.

			Much to the amazement of the big man, Jeda easily sidestepped and waited patiently for him to recover. From one side, Franc watched, wondering what Jeda was up to. He was prepared to assist but knew Jeda well enough to stay out of his way.

			Amir swung around, guarding against the attack. He sneered when he saw Jeda standing there, waiting, with no weapon in his hand. “So you’re like the jackrabbit then,” he mocked, “jumping around until you can run away. Come now, let’s finish this farce. Die like a true man, not a coward.”

			Jeda shook his head again and finally drew his knives. That gave the big man pause, as he wondered what the little man would do with his prick sticks.

			“I was considering letting you live,” Jeda replied. “But I’ve known too many men like you. You’ll return to your palace hole, nurse your wounds, and try something like this again. I cannot let that happen.”

			Before Amir could reply, he ran forward, dropped, and skidded on his knees, sliding through the giant’s legs. When Amir looked down, shocked, he saw the twin cuts on the inside of his legs and his blood pumping out. With a roar, he turned and swung his sword down to where his opponent should be.

			But he wasn’t.

			Jeda had slid well out of the way of Amir’s blade and stood with his bloodied blades ready. Amir stumbled a step forward, and Jeda saw the moment the guard realized he was in deep trouble. Facing a cold-blooded killer with a crazed look in his eyes, Amir looked around for an escape. He spotted Keisha and raised his sword to attack her. Jeda saw everything in slow motion and immediately threw one of his knives. It penetrated the big man’s eye to the hilt, killing him instantly. He dropped to the ground, a look of horror on his face.

			“I told you this would end differently,” Jeda said, pulling his knife from the man’s eye and wiping the gore off on the dead man’s tunic. He turned to see a shocked look on Franc’s face. No matter how well they knew each other, he’d never shown that side of himself before.

			“Remind me to never get on your bad side,” Franc said, staring at the downed giant.

			Jeda walked to Keisha and the sobbing girl.

			“We weren’t doing anything wrong,” she cried between sobs. “They grabbed us like we were their property and dragged us into this alley. I was so scared!”

			“Shh…you’re safe now,” Jeda soothed the distraught girl. “They won’t hurt you anymore. Where’s Maria?”

			“Some other guards took her. We were all fighting as best we could, and Maria used her magic to shove the men back. They were shocked for a moment, and then two of them rushed her. They grabbed her before she could release another blast, knocked her out, and tied her up. Then three guards took her someplace—I don’t know where. The ones left in the alley started to come after us, but Jess smashed the big one in the face with a rock. He stabbed her and was coming for me when you saved us.”

			“Magic?” Jeda said, groaning at the implication. “You girls know that magic’s forbidden in the city. Those guards probably took her to the palace to be questioned.”

			“More like tortured,” Franc said.

			Jeda frowned at him, thinking his comment didn’t help. Keisha and the two girls were already distraught, and Franc’s bluntness only added fuel to the fire that threatened to engulf them all. Though this was a nightmare of the worst kind, Jeda couldn’t help but marvel  at what Keisha had done. She was a gifted healer, but the power she’d used to heal the dying girl was nothing short of miraculous.

			These women are constantly full of surprises.

			Keisha had removed the knife and healed the girl as much as she could at the moment. Jeda picked up the knife to examine it. A lot could be gleaned from a warrior’s weapons, and he studied the blade for a minute. Though the blade was heavy and ornately decorated, it was extremely sharp and functional. However, functional didn’t mean skillful, as the guard had soon learned. The guards were handsome in their flashy uniforms, but they lacked the skill of trained swordsmen and had been no match for Franc and Jeda.

			What a nightmare. Damn these arrogant bastards. I never thought the guards would be so out of control. They probably have their way with any locals they want and thought they could do the same with the gypsy girls.

			Jeda looked around at the three dead guards.

			They paid the ultimate price for their arrogance, but I’m afraid we’ll all end up paying dearly.

			It took but a moment for him to decide on a course of action. He began to strip one of the guards of his uniform as Franc looked on in puzzlement. There was a good chance of meeting more guards when he snuck into the palace, and it would be best to try to blend in.

			“What are you doing?” Franc asked.

			“Maria’s either in the palace or the dungeons. In either case, I have to go in and rescue her. How do you think I might accomplish that?”

			Franc nodded and began to undress one of the other guards.

			“No,” Jeda said. “You’re not coming with me. I’ll sneak in tonight under cover of darkness, and you don’t have the necessary skills to come with me. I need you to stay back and keep everyone safe and in the camp. No one is to visit the city.”

			“You can’t go alone,” Franc argued. “That place will be swarming with guards. You’ll never stand a chance against so many.”

			“Remember, I’ve been here before,” Jeda said. “I know the city and the palace like the back of my hand. I won’t have any problems. It’ll be just like the good old days.”

			“I think your definition of good old days is different from mine,” Franc said, continuing to strip off the guard’s uniform.

			Jeda said nothing as Franc gathered up the second uniform. It had been years since he’d worked in the city, and he was sure there would be unforeseen hazards. However, with Franc coming along, they’d have a better chance of rescuing Maria and getting out alive.

			I may need his help.

			“We need to get the girls back to camp,” he said, looking around at the carnage.

			Keisha nodded. “Yes, but we must take care. They need more healing, but this isn’t the time or place for that.”

			“On that, we agree,” Franc chimed in. “It’ll be our deaths if we’re found here.”

			Keisha removed one of her scarves and wrapped it around the injured girl’s middle to hide the bloodstains on her dress. “Come, I know it hurts, but we need to leave.”

			The girl grunted as Keisha helped her stand and looped her arm through hers.

			Franc had gotten the other injured girl on her feet and given her his headscarf to hide the gash on her forehead. The group moved through the marketplace quickly but steadily, trying to avoid attracting undue attention. As disruptive as the screams had been, they were just as quickly forgotten. The marketplace had returned to its ordinary everyday hustle and bustle.

			Jeda was amazed at the apathy of the people who’d turned a blind eye to the girls being molested. If something like this could happen in broad daylight, he could only wonder at what horrors happened in the dark of the night. This city was a cesspit of narcissistic arrogance, unrelenting cruelty, and ignorant racism. He was still wondering how this once-thriving eclectic metropolis had devolved into such an apathetic lawless hellhole when they neared the main gates.

			Thankfully, the gate guards paid little attention to them because a long caravan was just entering the city, and most of the guards were busy inspecting the wagons to determine the amount of tax to be levied on the new arrivals. Jeda saw the caravan master discreetly hand the sergeant of the guard a heavy sack and breathed a sigh of relief. Having just gotten a bribe, the sergeant wouldn’t be paying much attention to anyone, especially those leaving. Jeda noticed a woman guard riding with the caravan master who seemed vaguely familiar. The scarf around her face hid her features except for piercing eyes that seemed to miss nothing, but there was no time to look closer. Instead, he continued to walk arm in arm with Keisha, right through the gates and past the guards, Franc and the girls following on their heels.
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			Natasha looked at Jeda with a frown. “Tell me what happened.”

			He nodded and began the sorrowful tale. “It was a typical shopping trip until it wasn’t.”

			After he’d explained, Natasha sighed deeply at the mess before them. “First, we won’t leave Maria, or anyone else for that matter, behind. Perhaps I could go to the palace and plead our case before the prince. I’m sure he’ll be reasonable and let her go. We may have to pay a heavy penalty for using magic within the walls, but that’s probably all—”

			“You’re forgetting the three dead bodies we left behind,” Jeda interrupted. “They were palace guards. That alone demands justice so the prince won’t lose face with his subjects and the other tribes. He cannot afford to look weak; there’s no way he would simply forget those deaths. He may decide to put us all to the sword just to demonstrate his strength.”

			“Then what do you suggest?” Natasha asked.

			Keisha arrived just as Jeda was detailing his plan. “I, too, would like to hear what you have planned,” she said, giving him a look that said there was no sense arguing with her. “There’s no way you’re going to sneak into the palace alone. It is just too dangerous. We may have already lost Maria, and we won’t lose you in some half-baked rescue.”

			“We haven’t lost Maria—” Franc started to say.

			“I’m not saying we have, just that it might be a—”

			“We have to think of everyone,” one of the other gypsies interjected. “I won’t—”

			“Stop!”

			Everyone quieted as Natasha stood before them, angry and displeased at the arguing, which would get them no closer to a viable solution for rescuing Maria.

			“Enough arguing. I asked you for your thoughts and counsel, not to hear you bicker about whose idea is best. I’ll decide on the best course of action when the time comes. As Jeda pointed out, my idea of talking with the prince would undoubtedly fail. The desert people are extremely proud, and I agree with Jeda’s assessment—they would just as soon kill us all than let the appearance of weakness lessen their standing with the other tribes. Jeda, please tell us your idea.”

			He stood before the group and began to explain his plan. “We must keep this simple. Anything complicated with moving parts is bound to fail. We’ll move at night. The first thing we must do is get into the city unseen—we don’t want the gate guards logging anyone from the gypsy camp entering the city after sundown. I can easily scale the outer walls and let down a rope for whoever accompanies me. I’d originally thought to go alone, but after further consideration, I think two would have a better chance of success.”

			Franc tried to hide his smile as he pulled the uniform from his satchel. Jeda looked his way and shook his head, saying nothing. The decision of who went on this mission would ultimately lie with Natasha.

			Jeda continued: “The first time I came here was under guild orders, and my mission was to assist the old chieftain in attaining his title. I did just that, and as a reward, I was made a friend of the tribe. That was considered a high honor, but the real reward was gaining unprecedented access within the palace and its grounds. I took advantage of that and did a detailed survey of the grounds. I can’t imagine much has changed since that time. The walls are guarded day and night, but there are holes in the defense. We can use those holes to slip past the perimeter guards. That leaves the inner security to deal with, but there’s usually no more than a skeleton crew on duty at night. I’m confident I can get in undetected.”

			“How will you get Maria out?” Natasha asked.

			“That will be a bit tricky,” Jeda admitted. “I don’t quite know yet because I don’t know where they’ll be holding her. If she’s in the dungeons, there will be multiple guards, and it will be difficult to get her out without raising the alarm. On the other hand, if she’s in one of the holding rooms, there should only be one guard, which will be much easier. As I said, I think a two-man team will have the most chance of success.”

			“There are many unknowns in your plan,” Natasha said. “But I’m not sure we have any other option. I assume Franc will be going with you?”

			“If you approve, then yes.”

			“Very well. I approve,” she replied, then turned to the other gypsies. “Inform the rest of the troupe to pack up and be prepared to leave before morning. Keep it quiet so it won’t arouse any undue suspicion.”
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Castle Guards

			Kara mopped the sweat from her brow as she stepped back from Lenard. For her introduction to the yards, Captain Lenard had put her through a series of tests designed to determine her skill level. In the end, she was tired but not completely worn out, and Lenard still looked as fresh as when they started.

			“Creighton assigned you the yellow because you’re new and untested,” Lenard said. “You have good potential and will train with the yellows until you can best the most skilled among them. If you manage that, you’ll be considered for promotion to green. Now join the others.”

			Kara moved over to the group of men. A few gave her a wide berth, a few wore outright hostile looks, but there were also a few that met her with nods.

			Well, at least they’re not all bad.

			Lenard continued his training lesson, consisting of a series of feints and attacks with the corresponding defenses. After showing the group the moves multiple times, he paired them off. “Roger, you will practice with the new girl.”

			Kara looked at the man Lenard had chosen to be her partner. He was middle-aged, with a slight paunch, and twirled his sword in a threatening manner as he sneered at Kara.

			“Come on, girl, let’s get this over with.”

			She could tell he was planning to show everyone she didn’t belong by trouncing her soundly. He didn’t know that the lesson had Lenard taught today was one of the first Creighton had drilled into her. She knew it like the back of her hand and could readily take the man down. But she didn’t want to embarrass him too severely and make an enemy for life on her first day. That wasn’t the way to build camaraderie among the guards, and she wanted to be seen as belonging here.

			The training bouts went on for a few turns before Lenard called a halt. Kara felt exhilarated, but Roger was breathing heavily and leaning on his knees to catch his breath.

			“You’re not bad for a girl,” he wheezed. “Next time, I won’t take it so easy on you.”

			She simply nodded and returned to the line of yellow trainees. Lenard finished the lesson for the day and formally dismissed the group, admonishing them to remember what they’d learned. As Kara was about to leave, he motioned her over.

			“That was smart work,” he said.

			“What do you mean?” Kara asked.

			“I set you up with Roger to see how badly you’d beat him, and the fact that you held back was a credit to you and your skills. Creighton was mistaken in assigning you to yellow, but I’m sure he has his reasons. Whatever those reasons are, you won’t remain at yellow for long.”

			“Thank you, Captain Lenard.”

			With a nod, he dismissed her. As she turned to leave, another voice spoke up.

			“You’re quite good,” the girl Kara noticed earlier commented as she walked by. “I’d like to train with you sometime.”

			“Pardon? You’re Princess Bethianna, right?” Kara asked. “I was told you only train with your brother or the blade masters.”

			“Pfft,” she replied, very unladylike. “I train with whomever I like, and I liked how you moved out there.”

			“Thank you, Princess Bethianna, but—”

			“No buts,” the princess interrupted, “and call me Beth. I hate Bethianna.”

			“Okay, Beth, my name is Kara.”

			“I know who you are. You’re Countess Kara Berkshire or soon will be after the coronation.”

			“I see you’re well informed.”

			Beth smiled but cringed when another voice called to her.

			“Bethianna, it’s time to leave.”

			“Tyrel,” Beth said, glaring at her brother. “You know I don’t like being called that.”

			The prince walked over to the two young women. “It’s your given name, and as such, you should embrace it,” he answered condescendingly. “No one will ever call you Princess Beth.”

			“No one but my friends, you mean,” she said.

			Tyrel rolled his eyes at his younger sister before looking at Kara. “And who is your new friend?” he asked.

			How he talked to his sister and the look he gave Kara set her teeth on edge. She thought if he weren’t the prince, she would have knocked a few teeth out of his smug smile. Instead, she pictured him without a few front teeth and smiled despite herself. Of course, she immediately regretted smiling because it gave the prince the wrong impression. Although he was handsome, Kara didn’t want to invite any amorous advances from this puffed-up popinjay. Thankfully, Beth interceded before she said something she might regret.

			“This is Countess Kara Berkshire, and she’s not someone to be trifled with,” Beth said.

			“Oh?” Tyrel said, giving Kara a once-over. “She wears the yellow. How dangerous can she be?”

			It was Beth’s turn to roll her eyes. “Are you seriously going to stand there and play dumb? You know damn well Kara Berkshire is one of the most powerful elemental witches in the kingdom. Regardless of whether she wears a yellow sash or not, she could beat you soundly with just a thought.”

			Tyrel looked at Kara as if she were on display for him alone. “I doubt very seriously that she could beat me, magic or not,” he finally answered.

			Kara had had enough and stepped nose-to-nose with the prince. “That’s one statement I’ll make you regret.”

			She’d had enough of men underestimating and looking down at her. She didn’t care if he was the crown prince or not; he was another ill-informed ignorant male that she’d gladly take down a peg or two. As her irritation grew, she could feel her magic gathering. The situation was becoming untenable, and the best thing she could do was leave the training yard for the day. “Mark my words, Prince Tyrel, one day, we’ll test our skills against one another, and then we’ll see who’s dangerous.”

			With those parting words, Kara stalked from the yard, collected her horse, and rode like the wind back home.

			That arrogant ass!

			She was in a foul mood on her ride back home, but she eventually realized she was walking a fine line. She absolutely must control her temper while in the training yard. Although there was no rank in the yards, antagonizing the prince would probably not endear her to any instructors or other trainees. She’d return tomorrow and keep her temper under a tight rein. She wanted this with an intensity she could practically taste. The ends would justify the means no matter how odious those means might be.

			The next few mornings were very much like the first. Kara joined the group of yellow trainees, got a new lesson from Captain Lenard, and practiced with the other yellow sashes. It soon became apparent that the other trainees were no match for Kara, and on the third morning, Lenard took her aside before the daily lesson began.

			“You’re going to be tested today for promotion. You already know the lessons I’m trying to teach the others in the group, and you need to move on to improve. I’ve arranged for a test this morning. To join the greens, you must prove you have the skills to stand against your opponent. It should be difficult for you.”

			Kara simply nodded. She didn’t want to seem too ambitious or ungrateful for what Lenard was teaching her, but she was way beyond training at the yellow level.

			“Go to the challenge circle and wait,” Lenard told her. “I’ll be along shortly, once I finish giving today’s lesson to the others.”

			Kara walked to the circle and waited as instructed. She pushed a few wisps of hair back from her face and ensured her braid was still tightly wound. It wasn’t long before Lenard came toward her with another guard in tow. The man was young, tall, and well-built. He looked the part of the professional fighter Kara had envisioned all guards to be when she first came to the castle to train.

			“This is Gerard,” Lenard said. “He’s at green, and will be your opponent for today’s test. The contest continues until one of you scores three points or forfeits the match. Do you understand the rules?”

			Kara nodded while assessing her opponent. He had a height advantage over her, but she had quickness on her side.

			Lenard motioned both fighters to pick up their practice swords and begin their duel. Gerard entered the circle and went immediately on guard. Kara stayed outside the circle and continued to study him for a few moments. She looked at his overall muscularity, stance, and how he held his sword, and knew from that brief study that she could beat him. How soundly she beat him depended on the answer to the following question.

			“Captain Lenard, you mentioned that Gerard was soon to be promoted to red. If I beat him in the circle today, will I also be ready for promotion to red?”

			“Ha!” Lenard said. “You certainly have the confidence required to be promoted, but let’s see how well you do in this contest before I make any further decisions.”

			Kara had felt Gerard’s eyes on her while she posed her question to Lenard and could see the anger behind his eyes. That was good, as she hoped it would lead him to underestimate her abilities.

			Lenard gave the signal to begin, and Kara stepped into the circle. The two circled each for a few moments before Gerard lunged into a straight frontal attack. Though they used dull practice swords, a hard strike from one would undoubtedly cause damage. Kara sidestepped and easily knocked the blade down with a block of her own. Gerard had moved forward rapidly in his attack and was left off-balance by Kara’s block. He took another step to keep from tripping and left his side wide open. Kara touched him on the ribs with her sword, scoring the first hit. She stepped back to see how he would react.

			A beginner’s mistake. He thinks his size gives him an advantage.

			“Good hit,” Lenard called out. “One point to Kara. Continue.”

			She saw Gerard look around the yard and realize they now had an audience. Everyone wanted to see the cocky new girl get trounced, and it was up to Gerard to make that happen. She was sure many believed there was no way she had the skill to beat a green trainee.

			“Lucky hit,” he grumbled.

			They circled each other a bit more cautiously, until Kara shot forward with a rapid series of strikes, forcing Gerard to retreat as he blocked her attacks. She stopped her vicious attack, and Gerard looked puzzled about why she’d relented—until he saw he was outside the circle.

			“Gerard, you’ve been forced out of the circle,” Lenard said. “Second point to Kara. Look sharp; one more point, and she’ll best you. After your sorry performance so far, I’m wondering whether you’re even ready for the red.”

			That got Gerard’s attention, and he stepped forward with a menacing glare, ready to end this charade. Kara brought up her guard waiting patiently for what he would do next and almost smiling at his reaction.

			So typical of a man. Wound his ego, and he’ll fight for real, but an angry fighter makes mistakes.

			This was where all her fighting in the pits would pay off. Kara had fought many bigger men who became angry when she started to win, and she knew what came next. As she’d predicted, Gerard bellowed out a battle cry meant to intimate her and rushed forward with a downward slash that would end this once and for all. Kara didn’t bother to sidestep this time but met the attack head-on. It was the most unexpected tactic she could take. She blocked up, catching Gerard’s sword, and rotated her sword with a savage twist, knocking the blade out of her shocked opponent’s hand and ending with her blade lying across his neck.

			Lenard called out, “Third point. This contest is over. Kara is the winner.”

			Kara relaxed her blade, and Gerard went immediately to Lenard.

			“Wait,” he said. “It wasn’t exactly a fair match. I underestimated her, and she took advantage of that.”

			Kara simply shook her head at his unseemly argument. “I, too, was holding back. Shall we go again?”

			He was red-faced and glaring at her, beads of sweat rolling down his face. “We’ll see how you do in a duel using real edges. You won’t be so smug then. I, Gerard Hampshire, a guardsman in good standing with the Royal Guard, do hereby issue a formal challenge of blades.”

			“Slow down, Gerard,” Lenard said. It was up to him to keep practice duels from escalating into dangerous territory. “There’s no need to let your anger get the better of you. Stand down.”

			“I’ve made my challenge, and I’ll not withdraw it. We’ll see who the better fighter is,” Gerard shouted to the other fighters watching the match. “To first blood.”

			Everyone in the yard who’d still been practicing stopped upon hearing the blood challenge, including Prince Tyrel and Princess Beth. Lenard narrowed his eyes at the young guard but simply nodded. There was no stopping the fight at this point. He had to let it play out.

			“Very well,” he said, turning to Kara. “A challenge has been issued against you. Do you accept?”

			“Yes,” she replied without hesitation.

			“Do either of you need time to prepare?”

			“I’m ready,” Kara replied without hesitation.

			Gerard had started to walk to the side of the yard for a quick break, but he wouldn’t let her make him look weak. He turned back with a scowl and reentered the circle. Lenard took their practice blades and handed them edged swords.

			“To first blood then,” he said. “Ensure that is all either of you do. There will be no unnecessary violence in this yard. Is that understood?”

			A cruel smile crossed Gerard’s face as he twirled his sword and circled Kara. “Just remember, you asked for this.”

			Kara practically rolled her eyes at his arrogance. “As I recall, you called for this challenge,” she replied, settling into her stance.

			“Begin,” Lenard called from outside the circle.

			Gerard had been in the guards for nearly two years and trained hard for his accomplishments. He warily probed her defenses with a few feints and then launched a flurry of attacks, watching with satisfaction as Kara blocked each blow but had to step back from the fury of his strikes. Kara continued to move back as Gerard pressed her but suddenly reversed course and launched an offense. Her strikes came lightning-fast, and Gerard found himself on the defense. He backstepped rapidly, struggling to simply block Kara’s attacks.

			She’d been holding back, but no longer. She scored a strike on his sword arm, drawing blood and ending the challenge.

			“The challenge made by Guardsman Gerard has been met and won,” Lenard called out, “by Lady Kara Berkshire. The challenge is over.”

			Kara was astonished that her title had been used but figured the challenge had been issued formally, so it must be closed formally. Gerard stepped back and executed a perfect salute to her.

			“My apologies, Lady Kara,” he said. “You are indeed the better fighter. I look forward to sparing with you in the future.”

			“As do I,” Kara said, nodding at Gerard to ensure he knew she harbored no ill will.

			“That’s not all,” Lenard said. “As another consequence of this challenge, I’ve determined that Kara is ready to advance to the rank of the red sash.”

			Kara couldn’t keep the smile from her face and was about to reply when she was practically bowled over by the princess grabbing her in a fierce hug.

			“That was amazing,” Beth shrieked. “I can’t believe you did that. You jumped two ranks in less than a turn. You’re a red sash like me now, and we can spar together. We’ll be such great friends.”

			Kara was shocked at being hugged and as much as she wanted to extract herself from the embrace, she didn’t want to insult the princess. Thankfully, Prince Tyrel grabbed his sister’s arm and drew her away.

			“Come now, Bethianna,” he said. “It’s unbecoming for you to act like this.”

			Beth pulled out of her brother’s grasp and glared at him. “I’ll do whatever I want, and stop calling me that,” she ground out between clenched teeth.

			“Regardless, it’s time to leave. We have matters of court to attend to that cannot wait.”

			“You mean you have matters to attend to with Father while I stand around being bored to tears.”

			It was Kara’s turn to smile. Beth’s situation was so like hers that she knew they’d become good friends. “I look forward to sparing with you when you have the opportunity,” she said.

			“Tomorrow then?” Beth asked.

			“Tomorrow it is, if Captain Lenard approves.”

			Both of them looked at the blade master, who just shrugged. “Who am I to deny royalty?”

			The prince shook his head as he led his younger sister away. Beth looked back at Kara as she left and made a comical face that practically screamed help me.

			Yes, we will be friends.
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Highkeep

			It was no cooler in the city than the canyon pass had been, but there were plenty of tents and shops offering shade and a brief respite from the burning sun. As Raz walked through the central bazaar, she experienced a rush of sounds and smells. The multitude of people talking, bartering, and yelling drowned out any chance of hearing individual conversations, but what struck her more were the delectable smells of a variety of foods cooking. It seemed every other stall offered some type of roasted goat or sweetmeat, and her stomach growled in response to the olfactory call. Stopping at one of the smaller stands, she bought two skewers of meat and overpaid the seller in the hope of enticing information from him.

			With a smile, she casually began a conversation. “I’m newly arrived today and looking for news. What goes on in the city these days?”

			The shopkeeper didn’t hesitate before saying, “Ah, it seems fate hasn’t been kind to you. You’ve come at a time of great unrest.”

			Raz stopped with the skewer halfway to her mouth and raised an eyebrow. “Oh, unrest, you say?” Looking around the bazaar, it seemed to her that everyone was prospering. She saw no apparent unrest anywhere.

			The shopkeeper sent furtive glances right and left, visibly uncomfortable with this line of conversation. “I shouldn’t say more. It could be unhealthy for me.”

			Raz knew what the man was hinting at, so she slipped him a few more coins to keep him talking. “These might help in improving your condition.”

			As soon as she put the coins down, they were scooped up and slipped into a hidden pocket. “You’re from the kingdom, yes?” When Raz nodded, he continued. “The city has become somewhat unwholesome for your kind. I’ve heard stories of many who hail from Tavia mysteriously vanishing in the dead of night.”

			Raz paused a moment, considering this new development. “But what of the city guard? Surely someone’s reported these mysterious missing people to them. What have they done about it?”

			The shopkeeper rubbed his chin and leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Now that’s the key question. The guard conducts investigations but is less than enthusiastic in their efforts. Some even say they’re behind the disappearances, but I wouldn’t say that out loud for fear of disappearing myself.”

			“Smart man.” Raz nodded, laying down another coin. “Where do most of these vanishings happen? I wouldn’t care to find myself in any of those areas.”

			“That’s smart, mistress. All I know is that they seem to be mostly in the district closest to the palace. Not that our beloved prince would be involved in such horrible undertakings, but I would steer clear of that area. Best if you stay here in the western sector. I could give you directions to a fine inn run by my cousin. He serves the finest wines and food in the whole city.”

			Raz finished eating the meat and shook her head. “I have accommodations, but I thank you for the information. You’ve been most helpful.”

			She continued through the bazaar, thinking of what she’d learned. The eastern district was where the guild’s safe house was located. It couldn’t be a coincidence that kingdom citizens had started disappearing at the same time as all messages from the guild’s spies had stopped. The assassins’ Highkeep safe house was a bordello located in one of the older neighborhoods. It was a perfect cover for the brotherhood—no one would ever think twice about anyone visiting a whorehouse, or even repeat customers for that matter. That would be her next stop. If there were no members of the brotherhood there, she reasoned that the women of the house might know more of what was happening in the city than a street vendor.

			Walking through the city’s narrow lanes, she eventually reached the eastern sector. When she arrived at the bordello, it became immediately apparent why the messages had stopped so abruptly. Where the house had once stood was a burnt-out husk. The air carried the scent of scorched wood, and Raz absently wondered how the whole block hadn’t gone up in flames.

			Oh Roland, what kind of trouble have you found this time?

			As she walked by the destruction, she didn’t bother to hide her curiosity, as everyone passing by gawked and whispered about the catastrophe. She noticed a pair of indiscreet ruffians watching from a nearby alleyway. They seemed a bit too interested in watching the burned-out remains, which piqued her curiosity.

			That’s as good a place as any to start finding out what happened.

			Circling the block, she entered the alley from the far end. The two men were so intent on watching the street in front of the burned structure, they didn’t hear her approach them.

			“Hiya boys,” Raz said casually. “What’s so interesting out there?”

			They scrambled to turn around, nearing falling over each other in their rush to see who’d snuck upon them. The men weren’t particularly fit or well-armed, but they had an air of danger about them. The first held a truncheon easily in his hand, while the second fingered the knife hanging from his belt. They both relaxed when they realized it was an attractive woman who’d hailed them. The first stood up and puffed out his chest, while the second crossed his arms in a show of bravado. Raz had all she could do not to laugh at them. Regardless of their posturing, both men had a predatory air, and she knew not to underestimate them.

			“Well, well, well,” the first man said, “what have we here? Don’t you know this is a dangerous part of town for a pretty lass like you? Maybe I need to take you someplace a little safer. What’d ya say, Jasper? You stay here and keep an eye out for anyone snooping in the rubble while I help out this little lost soul?”

			Jasper didn’t seem to hear his companion, too busy staring at Raz. She’d opened her traveling coat to better display her curves, thinking to lure the men to a more discreet location to find out who they were and what they knew about the bordello. Using her beauty would ensure the two came along willingly and prevent a ruckus that might otherwise be heard from the street. The last thing she wanted was anyone noticing her causing trouble in the city.

			Jasper wiped the slobber from his lips with his sleeve and replied. “I like her too, Lanc. Why do you get to help her?”

			“Lanc, is it?” Raz asked with a mischievous smile. “You’re being a little selfish, aren’t you? Why only you? What about poor Jasper here? Don’t you think he could use some entertainment too?”

			Lanc smiled, revealing too many blackened teeth. “Now that’s my kind of girl. Come on, Jasper—ain’t nobody interested in that burned-down old flophouse anyway. The guard can come and watch it themselves if they care who goes poking about in the ashes. Ain’t much left, and we got us some real business to take care of.”

			Raz smiled at the men. “Lead the way, gentlemen.”

			It didn’t take long for them to lead her to another abandoned wreck, this one with walls and a roof. It took even less time for her to beat them unconscious. A splash of water on each of their faces brought them around to enjoy more of Raz’s entertainment, and they woke to find themselves bound and gagged, staring at the beautiful but deadly woman. All pretense of innocence and playfulness was gone from the she-devil as she twirled a pair of deadly-looking daggers in front of their eyes.

			“Now boys, you already know you’re in a tight situation,” she said conversationally. “I don’t want to hurt either of you, but I have some questions and little time to get the answers I need.”

			As she spoke, Raz bent over each man and ran a blade along their inside trouser legs, easily splitting the fabric. She avoided cutting any skin, but the men squirmed and whimpered with each pass of her blade.

			“This is the nice way of asking questions, wouldn’t you agree? But, of course, if you’d prefer, I can demonstrate the hard way. Understand?”

			They frantically shook their heads, pleading with their eyes for her to stop.

			Raz walked back and forth in front of them. “Okay, then. Let’s try this the easy way.”

			As they relaxed, she grabbed Jasper’s hair and yanked his head back. With a calm look at his companion, Raz ran her blade across Jasper’s throat, severing his carotid artery. She stepped back, not wanting to be sprayed with his life’s blood. He bled out in seconds while Raz watched the other man’s reaction. Lanc’s eyes practically popped out of his head as he struggled against the bonds holding him fast to the chair.

			“Now for my questions,” she said, removing Lanc’s gag.

			“You crazy bitch,” he choked out, straining against the ropes that bound him. “You just killed Jasper in cold blood.”

			Raz nodded without a hint of sympathy in her eyes. “You’re not as dumb as you look, and of course, you’re correct. This was to prove my point,” she said, wiping her blade on the dead man’s shirt. “I’m in a hurry and have no time for silly games. Tell me what I want to know, and maybe you won’t suffer the same fate as your friend there.”

			Lanc stared at her with murder in his eyes. “What do you want to know?”

			“What happened to the whorehouse?”

			After ten minutes, Raz had learned everything the man knew. “Are you sure there’s nothing else you want to tell me?”

			Sweat poured down his face, soaking his filthy shirt. “That’s all I know. I swear on my mother’s head. I’ve told you everything, now let me go.”

			Raz’s light laugh spooked the man even more than the knives she still held. “Ah, Lanc, who said anything about letting you go? I said you wouldn’t share the same end as your friend and, as I’m a woman of my word, you won’t. I know at least a dozen different ways to put you out of your misery.”

			After cleaning her blades on the second dead man’s shirt, Raz returned to the alley where she first encountered Lanc and Jasper. It afforded the best vantage point for watching the street traffic. She pressed into a small alcove and let the shadows hide her from casual view. It was a bonus that the darkened alley kept off some of the midday heat, but the shade did nothing to diminish the smell of garbage and rot that assailed her senses. She covered her nose and mouth with a bandana to keep most of the stench at bay. Out in the street, no one of interest caught her attention, but she thought it prudent to wait a while longer.

			As she watched, she thought of the information gleaned from her encounter with the two thugs. Lanc had told her the city guard burned down the brothel house and arrested most of the residents. Some died in the fire, but a few managed to escape. Lanc and Jasper were supposed to keep an eye out for any returning runaways. They were to watch for anyone poking around the rubble or showing a little too much interest in the remains and report them to the city guard. Lanc had insisted they hadn’t reported anyone yet. Why the guard destroyed the house in the first place was still a mystery, but Raz had a pretty good idea about that.

			Somehow, they must have discovered this was a guild house, she thought. Someone betrayed the guild.

			Another tidbit Lanc told her was that all the people arrested were taken straight to the palace dungeons. The thought of sneaking into the palace on the off chance of finding Roland in some dark, dank dungeon wasn’t something she looked forward to. That would be her last resort. Better to wait and see if anyone showed up back at the house. If she could find some escapees, they might know what happened to Roland.

			Not long into her vigil, a large man stepped into the ruins and began rooting around the ashes. She watched him for a few minutes, trying to decide if he was a scavenger or an escapee. He was a cut above the two ruffians she’d dealt with earlier, and she wondered if he might have worked at the house.

			Only one way to find out, she thought.

			Deciding on the direct approach, Raz stepped out of the alley and walked towards him. As she neared the wreckage, the man turned to face her, lowering his hand to rest on the hilt of a large knife tucked into his waistband. His eyes narrowed as he watched her come towards him, and Raz raised her hands to show she held no weapon.

			“That’s quite far enough,” the man said. “If you value your life, you’ll turn around and leave this sorry place.”

			“I value more than just my life; otherwise, I wouldn’t be here.” She paused a moment, then decided to take the risk. “I hear tell when the gibbous moon shines brightly on the city, it reveals the true worth of what hides in the shadows.”

			Raz watched the man visibly relax.

			“If you think the city shines in the moonlight, you should see how bright it is in the midday sun…And now that you’re here, we can rescue the women the guards dragged away.”

			The man’s response identified him as an employee of the guild, but Raz wondered if this meeting was a bit too fortuitous. Was it a coincidence that she met someone from the guild at this exact moment? Her suspicions flared—she had a feeling something wasn’t right here.

			“How lucky to have met you here. With the house gone, I wondered how I would find anyone who survived the inferno.”

			“Ha, luck had nothing to do with it,” the large man replied. “Those two idiots you took care of weren’t the only ones watching this place. We’ve been waiting for someone like you to arrive. We saw you hiding in the alley, and when you didn’t come out, I began searching the wreckage, hoping you’d approach me.”

			Raz relaxed her stance despite catching something in his reply. She looked around and said, “You said we.”

			The man nodded. “Yes, I’m not alone.” He whistled quietly, and two others materialized out of the shadows.

			Raz was irritated that she’d been seen slinking in the alley and that she’d missed the three men hiding in the shadows. As she watched the new men approach, she silently chastised herself for letting her guard down after spotting the first two thugs. They moved with a grace that spoke of a predatory prowess and were very alert scanning the surrounding area for any threats. These men clearly had some martial training, and all three were armed with an assortment of blades.

			How could men of this ilk have let this happen? They must have been the house guards, she thought. I wonder how they escaped…or if they did at all?

			She continued to watch the three men. “Tell me what happened here and how the three of you escaped.”

			The first of the men bristled at the implied accusation. He seemed to be the leader of this trio, and Raz watched him carefully. If she thought he was lying or complicit, she would instantly kill him.

			“We did not escape,” he replied in a scornful tone. “We were nowhere near the house when it was attacked. We were the night guards and off duty, sleeping in the other safe house. We came as soon as we heard there was a fire. By the time we got here, the house was destroyed, and everyone either killed or taken prisoner.”

			Raz heard the truth of his words in the heartfelt emotion in his voice. Here was a man who was incensed and ready to punish those who committed this heinous act. These men could help her learn how and why this had happened and possibly discover where Roland was being held. As locals, they would know their way around the city and could go places unnoticed that she would never be able to venture without attracting attention.

			“What’s your name?” she asked.

			“My name is Keif, and these are my fellow guards, Neman and Petar. The attack came in broad daylight, when the house activities were slowest. Far fewer customers frequented the brothel during the day than in the evening hours. By what name should we call you, mistress?”

			“My name is Raz Dugo,” she said. “What of the day guards? What happened to them?”

			“Dead,” Keif said. “We found their bodies and those of a few of the women in the street. The bastards left them to rot—the ultimate insult. We believe the rest of the women are being held in the palace dungeons. We don’t know why the house was raided. The madam pays the head constable to turn a blind eye.”

			“Customers?” Raz asked. “Were there any customers taken during the raid?” If Roland had been in the house, he would have posed as a customer.

			“Sorry, Mistress Raz, we don’t know,” Keif said, shaking his head. “We asked some locals what they saw, but most of them ran at the first sign of trouble. A few residents recognized the attackers as palace guards from their uniforms, but that was all they’d say. The rest either saw nothing or are too scared to speak about it.”

			“It’s just Raz,” she said. “So the men who attacked weren’t city guards? Is it usual for palace guards to venture into the city and attack local businesses?”

			“Not at all,” Keif said. “They’ve never done this sort of thing before, and only prisoners important to the prince are jailed in the palace dungeons. Prostitutes have never before been taken to the dungeons, as far as I know.”

			“The prince…” Raz mused. “Now, I wonder what possible interest he could have in a bunch of prostitutes.”

			“We thought he must have discovered that the house was a front for the guild. We don’t know how he learned that, but we think it had to have come from someone inside the brothel.”

			Raz glanced around and pointed to the alley. “Let’s talk over there.” The men followed her and Raz returned her attention to Keif. “What can you tell me about the women? Were any of them discontent enough to inform the prince what was happening behind the scenes?”

			Keif shook his head. “Most of them knew about the messenger service the house used, but only the madam and guards knew the messages were from the guild. The women thought it was some sort of smuggling operation, and we did nothing to dissuade them of that. They were well-paid to keep their mouths shut. If any were unhappy, we didn’t know about it.”

			“I’m afraid that if that’s all you know, there’s only one place left to go,” Raz said. She fisted her hands, her agitation only growing as time passed. The longer she was in the dark about Roland’s fate, the greater the chance she would find him dead.

			Damn you, Roland. What have you gotten yourself involved in now?

			“Where’s that?” Keif asked, a look of concern passing over his face.

			“The palace dungeons, of course.”


[image: img] Chapter 11 [image: img]
Bonding with the Desert Warriors

			Prince Arin sat under the shade of the pavilion, watching his warriors run through another set of seemingly worthless movements. The men were seasoned warriors with skills far beyond most fighters, but this training was geared towards fighting with magic. Standing motionless for hours while gathering their “inner” strength seemed a monumental waste of time, but the truth couldn’t be denied—the witch had bested the most skilled of his warriors in single combat, earning their respect, and they all followed her instructions to the letter.

			His warriors grasped the fundamentals of elemental magic, but none had achieved mastery yet. He knew they’d eventually learn the nuances and intricacies of magic, but their progress was agonizingly slow. He’d begun pressing Sybelle for more tangible results and wondered if these past two years had been a waste of time. The irony of the whole situation wasn’t lost on him. Enlisting the help of a kingdom witch to defeat other kingdom witches had been brilliant, but he needed this group of men to learn magic if they were to be successful and his patience grew thin as the timeline for war grew closer.

			They still trained far into the desert, away from prying eyes, and Sybelle guided and supervised every session. The afternoon sun was brutal, with no clouds in the sky to offer relief from the heat. Arin could tell it was beginning to affect everyone…except the confounding witch. She moved as if born to the desert, the severity of the heat having no noticeable effect on her. This seeming ability to ignore  the heat hadn’t been missed by the suffering warriors, who refused to show any sign of tiring or quitting after hours of practice under the merciless sun. He would have to stop the training soon or risk losing some of the men to desert sickness.

			“Enough, Sybelle,” Arin yelled over the sounds of clashing steel. “The men need a break. Let them have some water or this heat will kill them quicker than any kingdom wizard.”

			He was impressed by her fearless command of the men, any one of whom was at least twice her size. The men didn’t outright fear her, but they did have a healthy respect for the power she wielded, controlling powers well beyond the understanding of any of them. The unmitigated power of the elemental forces was seductive and kept them striving to learn and master it, refusing to quit even as their bodies threatened to shut down.

			“You heard the prince,” Sybelle shouted at the men. “Take your break, get water, but be quick about it. There are still hours of sunlight left to train.”

			She turned her dark eyes on Arin, and he saw the hints of madness shining in their depths. She’d been on the verge of insanity since the day she was found in his desert city, years ago. She was raving about the injustices heaped upon her by the devils of the kingdom and screaming about seeking revenge. She was brought before him under heavy guard, and he was about to order her execution when she claimed something he thought impossible to achieve—she offered to train his men in the use of magic, and together they would destroy Tavia. Although tribesmen had never before been taught the use of magic, Arin was intrigued. Could she truly accomplish that? That very day, he made a pact with the enemy of his enemy and gave over a select group of his elite warriors to the crazy witch.

			Sybelle trudged over to Arin’s tent and slumped down on the pillows on the floor.

			“Your progress with the men is somewhat lacking,” he said. “None of them has been able to replicate the power you command.”

			“They’re still relying too much on their physical skills. They’re like young boys refusing to give up their toys for something better.” Her frustration was evident in both her tone and behavior. None of the warriors had manifested the necessary force required to throw an opponent to the ground.

			“These boys don’t understand what you’re trying to teach them,” he said. “Even I cannot perform any of the skills you teach, though you say I have more than enough latent talent.”

			Arin watched Sybelle sigh and shake her head.

			“It’s all a matter of acceptance,” she repeated for the hundredth time. “The power is within, but you must believe you can control it. It’s a delicate balance. Some of your men are better than others, but none has mastered magic to do his bidding.”

			He shook his head and offered her a carafe of cool water. Her thirst was evident as she drank the whole bottle, and he realized her endless well of power had its limits. She craved water and shade like the others but refused to show weakness in front of the men. He worried her fanaticism in their joint venture might be the death of them all.

			“They’re desert warriors, used to fighting with cold hard steel,” Arin explained for the hundredth time. “They’ve trained their whole lives to master their weapons, and that training did not include esoteric lessons on mastering unseen magical forces. Your concept of fighting with the mind alone is strange and incomprehensible to them.”

			He glanced at his warriors as they quenched their thirst and sought a few moments in the shade and worried they wouldn’t be ready for his grand plan. Sybelle’s answer seemed to reinforce that disturbing thought.

			“We don’t need traditional warriors; we need a cadre of fighters that can move as one, think as one, and fight as one,” she said. “That’s the way the kingdom’s wizards will fight. They protect each other’s backs and present an impressive front, nearly unstoppable by conventional forces, no matter how well-trained the fighters might be. We need to match or surpass that power with warriors that can control elemental powers if we are to succeed and finally defeat Tavia.”

			Arin’s temper always got the better of him when the woman tried to preach to him about fighting and the strategies of war. The frustration wasn’t limited to his men. His eyes narrowed as he tried to rein in his anger. “Do not think to lecture me on the ways of war, witch. You promised to produce an elite force of magical warriors, and you have failed in that mission. Without them, I’ll have no chance of destroying the kingdom’s armies and their annoying wizards and witches.”

			His harsh outburst had little effect on Sybelle. They’d argued endlessly about this over the last few years, each caught in the disappointing cycle of vexation and anger. In the end, it came down to one thing—Arin needed Sybelle, and they both knew it.

			He jumped out of his chair and began pacing the tent. “How is it that Tavia has so many experts in the use of magic?”

			Sybelle sighed. “Because all the children are tested early in life, and those that show promise are trained,” she explained. “Anyone with magical potential is exposed to the forces of elemental power from an early age. They also bond as children to their mother or father years to ensure their training and development put them on the best path to realize their full potential. It usually happens with a bond created between mother and child. The children are guided in understanding and accepting their magical abilities, and it becomes second nature to them.”

			Arin’s lifelong dream of conquering the kingdom was slipping through his fingers. He threw his arms up and blurted out the obvious. “These are grown men, long gone from their mother’s breast. They no longer have that option available to them.” He saw a spark of realization in Sybelle’s eyes as she seemed to look through him.

			“That’s it, my prince. That could be the answer we’re looking for. I’ll bond with the men and be their magical mother. I’ll teach them through the bond.”

			The prince looked between the group of warriors resting in the shade and the witch. Over forty warriors were catching their breath while waiting for training to begin anew. “You can bond with so many?”

			“No, not all at once,” she said. “Even the greatest of witches can only join power and hold a bond with twelve others. In Tavia, we call that a witches’ circle. It’s difficult to maintain, but not impossible. I will bond with as many as possible and teach them accordingly. Once they understand and accept their power, I’ll move on to the next group. We’ll have our magical warriors yet.”

			Arin finally nodded, unsure if the wild scheme would work. “Then do what you must. Become their mother and teach them how to use the magic. I sincerely hope they learn quickly because time is of the essence.”

			“It’ll work,” she replied confidently. “I’m certain of it.”

			“Let’s hope so, for both our sakes. I plan on calling a gathering of the other chieftains to witness this miracle of magical power. Once they see what we can do, none will dare to dismiss me ever again.”

			Sybelle nodded and headed back out into the unrelenting sun.
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Prince Tyrel

			The weeks flew by. Kara trained daily at the yard and showed remarkable improvement. Sir Lenard continued giving her advanced exercises that developed her coordination and skills. She practiced with others of the red sash and was proud to find she could match many of the senior guards. She hoped her dedication would pay off, and she’d get her black sash before the coronation. She smiled inwardly at imagining the shock and outrage of the crowds if she wore her black sash to the ceremony. Of course, Grandmother Gelda would never allow it, but it did give her a chuckle.

			Princess Beth was granted occasional leave to train with her, although her brother kept a tight rein on what the rambunctious girl was allowed to do. When Kara asked Lenard why the prince was so protective, she was told the princess tended to scoff at the behavior expected of a princess of the realm. Tyrel believed passionately that the royal family should be the epitome of social graces. When Kara asked about Beth’s mother, she was informed that the queen had died years before. At the time, the queen’s death had sent the princess into a tailspin of rebellious behavior that neither the king nor her brother could quell. She’d been caught sneaking out of the castle multiple times in search of excitement and adventure.

			Allowing her to train in the yards was a compromise to try to keep Beth’s outrageous behavior in check. The training and the king’s threat to send her to a coven for “guidance” kept her under control…at least for now. Captain Lenard instructed Beth, and the training was working remarkably well. The princess was an amazing swordswoman, one of the few that Kara had yet to beat. When she commented on Beth’s skill, Lenard let slip that both the prince and princess had received private tutoring before they began training in the yards.

			Kara’s curiosity was piqued. “What kind of private training? Is there any way I can be trained like that?”

			The captain shook his head. “I’m sorry, Kara; that’s not possible. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. That training is strictly reserved for the royal family.”

			Kara was loath to give up. “But I’m to be crowned the Countess of Berkshire and will be a peer of the realm. Surely that qualifies me as well.”

			“I’ve said too much already,” Lenard said and refused to say any more.

			As Kara was mumbling to herself about her upcoming title being worthless, she spied Beth coming her way.

			I wonder if she’ll tell me.

			Although she didn’t want to get Lenard in trouble, her curiosity outweighed her caution. When they began training, she said, “I understand you’ve had some special weapons training.”

			Shock registered on Beth’s face. She stopped sparring and looked around the yard for her brother, who was training with a blade master on the other side of the yard. Beth stepped close to Kara before answering. “Yes, that’s true. Both Tyrel and I did have advanced training,” she whispered, “but it’s supposed to be secret.”

			“Oh? What’s so secret about sword training?”

			“Not just sword training, but all manner of self-defense. It was intense and seemed to last forever. I’m much happier training in the yards with regular people.”

			Kara’s brow furrowed. “Regular people? The men here are the king’s guard and the best-trained in the kingdom.”

			“Yes. They’re well-trained, but they’re not the best-trained. I’ll tell you, but you must swear secrecy.”

			Kara thought for a moment before answering. She’d always wondered how Beth had become so skillful with the sword and was excited to find out. “I swear.”

			“The Assassin Guild trained Tyrel and me for over two years,” Beth said, lowering her voice so only Kara could hear. “There are no better fighters in the land and no better teachers of fighting skills of all kinds.”

			“Better than the elite members of the king’s guard? Better than Creighton or Lenard?” Kara asked.

			“Perhaps not, but the Assassin Guild’s training was also broader in scope,” Beth said.

			Kara nodded in understanding. She remembered when she was on the quest to find the Witch Stone with her father. There’d been a female guard named Raz who’d offered to teach her how to use a sword. She’d only had a few lessons, but she remembered how extraordinary the woman was with her blades. It wasn’t until much later that she’d discovered Raz was an assassin with the Brotherhood. So she knew about the guild and their elite fighters, but she hadn’t realized they ever trained anyone outside their ranks. Her father, Jeda, was a former assassin and had trained her to use the knives that made her so deadly, but he’d said that no outsiders were ever taught their fighting secrets.

			“Your secret is safe with me,” Kara said. “Now, let’s get back to our training. The coronation is coming up quickly. I know it will take up much of my time, and I’m not sure how many days I’ll be able to train in the yards.”

			The session ended after a few bouts and Kara made her way back to the Berkshire estate. She had a lot to think about on her ride back, but one thing was at the top of her list.

			I know Da knows more about this than he ever told us. When he comes for the coronation, I’ll get him to tell me how I can receive sword training from the guild.

			Her thoughts turned to the deadly swordswoman, Raz—the one who’d killed her father—and she vowed Raz would rue the day she came near her family again.

			I’ll be the best swordswoman in the kingdom, no matter what it takes, and then I’ll kill that bitch.

			Before she knew it, she was back at the estate, where Kala was waiting for her. “How was training?”

			“Why are you in my bedchamber?” Kara asked.

			“I wanted to talk to you.”

			“Oh?”

			“How often does Prince Tyrel come to the training yards?” her sister asked.

			Kara poured water from the pitcher into the bowl and splashed her face. “Both he and Princess Beth come most mornings. They were there today, and I sparred with Beth. Her brother keeps her on a short leash, though, so our training sessions are few and usually short. It’s annoying because she’s a gifted swordswoman, and I enjoy sparring with her.”

			“I’m coming with you tomorrow. I want to see what the prince is like outside of the castle. At court, he’s very sociable and not annoying at all. Of course, that could be a pretense on his part, but it would be good to see his true colors. After all, at some point, he’ll be our king.”

			Kara grabbed the drying cloth and patted her face. “I don’t care what you do when it comes to the prince; I just want to spar with his sister. Although I do wonder at your agenda.”

			Kala’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean? I have no other agenda than to see what our future ruler’s really like. As Duchess of Berkshire, I’ll be responsible for sitting on the council and advising the royal court. I simply want to get to know the man better before he becomes king.”

			“Really? I’m sure it has nothing to do with how handsome he is, right?”

			Kala smiled. “Well, I’m not saying it wouldn’t be pleasant to become friends. So, I’ll come with you tomorrow, and if nothing else, I’ll distract him so you can spar with the princess. How’s that?”

			“Suit yourself. I leave at dawn.” As Kara watched her sister leave her bedchamber, she wondered what Kala was up to and hoped she wouldn’t regret introducing her to Prince Tyrel.
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			True to her word, Kala met Kara at dawn the following day, dressed and ready to ride. Not surprisingly, she’d dressed exactly like Kara, down to the blades they both wore. The only difference between the identical twins was their hair. While Kara wore her blond locks in several tightly woven braids, Kala wore hers down and flowing in the morning breeze.

			As they mounted their horses, Kara said, “You realize that your hair will impede your fighting, right? How do you expect to accurately swing a blade or even see your opponent with your hair in your eyes?”

			Kala shook her head, making her hair fly around her head, and laughed. “Sister dear, the kind of fighting I intend to engage in doesn’t require a blade. My weapons today will be my wit, smile and, of course, my hair.”

			Kara rolled her eyes, although she had to admit that Kala had gorgeous hair. Kala had taken great pains to ensure it was perfectly coifed, with strategically placed pins ensuring it framed and accented her oval face. Long curls flowed down her back in luxurious waves that shone brightly in vibrant golden hues. Kala had also applied the slightest hint of rouge to her cheeks, making her look stunningly beautiful. Kara, on the other hand, would have preferred to cut her hair short like a man—something her Grandmother Gelda adamantly refused to let her do. She instead opted for tight braids to keep it off her face and ensure it didn’t impede her movement while training.

			“So, that’s your plan?” Kara asked. “You’re going to attract the prince’s interest, and then what? Simply talk to him, or do you have other machinations in mind?”

			Kala sighed before answering. “Sometimes, I wonder how we can look identical yet be so different. Can’t you understand that I simply want to talk to him? I want to get to know him, see what kind of man he is, and get a feel for his character. Of course, if any sparks fly between us, that’ll be a plus, but you needn’t worry, sister; I don’t intend on make the prince my paramour today.”

			“Not today? Why do I think you may underestimate your feminine wiles? He’ll probably drown in your amber eyes the moment you step into the yard.”

			“Time will tell,” Kala said, smiling. “Shall we go? We wouldn’t want to keep the prince or princess waiting.”

			They rode out of Berkshire Castle. The air was crisp as they rode in silence. Although they were still as close as sisters could be, there was a growing gap between them. They no longer shared their complete confidences; nor did they complete each other’s sentences, as they did when they were younger. Their desires had begun to lead them in decidedly different directions as they grew older. While Kala embraced the title and duties of duchess, with all the pomp and circumstance that went along with them, Kara wanted nothing more than to travel throughout Tavia as they had when they were younger. Kala wanted the adventures of court, while Kara wanted the adventures of the road.

			“Please don’t embarrass me today,” Kara said to her twin as the castle gates came into view. “I enjoy training here and want nothing to derail that.”

			“Well now, isn’t that something? It’s usually me admonishing you to behave. But you needn’t worry yourself, because my reputation is also at stake. Trust me, I won’t embarrass either of us.”

			The slight rebuke in Kala’s tone made Kara regret her words, but she meant what she’d said. There weren’t too many things she was passionate about, and this was one of them. As they entered the training yard, they were met by a bubbly well of excitement.

			“Kara, I’m so glad you made it today,” Princess Beth cried when they reached the training yard. “I was hoping we could spar today.”

			“I think that will be up to your brother,” Kara said. “Shall we go see what he has to say?”

			Beth stood for a minute, staring between Kara and Kala.

			“My apologies, princess,” Kara said. “This is my sister, Kala—my twin.”

			“It’s very nice to meet you, Princess Bethianna,” Kala said, nodding at the young woman.

			Kara cringed at Kala’s use of the princess’s full name.

			Thankfully the princess took no offense. “Please just call me Beth. Bethianna is such a long and ugly name, and we dispense with titles while training in the yards.”

			“Very well. Beth it is,” Kala replied.

			The young woman continued to stare at her, with an occasional look at Kara. It was obvious that the twins’ similarities were something she found fascinating. “I can’t believe how much you look alike. If not for your hair, I wouldn’t be able to tell you two apart. You’re truly amazing.”

			“Thank you for the compliment,” Kala replied. “Shall we go meet your brother?”

			“Oh yes, he’s standing right over there. Follow me.”

			The princess turned and walked to the weapons rack, where her brother stood talking with a guard. He turned as the trio approached and his look of consternation was almost comical as he stared at the twins.

			“Brother, this is Kala DeLongo, the future Duchess of Berkshire, and of course, you already know Kara.”

			“Well met, Duchess,” the prince replied with a bow.

			Kala looked at the prince demurely from under her long lashes and smiled slightly. “Not quite duchess yet, Your Highness. But thank you for that nonetheless.”

			The prince paused, seemingly lost in Kala’s eyes.

			Kara rolled her own eyes at the connection between the two.

			Yep, he’s starting to drown already. I knew that would happen.

			“What say we go spar?” Kara said to Beth.

			Beth looked at her brother. “Tyrel, what say you? May I spar with Kara today?”

			He tore his eyes away from Kala and looked at his sister, as if noticing her for the first time. “Yes, yes, by all means,” he replied, looking back at Kala. “Go spar with Kara. I’ll keep Lady Kala entertained, if that would be your pleasure?”

			“I would be honored, Your Highness,” Kala said.

			Beth immediately grabbed Kara and started for the training area. Kara shook her head as she walked away from the prince and her sister.

			How it is I’ve been here for weeks and got nothing but a cold shoulder from him, but Kala’s here for mere minutes and he’s practically fawning all over her?

			She mentally shook her head and focused on sparring with Beth. The morning went by without interruption. She saw the prince and her sister chatting amicably on one of the benches surrounding the training area while she trained with Beth. They would have continued longer if a servant hadn’t come and relayed a message to the prince. Kara watched as he reluctantly got up, excused himself, and walked over to Beth.

			“It’s time, Beth,” Tyrel said. “We have duties to attend to.”

			She looked surprised at her brother using her preferred name but nodded as she saluted Kara and walked over to replace her sword in the weapons rack.

			“It was very nice of you to bring your sister today,” Tyrel said to Kara. “I do hope she’ll accompany you again. Tomorrow perhaps?”

			“My sister has a mind of her own,” Kara replied curtly. “She chose to come here today; I didn’t bring her. If she wants to come tomorrow, that will be her decision.”

			“Very well,” the prince said, his tone brusque. “I wish you both a good day.”

			Kara scowled at his departing back, wondering what had made him so upset. As she watched the prince leave, Kala came over wearing a big smile.

			“You know, you’d get a lot more with honey than you do with vinegar,” she said.

			“Honey, vinegar?” Kara huffed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Let’s go home; today’s workout was tiring.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” Kala said as they walked out of the yard.
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The Dungeon

			Raz and the three brothel guards crouched outside the palace walls. It was a moonless night, and the shadows were long—long enough to cover them in darkness. The men had collected supplies and waited for Raz to reveal her plan. To her mind, they were extra baggage she no longer needed, but they still might provide some help in getting out of the city. She had no interest in rescuing any of the women of the brothel, but the guards would probably not help if she left them behind, so she adjusted her plan to get as many of them out as possible. Her main concern was Roland. Everyone else was expendable.

			“I need to scout the grounds before we can attempt to rescue anyone,” she said. “I’ll have to find out where they keep the prisoners before we do anything. You three stay here until I return.”

			“Wait. I know where the dungeons are,” Keif said, stopping Raz with a hand on her arm.

			She looked at the man with renewed suspicion. “How would you know that?”

			“Because I was once a palace guard. We were all city guards at one point, but I was the only one who’d been promoted to palace guard.”

			Raz looked at them all in annoyance. “That would have been a nice to know before now.”

			“Sorry, Raz. We thought you knew. The guild recruited all the men at the house from the city guard units. The city trained us well, but the work was thankless. The guild pays much better, and the hours are good.”

			“So you’re all bought men. Is there anything I might need to know before we continue?”

			Keif frowned in annoyance. “It’s true that in the beginning, we were bought, but we quickly realized what the guild offered. Working for the city guard was a means to an end—steady food and shelter—but working for the guild became so much more. All three of us made a lifelong commitment. The guild showed they cared for us, and we, in turn, gave them our allegiance.”

			“I see. Association with the guild has many benefits,” Raz said.

			He nodded. “As for the dungeons, they’re located beneath the palace. There are multiple stairwells leading down, but the best way is around the back and through the kitchens—”

			She held up her hand to forestall any more directions. “Save the rest of your speech. You’re coming with me.” She pointed to the other men. “You two remain here until we come back. Stay out of sight and wait for our signal.”

			“Luck be with you,” Petar said. “We’ll be waiting for your safe return.”

			Raz gave him a cocky grin. “Luck has nothing to do with it.” With that, she twirled the grappling hook and sent it over the wall. With a slight tug, the hook dug into the edge of the palace wall, and she started to climb. Once she reached the top, she signaled Keif to climb up. Lowering the rope inside, they climbed down and sought immediate cover. Fortunately, the grounds were an immaculate display of exotic bushes and trees, all trimmed to perfection and providing excellent concealment. Raz snapped the rope, dislodging the hook, and deftly caught it as it fell. They crouched behind a bush while she coiled the rope.

			“Which way to the dungeons?”

			Panting, Keif pointed towards the rear sounding like a bull in heat, and Raz shook her head at the noise he made trying to stay quiet. It’s a good thing no one’s here, else we’d be lucky to get to the back of the palace without being spotted.

			As if the fates heard her thoughts, a roving patrol stopped and looked their way.

			“Who’s there?” one of the guards challenged. “Come out and show yourself with your hands raised.”

			Raz loosened her swords, but Keif touched her shoulder and shook his head. He stood and walked out from behind the bush.

			“Hey Natir, it’s me, Keif. Come now, don’t say you don’t remember me. I used to walk this patrol with you.”

			The guard frowned as he looked at the big man. “Keif? What the hell are you doing here? You tired of those whores in the city you’re supposed to be guarding?”

			“Yeah, something like that. I see that times have been good for you, but why are you still patrolling? Shouldn’t you be sitting in your office getting fat?”

			“Still the funny one, hey Keif?” Natir replied. “There’s just a skeleton crew—”

			With Keif distracting the two guards, Raz slipped behind them and dispatched both with one sweep of her swords. Keif’s eyes widened at how easily she’d killed them. She wiped the blood on their jackets before sheathing her swords and motioned for him to help drag the bodies behind the nearest bush.

			“We have to move quickly now,” she whispered. “We have no idea how soon these two will be missed.”

			He grabbed one of the guards’ feet and dragged him over to the bush while Raz dragged the other. “This is the start of their patrol. We should have about four or five candle marks before anyone notices them missing.”

			“Let’s not take any chances,” she said, motioning for him to move on.

			Staying close to the shadows, they made their way to the back of the palace without further incident. Raz looked around the final corner and jerked back. Keif looked at her questioningly.

			“Two guards at the back gate,” she whispered. “I’m not sure we’ll get past them unobserved.”

			“They won’t even notice us,” Keif said. “Follow my lead and don’t say anything.”

			He walked into the palace kitchens like he owned the place. As he said, no one paid them any attention as they walked right through the kitchen to a hallway leading to the interior.

			“Those guards would be dead for their inattention if they worked for the guild,” Raz said. “Mistakes like that are not tolerated.”

			“We’re lucky the prince and his elite guards are not in residence. Those guards miss nothing,” Keif explained.

			In short order, Raz and Keif reached a staircase that led underground. Looking down, she noticed wall sconces every few feet. There would be no hiding in the shadows down there.

			“It won’t be so easy from here on,” Keif said. “There are two guard stations between here and the dungeon, with two guards posted at each.”

			Raz gave a curt nod. “Got it. Now it’s my turn to lead.” She loosened her swords and moved down into the bowels of the palace. As they crept down the stairs to the dungeon, she heard a muffled conversation coming from around the next turn. She peeked around the corner and saw two men sitting at a table playing some sort of card game. Like the guards outside the kitchen, they weren’t paying any attention to their surroundings. She leaned back and whispered to Keif, “This is the best the prince can dig up to guard prisoners? Is this duty some kind of punishment?”

			“No. Regardless of what they’re doing, make no mistake, they’re highly trained warriors.”

			“Then why do they sit on their asses ignoring their duties?”

			“Their duty is to prevent anyone from escaping the dungeons, not to prevent someone from breaking in. There’s another set of guards on the far side of the door. It can’t be opened without both sides unlocking the bolts. It makes for an extremely safe system, but it’s quite boring, so most guards play cards or dice to pass the time.”

			Raz leaned against the wall, thinking through the options. If she rushed the guards, she could easily dispatch them, but it would cause a ruckus the other two couldn’t help but hear. That would still leave her on the wrong side of the locked door. She lifted her arm to wipe away the sweat off her face. The heat and closeness of the space were stifling, and she silently wished for a cool drink to quench her thirst. That gave her an idea of how to get past the guards.

			“Do the staff ever bring them water or food?”

			Keif nodded. “Usually one of the serving staff brings refreshments about halfway through their shift.”

			“Good.”

			She quickly explained her idea to Keif, and they headed back to the kitchens. She silently cursed Master Menz as she thought of what she would have to do to get past the two sets of guards.

			Why does it always come down to playing the womanly wiles angle?

			Once they reached the kitchen, Raz motioned for Keif to keep watch while she approached a girl preparing food.

			“Girl, where’s the refreshment for the dungeon guards?” Raz asked, putting a bit of authority in her tone.

			The serving girl glanced up from her preparations and looked shocked.”Who are you? You’re a foreigner and not supposed to be here.”

			“If I wasn’t supposed to be here, how could I standing before you?”

			“I…I…don’t know,” the girl stuttered.

			“Exactly.” Raz frowned at the girl and moved her hand to the weapon hanging by her side. The slight motion caused the girl to visibly shake. “I’m not in the habit of explaining myself, especially to someone like you. I’ll only say this once—I’m newly a member of the prince’s guard and have been assigned this lowly duty because, as you pointed out, I’m obviously a foreigner. Apparently, foreigners aren’t allowed at the desert gathering, so here I am, talking to the likes of you. Don’t make this harder than it has to be, or I’ll lose what little patience I have left. Do I make myself clear?” She muttered under her breath, just loud enough for the girl to hear: “I should have never taken this miserable job….”

			She watched the girl’s attitude change as she thought of her own miserable job and immediately commiserated with the fearsome warrior confronting her. “I’m sorry for any insult, mistress. I wasn’t aware you were a palace guard,” the girl said, then pointed to her left. “The food and drink for the guards are on the table there, but it’s not due to be delivered for another turn.”

			Raz deliberately deepened her frown. “If you think for a moment that I’m going to wait a turn to deliver that slop to those lazy bastards below, then you should think again. Get me the tray so I can leave this cesspool of heat.”

			The girl scrambled over and grabbed the tray. “Here it is, mistress. Please forgive my blunder. I’m sorry for any insult I may have given.”

			Raz nodded. “Forget anything ever happened between us, and so will I. I don’t need any word of this reaching the ears of the guard captain. I think he sent me here early just so I could sweat more.” She grabbed the tray from the girl and checked the utensils before moving away, smiling slightly when she noticed the knives beside the plates.

			These will do nicely.

			She returned to the stairs and handed the tray to Keif. Well out of view of the kitchen staff, she prepared for the next phase of her plan. He stared in fascination as Raz transformed herself from a fearsome warrior to a voluptuous woman of glowing attributes. She carefully laid her swords against the wall, took off her traveling coat, and adjusted the lacings on her shirt to show more of the swell of her breasts. She looked up to see Keif watching her and shot him a deadly look.

			“Not a word,” she threatened.

			He nodded and immediately adjusted his eyes upward.

			She grabbed the tray from his hands and turned to move around the corner. “Grab my things but wait for the dungeon door to open. When you hear it, come as quickly and quietly as possible. You’ll be taking care of the guards on this side.”

			“Won’t they see me approaching?”

			“Let me worry about that.”
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Rescuing Maria

			The night was dark and starless, perfect for what Jeda and Franc had to accomplish. Jeda studied the outside perimeter of Highkeep, looking for the best spot to climb the wall. It was high and daunting but made of rough-cut stone with many handholds—adequate for keeping most intruders out but nothing a trained assassin couldn’t overcome. It wasn’t hard for him to pick a good spot between two guard towers. A roving patrol walked the top of the wall every hour, but it was otherwise empty.

			Both had changed into the guard uniforms they took off the dead men. They’d also darkened their skin by applying some of the women’s makeup to their faces. The disguises would pass any cursory inspection, and Jeda planned on using that to get them inside the palace walls.

			“This looks to be a good spot. There are bushes at the base of the wall for you to hide in while I climb. Once on top of the wall, I’ll lower the rope to you. After we’re both over, we’ll make our way through the back streets to the palace. I know many ways into the palace once we’re inside the walls, and I hope it won’t be difficult to find Maria, Jeda said.

			“What then?” Franc murmured.

			“I’m hoping we’ll be able to escape undetected. If not, we’ll need to fight our way out.”

			Franc smiled. “Now you’re talking. I wouldn’t mind putting down a few more of those arrogant bastards in the process. Let’s finish this one way or another.”

			Jeda nodded and turned to the wall. He pulled out a pair of the metal claws used by guild assassins to climb undetected and made it to the top of the wall in no time. Waiting for him to lower the rope, Franc became more and more nervous as time passed. Just as he was about to step back for a better view of the top, a rope dropped at his feet. He looked up and saw the outline of a head and a hand motioning for him to begin climbing. He shimmied up the wall, and Jeda was soon helping him over the parapet. As he landed on the walkway, he saw a body lying a few feet away, a pool of blood oozing from a head wound. He looked at Jeda.

			“He was here when I climbed through the embrasure. I was as surprised as he was when we came face-to-face. The uniform helped—he was so shocked, he hesitated to sound the alarm. Gave me the opening I needed to knock him out.”

			“He’s not dead then?” Franc asked.

			Jeda shook his head. “No. The last thing we need is another dead guard.”

			“Won’t he be missed?”

			“Probably, but we’ll tie him up and hide him. Hopefully, that will give us enough time to get to the palace and rescue Maria.”

			“This plan is already going sideways.”

			Jeda chuckled. “No plan ever lasts beyond the first step. It’s why we train to become experts in improvisation. Help me tie him up. Time is even more critical now.”

			After stowing the unconscious guard in a storage room, they climbed down the inside of the wall, and Jeda led Franc through the maze of back alleys and side streets. They met no one along the way, although they heard various denizens scurrying off when they caught a glimpse of their uniforms.

			Franc chuckled as he listened to another person running away into the dark. “I could get used to this,” he said jokingly.

			“Sure. Right up to the moment they discover you’re not a guard and slice your throat from ear to ear.”

			“Hmm, you might have a point there. Let’s just save Maria and get out of this cesspit.”

			“Couldn’t agree with you more.”

			They found themselves at the palace in no time, but the main gates were locked and closed for the night.

			“This is new,” Jeda said. “The gate was always guarded but never locked at night. I wonder what this new prince is trying to protect.”

			“Or hide,” Franc added.

			“Yeah, that too. Let’s move around to the back. We may have more luck there.”

			The servants’ entrance was in the back of the palace and usually stayed open day and night. It took a lot to keep the palace running, including deliveries of food, beverages, and various other items required to keep the prince and his guests accommodated, and it would take too much time to lock and unlock the gate every time there was a delivery. Jeda hoped that hadn’t changed since he was here last. They made their way to the back gate and saw two bored and tired men standing guard. Jeda stopped just out of sight of the gate.

			“Good, it shouldn’t be difficult to get in,” Jeda said. “The men on these gates are not the same class of warriors as the guards we took these uniforms from. Follow my lead, and we should be able to walk right in.”

			Franc nodded and followed Jeda to the gate. As they got closer, one of the guards held up a hand. “Stop,” he called out. “Identify yourselves.”

			Jeda marched up to the surprised guard and grabbed a fistful of his tunic. “Are you talking to me, worm?” he hissed in the man’s face.

			The guard’s eyes nearly popped out of his head when he realized his mistake. “A-a-apologies, sir,” he stammered. “I didn’t see your uniform in the dark. Please forgive my oversight.”

			“Have another oversight, and it will be your last,” Jeda sneered at the man, shoving him away. The guard stumbled backward and would have fallen on his ass if the gate hadn’t broken his fall. Jeda walked through the gate without a backward glance, and Franc followed, ignoring the guards as if they were dirt beneath his boots.

			He heard the second guard whisper, “Who was that?”

			“I don’t know, and I’m not asking,” the first guard replied. “If you want to know so badly, you go ask him.”

			“No, I think I’ll just stay here where I belong.”

			“Good choice.”

			At that time of night, the palace was nearly empty, though they occasionally saw a servant scurrying about on some errand or chore. As they neared the center of the palace, Jeda stopped a particularly harried-looking young man whose eyes widened at being stopped by an elite guardsman. Jeda looked at the youngster for a moment with merciless eyes and slowly loosened the sword at his side. The poor boy almost fainted.

			“I’m looking for a female prisoner brought in this afternoon,” Jeda said. “Where is she?”

			“Ah, hmm, I—” the boy stuttered.

			“One chance,” Jeda threatened. “Don’t waste it.”

			“She’s in one of the holding cells near the main audience room,” the boy replied, trying unsuccessfully to stop shaking.

			“And the prince?” Jeda knew he was taking a chance asking that question, but he wanted to know what he was walking into. If the prince was in residence, the guards would be more plentiful. It was one thing to intimidate a servant; it would be something else entirely to run into any of the elite guards.

			“Sir, the prince is still out in the desert. He’s not expected back until tomorrow afternoon.”

			Jeda shoved the boy away, and he nearly stumbled before running away without a second glance.

			“You know,” Franc said, watching the departing boy’s back. “You’re a pretty scary bastard.”

			“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Jeda replied.

			“I can believe it. Lead on; I’m right behind you.”

			Jeda led him down another corridor that ended in a set of double doors. Another hallway ran perpendicular to the first, and he stopped at the intersection. “Through those doors is the main audience chamber. In the hallways on each side are rooms for those waiting to see the prince and a few holding cells. It should be obvious where Maria is by the guard stationed outside her door.”

			Franc nodded. “Let’s go get our girl.”

			Jeda snuck a look down the left side first, then quickly looked right. He stepped back, perplexed. “There’s no guard on either side.”

			“What?” Franc asked. “How are we going to find her now?”

			“We’ll have to check the rooms along both corridors and pray she’s not in the dungeon. It’ll be a serious problem if they’ve moved her. You take the left side, and I’ll check the right. All the doors should be unlocked, so if you come across one that isn’t, that’s where we’ll find Maria.”

			“That’s your grand plan?” Franc asked.

			“Don’t complain,” Jeda said. “This rescue has gone remarkably well so far.”

			“Really? I’d hate to be on a mission with you that didn’t go well.”

			Jeda chuckled. “You have no idea. Start checking and call out if you find anything.”

			He’d just finished checking the first two doors on his side of the hallway when a door farther down opened unexpectedly. He turned towards the noise with his hand on his sword. A guard was tying his belt as he exited and looked shocked at seeing another guard in the corridor.

			“Who are you?” the surprised guard asked, walking towards Jeda. “What are you doing here?”

			“Just the question I wanted to ask you,” Jeda said, scowling and crossing his arms. “Where were you when you should be guarding the prisoner brought in today?”

			This guard wore the uniform of the elite and wouldn’t be so easily intimidated by Jeda’s gruff manner. As he moved towards him, the guard surreptitiously loosened the sword in his scabbard. The movement wasn’t lost on Jeda; nor was it lost on Franc, down the hallway.

			“I won’t ask you again,” the man said menacingly.

			“I see you found the missing slacker,” Franc called out, walking back toward Jeda. “Where was he hiding?”

			The guard’s focus shifted to Franc, which was the opening Jeda needed. When the guard turned, Jeda moved forward, drawing his sword, and smashed the hilt into the guard’s temple. He slumped to the floor, unconscious.

			“Thanks for the distraction,” Jeda said. “I think it would have ended badly had you not called out.”

			Grinning like a madman, Franc looped his thumbs through his belt. “See, I told you I’d be needed.”

			“Yeah, yeah, you can gloat over that later. Right now, we need to move. I’m not sure the last time the guard was changed, and we don’t want an alarm sounded while we’re trying to escape.”

			The next door he checked was locked. Searching the unconscious guard, he found a set of keys. Opening the door, he found Maria bound and curled up in a corner. When he entered, she looked up and scooted farther back against the wall. Jeda held up his hands and called to her. “Maria, it’s Jeda and Franc. We’ve come for you.”

			Her expression instantly changed from terror to relief. When Jeda cut away her bonds, she launched herself into his arms, buried her face in his shoulder, and sobbed quietly.

			“Did they hurt you?” Jeda asked, stroking her hair gently.

			“No, but I was so scared,” she replied.

			“We need to leave immediately. Stay right behind me. Franc will follow you. If we meet anyone, stay quiet and keep your eyes down. Franc and I will handle it. Do you understand?”

			Maria nodded.

			As Jeda talked, Franc dragged the guard into the room and gagged and tied him securely with the same bonds they’d used on Maria.

			“He’s the one who attacked me and brought me back here,” she said, raising her hands as if to strike the unconscious man.

			Jeda grabbed her. “No. Don’t harm him. He may be a brute, but he’s defenseless.”

			“So was I. Why is this any different?”

			“Because you don’t want to be like him,” Jeda said, “and I’d like to get out of here without killing anyone else. What’s happened so far is bad enough.”

			“This might make you feel a little better…” Franc said, chuckling. “He’s tied up with his own rope. A little poetic justice.”

			Maria smiled at that, but Jeda could tell she was still furious.

			I’ll have to watch her. She’s ready to explode.

			“That won’t hold him for long,” he said, “but he should be incapacitated long enough for us to get out of this wretched place.”

			The three set off down the hall. The palace was an intricate maze of hallways that could easily cause visitors to become disoriented and lost. Thankfully, Jeda remembered it well. The hallways were long, dark, and sparsely punctuated with lit torches in wall sconces. The only sound was the clicking of the men’s boots on the marble floors. The whole place felt like a graveyard, and they met no one on their way to the kitchen.

			The heat from the kitchen alerted the trio that they were almost free. The room was huge, and there were staff working even at this time of night. When they entered, the staff took one look at the men’s uniforms and returned to their work.

			Jeda stopped inside the back door of the kitchen and peered out at the back gate. “Damn.”

			“What’s the problem?” Franc asked, stepping up next to him. “You see something?”

			“Yeah.” He pointed at the gate. “The guards are changing shifts.”

			“So? We just bully our way through like before,” Franc said.

			“I wish it could be that easy, but the guard sergeant is with the relief and won’t be easily cowed.”

			“What do we do then? Fight our way out?”

			Jeda paused, watching the guards. He didn’t doubt that he and Franc could fight their way out, but they had Maria to think about. He looked at Franc and Maria, trying to assess their chances. “It may come down to that, but let’s try walking out first.”

			Maria shook her head, looking baffled at Jeda’s plan. “Why don’t we just wait until the sergeant leaves?”

			“I wish we could, but I have no idea how long he’ll be out there, and the longer we wait, the greater the chance we’ll be discovered. I’m not concerned about Franc or myself, but I cannot let any harm come to you.”

			“Pfft,” Maria said. “What do you think I am—a useless and pathetic little girl who can’t take of herself? I took out two guards before the rest rushed me and knocked me out. When I woke up, I fought tooth and nail, trying to escape. That’s when they trussed me up like a chicken, and there wasn’t much I could do after that.”

			Jeda was surprised at the vehemence in her voice. He looked to Franc for insight, but all he did was smile. “You should know by now that gypsies are fighters, especially the women.”

			“Hmm, yeah, I did marry one,” Jeda said. “Okay, let’s keep to the original plan—Franc and I are guards escorting a prisoner. Maria, keep your head down and act meek if that’s at all possible.”

			Franc and Maria nodded, and the three headed towards the gate. After only a few steps, the guard sergeant looked at them with a frown, and when they neared the gate, he stepped towards them, holding up his hand.

			“Stop right there,” the sergeant called out. “What are—”

			He never got the chance to finish, knocked back on his rear by a powerful elemental blast of air. The other four guards looked up in astonishment, giving Franc and Jeda the opening they needed. They quickly engaged the guards before they had the chance to draw their weapons. A second blast caught another of the guards, leaving three for Jeda and Franc. They made quick work of the remaining guards and rushed through the gates before anyone else showed up.

			When they finally stopped running in a narrow alley, Jeda looked at Maria. “What happened to sticking to the plan? You didn’t give me any chance of talking our way out.”

			“Those pigs kidnapped me and threatened to rape me. They deserved what they got and worse,” Maria answered with a smug look.

			Jeda looked at Franc, but the big gypsy just smiled and said, “Gypsy women. Can never tell what they’ll do next.”

			Jeda shook his head and turned to lead them away from the palace.
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			Natasha was waiting for the trio when they got back to the camp, her focus instantly on Maria. “Did they hurt you?”

			Maria shook her head.

			“Good. There’s no time to waste. Everything’s been packed up, and we must leave this cursed place immediately.”

			All three nodded and went to their respective wagons.

			Keisha was waiting for Jeda outside their wagon and rushed into his arms when he came into view. “I was so worried.”

			He kissed her. “No need to worry, my love.”

			“Is Maria safe?”

			“Yes. There’s no time for questions now.” He climbed into the wagon and held out his hand for her.

			“Mother gave the word to have all at the ready. She’ll lead us out as soon as you and Franc are ready.”

			Jeda hitched the horses to the wagon, climbed up, and held his hand out for her. “Come. Time to leave.”
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Roland’s Rescue

			Raz sashayed down the corridor, exaggerating the sway of her hips as she walked to the dungeon entrance. The click of her heels caused the sentries to look up from their game. The hungry looks they gave her were enough to make her wish she hadn’t left her swords behind.

			At least they’re like all men—flash a bit of flesh, and they turn into stupid fools, all of them.

			As she drew near, one of the men’s faces tightened in consternation, and she could tell he was moments away from drawing his weapon. That might prove disastrous to her plans, so she smiled wider and put a little more swing in her step.

			“Hello, boys,” she said with a playful lilt to her voice. “I have some treats for you.”

			“Who are you, foreigner?” the suspicious guard asked, standing and putting his hand on his weapon. The other one sat dumbstruck, practically drooling as she inched closer.

			“Whoa, now, there’s no need to draw your weapon. I come bearing gifts, and that’s not the type of sword you’ll need with me.”

			“I asked who you are,” the guard said, menace dripping from his words.

			“There’s no need to get hostile. Sergeant Natir sent me down to make sure you all stayed awake.”

			“Natir?” the guard said, furrowing his brow. “That bastard doesn’t give a shit about anyone but himself. What kind of game is he playing, sending a foreign whore down here?”

			Raz let her eyes rove over the big guard as she inched closer. She licked her lips and sighed. “I don’t know what kind of game he’s playing, but I know the kind I want to play. I’ve been trained by the best to be the best. Aren’t you the least bit interested?”

			“Who cares what game he’s playing?” the second guard said. “We’re stuck down here while everyone else is at the gathering. Maybe he felt sorry for us and sent this one to appease our wounded souls.”

			“What the hells are you saying?” the first guard asked. “Can’t you speak plainly for once in your life?”

			The second man shook his head but continued to ogle Raz’s body. “Fine, dumbass. Natir probably sent this whore to screw our brains out as compensation for missing the gathering.”

			Raz smiled.

			The first guard relaxed a bit but still scowled at his companion. “She better be damn good to make me forget it was Natir that assigned us this shit duty in the first place.”

			She silently thanked the man for the distraction. “Boys, you’re in for a rare treat. I must deliver food to the guards inside first, but then it’s your turn to feast.”

			The big guard rapped on the dungeon door, and after a moment, a small panel slid aside.

			“What now?” the interior guard asked. “You looking to change posts?”

			“Are you kidding?” the big man replied. “It stinks in there. I don’t know what’s worse—the smell from that fat jailor or the remains of the ones he tortures.”

			“Yeah, yeah. What do you want, then?”

			“Refreshments came early today. Open up so you can get your share.”

			“Good. Anything’s better than listening to that fat ass carrying on as he tortures those poor souls.”

			The guards unlocked the interior and exterior locks simultaneously, and the door swung noisily open. Raz stepped through, adding an extra swing to her step, ensuring all the men were staring at her. One of the inside guards’ eyes moved up from her breasts and widened in alarm, and she knew he’d seen Keif sneak into the corridor.

			Behind you,” the man yelled to the outside guards.

			Raz slammed the edge of the tray into his throat. He stumbled back, choking, and she jumped over him as he fell. Confused, the second guard still had enough presence of mind to grab for his weapon, but the time it took for him to reach for it was all the time Raz needed to reach him. He died ingloriously with a kitchen knife stuck in chest. As he fell like a rock, Raz turned back to the first man, choking on the ground with a crushed throat, and dispatched him quickly with the second kitchen knife.

			Initially confused, the two outside guards reacted quickly to the threat, drawing their weapons and advancing on Raz as she dealt with the inside guards. Unfortunately, neither of them recognized the warning from their compatriot for what it meant—an attack on their rear. Keif killed one of them with a thrust through the back. The remaining guard saw his partner go down and swung around in time to deflect Keif’s slash and the next several attacks. Then he launched an offensive, driving Keif back, but stopped midstride, his arm raised. His eyes glazed and he fell face-down at Keif’s feet. Keif looked down and saw a kitchen knife sticking out of his back.

			The entire fight was over in mere minutes.

			“I had him,” he said to her. “You needn’t have intervened.”

			Raz paused, listening for any alarms the ruckus might have raised before replying. “I know you had him, but we have no time for swordplay. This racket may have alerted more guards than we can safely handle.”

			After collecting her swords from Keif, she bent over one of the dead guards and removed a large set of keys from his belt. The corridor inside the dungeon door had multiple doors on either side. She motioned for Keif to search the left side while she took the right. Each door had a small barred window, and Keif quickly found the women from the house.

			“Raz, over here,” he called out quietly. “I found them.”

			Keif was surprised to find that the door wasn’t locked, but he found out why on entering the room. The women were semiconscious and chained to the walls. The rags they wore barely covered their bodies, and they looked to have been savagely beaten. He knelt and gently touched one of them on the shoulder. She jerked awake and tried to scream.

			He quickly covered her mouth and spoke. “Shush, Daphne. We’ve come to rescue you.”

			Raz saw the profound relief in the girl’s eyes, but she had no time for pity. She had another to rescue, if he wasn’t already dead.

			“Do you know a man named Roland?” she asked the girl.

			The girl didn’t speak right away, obviously trying to gather her thoughts. She was beaten so severely, Raz wasn’t sure she’d be able to answer at all. After a moment, she finally spoke. “Roland? Yes, I know Roland. He’s the love of my life. He was supposed to marry me.”

			Raz had thought nothing could surprise her, but this certainly did. “We’re here to rescue you. But I need to know where Roland is.”

			“He’s in the big room down the hall. The fat pig was torturing him to get him to talk about his business. Piggy brought me into the room and told Roland he would torture me if he didn’t talk, but Roland just laughed,” Daphne replied. “Then Piggy started to beat me and pulled my fingernails out. Just look at my poor hands.”

			She started to sob, but Raz had heard enough. The stupid girl seemed completely unaware of what that meant about her “love.” Raz somehow managed not to roll her eyes. She turned to Keif and handed him the keyring. “Gather all the women you can find and get ready to move. I’ll get Roland.”

			She moved into the hallway and hurried to the end, where she stopped to listen at the door to the torture room. The door was too thick, and she could hear little from within.

			Maybe that’s why this piggy didn’t hear us breaking in.

			Reaching for the handle, she tried to open the door quietly, but it squealed on rusted hinges. No help for it, she opened the door wide and stepped through. She’d been in dungeons before and had a hand in questioning prisoners herself, but what she saw gave her a moment’s pause. From the way Roland was hanging, she couldn’t tell if he was still alive.

			An obese mound of fat turned towards her. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

			Raz stared at Roland and saw a slight movement of his head. It was all the confirmation she needed. “I’ve come for your prisoner.”

			“This man is the prince’s prisoner. His orders were that he was never to leave this room. Leave now, or you’ll suffer the prince’s wrath.”

			Raz watched as the man slid over to his workbench and picked up a wicked-looking knife. It was an impressive weapon, with a barbed tip and serrated edge crusted with dried blood. She was disgusted that this pig of a man didn’t bother to clean such a fine blade.

			“That’s one order you won’t be able to follow. I’ll be taking him with me, but it’s up to you whether you live or die.”

			“Do you think I’m scared of a kingdom whore? You’re a pathetic woman pretending to be a warrior. I’ve seen real fighters, men of great worth, in the prince’s armies, and you’re nothing compared to them.”

			Raz shook her head at the man’s insults. If he thought to rattle her, he would have to be more inventive. She’d suffered far worse during her first year at the guild. “Last chance, fatty. Release your prisoner or die in your filth.”

			The jailor chuckled. “Your first mistake was coming down here. This is my dungeon, my world, and I make the rules here. Your second mistake was thinking your little swords would scare me. I take great pains with woman prisoners; their high-pitched screams are music to my ears. After I remove your fingernails, I’ll cut off your hands. Then you can watch while I finish up with my guest here. With that little distraction out of the way, I’ll be able to take my sweet time with you.”

			Raz drew her twin blades and began to whirl them menacingly. There were many reasons this revolting beast should die, but his last remark had sealed his fate. His death would be quick, savage, and painful. “You talk too much, asshole.”

			She stepped forward and swung one of her blades at the man’s eyes. As expected, he backpedaled and raised the knife to block her attack. He either didn’t see or was too inept to realize that the first strike was a simple ploy to open him up to the actual attack. With a move that a better opponent would have blocked, Raz sliced across the fat man’s stomach, spilling his guts across the filthy floor. He looked at her with shock and dismay as he sank to his knees.

			“How’s this possible?” he panted. “You’re a woman. This shouldn’t happen to me.”

			“And yet it did,” Raz responded. She didn’t bother finishing him off. He had a few painful minutes left before he bled out, and she would let him writhe. She walked over to Roland, who managed to look up and smile crookedly at her.

			“Hello, Raz,” he croaked. “I was just getting ready to escape this hellhole.”

			“Well, this is a fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into.”

			“Think you might help me down?”

			Raz looked at his naked and battered body and silently wondered how he was still alive.

			“Umm, Raz, think you might help me?” he asked again. “You aren’t going to leave me hanging here, are you?”

			“I should, for all the trouble you’ve caused me, but I have my orders.”

			Looking around the room, she finally spotted what she was looking for—a bucket of relatively clean water. She picked it up and threw half of it over Roland’s front.

			“Ahh,” he cried. “What are you doing?” Before he stopped yelling, she threw the rest on his back. He squirmed at the intense pain. “Gods woman, have mercy,” he cried, “please just get me down.”

			“We both needed that,” Raz said, not entirely hiding the mirth in her voice. “You’re filthy and smell like a pig; beyond that, you’re covered in blood. How do you think we’d ever manage to get out of this city with you looking like that?”

			He silently cursed under his breath before answering. “You could have let me down first.”

			“It seemed easier this way. Now don’t go away while I look for the keys to release you. I’ll be right back.”

			She found the keys on the torturer’s body. With a quick search of the room, she also found a robe for Roland, though she couldn’t tell if the smell of it was worse than leaving him naked.

			“I’ve found the keys and a robe for you. You should be thankful your jailor focused on your back, chest, and legs and didn’t concentrate on your middle parts. It would have been a shame to have to call you Rolanda.”

			“As much as I appreciate the humor, please just get me out of here.”

			Raz brought a stool over to climb on so she could reach to unlock the manacles. “This may hurt a little,” she told him.

			When the locks opened, Roland dropped to the floor like a sack of grain. As he lay crumpled on the floor, Raz helped him slip on the robe she found.

			“Ugh, this robe stinks,” he said.

			“Don’t complain,” she replied. “You smelled worse before I gave you a shower.”

			“Thanks,” he said. “I look forward to repaying you in kind.”

			Raz smiled at the flippant remark and lightly cuffed him on the side of the head. “If you can still joke like that, I guess you won’t be leaving this fair world anytime soon.”

			Roland grabbed her arm for support and tried to stand but fell back with a pained grunt. “I don’t think I’ll be going anywhere soon. I can’t even stand.”

			“I know. I’ll have to carry you, just like always.”

			He chuckled at her comment, but she was concerned that he might be far worse off than he looked. The idea of rescuing him only to have him die on the way out didn’t sit well with her.

			“Okay, let’s go.We have quite a way to go before we’re safe.”

			“Wait,” Roland said as she bent to help him up. “My daggers and cloak—we have to get my weapons. I feel naked without them.”

			“More than you were a moment ago?” Raz chuckled. “Unless you see them in this mess of a dungeon, we have no time to look. The guard patrol is on a regular schedule, and we have a tiny window of opportunity to get away without being spotted. I’m here to rescue you, but if I can’t get you out safely, I’ve been ordered to silence you.”

			The unspoken threat caused him to pause. “But my weapons and cloak identify me as an assassin.”

			“I think we can assume they already know that.”

			“I also had a royal ring,” Roland said. “The prince knows I was spying for the king, which may make trouble for him.”

			“That ring was probably the only thing that saved your life,” Raz answered. “What use would the prince have in keeping you alive? Better to parade the killer out and publicly execute him. But a spy—now that’s a different story. He probably ordered you tortured but kept alive, as he wanted to learn what you know about his plans. You do know something of his plans, right?”

			“Yes. He has a kingdom witch working for him. She’s the one who discovered who I was. He’s also gathering all the tribes together—” He fell into a coughing fit and didn’t see the flash of worry that crossed Raz’s face.

			“Okay, less talk and more escaping. You can tell me once we get out of this pit.”

			Roland tried not to groan as she helped him stand and slung his arm over her shoulder. He tried his best to walk through the dungeons, but Raz was doing most of the work. They met Keif with half a dozen of the house women. They didn’t look much better than Roland, but they were all standing on their own. Raz moved to the inner guard station, helped Roland sit in one of the chairs, and motioned the others over.

			When Daphne saw Roland, the young woman covered her mouth to prevent a cry from escaping and rushed over as if to help him. “Roland, my love,” she cried, “I was so worried about you. When I saw you enter the palace, I tried to follow, but the guards stopped me.”

			“You followed me?” Roland said. “Why would you do that?”

			“I was jealous when I saw the ring you got in the secret letter,” Daphne replied. “I thought you were seeing another woman, so I followed you to the palace. I tried to sneak in after you, but the guards caught me. I told them I was your lover, but they laughed and threw me in this disgusting place.”

			“What else did you tell them?” Roland asked.

			“Nothing at first, I swear,” she cried. “Then the fat one asked me where I lived, so I told him. The next day, the guards dragged the other girls in here, and they began to beat us for no reason. I’m so sorry; I never thought anything like this would happen.”

			“Well, now we know how they discovered the house,” Raz said. “Glad it wasn’t you.”

			Roland’s eyes widened. “You thought I gave up the guild house?”

			Raz was reluctant to look at Roland. She’d misjudged his inner fortitude and felt a moment of guilt. “I’m glad to be proven wrong. Now, if we’re going to make it out of here, we need to devise a plan.”

			“Well, we won’t make it out the same way we came in,” Keif said. The gate guards won’t just ignore us all trooping out of here.

			If they were discovered, Raz would leave Keif and the women to fend for themselves. She’d try to get Roland out, but if the situation called for it, she’d also have to deal with him. There could be no further mistakes to throw suspicion on the guild. She might not know everything Roland knew, but she could at least warn King Christoph that the tribes were gathering. Whether the king would care about that was another matter and didn’t concern her.

			“What do you propose?” she asked.

			Keif pointed to the dead guards. “We strip them, put on their uniforms, and then walk the women out with their hands tied and a long leash attached to their necks to keep them together. You lead them while I follow at the rear. No one will question what we’re doing.”

			Raz nodded. “That might work. If anyone asks, we’re taking the women to get cleaned up so they can be presented to the prince’s guests as gifts.”

			“What about him?” Keif said. “He can hardly walk.”

			“He’ll walk,” she replied.

			Roland lifted his head and smiled. “Yeah, I’ll walk.”

			Raz helped him get dressed in one of the uniforms. “When we get to the kitchen, you’ll have to walk on your own. Stay close to me in case you stumble. I’ll keep you upright, but if anyone sees me helping you walk, this could fall apart. We don’t need any nosey cook getting suspicious, asking questions, or raising any alarms.”

			Roland nodded. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll make it.”

			The group moved off at a snail’s pace. Roland couldn’t walk well, and the girls were in various states of distress. Near the top of the stairs leading to the kitchen, Keif stopped.

			“Wait here for a moment while I see what the problem is now,” Raz said to Roland as she propped him against the wall.

			“Not like I have many places to go,” he mumbled.

			Raz stopped just behind Keif’s big body. “What’s the problem? Why aren’t we moving?”

			He pointed through the kitchen doors. “Over there.” Outside by the gates were not two but five guards, as they changed shifts.

			“Crap,” Raz said, crouching back down into the staircase. “That’s all we need. We’ll never make it past that lot.”

			“Down,” Keif whispered, pushing her farther back. “More guards are coming this way.”

			From their position on the stairs, Raz and Keif watched as another set of guards walked through the kitchen. They headed out towards the back gate, a girl between them.

			“What the hell is a gypsy girl doing with palace guards?” Raz asked.

			“How do you know she’s a gypsy?” Keif asked.

			“Because of the way she’s dressed. No other women dress that flamboyantly.”

			Keif nodded, and the two of them watched as the new guards approached the gate. What happened next momentarily baffled Raz. As the new guards approached, the gypsy girl between them let loose with a blast of magic that knocked one of the gate guards flat.

			“What the fuck….” Raz began. She never finished her sentence, surprised again when the two new guards attacked the gate guards. The girl blasted another guard, and the new guards finished off the others. They all ran through the gates without a moment’s pause and disappeared.

			“What just happened?” Keif asked.

			“I have no idea,” Raz answered, motioning for the girls to move, “but it’s our chance to get out of this hell hole.”

			She ran back and helped Roland. Together, the motley crew staggered, limped, and ran out of the palace.

			No one in the place gave them a second glance.
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Demonstration 
in the Desert

			Arin looked around the pavilion. The guards behind him had become a necessary evil and had never been far from his side since he declared himself Prince of the Desert. The grumblings of the other chieftains could have been heard across the entire desert when he discarded the traditional title of chieftain.

			Who is this young pup declaring himself prince?

			Does he think to subjugate the rest of us under his rule?

			The boy should have learned better under his father.

			There will be war before that happens…

			He was under no delusions that the other chieftains thought him fit to rule his tribe, never mind all the tribes. Almost four years earlier, he’d approached them with his idea of uniting the tribes under one banner. He wanted revenge for his father’s murder at the hands of a kingdom witch, and if the tribes united, they would be a force to be reckoned with. He was laughed at and shunned for his ideas, but that was four years ago. A lot had happened since that fateful day. The most important was meeting her—a witch on the run from her enemies in Tavia.

			The enemy of my enemy.

			He’d taken the title of Prince of the Desert for the standing it gave him in the eyes of the king of Tavia. He couldn’t care less what the other chieftains thought of his title. They’d all bowed before him after the chieftains from the three largest tribes were assassinated, which had been more than enough incentive for the others to swear fealty. Today would be a show of strength to convince them that he could and would rule them all. And if it was a disaster, he had no doubt his reign would be short and his end unpleasant.

			In his mind’s eye, he could see all his planning—protected as well-guarded secrets—finally coming to fruition. Together, the tribes would form a kingdom as large as Tavia, and Arin would ensure that the rest of the world took notice.

			But his witch was the key to everything.

			As usual, she was behind him, sitting demurely and inconspicuously, appearing to be no more than an ornament to the visiting men, an oddity for them to wonder at. She nodded politely as Arin looked at her. She was the key to his success today, and she knew it.

			Arin took careful note of the faces around the table, of the tribal leaders who’d wisely chosen to follow him. They were all warriors in their own right, and would balk at following Arin if he did not prove his strength and cunning to them. Today, he would explain his plan to destroy Tavia.

			“Thank you all for coming and know there’s no need for formality—we’re all among friends. But make no mistake, we are at war.” He waited for the shock and grumbling to settle down. Confused, they looked at one another before turning their attention back to Arin.

			One of the older chieftains finally spoke. “My prince, who are we at war with?”

			“The nemesis of every desert warrior alive today. We all know him by name or deed—the King of Tavia. I plan to invade his kingdom and kill him, as he’s killed our fathers, mothers, brothers, and sisters for countless years.” An eerie silence followed Arin’s pronouncement. He looked around the table. “Let me tell you of my plans as we break bread together.”

			He stood at the head of the table, smiling expansively as the feast was laid out. He could see the skepticism in the men’s eyes, but he knew that they would embrace him and his plan wholeheartedly once his secret weapon was revealed.

			He raised his wine goblet. “To a successful campaign!”

			The assembled warriors raised their goblets. “To the downfall of Tavia,” they shouted.

			“Eat and drink, my friends,” he said, retaking his seat.

			As the meal progressed, a servant slipped into the tent and hesitantly approached him. Arin frowned at the look on the man’s face. The servant leaned down and whispered in his ear. “My prince, the prisoner spy has escaped.”

			He furrowed his brow and whispered, “How did that happen? It should have been impossible for him to escape the fat pig of a jailor questioning him.”

			“I’m afraid the jailor is dead as well,” the servant said, wringing his hands.

			Arin waved the servant away as he looked over his guests, who were all watching him through guarded eyes, wondering what news he’d received.

			So that spy had friends in the city. This might just be the opportunity I’ve been looking for.

			He stood and faced the men waiting patiently for him to explain his plans. There was no love lost between the tribes and the kingdom, but no one at the table thought for a moment that they could successfully wage war against their mighty neighbor. “Now that we’ve enjoyed food and wine, let me lay out our battle plan.”

			The chieftains around the table nodded. Arin could see doubt in their expressions, but he would soon erase all uncertainty from their minds. “It’s about time we stopped letting Tavia rule our lives. We all know they want nothing more than to take our lands and enslave us.”

			The men nodded in agreement. No one at the table cared for the trade dependency with the kingdom that had developed over the years. The thought that a large portion of their food and other staples came from Tavia at a premium price didn’t sit well with any of them. Arin began to explain his strategy for invading the kingdom with the combined strength of all the tribes. Together, they would conduct lightning strikes deep into the heart of the land and establish a foothold to wage following battles. The men were familiar with the concepts that Arin presented—they were the same tactics and strategies the tribes used against one another—but words and thoughts did not win wars.

			One of the more seasoned chieftains stood. His name was Baggor, and Arin nodded to him to speak. “Waging war against the almighty kingdom has been debated many times. Nothing came of it then, and I don’t see how anything will come of it now. Tavia is too powerful. Not only do they have a huge standing army and practically unlimited resources, but their damnable witches and warlocks wield their powers as weapons. I don’t see how we can face those odds and hope to win. Not one of us will ever forget the sins of the past, but they are the past and cannot be changed. What reason do we have now to conduct a hopeless war against the kingdom?”

			Arin inclined his head at the warrior. “No one here would disagree that the past cannot be changed, but do we not have the right to avenge those wrongs, no matter how long ago it happened. We would have declared a blood feud against Tavia long ago if it didn’t mean we’d be heading to our deaths. I mean to change that now.”

			“So, what has changed?” Baggor asked.

			“First, the kingdom’s continued aggression and incursion into our lands. Just a fortnight ago, a Tavia spy was caught in my city, and the gods only know what he was doing there. Maybe reporting on the city’s weaknesses, the shortcomings of its defenses, or the disposition of its guards? Why would any foreign kingdom conduct such an investigation but to plan for war? Unfortunately, I’ve just learned he has escaped, leaving behind a trail of bodies.”

			“A spy in your city?” Baggor asked. “And from the kingdom, no less. What proof do you have?”

			Arin was thankful he’d had the foresight to keep the equipment the spy carried. He stood and gestured to Sybelle behind him. She rose and approached with a sack, bowed slightly, and took a few steps back after handing it to Arin. He poured the contents out on the table for all to see. The most stunning of the items that tumbled out were the telltale cloak of the Assassin Guild and a pair of beautifully crafted knives.

			“That’s no proof of Tavia’s complicity,” Baggor argued. “We’re all aware the Assassin Guild has had contracts in the city before.”

			“I have undeniable proof of the involvement of the King of Tavia himself.”

			With that, Arin tossed a gold ring in the middle of the table, where it landed with a thump.

			“Your proof is a ring?” Baggor asked skeptically, disbelief written all over his face.

			“Oh, not just any ring. This is an extraordinary one,” Arin replied. He gestured for Sybelle to step forward.

			“This ring is given only to a select few to identify the bearer as a trusted emissary of King Christoph himself.”

			“How would you know that?” Baggor asked, glaring at the woman who’d dared to speak at the gathering.

			“I know the ring’s meaning because I carried one long ago.”

			He scoffed. “Why should I believe that you held such a ring? Just who are you, woman?”

			Sybelle smiled and raised her hand slightly, and a wind seemed to materialize within the tent. It swirled and shook the sides and flaps of the tent. “I am Sybelle, and I’m one of those damnable witches you spoke so fondly of moments ago.”

			There were a few gasps around the table as the statement sunk in.

			“One witch against so many. We’ll still be at a severe disadvantage,” Baggor mumbled.

			“Agreed,” Arin said “If we only had one witch. But let us step outside, and I’ll show you my secret weapon.”

			The men looked at each other before standing and following Arin and Sybelle outside. There, arrayed in front of the tent, was a semi-circle of fifteen warriors, standing at the ready.

			“Your men are impressive,” Baggor said, “but I have many warriors of my own who are equally impressive. As remarkable as they all might be, they still have no chance against the collective might of the kingdom witches.”

			“Ah, but you assume these men are just warriors,” Arin replied. “Sybelle, if you would give us a demonstration.”

			He felt a wave of uneasiness pass through his stomach. This was the moment of truth. If the men did not perform, then everything he’d planned would crumble. Sybelle motioned to the warriors, who spread out, forming into three groups of five. Set behind the groups were straw bales, stacked wooden pallets, and a large pile of rocks. Sybelle had taught them to band together and join their magic into one force. Unfortunately, the joining hadn’t created the powerful circle Sybelle had hoped for, but the men were well-prepared for the purposes of today’s demonstration. As the first group concentrated on the bale of straw, Sybelle and Arin held their breath. This was it—failure was not an option.

			A collective gasp escaped from the chieftains as the first group blew the bale of straw into oblivion. They were still in shock when the second group focused on the stacked wood, which blew up in spectacular fashion, splinters and wood chips flying, a few landing close to the observers. Everyone took a step back when the last group faced the rocks. Although the pile was set farther back than the other targets, no one wanted to be pelted with rocks, no matter how small. It was good they’d stepped back because the next explosion shook the very sand they stood on. When the dust finally settled, nothing was left but pebbles strewn about in a wide circle.

			Arin turned to the men in attendance with a huge smile. “I trust that this alleviates your concerns?”

			They just stood there, shock on their faces. No one knew what to say after such a remarkable display of power.

			Finally, Baggor raised his arms and shouted, “To the downfall of Tavia.”

			As the rest of the men joined him in shouting their admiration, Arin turned to Sybelle with a look of delight at their success.
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Kara and Tyrel
 Spar

			Kala opted not to go to the training yard for the next week. Kara wondered at her sister’s choice but decided she didn’t want to know what games she might be playing. Training went as usual, with one notable exception—Tyrel let Beth train with Kara daily. On the sixth day while training with Beth, Kara suddenly understood her developing skills. The two had been sparring non-stop for most of the morning when Beth held up her hand.

			“I need a break,” she gasped. “I don’t know where you get your energy, but I think you must have a bottomless pit of power. Give me a few minutes to catch my breath and get some water.”

			Kara watched Beth drag herself over to drop down on one of the benches, exhausted. The two had been evenly matched when they first started training together, but Kara had been growing steadily stronger and faster, and as she watched her friend, she realized that ‘he’d been holding back against the young woman.

			It’s time—I’m ready.

			After a few minutes of rest, Beth returned. “I’m ready for you to beat me again,” she said light-heartedly.

			Kara stood silently for a moment. “I’m going to request to be tested for the black sash.”

			Beth’s eyes widened in surprise at Kara’s declaration, but after a moment, she nodded. “I think that’s a good idea. You could probably beat most of the black sashes here. You’re more than ready to be promoted. Let’s go find Captain Lenard so you can make your request.”

			Later that afternoon, Kara told her sister about the events of the day. “He did say it was a bit unprecedented, being so newly promoted to red, but I was within my rights and the rules of the yard to request advancement. Although a bit reluctant, Sir Lenard has agreed to let me test for the black.”

			Kala frowned.

			“Why the look? It’s all legitimate,” Kara said.

			“I’m not questioning its legitimacy, just the timing.”

			“Timing? You’re not making any sense.”

			“I was just wondering if your rapid advancement through the ranks has anything to do with our upcoming coronations.”

			Kara was usually quite reserved when it came to outward displays of emotion, but her outrage at her sister’s insinuation showed on her face. With no other outlet for her rage, she spun to face the targets she’d set up at the other end of her bedroom and, in rapid succession, threw her six blades at the farthest one, all six striking dead center. The knives were so tightly grouped, it was amazing the blades hadn’t pierced each other.

			Kala hardly flinched at Kara’s display of anger. “I see that thought never crossed your mind. Nice grouping, by the way.”

			Kara faced her sister again and closed half the distance between them before stopping. She stood staring at her sister, fists clenched, trembling with anger.

			Kala remained calm in the face of her sister’s aggravation. “Look, I’m not saying you aren’t a good swordswoman, but come on, three ranks in the same number of weeks? Don’t you think that’s a little suspicious, especially if you’re not using magic?”

			Kara looked at the floor and composed herself before answering. “I’ve worked tirelessly to achieve my skills,” she said with cold and emotionless eyes. She pointed at the target. “As far as using magic, what would be the point? I already know how good I am when using magic. The whole point was for me to learn how to fight without magic. Do you think I would stoop so low as to cheat to achieve my promotions? Do you think so little of me?”

			Kala raised her hands in surrender. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think before I spoke. Believe me, I’m not questioning your honor or your skills. I think you’re a remarkable swordswoman, but I wonder if those you train with at the yard might not have another agenda.”

			“I don’t understand what you’re insinuating,” Kara said, a frown creasing her brow. “No one gives me a break; if truth be told, they’re harder on me than any other trainee.”

			“If you say so,” Kala said, shrugging. “I was looking at this whole endeavor from a political angle. I have to pay attention to things that concern the family. Surely you understand that.”

			“I understand that’s the very reason I want nothing to do with ruling. You might revel in the intrigue, and the backstabbing, but keep me out of it. I will not be anyone’s pawn, in political maneuvering or advancement for anyone, including you.” She turned and walked to the target to retrieve her knives.

			“Like it or not, you’ll be the next Countess of Berkshire and my heir. That alone will make you the target of every eligible bachelor looking to make something of himself by climbing the social ladder.”

			“I’m not naïve—I know things like that will be coming. But it takes two to dance. I will not be anyone’s willing partner. I have my plans, and I’ll not be sidetracked. My absolute focus now is becoming a blade master of the highest caliber.”

			“I understand,” Kala said. “So when is your test?”

			“Captain Lenard has set it up for tomorrow morning.”

			“Excellent; I’m looking forward to watching you.”

			“You’ll be coming along then?” Kara asked, a bit surprised.

			“Of course I’m coming. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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			Kara rose the following day, excited and full of nervous energy. She didn’t fear losing the coming test but wondered who her opponent would be. Captain Lenard had told her to be at the yards early. She assumed she would fight one of the black to prove her skill, but she had yet to witness anyone else competing for black. When she left the house, her sister was in the courtyard, fully dressed and patiently waiting for her.

			“You’re up early,” Kara said.

			“I told you I wouldn’t miss this. My sister is testing for the black sash against who knows who, maybe even one of the master swordsmen of the castle. This is all very exciting.”

			“Don’t get too excited,” Kara said. “The main reason I want this is to have more opportunities to train with other black sashes. I’ve already bested everyone red and below. I need more challenges and better opponents to improve my skills.”

			Kala chuckled. “Careful what you wish for, sister; you might just get it.”

			“If only it were that easy. I want to prove myself against the best, but I must fight my way up to those ranks. If only I could choose my opponent—”

			“Who would you choose, given a chance?”

			“The prince, of course,” Kara answered quickly. “He’s the best of black below the blade masters. He’d be a great opponent.”

			“Maybe you’ll get the chance. Isn’t he treated the same as the others in the yards?”

			“Yes, but it’s not a matter of rank, nobility, or magic power. It’s a matter of skill. As one of the top-tier fighters, the prince can choose whom he wants to spar with. When he’s not sparring with Beth, I only see him fighting the blade masters. He would never agree to spar against someone like me.”

			Kala had a sparkle in her eye when she replied, “As I said, be careful what you wish for.”

			The ride to the castle was uneventful. The twins rode in comfortable silence, each keeping their thoughts to themselves. Occasionally, Kala would look at her sister with a sly smile, but when Kara caught her staring, she simply looked away.

			“Why do you keep staring at me?” Kara asked after the third time. “What kind of game are you playing? Are you trying to make me nervous?”

			“Quite the contrary. I can’t help but look at you. You’re a striking figure, dressed as you are in your training armor and weapons. Sister, win or lose today, I’m so proud of what you’ve accomplished.”

			Kara frowned, not believing her twin but appreciating the compliment.

			When they arrived, the yard was much the same as usual, with various levels of trainees sparring against each other. Captain Lenard was in the center of the yard as usual, supervising and giving advice as he watched the fighters. When he spied Kara, he motioned for her to join him.

			“Are you ready?” he asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Very well. Your test will begin shortly. Choose your sword and wait by the challenge circle. Lady Kala, you may observe the contest from the benches with the others.”

			Kara nodded and moved towards the swords while Kala walked over and sat with Prince Tyrel and Princess Beth. Kara glanced over and saw the enormous smile on the prince’s face as Kala leaned toward him. That smile quickly turned to a frown at whatever she said to him. He looked at Kala, then Kara, and shook his head until Kala leaned closer, whispering something in his ear. The prince looked down for a moment before finally standing and nodding.

			Kara wondered what her twin had said as she watched the prince walk over to Captain Lenard and speak softly to him. The captain looked puzzled but nodded. Lenard turned to a black-sashed guard standing off to one side and motioned the man to the observation benches with a curt nod. Kara watched the whole thing transpire, not understanding what was happening until she looked back at her sister. The smug and knowing smile said it all as Kara remembered her sister’s words from earlier.

			Be careful what you wish for.

			Somehow Kala had convinced the prince to be Kara’s opponent for the test. Kara began stretching in earnest to warm up her muscles. She needed to be at her best and ready for anything he might throw at her. She’d seen Tyrel fight and knew his speed was incredible. His attacks and parries were flawless, and only the blade masters could stand against him.

			Great, now all I have to do is defeat the best black sash in the yard. Thanks, sis.

			Kara watched as he selected a blade and walked over to her at the circle.

			“I’m to be your opponent today,” he said.

			“I gathered as much.”

			Captain Lenard joined them at the circle and called each to step within. “As with all tests, this will be a match of three hits. The first to score three hits or cause their opponent to yield will win. Do either of you have any questions?”

			Kara thought for a minute of the number of questions coursing through her brain but in the end simply shook her head. The prince followed suit, and both fighters went on guard. Lenard signaled for the test to begin. They circled each other warily. Each had a reputation in the yards, and though the prince was better, he wasn’t fool enough to underestimate her. They traded a few attacks and parries before Tyrel launched an aggressive attack that quickly put Kara on the defensive. She had to dance back to avoid being hit and was amazed when Sir Lenard called out the first point. She looked at the prince in puzzlement until he pointed at the ground. Kara had stepped outside the circle and lost a point.

			Both fighters centered themselves again and waited for the signal to begin. At Captain Lenard’s command, Kara leaped forward with a devastating attack she knew Captain Creighton would be proud of. She first struck high, at the prince’s head and neck, and moved as if she would continue the attack. At the apex of her swing, she reversed her line of attack with a backslash to his legs. She was sure she would score a point, but the prince moved with inhuman speed, jumping over her blade. She was so shocked at his speed that she didn’t realize he’d countered until his blade was resting across her neck.

			“Second point to Prince Tyrel,” Sir Lenard called out.

			Kara shook her head in amazement. There was no way anyone could move that fast unless...

			The discovery nearly undid her. Captain Lenard called them back to center and signaled for them to begin again. Kara barely got her sword up in time to deflect the next attack. She set her feet and practically growled at the prince as he advanced.

			“There’s no need to be upset,” he said as they exchanged blows and stepped back. “You’ve already shown yourself capable enough, but I’ve been training with the sword my whole life. Did you expect anything different?”

			“I might in a fair fight,” Kala said, so softly only the prince could hear, “but we both know that you don’t fight fair.”

			“What’re you talking about?” Tyrel demanded. “How could I possibly be cheating? You show your true colors, Lady Kara with such baseless accusations.”

			“Then let’s see how you do against someone with the same aptitude, shall we?”

			“I’ll make this point quick and put you out of your misery,” Tyrel replied. “I have no idea why your sister asked this of me, but I’ll show you what kind of leader I am.”

			Kara let her magic flow, and time seemed to stand still. She didn’t immediately move as the prince moved in for the final hit. It was his turn to be shocked when she blocked the strike effortlessly and struck a blow to his undefended side.

			“Point to Lady Kara,” Sir Lenard said, as surprised as anyone.

			“Lucky hit,” Tyrel grumbled.

			“Now where have I heard that before?” Kara said, smiling innocently.

			“I meant to take it easy on you, but you seem bent on insulting me. That’s over now. Prepare yourself to lose.”

			The prince moved with incredible speed, advancing in a series of attacks. Anyone but an elite guardsman would be hard-pressed to defend against his momentum. Anyone, that is, without magic flowing through their veins.

			Kara stepped into the attack and countered each blow effortlessly, turning it back on him, and soon, the prince was defending himself for the first time in the bout. His years of training showed in the next few moments, for although Kara matched him blow for blow, she couldn’t match his experience. He purposely left an opening while stepping back, and Kara moved to strike. A moment too late, she realized her mistake as the prince riposted, turning her blade and scoring the final hit of the match.

			“Final point, Prince Tyrel,” Captain Lenard yelled. “The test is over. Fighters, salute and return your weapons.”

			Kara turned to the prince and executed a perfect salute acknowledging his win. Prince Tyrel returned it with a wry smile.

			“I may have been mistaken in my assessment of your skill,” he said. “You’re far more capable with the sword than a red, and I’m sure you’ll soon be awarded a black sash.”

			Kara nodded and walked to the side to get a drink of water.

			Kala moved to intercept her, waiting for her sister with furrowed brows. “Ahh, now it’s my turn to ask,” she said before Kara could speak. “Why the look?”

			“You know why, but we’ll discuss it later. I’ve just discovered something amazing.”

			“What is that?” Kala asked. “Oh wait, you just discovered the prince is a better swordsman.”

			“Funny, very funny.” Kara leaned into her twin and whispered. “The prince has magic.”

			Kala nearly tripped and would have fallen face-first in the dirt if Kara hadn’t grabbed her arm. “Now that is truly amazing,” she replied with an intrigued smile.
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Gypsies 
on the Road

			The gypsies traveled through the night and well into the next day before finally arriving at the trading post of Deepedge. There, Natasha called a halt to let the horses rest and allow everyone to gather necessary supplies, admonishing them all that they wouldn’t be staying long. Traveling through the night was unusual for any caravan, but the trouble they’d found back at Highkeep made it necessary. The entire situation was unfortunate, as the majority of the citizens of Highkeep were common folk going about their lives, interacting with others politely and with respect. It was the palace guards that were the issue. They took what they wanted when they wanted and were untouchable by anyone outside the palace.

			Trouble in the desert city never ended well for foreigners, and the problems the gypsies became entangled with went beyond the pale. Jeda knew the guards wouldn’t soon forget how they’d been bested, but he also knew there was little chance of retaliation once the gypsies left the city. Nonetheless, when the caravan stopped, he and Franc rode back towards Highkeep to verify they weren’t being followed. They only saw a few far-off signs of another caravan on the road away from the desert city.

			“Guess we aren’t the only ones who found that place unpleasant,” Franc said, shading his eyes.

			“It’s too bad it worked out like this,” Jeda replied. “Highkeep can be a dangerous city, but it’s also a wondrous place, with exotic food and rare spices.” He slapped dust from his pants. “Well, no sense in crying over lost opportunities. Let’s head back before Natasha decides to leave without us.”

			“At least our next stop will be Eastford,” Franc said as they turned their horses back the way they came. “It’ll be a sight to behold after the drab colors of the desert.”

			“One of these days, I’ll take you into the desert when the time comes for it to blossom. It only happens once a year, but the flowers are wild and beautiful. It doesn’t last many days, but it’s quite a sight to behold.”

			“As long as we don’t have to visit the Highkeep palace again,” Franc answered.

			The two laughed as they rode back to the caravan. When they reached Deepedge, Natasha signaled the troupe to pull out. There were no complaints from anyone. The farther they were from the desert city, the better they would all feel.

			The wagons traveled along the King’s Highway at a much more leisurely pace after the caravan left Deepedge. The farther they traveled from Highkeep, the more the sense of urgency and danger slipped away. Though naturally more cautious thanks to his background, Jeda too began to relax. Most of the tribes were nomadic, and a conflict with one of them might well have found the caravan chased across the desert by warriors out for revenge. Arin’s tribe seemed to have settled in Highkeep and his guards acted more like spoiled nobles than true desert warriors. What shocked Jeda the most was the audacity of the palace guards. He attributed their behavior to their prince, and he honestly wasn’t sure whether the prince would even chastise his men for their behavior. When Arin’s father had been chieftain of the tribe, that type of behavior would not have been tolerated. Those men might well have found themselves swinging from a gibbet, or at least spending time in the palace dungeon.

			Time changes all, even in the unchanging desert, Jeda thought.

			He’d been driving the wagon for some time when Keisha finally joined him up front. It was evening, and the troupe had been told they wouldn’t be stopping. Natasha wanted to reach Eastford before the next night, which could only be accomplished by riding through the night. The pace was slow so the horses wouldn’t be overly taxed.

			“The children are asleep,” Keisha said. “I’ve come to keep you company.”

			“So, Natasha plans on staying at Eastford for a month?” Jeda asked.

			“That’s what she told me. No more taking chances on making a profit. Highkeep presented many dangers for the families, and leaving so quickly kept us from even breaking even. Eastford is a nice quiet city, and she believes the troupe will do well there.”

			“Well, we did what we had to do to get all the girls back,” he said. “They might be a little banged up, but thankfully no one was badly hurt. Course, I can’t say the same for the guards Maria took out. Not that I blame her, but she has a vicious temper. She practically ripped two guards in half with an elemental blast.”

			Keisha tried but couldn’t hold in the uncharacteristic chuckle that slipped out. “I wish I could have seen that. It must have been tremendous. I knew that Maria was a powerful witch, but I didn’t think she was overly aggressive. I’m glad she didn’t kill anyone, though. That might have affected her more than she might think.”

			“Maybe she did kill a few of them,” Jeda replied. “I didn’t stop to check.”

			“You should keep those thoughts to yourself,” Keisha said, a frown creasing her brow. “There’s no need to lay that on her.”

			Jeda raised his hands in surrender. “She won’t hear anything from me. We did get away clean without killing any other guards, so I consider our reputation still unencumbered and enchanting.”

			“Maybe my reputation is all that, but yours is horrendous.”

			“Hey now, I haven’t killed anyone in years.”

			“You killed that big brute in the alley.”

			Jeda’s shocked look said it all. “That was self-defense. I had no choice.”

			“There’s always a choice.”

			“Sure, if you want to be killed.”

			“In any case, please don’t mention any of this to Maria,” Keisha replied. “She’s been through enough and needs some peace now. It’ll do her no good to realize her power took a life.”

			“You have my solemn word,” Jeda said, bowing at the waist to the wisdom of his wife.

			“That’s much better. You should try to remember who’s in charge more often,” she said with a chuckle.

			He rolled his eyes, and she jabbed him in the side. Jeda winced but laughed nonetheless.

			“So, your mother’s still set against coming to the capital?”

			Keisha shook her head as she remembered that conversation. “Absolutely. She has no fond memories in Constantine and called it a cesspool of lies, corruption, and greed. She did say that she would bring the family to visit the twins at Berkshire after all the celebration dies down. But I don’t expect that to be for some months yet.”

			“I don’t like the idea of leaving the children behind, especially after what happened in Highkeep,” Jeda said. “I know it was an isolated incident, but what if something like that happens while we’re gone?”

			“Then the family will deal with it. I understand how you feel, but the children will be in good hands. The gypsies have traveled far and wide for countless years, and there’s never been any major problem. I think we can rest easy, but I feel sorry for my mother and whoever she ropes in to watch those two hellions.” Keisha moved closer to Jeda, laying her hand on his thigh. “Besides, I’m looking forward to being alone for a few weeks—no responsibilities to the camp or the children.”

			It was Jeda’s turn to smile. “Maybe it’s not such a bad idea to leave the children with Natasha after all.”

			“I thought you’d see things my way,” Keisha said with a chuckle.

			The wagons continued through the night, and by midmorning, the silhouette of Eastford could be seen. Natasha directed the caravan into a large area just outside the city gates and then went into the city to meet with the local authorities about their stay. The area where the wagons stopped provided easy access for the locals to come spend their coins at the shows each night. Jeda and Franc had just finished checking security when Natasha came back and called a meeting with the rest of the family heads to discuss what she’d agreed to.

			“Our visit is welcomed,” she began. “We’ve been given permission to set up outside the wall and conduct nightly performances. I told the local leaders we’d be staying for about a month, and they were very appreciative. They all seemed very amenable, and I hope we’ll fare well during our visit.”

			Jeda asked the first question. “Did they mention anything about visitors from Highkeep? Specifically, any warriors that may have come calling.”

			“There have been no groups of warriors,” she replied, “but there was an official envoy from the prince that passed through days ago, heading west. It was quite a large group and there were warriors among them, but they only stopped for supplies. I assume they’re traveling to Constantine for the coronation.”

			At her reply, Jeda felt that uncomfortable shiver ride up his spine again. I have a bad feeling about that.

			“Aside from that, there was no other news,” Natasha continued. “Please see to your families, wagons, and acts. We begin entertaining tomorrow night.”
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			“That’s it,” Jeda said, mounting his horse. “Everything’s packed and ready to go.”

			He’d already talked with Franc about the camp’s security. Although he was still apprehensive about leaving, he knew Franc was steadfast and would handle anything that came his way. Jeda couldn’t ask for a better friend or protector for his family.

			Keisha nodded as she knelt and hugged their children. Standing behind them, Natasha placed a hand on her shoulder.

			“Rest easy, daughter; the children will be fine without you. There isn’t a soul in this camp who wouldn’t look out for them.”

			Keisha smiled and stood. “You two listen to Grandma Natasha. She’ll take care of everything you need.”

			The prospect of being without their parents’ supervision energized the two children, who were excited to run off and play. They’d already tried to sneak off and see what they could of Eastford, a large city with sights and sounds that made it both exciting and mysterious. Natasha had to promise to take them into the city to prevent them from sneaking off. Jeda and Keisha had been occupied with packing their saddlebags and had no time to explore the city. The trip to the capital would take them eight days of easy travel.

			With no further reason to linger, Keisha mounted her horse, her eyes moist. “We love you both,” she said, “and we’ll be back before you know it. Mother, thank you for this.”

			Natasha nodded as the two waved their goodbyes and began their journey to the capital.

			The day was pleasant as they rode along the King’s Highway. The sun warmed their backs as it rose to its zenith, and soon enough, they’d be riding into it as it traveled across the sky. Jeda rode along quietly, habit keeping his eyes moving constantly over their surroundings.

			“What’s got you so quiet today?” Keisha asked.

			“I was thinking about what Natasha said about the desert envoy.”

			“What about them?”

			“Well, they’re on the same road we are, and they’re traveling with wagons. It shouldn’t be too long until we catch up with them, so I should be able to look them over. We might be able to give the king some information about the group before they arrive.”

			“That sounds a lot like spying,” she replied. “If you got caught, you could be seriously hurt or killed.”

			“You worry too much,” Jeda said. “When have I ever gotten caught?”

			It was three days before they caught up to the envoy. It was early evening when Jeda caught the hint of smoke and signaled to Keisha to stop. They dismounted.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			“I smell smoke,” he replied. “Someone’s camped ahead, and I want to see if it’s the group from Highkeep. Take the horses into the trees and wait for me.”

			“Jeda, I don’t like this,” Keisha said. “We’re supposed to be traveling to a coronation, not playing spy along the way.”

			Jeda smiled at his wife. “You worry too much. I’ll be back before you know it.”

			“Don’t make me come and get you.”

			Jeda could tell from her tone of voice that she was worried, but this was a chance to get some information about the desert group. It never hurt to be prepared when facing an enemy. The fact that he’d subconsciously labeled them enemies made him pause. “I promise not to get caught. I’ll take a quick peek and come right back.”

			“Why don’t we just look them over when we pass them tomorrow?”

			“They’re traveling in wagons, and there won’t be much to see then.”

			Keisha sighed and shook her head, knowing that when her stubborn husband got an idea in his head, there was no stopping him. It didn’t matter that he was a former assassin trained in subterfuge; she was still worried about what he was about to do.
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			The camp was off the side of the road less than a mile ahead. Plenty of trees and bushes along the road provided him with cover as Jeda inched closer to the campsite. When he got close enough to hear their conversations, he lay down beneath some bushes to listen for a while. Most of the talk was the standard fare people traveling along the road would chat about.

			How many more days until we get there?

			The wagons are so slow.

			Is the food ready yet?

			Is the envoy going to join us to eat?

			Who has the first watch?

			Jeda was motionless as he listened to the ordinary conversations. He could count the number of warriors in the camp but hadn’t caught sight of the envoy. He was about to leave when a figure climbed down from one of the wagons, accompanied by three young women.

			Now this might prove interesting.

			“Good evening, envoy,” one of the warriors said. “The meal is just about finished.”

			“Good,” came the reply. “We’re all famished. Riding in the back of that hideous contraption has worn on my nerves. These women may not mind, but I would much rather be riding with you lot, enjoying the fresh air and sunshine.”

			There were a few chuckles as they all settled in to eat. Once they finished, the envoy and the warriors sat back to relax and light up their pipes. The women bowed to the envoy and went back into the wagon. The men watched them leave, then looked over at the envoy.

			“It can’t be all bad riding with the likes of them,” one of the men said.

			“Under normal circumstances, you’d be right, but this trip has them on edge. It doesn’t help that they don’t know each other well.”

			Jeda wondered what the envoy meant by that and why the envoy was sharing his wagon with women who were apparently strangers to him and each other.

			“When will we discuss our role in this plan of yours?” another of the warriors asked.

			“We won’t be discussing such things until we’ve arrived in the capital,” the envoy admonished. “The plan will remain secret until I decide otherwise.”

			All the men nodded quietly, and the conversation ended. The envoy finished his pipe and went back to his wagons.

			“Just like always,” one of the warriors said. “We won’t know anything until the last minute.”

			Jeda had heard enough and began making his way back to Keisha and relayed what he’d heard.

			“Well, they’re planning something,” she said once he finished. “The warriors have some part to play in all this, but the women are what concerns me most.”

			“The women?” Jeda asked. “Why would the women be of concern? It’s the warriors I’m worried about.”

			“Of course, you would be,” Keisha replied. “When faced with a group of men armed to the teeth, who would ever pay attention to three young women? I think there’s much more to this group than meets the eye. You were right to spy on them.”

			“Wait, what? Did you just say I was right?

			“Don’t let it go to your head. Even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while.”

			Jeda smiled and nodded. “I was right.” He chuckled. “Let’s go. We’ll have to walk the horses through the trees until we pass their campsite. Then I suggest we continue along the road for a few more miles before resting for the night. I want to get to Constantine well before they arrive and tell the king what we’ve learned.”
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Arin

			Arin and his entourage came back to the city with great fanfare. The palace was located on the eastern edge of the city, close to the open sands of the desert. As such, the citizens of Highkeep rarely knew when their prince left or returned unless he wanted them to. In this case, he wanted everyone to know that he had returned and was furious.

			The loss of multiple prisoners grated on the prince’s ego. This was his city, and nothing happened within it that he was unaware of, or so he’d thought. But the kingdom spy, the gypsy wench, and a group of local whores had not only escaped his dungeons but left multiple guards injured or dead.

			“What do you have to say for yourself?” Arin asked quietly, the menace in his voice all too clear.

			The captain was visibly quaking as he tried to explain his multiple failures. One escapee might have been forgiven, but over a dozen was too much for anyone to explain away. “Sire, I was informed of the escapes only after they happened,” the shaking captain replied. “I investigated immediately, but it was too late. They had help in escaping and disappeared into the city. And when I dispatched a patrol of guards to the gypsy camp, they found that they’d already left the area.”

			“You dispatched a patrol? You didn’t feel the need to investigate yourself?”

			“I, um, stayed back to ensure the palace was secure, sire.”

			“I’ve heard enough,” Arin said, motioning for one of his elites, who was standing behind the guard captain. The man swiftly stabbed the captain through the chest, piercing his heart and killing him instantly.

			“Hang this incompetent dog from the palace gates as a warning to other slackers that if they fail me, this will be their just reward,” Arin said, waving to his elites to remove the body. “Seneschal, issue an edict closing the city. All foreigners are required, on pain of death, to leave the city by noon tomorrow. Every wagon will be searched before it’ll be allowed to leave to make sure the spy doesn’t escape the city. If any kingdom citizens are foolish enough to stay in the city, I want them found and brought to me. Once that’s done, pass the word to the chieftains to have them prepare their men for departure. We’ll leave within two weeks.”

			Arin sat back and thought about the envoy he’d sent to the coronation party. There were three emissaries with a score of servants to attend them. A number of warriors accompanied them for “security”…and as backup in the event the poisoner failed. Sybelle had assured him that the size of the group was nothing unusual for a royal event.

			Arin sat back and thought about his timetable. It was only a few weeks ago that a pair of spies had been caught in his scribe’s office. He thanked the fates again that he’d employed the witch, for her magic had discovered the pair. They hadn’t given up much more than that the king of Tavia was concerned about the rise in Arin’s power.

			He should be worried about how much time he has left.

			The coronation had given him the perfect opening, allowing him to send his envoys under cover of a royal invitation sent by the king himself. Personally, he thought the whole “coronation” affair was absurd and showed how inept the king was. Who in their right mind would put a pair of young women in charge of a major duchy with power second only to the king?

			Ridiculous. These westerners show how weak-minded and pathetic they are at every turn. Without their magic, the whole kingdom would have been trampled under the boots of the desert warriors generations ago.

			Arin knew if he could eliminate or incapacitate the king, his plans for Tavia would have a better chance of success. Even with Sybelle’s training, his elite guard might be able to blunt the efforts of the kingdom’s wizards and witches, but they couldn’t hope to actually take them out. In addition, there were Tavia’s many armies, with cavalry, infantry, archers, and grenadiers. The assault Arin planned required meticulous timing if he was to destroy his enemy.

			After she’d finished questioning the two brothers caught spying and their handler, Sybelle had assured him that no word of his plans had been passed on to the kingdom. He’d believed her then, but the escapes of another spy, a band of wayward gypsies, and a group of local whores were too much of a coincidence for Arin to believe his plans were still as secret as he hoped.

			While the kingdom elite celebrated the coronation of the two brats, Arin’s armies would slip unnoticed into its unprotected southeastern border and begin to wreak havoc. He just had to ensure they didn’t attack before the king was assassinated. With the young, untested heir on the throne, the kingdom would be in disarray and ripe for the plucking.

			They’ll rue the day they ever came into my city. I will avenge the deaths of my father and sister. Arin had been grieving the loss of his family for four years and though the intense grief had lessened, his rage grew at their untimely deaths. He would get his revenge.

			“Sybelle, tell me of the gypsies who were camped outside my city.”

			“They’re wanderers, my prince, holding no loyalties to any crown or country.”

			“So they’re under no one’s protection?”

			“No, my prince, but they’re said to have their own particular brand of magic. Some say it’s more potent than that practiced within the kingdom, but I’ve never experienced it firsthand myself.”

			“So they are a threat then?”

			“They’re not a threat unless they’re attacked,” Sybelle said.

			“And if I retaliate against them for killing my guards?” Arin asked.

			“If you tried to harm any of them, the rest would fight to the last, men, women, and children alike.”

			“Hmm, these people sound more like us than those of the kingdom.”

			“My prince,” Sybelle said, “although these gypsies travel the lands, they are not of the kingdom. They’re wanderers who live out of their wagons, travel continuously, and only stop to set up their shows for entertainment. They’re harmless unless provoked.”

			“Harmless, you say?” Arin asked. “They killed my men in my city, then broke into my palace, and defeated and maimed a squad of palace guards to rescue a lone girl of no consequence.”

			“The girl did have magical abilities,” Sybelle said. “So I can’t imagine she was of no consequence.”

			“That’s not the point,” Arin countered. “They’re not the harmless group of wanderers they pretend to be. They’re quite resourceful in both regular fighting and the use of magic. They’ll be perfect for testing the mettle of our warriors.”

			“But they’re gone, my prince,” Sybelle said.

			“Yes, of course,” Arin said, nodding. “Traveling for hundreds of miles along the only road out of the desert. They journey by horse-drawn wagons that are large and cumbersome; I’d be surprised if they make more than twenty miles a day. It’ll take them a few days to reach Deepedge and another few to reach Eastford. That’s where they’ll stop and set up their entertainments, and that’s where we’ll crush them.”

			“I urge caution, my prince,” Sybelle replied. “They are an unknown and have powers that I do not understand.”

			“Are you afraid, witch?” Arin asked. “For all your lauded powers, you now hesitate when faced with an adversary you don’t know?”

			“I’m not afraid for myself but for your men. I’ve faced the best that the kingdom has and come away unscathed. There’s no one from Tavia I fear, but as I said, these gypsies are an unknown power, and I think we should be cautious in approaching them.”

			Arin chuckled softly before replying. “You’ve been with me for so long that sometimes I forget you’re not of the desert. Desert warriors do not fight in the same manner as the kingdom’s armies. We don’t approach our enemies massed in straight lines of perfectly dressed soldiers. We use the strategy of lightning warfare. We strike when the enemy least expects us and defeat them before they can mount a defense. This is how we’ll destroy the city of Eastford…and the gypsies, if they’re foolish enough to be camped there.”

			“So we’ll attack the gypsies under cover of night?” Sybelle asked.

			“Yes, right at the end of their nightly show,” Arin replied. “It’ll be perfect. The gypsies will be exhausted from entertaining, and the citizens of Eastford will be comfortably numb from the excitement of the show. No one will be expecting any trouble, and the main gates of Eastford will still be open. The city and the gypsies will be ripe for the taking, and my armies will rain down more terror and destruction than they’ve ever experienced. No one will be able to stand against us.”

			“What of the kingdom armies?” Sybelle asked. “They’re large and heavily armed. That strategy won’t work with them.”

			“You’re right, of course, but if we carefully time our attacks, then we won’t have to face the combined might of the armies. We’ll attack and destroy the smaller regiments stationed in their eastern cities one after another. We won’t give them time to regroup and present any defense, and by the time those in the capital realize what’s happening in the east, we’ll have destroyed at least four of their great cities. I never planned to stand against their armies. We fight and then fade into the plains and wait for them to come after us. Then we’ll ambush and pick apart their armies, piece by piece.” Arin smiled as he thought about his grand plan, not seeing the look of doubt that briefly crossed Sybelle’s face.

			I wonder what the other chieftains think of this plan to hit and run, she thought. I can’t see these men running from a fight, no matter what Arin intends. They’re too proud and confident in their fighting skills. They live to fight a strong adversary, and his plan will fall apart after the first clash of weapons. At least I can ensure the witches and wizards will be taken care of.

			“I need to go check on the men,” Sybelle said, disturbing the prince’s musing. “I want to keep practicing with them. The more we train together, the better we’ll be when the time comes to fight.”

			“Yes, go,” Arin replied, not looking at her as he waved her off. “I want to think through my plan some more. Especially what I shall do once I have the king’s neck under my boot.”

			Sybelle stared at him for a moment in consternation before turning and walking away.

			I wonder whose boot will rest on whose neck.
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Escape from
 Highkeep

			Early the following day, Keif went out to secure a cart to carry Roland to the marketplace. They’d made it to the safe house without incident, but Roland was in bad shape and needed a healer. However, Raz had refused Keif’s offer to get a local healer.

			“The healers in Highkeep don’t have magic,” she’d said. “Roland needs more than any local can provide. There’s a gypsy camp outside the walls; they’ll be able to take care of him.”

			The women had stayed on the upper floor of the safe house during the night and not ventured downstairs at all. Their experience in the dungeon and Raz’s warning to stay put was enough to keep them quiet and out of sight. Daphne had tried to argue about helping with Roland, but one look from Raz shut her up. The rest of the girls said nothing, as they were all terrified of her.

			After a short time, Keif returned with a small cart and dire news.

			“I fear our trip to the market just got more dangerous. The prince has returned from the desert and ordered the city locked down and all foreigners evicted—everyone must be gone by noon on pain of death. It seems he’s become aware of our little adventure last night.”

			“So, what makes it any more difficult than before? This could be a perfect solution,” Raz said.

			“The guards at the gates have been doubled, and they’re searching every wagon that leaves the city. I assume they’re looking for Roland.”

			“Well, it’s a good thing I’ve planned for that then,” Raz said. “We’ll continue as we discussed.”

			Keif looked skeptical, not aware of all of Raz’s plans. He also knew better than to question her too much. She donned a hooded robe to cover her foreign features, and soon enough, they had Roland in the back of the cart, covered with blankets and bolts of cloth. The cart was small, with no draft animal to pull it, and Keif picked up the handles and began trudging down the alleyways with Raz on his heels, watching for any danger.

			The traffic into the market was heavier than usual, the edict to evict all outsiders causing quite an uproar. Locals rushed to buy goods last-minute at indecently low prices, the kingdom merchants trying to offload their goods for whatever price they could get. Trade with Highkeep was only lucrative if their profit margin exceeded the costs of goods sold. Nobody, especially the kingdom merchants, wanted to see caravans leaving the city packed with goods that might spoil or be worthless back in Tavia. Either outcome would bankrupt most of those whose livelihood was trading with the desert tribes.

			The pandemonium allowed Raz and Keif to slip unnoticed through the crowds. The scant attention they did get was due to Keif shoving aside anyone who moved too slowly in front of them. Although they had several hours to leave the city, Raz wasn’t confident that Kraster and his wagons would still be there. After spending most of the morning slogging through the crowds, they finally reached the stalls. It was mayhem, with every merchant and trader trying to get ready to leave. The noise from the animals braying and the men shouting sounded like something from the bowels of hell. Raz mentally sighed in relief at seeing the caravan master bellowing at his men to get the wagons ready to leave.

			“Quickly, you curs,” Kraster shouted. “It’s bad enough that I’m losing half my profits by leaving with unfilled wagons; I’ll not lose my ass too because of your lazy and slovenly work. You’ll not get one copper of pay if I have to stay in this gods-forsaken place one hour more.”

			Raz signaled to Keif to stay behind as she approached Kraster. “Ho there,” she yelled. “Looks like you could use some help getting things moving.”

			He spun around and nearly fell over in his joy at seeing her. “By the gods, you’re a sight for sore eyes. Please tell me you’re here to rejoin my crew.”

			“That’s the idea, but I have a new deal to propose.”

			He frowned. “Not you too. Everyone’s trying to fleece me out of my well-earned money. Just look at my wagons—half of them are empty. No desert delicacies to bring back. How do you expect me to pay you more when I’m nearly broke already?”

			Raz smiled at his misunderstanding, knowing she’d be able to use it to her advantage. “My price isn’t what I wanted to renegotiate. I wanted to talk to you about one of your empty wagons. In exchange, I may be able to fatten your purse. Of course, it would require a certain degree of discretion, which I know you excel at.”

			“Ah, I begin to see,” he replied greedily. “But you must know my discretion comes at a high price. Not everyone can afford a man of my subtlety. What kind of goods do you need to transport?”

			“The kind that lives and breathes,” Raz whispered. “The kind that requires that no questions be asked.”

			He paused a moment in thought. “I wonder if your request has anything to do with this mass expulsion,” he said, pointing at the chaos of the market. “I heard that the prince of this city is looking for a few unsavory kingdom citizens and has offered a hefty reward for their capture.”

			The dangerous stare Raz gave Kraster made his knees turn to water. “Woe be unto the man or woman who thinks collecting that reward will be an easy endeavor. The shrewd trader takes the offer of a bird in the hand rather than trying for two in the bush.”

			“Well, I have been known to be both shrewd and wise, but I would want to see your bird before making any commitments.”

			Raz reached into her pouch and pulled out four coins, cupping them to show Kraster the edges. All four glinted bright yellow in the sunlight, and his eyes bulged out of his head at the fortune she held. That would more than make up for his losses on this trip.

			She leaned closer. “Two now and two more upon arrival, and there’s no need for you to inspect my merchandise.”

			“And where would we be going for that kingly sum?” he asked.

			“Out of this city is all you need to know for now.”

			“Why do I have the feeling that my head may be at stake in this little adventure of yours?” Kraster said. “Three gold now and two when we arrive at your destination.”

			Raz pulled one more gold coin from her pouch. “Three now, but my merchandise will be hidden in your wagon,” she said, fingering the coins, “and I’ll travel as your bodyguard for the duration of our trip.”

			Kraster was no fool. He snatched the coins from her palm and made them disappear in his robes, then smiled expansively. “Done. Now let’s get this merchandise of yours loaded. We leave as soon as you’re ready.”

			Raz motioned for Keif to bring the cart to the back of Kraster’s wagon and was impressed at the intricacy of the false bottom that he revealed. It would easily hold Roland, but she wondered how long he would last without a healer. Kraster eyed the injured man suspiciously while they moved him into the wagon.

			“That man is on the verge of meeting his maker,” he said. “I’ll not be responsible if he passes on the way to wherever you want me to take him. There are plenty of hidden air holes so he can breathe, but it’s not the same as the plush bed he needs to recover from his wounds. It might very well kill him.”

			Raz scowled. She’d been thinking the same thing but refused to give up on Roland so easily. “He’s stronger than you can imagine, but you needn’t worry; I’ll not hold you responsible if the ride kills him.”

			As carefully as possible, Keif and Raz laid Roland in the secret compartment, surrounding him with blankets and pillows provided by Kraster. Although it would be hot, the extra blankets would provide support against the jostling of the wagon.

			Raz left a pouch of water beside Roland’s head in case he woke up. She’d given him a sleeping draught before they left the safe house and hoped he would sleep most of the day.

			“I’ll do my best to avoid the rougher sections of the road,” Kraster offered.

			“That’s all I can ask,” she replied.

			She turned to Keif after they closed the false bottom and put Kraster’s wagon back to rights. “We part company now. Remember, none of us are out of danger. The kitchen staff will give a good description of you, and eventually, the palace guards will come looking for you. You must be prepared for that.”

			“I know. I’ve been thinking of what we’ll do next. I’ll come up with a plan to keep us hidden and safe. The women need to heal, or they’ll attract too much attention with their injuries.”

			“Good luck to you, Keif. You’re a good man and an asset to the guild. We’ll not forget your service.”

			“Thank you, mistress.” He turned and began to haul the cart back into the alley. Within moments, he was lost to the crowds, and Raz turned back to Kraster.

			“Whenever you’re ready,” she said. “The sooner, the better.”

			“We’re ready now,” he replied, climbing up on the driver’s seat. “Will you be riding with me?”

			Raz shook her head and pointed to the stables. “I’ll be riding my horse, as I did when entering the city. Start your wagons. I’ll catch up before you reach the gates. With any luck, nothing we do will draw any undue attention.”

			Soon, she was riding beside Kraster as the wagons reached the gates.

			The gate guard called for them to halt. “By order of Prince Arin, all wagons are to be searched,”

			“What, pray tell, are you looking for?” Kraster asked.

			“Thieves and murderers,” the guard responded.

			“I can assure you there’s no one like that in my employ. But search my wagons as you see fit. I’ll even help, to speed up your duties.”

			He jumped down to accompany the guard as they walked to the back of the wagon. Raz watched the two carefully, prepared to kill the guard if he discovered Roland. As they walked, Raz saw Kraster slip the guard a small pouch that quickly disappeared into the man’s pocket. The guard gave the wagon a cursory inspection, then quickly inspected the others in the caravan to keep up appearances. Raz relaxed slightly when Kraster returned and climbed up into his seat.

			“Any idea when the prince will lift the ban on foreigners?” he asked the guard.

			“None. You best leave as quickly as possible if you value your health.”

			Kraster nodded and started his wagon moving. The guards paid no more attention, and Raz wondered briefly if the prince knew how inept they were. As they passed through the gates, she looked to where the gypsies had been camped and swore silently.

			The colorful caravan was gone. The gypsies had already packed up their wagons and left Highkeep. She hoped they would stop at the next town because she wasn’t sure how long Roland could last without proper healing. She had enough herbs for two more sleeping draughts to keep him calm and she hoped that would be enough to catch up to the gypsies.

			Nothing ever goes according to plan. Roland, when you recover, you and I are going to have a little talk.

			The ride to Deepedge was uneventful but painfully slow. Once they ere out of sight of Highkeep, Raz had gotten Roland out of the cramped hidden compartment and was able to make him more comfortable. While the rest and sleeping draughts were helping, he desperately needed a healer. When Deepedge finally came into view on the third day, her disappointment was nearly overwhelming. It was a drab, lonely trading post, and most importantly, it was devoid of the colorful wagons Raz had so desperately hoped to find. Thankfully, Kraster had no intention of stopping, as Deepedge held nothing he wanted and he was anxious to return to the capital. That decision sat well with Raz.

			She told him that she would stop and ask the owner of the trading post a few questions. He cringed at the look on her face and was glad he wasn’t the one to be questioned. She’d always been dangerously quiet on the trip to Highkeep, but on the trip back, she was so intense that nobody in the caravan would go anywhere near her. She was like a whip stretched to the point of breaking, and Kraster didn’t want to be anywhere near her if that happened. He often wondered what she was doing out there and whom she worked for, but he kept his questions to himself. Sometimes it was best not to seek answers to questions better left unasked.
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			Raz tied her horse to the rail outside the trading post and went inside to find the proprietor. As expected from the dearth of wagons and horses outside, it contained only staff. An older man stood behind the bar, cleaning glasses that were already spotless. Another stood behind a counter in front of shelves laden with traveling supplies. Raz walked over to the bar.

			“What’ll you have?” the barkeep asked, continuing to clean the glass he held.

			“Answers,” she replied.

			He didn’t bother to look up. “Ain’t nothing for free here. You got questions, maybe I got answers, but that costs money.”

			She smoothly reached over the bar, grabbed the unsuspecting man by his collar, and yanked him towards her. Her speed and strength shook him, and he stared at her wide-eyed.

			“Ho-hold on there,” he stuttered. “There’s no need for violence.”

			“Tell your friend behind the counter to put his knife away unless he wants to feel how sharp it is,” Raz replied calmly. “I have questions, and you’re going to give me answers. I have no time for your games, and you don’t want to see how I play. I’ll decide if your answers warrant a payment or something a little more personal.” Her voice dripped with the promise of violence, and he motioned for his partner to stay back.

			“We don’t want any trouble. Just ask your questions and be on your way.”

			“Good start,” Raz replied. “There’s a group of gypsies traveling this road heading west. I want to know if they stopped here, and if they did, when and how long they stayed.”

			“I don’t know if they were gypsies,” he answered. “But there was a group of wagons that passed through yesterday. Their wagon coverings were dyed all different colors, and it was like looking at a rainbow pass by.”

			“That’s them,” Raz said, finally releasing the man. “What time did they pass through?”

			“It was late in the day. I thought for sure they’d stop for the night, but they pushed straight through.”

			She nodded, dropped a silver coin on the bar, and left without a backward glance. The man looked at the coin like it was a snake ready to strike. When she was finally gone, he breathed a sigh of relief and snatched the coin up.

			“Who the fuck was that?” his partner asked.

			“I don’t know, but I think she might have been a demon spawn.”

			Both men chuckled nervously as they looked at the door Raz had left through.


[image: img] Chapter 21 [image: img]
Jeda Arrives at Berkshire

			Jeda and Keisha arrived at the Berkshire Castle well after the sun had set. The gates were closed, and a challenge was issued as the two rode up.

			“Stop right there,” the guard called out, “and state your business.”

			Jeda looked up and saw a sentry looking down from one of the protruding guard towers on either side of the castle gate. The portcullis was raised, but the gate into the bailey was closed and barred. The main keep was centrally located inside the massive walls that surrounded the castle, which was well-fortified with towers at each of the cardinal points, thick walls with battlements, and an iron portcullis.

			“My name is Jeda DeLongo, and this is my wife, Keisha.  They’ll be expecting us.”

			In no time, the gates were unbarred, and the two rode inside to the stables. No sooner had he dismounted than Jeda was attacked by a whirlwind of arms and legs that surrounded him and threatened to crush the wind from his lungs. He laughed as he returned the hug from one of the twins. She said nothing but continued to hug him even after her sister arrived.

			“Kara, it’s unbefitting for you to act so in public,” Kala said. “And besides, you’re giving no one else the chance to greet our father.”

			“I care little for your judgment of my actions,” Kara replied, her voice muffled due to her face being buried in Jeda’s neck.

			He raised his eyebrows at the officious manner Kala had used in speaking to her sister until he saw the twinkle in her eye. She was always the more outgoing of the two, and he realized she was simply giving her sister grief.

			Some things never change.

			Kara finally released her death grip and took a step back.

			“It’s good to see you, Kara,” Jeda said.

			“I’ve missed you so much,” she replied softly, then turned to Keisha and gave her a welcoming hug, though not as rib-crushing as Jeda’s.

			When she was finally finished, Kala stepped in and gave them each a hug and a welcoming smile. “It’s so good to have you both here,” she said. “I was so hoping that you’d arrive before the ceremony so we could have some time together.”

			Jeda was a little surprised at the difference between the girls. He’d always known they had their own minds and different ways of seeing the world, but it seemed like the gulf between the two had grown since he last saw them. Kala was the epitome of grace and elegance, while Kara remained his wild child. He looked at them as only a father could, with unconditional love and acceptance for the women they’d become.

			They’re both so grown and so different.

			His musing was interrupted by a loud, gruff voice.

			“Well, it’s about time you got your sorry ass here. Are you all going to stand there all night, or will you come inside? I have some fine ale waiting if you decide to enter.”

			Jeda looked over and saw Ranker filling the doorway. The man was as big as Jeda remembered, and he almost laughed when he saw Gelda trying to see around him. Luckily, his sense of self-preservation won out, and he hid his smile at the elder witch’s annoyance.

			“Get out of the way, you big brute, and let me see them as well,” she said, trying unsuccessfully to push Ranker aside.

			They all laughed as the big man sheepishly moved over. Gelda greeted them both and ushered them into ushered them into the castle. Though it was late, the servants brought a platter of bread, cheese, and fruits to the main sitting room for them. It was far better than the fare Jeda and Keisha had had on their journey, and they readily partook in the small feast. After they’d eaten, they settled in to talk over recent events.

			“Most of the trip was uneventful,” he began, “though we did encounter the envoy from the desert.”

			“He means that he snuck up and spied on their camp one night,” Keisha added.

			“Hey, I was right,” Jeda objected. “You said so yourself.”

			“Yeah, sure, for once you were,” she said, laughing at him

			The girls smiled at the banter between their parents. It was like they’d never left.

			“But seriously, I did learn a few interesting things when I spied on them,” Jeda continued. “I need to call on the king and let him know what I heard.”

			“What did you hear?” Kala asked. “Anything that might disrupt our ceremony?”

			“I’m not sure. There were three young women accompanying the envoy. I thought they must be from his household until I heard him say they didn’t know each other. That was the first strange thing.”

			“Why should that be so strange?” Gelda asked. “If the envoy has a big house with many servants, the girls might not know each other that well. They could also be new to his household.”

			“That’s true,” Keisha replied, “but why bring untested girls to such an auspicious event?”

			“I don’t know, but that doesn’t seem enough to raise suspicions against a foreign country’s envoy,” Gelda answered. “If we treat them as enemies, the ramifications could be disastrous. The king himself extended that invitation in an effort to promote more trust between our two nations.”

			“Well, the second strange thing was something one of the warriors asked the envoy,” Jeda continued. “After the girls had retired to the wagon, the envoy sat with the men having a pipe. One of the men asked if he’d finally tell them their part in the plan. He replied that they would learn their parts when the time was right.”

			“Hmm, that sounds troubling,” Ranker said. “Like the warriors accompanying the representative of the desert prince are pretending to be security but have a hidden agenda.”

			“Exactly,” Jeda replied. “I need to inform the king of this and let him handle it however he sees fit.”

			“I’m still not convinced that it’s anything more than the envoy’s efforts to impress the king,” Gelda said. “But time enough to unravel any machinations come the dawn. Tonight, we shall just enjoy each other’s company.”

			“Dawn?” Jeda replied. “I was hoping to sleep late in the morning.”

			“Good luck with that,” Kara replied, returning Gelda’s stern look. “Grandmother never lets us sleep in.”

			They talked late into the evening. When they finally retired, Kara grabbed Jeda’s arm as the others left the room.

			“Da, I need to ask you a question.”

			“What is it?”

			“Does the royal family get special training from the guild?”

			He paused a moment before answering. Although he’d never trained any of the royal family, he knew it happened. “Yes, the king’s children receive martial training from a young age. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement that the king and the guild masters have agreed to. The guild trains the youngsters, and the king turns a blind eye to certain activities.”

			She thought for a minute. “Is there any chance I could train with the guild?”

			“I’m afraid that agreement only extends to the royal family. The only way for you to get guild training is to join the guild. Fortunately, you’re too old.”

			“Fortunately?” Kara asked.

			“Yes, I wouldn’t want you to endure the horrors they put recruits through.”

			“But Da—”

			“Enough, Kara. The farther you stay from the guild, the better it will be for all of us.” Especially me.

			Kara nodded, accepting her father’s answer but still wishing there was some way to get the advanced training.
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			First thing the next morning, Kara stared out the floor-to-ceiling window. The vast estate of the Berkshire duchy was spread out before her as far as the eye could see—rolling plains stretching to the southern mountains. For the past five years, she and her sister had been groomed by their grandmother to take over the running of the Berkshire Estates. Gelda had been named regent until they came of age, but that would soon change, as their eighteenth birthday was just days away.

			Thank the gods I’ll only be the Countess of Berkshire. I don’t know if I could survive being the duchess.

			She still remembered the day she informed her twin that she was abdicating her right to co-rule the duchy. It was what she wanted. At first, Kala had railed at Kara’s selfishness, but after some time to consider what it meant, she’d accepted her sister’s desire to step back and had fully embraced the role of duchess. Kara couldn’t have been happier at the outcome. As countess, she could come and go as she pleased. And if her sister required her assistance, she’d have to find her first. Kara had her own plans including traveling the kingdom and seeking her own adventures.

			But until that day arrived, she was stuck in the confines of the castle with her overbearing sister and grandmother. Especially today, as it was the day of their final fitting for their ceremonial gowns. Kara did admit, if only to herself, that the dresses were beautiful. Kala’s gown was fuller and more flowing than Kara’s, but that was as it should be—she was being crowned the Duchess of Berkshire and should be the center of attention. Kara’s role suited her just fine, but the day was fast approaching, and she couldn’t hide her nervous anticipation. She’d had the last five years to learn the responsibilities of countess but had never felt comfortable with the idea of her future role and felt like a fraud.

			The duchess runs everything. I’ll be bored to death.

			At least she could continue her training with the king’s guard. That thought kept her spirits up, and she smiled when she thought about her new goal.

			I’ll trounce the prince next time we spar.

			She was jolted out of her thoughts when the seamstress asked her to turn around. Her dress was made of the finest silk and floated down her body like flowing water. Her hair was pulled back from her face and fell in gentle waves around her shoulders and down her back. This was the final fitting for coronation day, and so she’d allowed her hair to be dressed. As she spied herself in the mirror, she did think she looked the part of a countess. Kara slipped her hand into the pocket of the dress and felt for the bottom seam that had been left open, allowing her to grab the knives strapped to her thigh if needed. The seamstress had been horrified at Kara’s request, but in the end, she’d complied—it had been the only way Kara would agree to any more fittings.

			She heard a noise in the corridor and turned to see Keisha entering the room. The enormous smile on her face said everything. Her mother approved, and it surprised Kara to realize she cared what Keisha thought about the coronation.

			“What do you think, Ma?”

			“I think you look like the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

			Kara blushed. “I’m sure Kala looks better.”

			“Well, seeing as you’re identical, I’m still right. Neither of you could ever outshine the other.”

			“Thank you.” Kara laughed. “But don’t let her hear you say that.”

			“High and mighty duchess or not, you’re both still my children and always will be,” Keisha replied.

			“Where’s Da?”

			“He’s off with your grandmother to see the king.”

			“With Grandma Gelda? Why would he need her to go with him?”

			Now it was Keisha’s turn to laugh. “Just because you’ll soon be a countess and your sister the duchess doesn’t mean the rights and access you have at court transfer to your father or me. He needed your grandmother to go along so he could see the king.”

			“Oh, I never thought of that.”

			“Well, that’s the reality you’ll soon be living. You’ll have a life of riches and access to the highest levels of society. It may be something you’ll enjoy.”

			Kara frowned but said nothing.

			There’s no way in all the hells that I’ll ever enjoy that lifestyle.
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			Jeda rode through the gates of the king’s castle with Gelda and Ranker. Although Gelda didn’t need the big man for this trip, he never left her side. Jeda was glad for them—they’d lived complex lives and were now enjoying their time together.

			“Ya know,” Ranker said to Jeda, “I won’t be missing any of this spectacle once the girls are crowned. I’ll finally be able to go back north and start hunting again.”

			“And what makes you think we’re going north?” Gelda asked. “It’s freezing up there, and my old bones can’t take the cold.”

			“No worries, my love,” Ranker replied. “I’ll keep you nice and warm on the cold nights.”

			“Pfft,” she replied, very unladylike. “We’ll see about that when the time comes.”

			Ranker smiled and nodded to Jeda behind her back.

			“I saw that,” Gelda said.

			Ranker had the good sense to quit talking as they rode into the courtyard. The gate guards had recognized Gelda and waved them all through. As the regent of a powerful duchy, she had unlimited access to the royal family when the need arose.

			“Please inform the king that I have important information for him,” Gelda told a guard. As he ran off to deliver her message, the castle chamberlain came forth to greet them and escort them to a private waiting room.

			“Please sit and relax,” he said. “The king will be with you soon.”

			As he left, a servant came in with a tray of food and drinks. Neither Jeda nor Ranker had any qualms about eating the fare and dove right in. Gelda shook her head, frowned at them, and sat back to wait for the king. It took less time than she’d expected before the king arrived and welcomed them.

			“Well, this is certainly an unexpected surprise,” he said, sitting with the three of them. “The regent of the illustrious Berkshire family and some very serious-looking men. It’s always a pleasure to see you, Mistress Gelda, but I’m sure you didn’t come all this way for small talk and pleasantries.”

			“That’s true, your majesty,” Gelda replied. “May I introduce my nephew, Jeda DeLongo, and you know my dear companion, Ranker Oakensteff.”

			“Yes,” the king replied, nodding to them. “Good day to you both, gentlemen.”

			“Gentlemen? Now that might be a bit of a stretch, your kingship,” Ranker replied, “but good day to you too.”

			King Christoph smiled at the big man, then focused on Jeda. “Jeda DeLongo. I’ve heard many stories about you. What brings you to my doorstep?”

			“I learned some very interesting news on my trip here from the desert city of Highkeep,” Jeda replied.

			The king frowned, clearly deep in thought for a long moment before replying. “Why does this interesting news sound ominous?” he asked, shaking his head. “It seems of late nothing but ill tidings come from that land. Please tell me everything.”

			“Our trip to Constantine brought my wife and me along the southern passage,” Jeda replied. “It was on this road that we came across the desert envoy and his entourage. I overheard some of their conversation and thought it important to relay what I learned.”

			“Hmm. By overheard, you mean you were spying on them?” the king asked. “Please continue and tell me what you heard.”

			After Jeda’s brief narrative, the king sat back, considering what Jeda had told him.

			“On the surface of things, this doesn’t sound threatening, but I agree that it is peculiar. I would not have anyone working or traveling close to me or my family without knowing them personally. I can’t believe a noble, even one from the desert, would willingly travel with young women he didn’t know.”

			He was thoughtful for another moment before continuing. “As for the warriors, that is troublesome. Having a secret plan involving warriors isn’t something I would associate with a friendly visit from a foreign dignitary. I’ll alert my chamberlain to make appropriate plans.” He stood, signaling the end of the meeting. “Thank you for the information, Jeda. I look forward to seeing you all at the coronation.”

			“As do I, your majesty,” Gelda replied.

			Once the king had left and the door was closed, Ranker looked at Gelda. “Now what’s this about we?” he asked. “I’d sooner fight a pack of wolves than go to some stuffy, pretentious ceremony with a bunch of stuck-up nobles.”

			“Oh, stop it,” she admonished. “You’ll be going for no other reason than to see the girls crowned. Besides, there’ll be more food and drink than you could possibly consume.”

			“Hmm, I don’t know about that,” he replied. “I can drink an awful lot.”

			Gelda swatted him on the arm as the three got up and left the castle.
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Attack on Eastford

			Raz rode ahead to scout out Eastford. It was a decent-sized city, and she hoped the gypsies had camped there. Relief surged through her when she saw the colorful wagons arrayed outside the city walls.

			She rode back to Kraster. “We need to stop in Eastford.”

			“I hadn’t planned to stop there. I’m heading north to Lakehurst and then on to Springfield,” Kraster replied. “They’re better cities with which to trade. More people, more civilization, and no more desert and sand.”

			“Eastford isn’t a desert city,” she replied. “There are thousands of people who live there, and the gypsies have set up outside the walls.”

			“Ah, now I understand.” Kraster looked at Roland, lying unconscious in the back of his wagon. “Of course we’ll stop. The horses can use a rest.”

			As he steered the caravan toward the city’s outskirts, Raz rode ahead to the gypsy camp. She stopped at the edge of the wagons, dismounted, and walked up to the gypsy standing guard.

			“May I help you?” the guard asked.

			“Yes, I need a healer for a friend,” Raz replied. “He’s been hurt badly and is unconscious in the back of one of the approaching wagons.”

			The guard looked behind Raz to see Kraster’s wagons rolling towards them. “Wait here, please. I’ll get the mistress.”

			He returned in a few moments with a woman Raz recognized. She steeled herself.

			This ought to be interesting.

			The woman stopped a few feet in front of Raz. She radiated power, her eyes flashing with rage. “You must have a death wish,” Natasha said, “to dare show your face here. I should end you now before you cause us any more trouble.”

			Raz raised her hands in surrender.

			Natasha shook her head at the guard, who’d drawn his sword. “Raz, you must be in dire straits to come here looking for a healer.”

			“I haven’t come for myself,” Raz replied, “but for another. He’s badly injured and lies unconscious in the back of that wagon.”

			Natasha looked over at the wagon that was drawing near. “Stay here while I look. You’re fortunate that Jeda isn’t here; I don’t think I would have been able to stop him from killing you.” She turned to the gypsy guard. “Franc, keep an eye on her. I’ll be back shortly.”

			“You don’t want me to accompany you?” he asked.

			“No, I can take care of myself I want you to stay here and watch her.”

			Raz stood motionless for a moment, surprised at what Natasha had said.

			Jeda was here.

			She’d known he was still alive but Master Menz’s icy tone still reverberated in her ears—You will not engage with him, no matter the circumstances. He’s a much better asset to the guild alive than dead.

			Raz couldn’t understand why Menz was protecting Jeda. She didn’t see him as an asset but as a traitor. Maybe it was fortunate that he wasn’t here. Raz finally looked at the guard Natasha had left to watch her. He was well-muscled with a rangy build and held his sword casually, but Raz could see the casualness was a front.

			“So, can you use your pretty stick for something more than impressing the women around here?”

			Franc smiled at the innuendo. “I’ve never had any complaints about my stick. Perhaps if you stay long enough, you’ll find out for yourself.”

			“Only if Natasha doesn’t kill me first.”

			“Yes, there is that. There’s no fury like a woman—”

			“Scorned?” Raz interjected, finishing the old saying.

			“I was going to say protecting her family.”

			She winced at the reminder. “Well, hopefully, that’s water under the bridge, and we can all move on.”

			Franc chuckled at that. “I think you burned that bridge to the ground, but good luck to you.”

			Just then, Natasha returned and called for some men to help. “There’s a wounded man in the back of that first wagon. Take him to my wagon but be careful carrying him. He’s still very weak.” She looked at Raz and frowned. “I was able to heal him somewhat, but he’s been severely beaten. He’s still unconscious and might remain so for days. Is this what the guild does nowadays? Beat a man to within an inch of his life?”

			“I assure you that no one from the guild did this. I rescued him from the prince’s dungeons in Highkeep. Apparently, there was some misunderstanding.”

			“Hmm, misunderstanding,” Natasha said. “We had some experience with that as well. Your friend must remain with us until he’s strong enough to walk.”

			“How long will that be?” Raz asked.

			“It could take days or weeks. It all depends on his constitution. He was on his deathbed when I got to him. Another few hours, and he would have been beyond my healing powers.”

			“Thank you,” Raz replied. “The guild will compensate you handsomely for your time.”

			At first, Natasha was clearly considering refusing any promise of payment, but she apparently changed her mind, as she said, “My services come at a high price….”. He’ll have to stay with us for a few weeks at a minimum. If you plan on staying with him, you’ll also pay for accommodations.”

			“Agreed,” she replied.

			Both women watched as the gypsy men carried Roland to Natasha’s wagon. When they’d passed, Natasha turned her gaze back to Raz. “If you cause any trouble, I won’t hesitate to end you. This is my family, and I’ll protect them with my life.”

			“I understand, and you have my word that I won’t cause any trouble.”

			Natasha nodded and followed the men to her wagon. She didn’t see Raz and Franc eyeing each other, nor the slight smile each gave the other.

			Maybe my time here won’t be boring after all.

			Before following the gypsies, Raz went over to Kraster, who’d been waiting for her to return, eager to press on.

			“Good. Now that’s complete,” he said, rubbing his hands together, “we can move on to Lakehurst and Springfield. They’re both beautiful cities, teeming with folks ready to give their money away.”

			“I’ll not be going any farther with you,” Raz said. “I must stay with the gypsy troupe until my companion is healed.”

			He let out a long-suffering sigh, but he would have been lying if he didn’t acknowledge a bit of relief. Raz was an impressive guard, with her leathers, swords, and various other weapons. She could do more with a single look than most of his guards could do with their full complement of weapons and Kraster would have been just as sorry to see her stay as go. She was a frightening enigma that he’d never be able to figure out.

			“Farewell, Raz,” he replied, snapping the reins to start the horses moving. “If you ever need work, come find me. I can always use a good guard.”

			She nodded and walked back into the gypsy camp. She ambled over to Natasha’s wagon to check on Roland and found him awake, a young girl spooning some broth into him.

			Raz sat down and politely asked, “Would you please give us a minute?”

			The girl nodded and left the two assassins alone.

			“How are you feeling?”

			“Like death.”

			“Did you learn anything from the prince?” Raz asked.

			“Not from the prince himself, but that fat jailor liked to gossip. He knew his craft well, but he also liked to talk while he worked. I’m sure he didn’t expect me ever to leave his cell, so he was more than willing to tell me everything he knew about the prince, especially about his having a kingdom witch at his side.”

			“A kingdom witch?”

			“Yes. He didn’t know exactly what she was doing to help the prince, but whatever it is, it can’t be good. From what I understood of his ramblings, the witch has been at the prince’s side for a few years.”

			“Did he mention a name?”

			“He didn’t, but I heard one of the guards tell him not to kill me because ‘Sybelle’ wanted to talk with me. Fat boy was pissed when he heard that and rambled on about how the witch should worry about her own business and stay out of his. After that, he laid into me, and I passed out. I don’t think it was much afterwards that you showed up.”

			Raz nodded. “I’ll go into the city and send a bird to Master Menz. He’ll get the information to the king, and they can figure out what a Tavia witch is doing in Highkeep.”

			“I guess my time in the dungeon was productive after all,” Roland said with a smirk.

			“Always the smartass. Although what you endured was enough to break any man’s spirit. You did well, Roland.”

			“Praise? Coming from you?”

			“Don’t get used to it. You’re lucky I was able to rescue you. You know what the alternative would have been.”

			The smirk left his face. “Yes, I know, and thank you for that.”

			“It was a difficult rescue, but I’m glad it worked out,” Raz replied, standing up to leave. “Rest and regain your strength. You’re in good hands with Natasha. She’s a powerful healer. I need to go see about sending a bird.”

			She left him and made her way to a nondescript building that sold general merchandise. It was the front for the guild post at Eastford. As she entered, she gave a guild sign and the clerk brought out paper, ink, and a quill.

			Raz wrote a brief message and handed it to the clerk. “This goes home to Constantine.”

			Understanding that meant the guild fortress, the clerk nodded as he took the message. The bird should arrive that evening, and Master Menz would deal with the information from there. She’d also told Menz that she would stay with Roland until he could travel. Once he was healthy, they’d both return to the guild fortress.

			The guild always stocked their outposts with everything their assassins might need, and before leaving, Raz stocked up on supplies, weapons, and coins. She grabbed a few more knives for herself, a pair of short swords for Roland, and a bow with a full quiver of arrows. They’d leave once Roland was healthy and would have to camp along the way and hunt for game. Raz didn’t excel with a bow, but she could hit a rabbit on the run. She stored the supplies in a pack and slung the bow and quiver across her back.

			She knew it would be some time before Roland was healthy enough to travel. In the meantime, she had other interests to explore while she waited. When she returned to the gypsy camp, she looked around and finally stopped a young girl to ask, “Do you know where Franc might be?”
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			The following two weeks were uneventful.

			The night’s entertainment fast ending, Natasha was helping with the evening cleanup. Though she didn’t perform anymore, she still helped set up, dismantle, and clean before and after every show. It was her way of showing the families that she wasn’t just their leader but also a working member. She saw Franc walking the perimeter and called him over.

			“The guards are all in place?” she asked.

			“Yes, I just checked on them, and the camp is quiet.”

			As if the fates had heard his declaration, a wild scream sounded somewhere in the night, followed by hundreds more. Natasha and Franc turned and saw hundreds of desert warriors pouring through the open gates of the city. No sooner had they seen them than a band of warriors swerved towards the gypsies.

			“To arms, to arms,” Franc yelled. “We’re under attack.”

			They ran to the opening in the wagons to stop the onrush of warriors. Natasha called upon her powers and threw a wall of compressed air at the screaming men. Her attack knocked down over a dozen warriors, but there were hundreds more coming. Franc and some other gypsies were already fighting the few who’d gotten past Natasha. She kept throwing walls of air at the attacking warriors, but there were too many of them for her to stop them all. The rest of the gypsies were fighting a losing battle, and the desert fighters began to overwhelm them.

			Franc ran over and grabbed Natasha. “Come, we must run; there are too many of them. We must save the children.”

			That stopped Natasha, and she ran back through the gypsies trying to stem the tide and began gathering the children. It was late, and most of them had gone to bed. She and Franc ran to her wagon, where they met Raz holding up Roland. She already had her pack and weapons on, ready to leave or fight.

			“It’s the desert tribes,” Franc told her. “Help Natasha get the children out of camp while I try to stop them.”

			“No,” Natasha commanded. “I need you with me. We have to get as many children away as possible, and I need your sword to protect them.”

			“But the rest of the troupe needs my help.”

			“They’ll have to take care of themselves as best they can. I’m sure they’ll run when they can,” she replied, looking at Raz. “I need you both to help get the children away.”

			Raz had her sword out and was looking at the melee by the wagon opening. “If we’re to get out, we must leave now.”

			“We must get the children,” Natasha cried, climbing in the back of her wagon and grabbing her grandchildren. They were frozen with terror by being woken so abruptly, but they came willingly as Natasha pushed them out of the wagon. As she climbed down, she saw more than a dozen wagons already on fire and the camp quickly being overrun. “I fear the camp is lost,” she cried. “We must hope that the other families can escape on their own.” She handed her grandson to Franc and picked up her granddaughter.

			“We might find safety in the city,” Raz said, helping Roland around the back of the wagons.

			“No,” Franc said over his shoulder as he ran. “The gate’s already been overrun. I fear the city is lost. We must try to escape into the hills to the west.”

			Raz veered away from the city lights and led the small group around the walls, where they found the road leading to the hills and ran along it as fast as they could. It wasn’t easy with a wounded man and two small, frightened children, but the rush of adrenaline lent them all strength, and they quickly lost themselves in the dark.

			After an hour of stumbling along, Natasha called a halt. “We cannot keep going like this,” she said, breathing heavily. “We need to find somewhere safe to rest. I’m exhausted, and so are the children, and I can’t even imagine how Roland is feeling, running with his injuries.”

			“I’ll be fine,” he mumbled, but it was easy to see he wasn’t faring well. He’d slid to the ground when they stopped and was now slumped over.

			“This is the only road that leads west,” Franc replied. “Those savages will probably send men to look for survivors. If we stop, we’ll have to be well-hidden.”

			“There’s a small clearing off the road about a mile ahead,” Raz said. “The wagon master I rode with camped there for a night on the way to Highkeep, too cheap to stop at Eastford, where he would have had to pay for lodging. It’s well back from the road and should be a good place to stop for the night. I don’t want to sound heartless, but those warriors will probably be busy inside the city for some time. I doubt they’ll come looking for us or anyone else for the next few days.”

			“Thank you, Raz,” Natasha replied. “Please lead us there and look out for other stragglers, gypsy or otherwise. We must try to save as many people as possible from those vicious savages.”

			Raz slung Roland’s arm over her shoulder while Franc and Natasha picked up the children. Although the clearing was little more than a mile ahead, the events of the night were catching up to all of them. Raz finally turned down a small overgrown path and soon reached the clearing, where she sat Roland down against a tree and went back to check the road. Franc and Natasha had nothing but the clothes on their backs, so Natasha gathered the children in her arms to keep them warm. He gave her his cloak to keep them all warm and went to sit with Roland, who shared his cloak. It wasn’t much, but it was better than being cold all night.

			Raz came back soon enough and squatted beside them. “There’s no sign of anyone on the road. The next city this direction is Falcon Point. There’s a small garrison there that we could warn about the attack. We can also get clothes, food, and supplies.”

			“We have no money, Raz,” Natasha replied. “Everything we had is back in the camp.”

			“Don’t worry about that. I have money and supplies that should last until we get there. We just have to make it there without running into any of those warriors. Get some rest; I’ll take first watch.”

			“Wake me in a few hours,” Franc said. “You need to rest as well.”

			She nodded, grabbed her bow and quiver of arrows, and moved quietly down the small trail back to the main road. Along the way, she thought about leaving them. She could easily make it to Falcon Point on her own, get a horse, more supplies, and head back to Constantine. When she sent the messenger bird to Master Menz back at Eastford, explaining what Roland had discovered, she was technically done with her mission. She owed no one any loyalty, but she couldn’t forget what Natasha had done—putting aside her anger at Raz to help Roland. She didn’t have to do that, and Raz felt somewhat indebted to her.

			I’ll see them to Falcon Point and then leave.

			She hunkered down in a copse of trees to watch for any stragglers or desert warriors. Thankfully, she had her cloak to keep her warm, but it would still be a long cold night.
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The Coronation

			The day had finally come. The city was abuzz with the excitement of the twins’ coronation. It wasn’t every day that a celebration of this magnitude happened, and the people were taking full advantage of the festivities. The twins had arrived early at the king’s castle to ensure they had time to dress and prepare themselves for the ceremony. Kara watched as Kala went through her routine of prepping and primping with no less than four ladies to help her get ready.

			Kara rolled her eyes and began to dress herself. The two ladies assigned to help her had been summarily dismissed and stood against the wall, looking both helpless and hopeless. Never had they been dismissed so casually but Kara didn’t want or need anyone’s help dressing herself. Of course, that was before she remembered the dress had an excess of twenty buttons down the back. She sighed dramatically when she realized it had stymied her. She stood in her undergarments, two knives strapped to her thigh, looking at her traitorous dress and wondering how she’d get the dang thing on without calling the maids back.

			One more thing to piss me off today.

			She was about to give in and ask one of the maids for help when Keisha walked in. Kara quickly called her over. “Ma, I need your help for a moment,” she whispered. “These damn buttons have gotten the best of me.”

			Keisha chuckled and helped her with the dress, expanding her ministrations to the elaborate hairstyle. Although it bothered Kara to admit she needed help, Keisha was the one woman who could always get past her defenses. At least when it came to dressing. The maids assigned to attend Kara let out a collective sigh of relief when Keisha finished helping her dress. If the future soon-to-be countess had arrived at her ceremony looking disheveled, it would have been a disaster of monumental proportion.

			“The ceremonial hall looks beautiful,” Keisha commented while she wound pearls in Kara’s hair. “It’s a match to the two of you. Never have I seen two more gorgeous young women.”

			Kala practically beamed at the compliment while Kara simply smiled and nodded her thanks.

			“Mother, you’re always so thoughtful,” Kala said. “I couldn’t be happier that you and Poppy can attend the coronation. Your presence makes a wonderful day even more special.”

			Kara rolled her eyes again, and Keisha patted her shoulder. “This is your day, too,” she said. “Try to enjoy yourself. I know your father plans on having the first dance with you.”

			“The first and only dance,” Kara replied.

			“What was that?” Kala asked.

			“Nothing,” Keisha said. “We were just talking about dancing.”

			“Oh, yes,” Kala replied enthusiastically. “I can’t wait for the dancing. I do hope the prince will have time to dance with me.”

			“I’m sure that’s the only thing on his mind,” Kara replied sarcastically.

			“Now Kara,” Kala admonished. “You promised to behave yourself.”

			“Yes, I know, but that doesn’t involve frolicking around the dance floor.”

			“You needn’t worry about that.” Kala laughed. “I’ll do all the frolicking.”

			Keisha smiled, while Kara rolled her eyes yet again.

			“You know, if you keep doing that,” Kala said, “your eyes will get stuck.”

			Kara just sighed as her mother finished fixing her hair.

			The two were ready soon enough, and while Kala bubbled with excitement, Kara looked like she was headed to the gallows.

			“Smile, my love,” Keisha said to her. “Smile.”

			Kara put on her best smile.

			“Well, maybe not that smile,” Keisha said with a chuckle. “You look like you ate something disagreeable. Maybe something a little less intense.”

			“Ma, this whole thing is disagreeable.”

			Before Keisha could reply, a deep gong sounded, reverberating throughout the castle. The time had come.

			“Oh well,” Keisha said. “Come along now. It is time for you both to shine.”

			[image: scene divider image]

			The great hall was a sight to behold. The windows were like eyes, shining their light through multicolored etched glass, bathing the room in rainbows. Sconces were lit on every column, cleverly placed to illuminate the vivid tapestries of historical battles and paintings of royal hunts that decorated the walls. A quartet of musicians hidden in one of the corners played light, subtle music.

			The room was bursting with people waiting anxiously for the ceremony to begin. It seemed that everyone who’d received an invitation was in attendance. Nobles of all ranks gleamed in formal attire of silks, satins, and velvets, each trying to outdo the next with their jeweled necklaces, bracelets, and rings that sparkled in the light.

			The ceremony would be a marvel of epitome of pageantry and grace. The twins’ coronation was the most significant event in recent history, and nothing was left to chance. Keisha had left the twins to join Jeda in the hall, and the twins were cloistered in a small waiting room to the side of the main entrance until they were officially announced. The chamberlain had initially told them that they’d be called individually, but Kala would have none of that.

			“We shall enter together, as we’ve done throughout our lives.”

			Kara was relieved that she wouldn’t have to walk the length of the great hall alone. At her quiet sigh, Kala smiled knowingly at her twin and squeezed her hand. The chamberlain sputtered, at a loss for words, but the future Duchess of Berkshire would not be moved. With a sigh, he adjusted the sequence of events and quickly passed the change to the steward who would be announcing them.

			Kala grabbed her sister’s hand and looked deep into her eyes. “We shall be the two most beautiful women in the hall.”

			Seeing the trace of tears that threatened to fall from Kala’s eyes, Kara understood her twin’s feelings and smiled at her, an authentic expression of happiness she knew would make Kala’s heart soar. “We shall indeed be the belles of this ball, sister.”
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			The king and prince stood ready on the dais when the royal steward rapped his staff on the floor, getting everyone’s attention and quieting the room. There was a pregnant pause as the assembly collectively held their breath.

			“Your Highness, my lords and ladies, citizens of Tavia, and honored guests,” the steward called out, “by the grace and pleasure of the king, Christoph Donehauld the First, please welcome Lady Kala and Lady Kara Berkshire of the Duchy of Berkshire.”

			The doors to the side room at the end of the hall opened, and the steward waved them into the main throne room. Kala and Kara stood for a moment at the entrance, steeling themselves for what would happen next.

			“This is it,” Kara whispered. “Today changes everything. Are you ready?”

			“I was born ready,” Kala replied. She grabbed her sister’s hand, and they stepped into the throne room. All eyes were on them as they began the long walk down the aisle to the dais, seeming to glide along the floor as they moved toward the king. Kala smiled demurely when she noticed the prince staring at her, and the king chuckled softly when he saw what held his son’s attention.

			Kara looked only for her father, her eyes wandering over the multitude of guests until she found him standing at the foot of the dais with her mother. She thought he’d never looked prouder, and when he gave her a subtle nod and smile, the stress and tension of the last few hours seemed to melt away. Her da had been her rock throughout her life, his quiet understanding and acceptance of his shy and reserved daughter had been her strength. Whenever he was near, she knew everything would be okay.

			The twins stopped at the foot of the dais and performed a deep curtsy. The king nodded and smiled expansively at them both.

			“Welcome, welcome, welcome,” he cried enthusiastically, raising his arms and gesturing to the room. “Thank you all for coming to this august event. Occasions of this magnitude do not happen often, and I am deeply honored to be the king who crowns these two beautiful, intelligent, and gifted women as the next Duchess and Countess of Berkshire.”

			The crowd erupted into cheers and clapping. The king held up his hands for quiet, but the steward had to rap his staff on the floor several times before everyone was silenced.

			Once the room quieted, the king began again. “Today, we crown Lady Kala DeLongo the Duchess of Berkshire and Lady Kara DeLongo the Countess of Berkshire. The late Catherine Berkshire acknowledged these young women as the children of her beloved son and heir, Tomas, and as such, the rightful heirs to the Berkshire Duchy. Mistress Gelda DeLongo will relinquish the title of Regent, and once crowned, Duchess Kala will inherit all rights and powers concerning the duchy.”

			King Christoph looked out over the crowd. “If there are any dissenters not in agreement with elevating the heirs to the Berkshire Duchy to their rightful positions, come forward now and speak your objection.”

			When no one stepped forward, he motioned for Kara to kneel on the cushion before him. “Lady Kara, please come forth.”

			Kara knelt before the king.

			“Lady Kara, are you willing to take the oath of allegiance to be the next Countess of Berkshire?”

			“I am willing,” Kara said.

			“Please repeat after me,” the king continued. “I, Kara Berkshire, do solemnly pledge my allegiance, as the Countess of Berkshire, to the crown and country of Tavia. I will answer the call of service, as required by the laws of Tavia, and rule to the best of my abilities at the pleasure of both the crown and the Duchess of Berkshire.”

			After a moment’s hesitation, Kara said. “I, Kara Berkshire, do solemnly pledge my allegiance, as the Countess of Berkshire, to the crown and country of Tavia. I will answer the call of service, as required by the laws of Tavia, and rule to the best of my abilities at the pleasure of both the crown and the Duchess of Berkshire.”

			The king motioned for Prince Tyrel to bring forth a cushion holding a sapphire-and-diamond tiara. “As you have solemnly pledged your oath to me, the people of Tavia, and the Berkshire Duchy, I hereby crown you Countess Kara of Berkshire.” He lifted the tiara and placed it on Kara’s head, then extended his hand to help her stand. “Lords, ladies, and citizens of Tavia, honored guests, I present to you Countess Kara of Berkshire.”

			Kara stood and turned to face the gathering. A round of applause erupted in the Throne Hall. Kara gave a slight nod to the people before returning to stand next to Kala.

			“Lady Kala, please step forward.”

			Kala knelt on the cushion.

			“Lady Kala, are you willing to take the oath of allegiance as the next Duchess of Berkshire?”

			“I am willing,” Kala said.

			“Please repeat after me,” the king continued. “I, Kala Berkshire, do solemnly pledge my allegiance, as the Duchess of Berkshire, to the crown and country of Tavia. I will answer the call of service, as required by the laws of Tavia, and rule to the best of my abilities at the pleasure of the crown.”

			There was no hesitation in Kala’s reply. “I, Kala Berkshire, do solemnly pledge my allegiance, as the Duchess of Berkshire, to the crown and country of Tavia. I will answer the call of service, as required by the laws of Tavia, and rule to the best of my abilities at the pleasure of the crown.”

			The oath for the duchess was a bit more extensive, and the king continued, “I also do solemnly swear to govern the Peoples of the Berkshire Duchy and execute the law fairly and mercifully to the best of my abilities and according to the laws set forth in the Kingdom of Tavia.”

			Kala repeated the second part of the oath. “I also do solemnly swear to govern the Peoples of the Berkshire Duchy and execute the law fairly and mercifully to the best of my abilities according to the laws set forth in the Kingdom of Tavia.”

			Christoph motioned for Prince Tyrel to bring forth the cushion that held the crown of the Berkshire Duchy. It was a magnificent tiara encrusted with diamonds, rubies, and sapphires, the red and blue jewels matching the heraldic colors on the coat of arms for the Berkshire duchy. The prince stepped close to the king and Kala with a huge smile. As he handed the crown to the king, no one in the hall could miss the approval shining from his eyes.

			The king continued, “As you have solemnly pledged your oath to me, the people of Tavia, and your subjects of the Berkshire Duchy, I do hereby crown you the Duchess of Berkshire,” he said as he lifted the crown and placed it on Kala’s head.

			Before commanding her to stand, the king motioned to the prince. This time, it was Tyrel who stepped in front of Kala. He picked up a diamond-and-emerald necklace from the cushion. It was a break from tradition, but one that both the prince and Kara appreciated.

			“This necklace should adorn the neck of a duchess instead of sitting in a dark vault. It was my mother’s, and it is my pleasure, and that of my father, to gift it to you. We hope you will wear it like she did, with grace and elegance.”

			Kala’s eyes widened at the ornate piece, and she leaned forward so the prince could fasten it around her neck. “Thank you, my highness and your majesty. It’s a stunning gift, and I shall cherish it always.”

			The prince stepped back as the king reached for her hand to help her stand.

			He beamed at her as he spoke to the gathered guests. “Lords, ladies, nobles, and citizens of Tavia, honored guests, I give you Kara Berkshire, the duly crowned Duchess of Berkshire.”

			The applause was deafening, and Kala smiled expansively. It continued as she stepped down and returned to her sister’s side. The people finally settled down when the king raised his hands.

			“Good people of the kingdom, we have come together today for a celebration, and a celebration we shall have,” King Christoph shouted. “Let the feast commence.”
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			As Jeda watched his daughters in the proudest moment of their lives, he was beyond happy for them but couldn’t shake the uncomfortable feeling that crawled up his back. He tried to put it down to simple excitement for his daughters, but deep down, he knew better.
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A Fire in the Dark

			Raz hadn’t been watching the road long when she heard footsteps coming from their makeshift camp. Turning around, she saw the unmistakable silhouette of Franc. He moved quietly, but she could still hear the slight movement of dirt and stones as he moved toward her. He crouched down beside her, and she looked questioningly at him.

			“What is it?” she whispered. “It’s not your turn at watch yet.”

			“I know, but I wanted to check back down the road for stragglers that may have escaped and be coming this way.”

			Raz nodded. “Don’t go too far. It might be dangerous. You never know who you might meet, and I wouldn’t want you to get killed.”

			“Is that concern?” Franc asked playfully. “Are you offering to come with me?”

			“Concern? You wish. And if you can’t handle a little scouting by yourself, then maybe I’ve overestimated you. I don’t want you dead in case we do run across some of those desert warriors. Our chances of survival are far greater with two swords than one, even if one of them is a little dull.”

			Franc chuckled. “Thanks for the encouragement. I’ll be back soon.”

			Raz watched as he began to sneak along the edge of the road. At least the trees and bushes along the way would provide him with enough cover that he shouldn’t be easily discovered.

			As long as he doesn’t trip over himself.

			After waiting close to an hour, she became concerned and hurried to the camp, where she found Natasha awake and watching her approach.

			“Something wrong?” the gypsy asked.

			“Not sure. Franc went to scout the road for survivors and hasn’t come back yet. I want to look for him, but I didn’t want to leave without telling you. Will you be okay until we return?”

			Natasha produced a very faint light in the palm of her hand, and Raz stepped back in surprise. “Fear not for us. If any of those murderers come my way, it’ll be the last thing they ever do.”

			Raz nodded and turned back up the trail. When she reached the road, she began moving quickly, without as much stealth as she would normally employ. She rationalized that if Franc was in trouble, the small amount of noise she was making would make no difference. About a mile down the road, she heard a whisper coming from the tall grass beside the road and quickly drew her swords.

			“It’s me,” Franc said. “Step off the road and be quiet. We have company.”

			Raz knelt beside him, waiting for him to explain.

			“I was just coming back when I heard a giantess stomping down the road. Thank the gods it was you.”

			She rolled her eyes. “What did you find?”

			“About a half-mile back towards the town, I found some warriors camped in a small clearing beside the road. I couldn’t get too close, but I did see that they had a group of prisoners tied up.”

			“Why would they have stopped?” Raz wondered out loud.

			“I don’t know,” Franc replied. “Maybe they’re camped for the night or waiting for more of their fellows to come.”

			“Could you tell how many there were?”

			“Maybe eight to ten? It was hard to tell because they had the captives back in the tree line, and I couldn’t get a clear look at how many warriors were with them.”

			“Sounds like a scouting party,” Raz said. “They might be waiting for reinforcements. If enough join them to make up the size of a raiding party, they’ll probably attack Falcon Point.”

			“Then we need to help the captives now, before the odds of an attempt to free them become suicidal.”

			“I agree. I’m surprised they didn’t kill the prisoners outright. What’s your plan?” Raz asked, expecting him to say something foolish like, let’s rush them, kill them all, and rescue the hostages. Thankfully he said nothing of the sort.

			“I think our best bet would be to split up, and while one causes a distraction, the other tries to free the captives. It’s dangerous, but it should work, since the warriors won’t be expecting an attack.”

			“Should work?” Raz asked. “Let’s try something that will work.”

			“What do you have in mind?”

			She thought for a moment before answering. “Something like what you’ve said, but with a bit of a twist. We’ll use their ignorance against them. First, you’ll light the bushes on the opposite side of the road from their camp on fire. While you do that, I’ll set a fire to the west side of their camp. With fires burning on either side, they’ll have no choice but to run back towards the town.”

			“You think that will actually work?” Franc asked skeptically.

			“These men are from the desert,” Raz explained. “All they know is sand and dirt. The few plants they’re accustomed to seeing are cactuses and scrub brush. Before their invasion of this area, the only trees they’ll have seen were the palm trees in Highkeep, which are few and far between. I doubt they’ve seen so many trees together before, and they’ve never seen anything like a forest fire. There’s nothing worse or more frightening than being caught in the middle of one. It’ll seem to them that they’re surrounded by fire, and that should panic and disorient them. In the confusion, we’ll free the captives and make our escape.”

			“Won’t the captives be threatened as well?” Franc asked.

			“I thought of that. I’ll leave a path clear through the trees on the west side and send them through. If any desert men notice, it should look like their prisoners are walking into the fire. They won’t know it, but any fires we set won’t last long—everything’s been saturated by seasonal rain.”

			“What of the warriors?” Franc asked. “Do we just leave them behind?”

			“No, of course not,” Raz replied, shaking her head. “You never leave an enemy behind you—they’ll eventually regroup and give chase. We need to ensure that doesn’t happen.” She handed her bow and quiver to Franc. “I assume you know how to use this?”

			“Almost as well as my sword,” he replied.

			“Good. Hide to the west of the camp and shoot any warriors that make it to the road. That should help them decide to run east.”

			“What will you be doing?”

			“Making sure you only have a few targets to shoot at,” Raz replied, smiling with cold, calculating eyes that sent a shiver up Franc’s back.

			“Good luck.”

			“Luck is for amateurs.”

			“Umm, good hunting then?”

			“Better. Much better.”

			It didn’t take long before the two neared the camp. The desert warriors weren’t making any attempt at being quiet, having obviously assumed they were in no danger. They would soon find out differently.

			Franc found a good spot on the far side of the road and waited a few minutes. Then he struck a flint with his knife and had a small fire burning in no time. Once it was going strong, he moved west along the road and hid. It didn’t take long before he saw flames from the trees near the desert camp and heard yells of fear and confusion. In less time than he’d have thought, he saw the first warrior emerge from the smoke that blanketed the trees. He was the first to die with an arrow through his back. Two more appeared and saw their comrade on the ground. As they drew their swords, Franc’s arrow struck one in the chest while the other was trying to see where the arrows were coming from. He wasn’t able to look around long before he went down as well.

			“Hmm, three,” Franc whispered. “That’s not bad.”

			Never let it be said that the fates don’t watch and listen. Before he could relax, six more warriors burst from the smoke.

			Franc rapid-fired two more arrows, scoring with each, but three of the remaining warriors spotted him and charged, closing the distance too fast for him to get any more arrows off. Dropping the bow, he drew his sword and met the first head-on. Franc was a consummate swordsman, but handling three wild-eyed angry warriors was a little much for anyone.

			He ducked under a wild swing aimed at his head, came up under the man’s arm, and drove his sword into his chest, killing him instantly. The other two had moved in around him, and he shoved the dead man into the warrior on his right. While the man struggled to catch his dead companion and maintain his balance, Franc swung at the other’s chest. The leather armor the warrior wore kept him from being eviscerated, and he swung his sword at Franc’s exposed side. Franc sidestepped and moved to keep both men in front of him. These were skilled fighters, and he was feeling pressed. He finally saw his chance and struck one of the men through the throat, leaving one left. As he turned to face the last fighter, he was surprised to see the man fall forward, dead at his feet with a knife in his back. He looked up to see Raz coming his way, then looked around frantically but didn’t see any more warriors.

			“I thought you were going to use my bow?” she said.

			“I did,” he replied. “It’s just that a few more slipped by you than I expected.”

			Raz smiled at the gallows humor. “Well, there was a lot of smoke.”

			“There was one more,” Franc said, “but I didn’t see where he went.”

			They looked east down the road and saw the silhouette of a man running away but he was already out of bow-range.

			“Well, I guess that answers that,” Raz said. “I could probably chase him down, but I’m not sure what else I might run into.”

			“Let’s find the captives you released and get back to Natasha. Which way did you send them?”

			They turned to find the captives struggling onto the road farther west. They still had their hands tied, and Franc gave Raz a questioning look.

			“I only had time to cut their feet free,” she said, “but they all made it out alive. Let’s get them back to the camp. We’ll have a lot more to worry about if we don’t get out of here soon. Once that runner reaches the main camp, there’ll be many more warriors coming this way.”
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			The reunion was bittersweet. Maria was among the survivors and threw herself into Natasha’s arms. “I’m so happy you’re alive! I tried to help as many get away as I could, but those murderers came too fast, killing indiscriminately. I managed to hit a few with my magic, which gave me and a few others a chance we needed to escape.”

			Natasha looked with despair at the small number of people who’d made it this far. There were about a dozen gypsies and a like number of townspeople. “You did wonderfully to help so many escape that carnage. I hope there are more that will make it to us.”

			“I hate to say it, but we can’t stay here any longer,” Raz said. “One of the warriors got away and was heading back towards Eastford. Once he reaches the main encampment, they’ll definitely send a larger force to deal with us. We’re in no shape and don’t have the numbers to face that. We must get on the road to Falcon Point now.”

			“Very well,” Natasha replied, looking around at the small group gathered around her. “I know you’re all scared, tired, and confused, and have just escaped a band of desert warriors, but unless you want to revisit that horror again, we must leave now.”

			Not one of the ragtag group of refugees complained as they began the long walk to the city of Falcon Point. The despair and loss they all felt were palpable, but they hoped to find some of their loved ones along the way and maybe a semblance of safety and peace in the sanctuary of the next town.

			Natasha led the group while Franc and Raz took up the rear, keeping eyes and ears out for any sign of pursuit.

			“The road of a thousand miles begins with the first step,” Franc intoned.

			“Geez,” Raz groaned, rolling her eyes, “and here I thought you were a normal guy.”

			He chuckled.


[image: img] Chapter 25
Long Live the King

			While the throne room was being set for the feast, the desert envoy left to talk with his escort of warriors. He found them in a side chamber with the other visiting dignitaries’ attendants and bodyguards. Like the throne room, this room was being set up with long tables filled with food and drink. The envoy signaled for the leader of the warriors to join him to one side.

			“Be prepared,” he said quietly. “When the bell sounds for the beginning of the feast, I want you and your men to gather outside the throne room. Be quiet about it, and don’t let any of these fool guards try to stop you.”

			A frown creased the man’s face. “Master, what are we to do when we get there?”

			“When everyone’s seated, the steward will announce me to the gathering, as has already been arranged. I’ll approach the king’s table with delicacies and spices, gifts from our prince. When I near the dais, you will rush into the room and charge the king.”

			“Won’t the royal guards stop us?”

			“Yes, I’m counting on it. You’re the distraction I need to complete the mission. If by some twist of fate you do reach the king, you will dispatch him immediately.”

			The envoy searched the warrior’s eyes for any dissent. What he saw was the glimmer of excitement he’d hoped for. These men would carry out his orders to the end. It was precisely what the envoy had expected. For these men, there was no greater glory than to die in battle with an enemy, and the kingdom was the greatest enemy of the desert tribes.

			“We will not fail, master,” the warrior replied. “The king is as good as dead.”

			The envoy returned to the throne room and signaled his three girls to come to him. The tables for the feast were nearly set, and it was time to put his plan in motion. “Are you ready?” he whispered.

			All three nodded.

			“Make sure you all scream when our warriors charge into the room. While the king’s guard try to stop them, you must run towards the king’s table.”

			They all nodded again.

			He looked at one young woman in particular. “You know what to do when you get close enough.”

			“I will not fail you, master.”

			“Remember, we do this for our prince and our people,” the envoy said. “Get the gifts ready. We’ll begin soon.”
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			King Christoph stood near the front of the room, talking with his son. “What do you make of the report about a witch in Highkeep helping this new prince?”

			“I’m not sure, Father,” Tyrel replied. “But I think this might be a good opportunity to learn more from the envoy the prince sent. He should be able to tell us something about her.”

			“I had the same thought. I was informed the envoy brought gifts from the prince, which he’ll present during the feast. After eating, I’ll invite him to join us for a private meeting. That will be the best time to question him about the witch and what the prince hopes to accomplish. It might also be a good time to hammer out a trade agreement between our nations.”

			“Don’t we already have a trade agreement?” Tyrel asked.

			“That was with the prince’s father, the former chieftain of Highkeep. It wasn’t ratified before the prince took power, and he was too angry that a kingdom witch killed his father to see sense, so I thought it best to leave him alone. Maybe now is finally the time to pursue this.”

			Tyrel nodded as the bell sounded, signaling the feast was ready to begin.

			The king and prince took their seats on the dais, Kala and Kara joining them. As the guests began to take their seats, the envoy and his girls made their way to the entrance. The doors were slightly cracked, and the envoy saw the leader of his warriors waiting.

			When the room had finally quieted, the steward rapped his staff on the floor three times. “Your Majesty, Your Highness, my lords and ladies, citizens of Tavia, and honored guests—the official envoy of Prince Arin of the city of Highkeep and the great desert beyond.”

			The envoy walked towards the dais. He was partway to the king’s table when Christoph accepted a folded piece of paper from a servant. As the king read the message, he frowned, and his face flamed red with rage. He looked up and stared at the envoy, who wore a secret smile.

			The king shoved back his chair, which clattered to the floor. “What’s the meaning of this? Why has your prince attacked my kingdom?”

			The envoy faltered and took half a step back, looking around, his eyes passing over the stunned assembly. When they reached the main doors, he nodded, and a dozen desert warriors burst in and the desert warriors burst in, yelling and brandishing their weapons. Pandemonium ensued, as the guests and guards reacted to the attack and the girls with the envoy screamed in terror and ran towards the dais. As quickly as the warriors had burst into the room, they were surrounded by an overwhelming number of the king’s guards. He’d taken Jeda’s warning seriously and ordered the chamberlain to have extra guards staged around the room in case something unexpected happened.

			The fighting ended quickly, but the toll was enormous. The desert warriors refused to surrender, and every one of them was killed. Unfortunately, a number of the king’s guards lay dead as well.

			The king looked at the carnage, then pinned the envoy with a glare. “I don’t know what your plan was, but you’ve failed. Your men are all dead.”

			The envoy smirked. “You’re wrong, Your Majesty. They were always meant to fail. They’re all dead, but so are you.”

			Feeling a small prick, the king reached up and pulled a tiny dart from his neck. Confused, he looked down at the girls cowering near his table. One of them had a blowgun in her hand and was smiling at him. As his confusion grew, his legs gave out, and he fell across the table.
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			Whether by design or because of her new status, Kala was sitting next to the prince. She was enjoying talking with him, but all Kara wanted to do was leave. When the steward rapped his staff, they all turned their attention to the main doors. Kara was intrigued by the envoy and the girls who accompanied him. Although she’d never been to the desert, there was an allure to it and its people.

			One day, I’ll see the desert myself.

			She turned as a servant approached the king and handed him a message. He seemed annoyed at the interruption until he read the note and his annoyance turned to confusion, then quickly to rage. King Christoph stood and shouted at the envoy, and suddenly a group of desert warriors surged in, yelling and rushing toward the king. The entire room erupted in screams and curses as people tried to scramble out of the way.

			Reaching through the open seam of her pocket, Kara grabbed her knives. She jumped over the table and put herself in front of the king, ready to defend him if any of the attackers made it to him. In her peripheral vision, she saw her father jump over his table to join her.

			“This makes no sense,” Jeda said, his eyes sweeping around the room. “This is suicide. There’s no way those men can succeed.”

			Kara and Jeda watched as the guards eventually killed all the warriors. As the king rebuked the envoy’s attempt on his life, the smile on the man’s face sent chills up Kara’s spine. Knowing something was wrong, she and Jeda looked around for another attack but saw nothing. It wasn’t until the king collapsed that they saw that one of the girls who’d come with the envoy had a blowgun in her hand. Without a thought, Kara threw one of her knives, striking the girl in the neck. The smile on her face faded as she fell to the ground, dead. The guards mobbed the envoy and remaining girls, stripping them roughly of anything that could possibly be a weapon.

			“The king is down,” the prince screamed. “Get the healers now!”

			Kala pushed him aside and ran to the prostrate king. Probing his neck, she felt a weak pulse but couldn’t find any wounds.

			Gelda quickly joined her. “He’s been poisoned,” she said, examining the puncture wound on his neck. “But I’ve never seen a poison act so quickly before.”

			They both tried valiantly to push their healing magic into the king, but with each organ they healed, a cascade of others failed. They couldn’t stop the toxin from coursing through his bloodstream, and when the poison finally ran its course, the king lay dead on the table.
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			Tyrel stood in stunned silence, watching his father’s life drain from his body. One moment, he was full of excitement and good cheer, and the next, he was gone. Kala looked at him with tear-stained eyes and shook her head. That was when reality struck him. He was now the King of Tavia.

			Father, what will I do without you? You were a magnificent king and the best part of my life.

			A scream brought him back to the present. He barely caught Beth as she launched herself at their father’s body.

			“No, no, no, no, no,” she wailed as she tried to reach him.

			Tyrel pulled his sister into his arms and held her tight as she struggled against him.

			“Let me go!” she cried. “Father needs me. Let me go.”

			Tyrel held her until she finally collapsed against his chest, shaking uncontrollably and heaving great sobs. He motioned to the guards, who quickly lifted the king and carried him through the private entrance. Gelda took the distraught princess into her arms, whispering in her ear, trying to calm her down. Tyrel picked up the message his father had received right before his murder and read the hastily written note.

			Your Majesty. Eastford is under attack. Desert warriors have breached the city gates. They surprised us, attacking at night before the gates were sealed, but we’re holding strong. Have no fear, sire; we shall push the vermin out of our city and back into the wasteland where they came from.

			Your faithful servant, Willum Lothar, captain of the city guard.

			Anger building, he reread the note, then looked up at the envoy. The man was still smiling. Enraged, Tyrel jumped the table.

			Kara stepped in front of him. “Your Majesty, please stop. It’s not safe yet. Let the guard take him to the dungeons and search him.”

			Tyrel saw red. How dare she interfere! He forced himself to take a deep breath, some sanity returning with it. “You’re right,” he said, looking at the guards restraining the envoy. “Take him to the dungeon. I’ll question him myself later.”

			The envoy laughed at the young king as he was dragged away. “Question me all you want,” he taunted. “I’ll soon be free again, and you’ll all join your pathetic king in death.”

			Kara shot a tight, narrow beam of air at the envoy’s head. The force of the attack knocked him from the guards’ grasp, and he fell, smashing his head on the marble floor.

			“Did you kill him?” Tyrel asked. “I wanted him alive for questioning.”

			“He’s not dead, sire, just unconscious. I couldn’t listen to him rant any longer.”

			Tyrel watched the guards drag the envoy away.

			As he turned back, his eyes passed over the assembled nobles, and he became aware of the intense silence, as large a presence in the room as the powerful families gathered there. Most of them had heard what the envoy said and waited with bated breath for the prince’s reaction.

			“It is with a heavy heart that I tell you that my father, the king, is dead,” he said, loud enough for all to hear. “Killed by the envoy of Prince Arin. In addition to this heinous act, the city of Eastford had been attacked. Make no mistake, my lords, our kingdom is at war. The war council will convene in two days’ time to determine how this outrage will be answered.”

			With that, the prince left the dais, following the men who’d carried his father away. Gelda and Kala followed him, leaving the rest of the assembled guests wondering what would happen next.
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Attacking Eastford

			Sybelle stood on the hillside overlooking the walls of Eastford with Prince Arin standing stoically next to her. The cacophony was deafening as the desert warriors continued their assault on the kingdom city. The screams of the dying wafted on the wind, along with the smoke from the burning city, eventually reaching the far hill where they watched the massacre. The number of Tavia soldiers that had been thrown from the city ramparts was but a small sign of the carnage still occurring inside the walls. The soldiers of Eastford had initially put up a good defense, but being unable to deploy their cavalry units put them at a decided disadvantage. Targeting the barracks where the soldiers were housed first to keep them from rallying and repelling their attackers had given the edge to the desert warriors.

			Even with this disadvantage, the city forces had initially rallied and held off the desert attackers. It wasn’t until Arin ordered his reserve units into the fray that the tide of battle turned. Sybelle watched as he smiled at the rout of the city.

			“It won’t be long now,” Arin said. “Once the city is sacked, we’ll regroup and head north. If everything went to plan, Tavia will have a new, untried king and the kingdom will be in chaos. However, we’ll have to assume that he’s been been informed of this attack and will send reinforcements to meet us.”

			“If history tells us anything,” Sybelle replied, “they’ll act cautiously, thinking this is just another raid by an errant group of disgruntled nomads and the garrison in Eastford will easily defeat a small group of raiders. They’re very predictable, and if they send a force to the city, it will be no larger than a scouting party. Only when they learn that Eastford has fallen will the king mobilize his armies. I still believe we should attack Lakehurst next so we have the lake at our back for protection when the full might of his forces arrives.”

			“No. We’ve talked about this,” Arin said, glaring at her. “We can ill afford protracted battle against another fortified city. The element of surprise won the day for us here, but the armies of Tavia won’t be fooled twice. That city has the only other fully outfitted garrison in the eastern part of this wretched country. We will first attack the smaller cities and villages, destroy them, and disappear into the great plains. This is the best tactic for whittling down the armies and ensuring our ultimate victory.”

			“My prince, with my circle of warriors, I can pierce and take down a section of the walls of Lakehurst, giving your armies a ready avenue into the city. The element of surprise would still be ours, as we haven’t used the magic circle to fight yet.”

			“I’m aware of that, witch,” Arin replied, his rising anger evident in his voice. “I’ve had enough of your advice! You’ll leave the strategy to me and my chiefs. I’ll call upon you and your enhanced cadre when the time is right. When the kingdom army finally arrives, they will be coming with a force of wizards and witches, and then it will be your time. Until then, keep your counsel to yourself.”

			Had he bothered to look at her, Arin would have seen her purse her lips in resentment. She’d been finding it harder and harder to hold her tongue as his plan of attack played out.

			That arrogant ass! How dare he speak to me like I’m not crucial to his success?

			There had been so many blunders in the desert forces’ deployment and attack that Sybelle found it amazing they’d been successful in anything they did. If it weren’t for her advice to Arin to hold back a reserve force, the attack on Eastford may very well have failed. Even with that, the toll on the army was significant. She wondered for about the hundredth time whether her decision to join with this desert prince had been wise. She’d had no choice when she fled to Highkeep all those years ago to escape being hunted relentlessly in Tavia. The white witches had decreed her death, and there was nowhere in the kingdom she could hide. She’d thought Arin would eventually respect her counsel, but he was proving her wrong at every turn, especially since he wouldn’t listen to anything she said about his battle plans. Every day, he demonstrated how young and untested he truly was.

			No turning back now, but I may have to adjust my plans. Fate favors the bold but not the stupid.
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			Arin’s shoulders bunched until the witch finally stopped talking. He’d put up with her prattle on the march because he’d need her magic at some point, but it rankled that she thought to tell him how to fight a war. No matter how powerful her magic was, she was a mere woman, and her needling him was getting on his nerves.

			As they stood watching the destruction of the city, a messenger came running up the hill.

			“My prince,” the runner began breathlessly, “I bear ill tidings from the scouting party that went after the stragglers who fled the city at the beginning of the attack.”

			“Out with it,” Arin snapped, not the least bit pleased to hear the words “ill tidings.” “What news?”

			“All but one of the scouting party has been killed. The lone survivor barely made it back alive. He’s grievously wounded and may not survive the day.”

			Arin turned and backhanded the messenger. The man fell to the ground, looking up at the prince with wild, fearful eyes. It wouldn’t be out of character for Arin to kill him for bringing such grave news.

			“Get up,” Arin screamed. “Find the captain of my forces and tell him I want a raiding party assembled to hunt down and kill every one of those peasants that escaped.”

			“My prince, the city of Falcon Point lies along that road,” Sybelle said. “Any survivors will have made it there by now. The city isn’t heavily fortified, and only a small contingent of soldiers are garrisoned there. Razing Falcon Point to the ground will be your best bet for exacting your revenge, but perhaps sending more than just a raiding party will ensure their success.”

			Arin took a deep breath through his nose to calm his anger, wondering yet again why this woman thought to tell him things he already knew.

			If I didn’t need this bitch for the battle to come, I’d gut her right now.

			After a moment, he calmed himself and faced Sybelle. “I’m aware there’s a small town down the road. That’s why I want a raiding party to head there.” Turning back to the messenger, he continued, “Inform my captain I want this town razed to the ground. There will be no quarter given. That should teach these curs the folly of killing my warriors. In addition, he’s to keep his men there to block the road and prevent any kingdom forces from attacking our rear. Is that understood?”

			“Yes, my prince. As you command,” the messenger replied, rising and running off towards the city with the prince’s message.

			“My prince, if I may—” Sybelle started.

			Arin whirled on her with murder in his eyes. “No, you may not,” he growled through clenched teeth. “Stop your prattling. What I want right now is quiet.”
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			It didn’t escape Sybelle’s notice that Arin hadn’t changed his mind about sending only a raiding party. With each passing day, his youth and inexperience showed more clearly, and it worried her. Now she understood why the chieftains had rebuffed his plan to attack Tavia for so long. His arrogance was grating, and she could only hope he would listen to the more experienced chieftains before the next attack. Or would his conceit be the downfall of them all?

			I’ll definitely have to adjust my plans. I’m not dying for this desert mongrel.

			With that thought, Sybelle turned away from the battle. Eastford would fall, and the next part of the attack would soon begin. She needed to rest before it was her turn to jump into the fray. She walked back to her tent, lay down on the cot, and tried to think of all possible contingencies for the coming battle. She must not leave anything to chance. Even though she had a magical circle of warriors to assist her, she wouldn’t underestimate the kingdom’s witches and warlocks. They were a formidable group, and it would be best to take that into consideration. Victory would not come easy.
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A Kingdom at War

			Jeda and Kara went to Keisha when the prince had left the throne room. Seeing the fright in her eyes, Jeda took her in his arms. “I’m sure the children are okay,” he said, trying to comfort her. “They couldn’t be better protected.”

			Keisha stared at him in disbelief. “You don’t know that for sure,” she replied, on the verge of hysteria. “My mother and Franc are formidable, but they can only do so much.”

			“We need to trust that they’re all safe.”

			“I want to go back. I need to see my children.”

			“As do I, but we have to know what’s happening before deciding what to do.”

			Keisha dropped her head on his shoulder and cried silently. Kara stood to one side, trying to give her mother space. Though she kept her expression calm, her insides were twisted in fear. “Da, when you go,” she finally said, “I’m going with you.”

			“We’ll all go,” he replied.
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			The following day, the coronation of the new king took place. The rushed proceedings were anything but traditional, but the kingdom was in turmoil, and a smooth transition of power was paramount. Most of the nobles from the previous day were in attendance to witness Tyrel being crowned. The proceedings were subdued, and there was no celebration. His first act as the new king was to order his father’s funeral, forgoing the traditional week of lying in state and burying him that same day.

			After his father was laid to rest, Tyrel remained in the crypt, staring at his father’s sarcophagus.

			This wasn’t supposed to happen for years. I’m not ready to take my father’s place. He was the king, not me.

			The tomb held all the former kings and queens, whose stone visages seemed to stare at him with judgmental eyes. He wondered what they’d think of him if they were still alive.

			Was he too young to rule?

			Would he be strong enough?

			Could he handle the lords who’d try to control him?

			Would he be a good king?

			He stood there, motionless and silent, feeling the weight of the responsibilities on his shoulders and wondered if he would ever measure up.

			After what seemed an eternity, Tyrel left the tomb. His sister was waiting for him outside, standing with Kala and Kara. As he saw the twins standing in their finery, he was once more astonished at how similar and yet how different they were. Despite being  identical twins, there were so many minor intrinsic differences if one only looked beyond their beauty. Tyrel knew because he’d scrutinized them closely over the last few months. Kara was all spit and fire, while Kala was the epitome of grace and elegance. Kara’s weapons and stoic demeanor easily identified her, while Kala was an enigma of charm and mystery. Kara vexed him with her sharp tongue and sharper sword, while Kala’s sharpness was hidden in her discreet intelligence and subtle humor. Kara had stood by Beth’s side, supporting her through this ordeal, while Kala quietly supported Tyrel. They both filled him with an excitement he’d not felt before but for decidedly different reasons.

			He couldn’t think of two finer women to advise him.

			Looking at Beth, he saw the emotional stress of these past two days. Though on the cusp of womanhood, she was still a young girl who’d just lost her father in a shocking and gruesome way. Her tear-filled eyes were windows into her tortured soul and spoke volumes of what the poor girl was going through. The strain was telling on both her psyche and her physique. In the whirlwind of unimaginable events, Tyrel had found only very brief moments to comfort her. He knew she needed her brother, but he was now king and had had few moments alone with her. He fully expected her to mourn their father, but he had no time to languish in his grief. He needed to stay strong.

			He was thankful beyond words that Kara had stood by Beth’s side, even as Kala stood by his. He stopped before them and took Beth’s small hand in his. “Sister, I feel the pain of our father’s death as deeply as you do. There will be a time for mourning, but now is not that time. We cannot change what has happened, and we can’t allow it to control our actions. We must look to the future and what is best for our people. I’m truly sorry, but you must leave your childhood behind and be the Princess of Tavia that I know you to be.”

			Beth looked at him for a few moments. Her eyes were still heavy with tears, but she stood taller and more resolute as she nodded. “You can count on me, my king.”

			Tyrel smiled through the tears threatening his eyes and turned to the Berkshire twins. “Kara, I cannot thank you enough for standing by my sister. You’re a true friend to us.”

			“Always, my king,” she replied. “Always.”

			He looked at Kala. “I cannot thank you enough for what you’ve given me. You’ve stood by my side in my grief, supporting me and allowing me to rest for a moment on your shoulders. That is something I shall never forget.”

			“You shall never forget because I shall always be at your side, supporting you whenever and with whatever you need,” Kala said.

			Tyrel smiled at her, feeling his burden lift slightly. As they walked back into the castle, a courier came running to him. “Sire,” he called out breathlessly, “another messenger bird has arrived.”

			Tyrel read the message and frowned. He looked up to see the courier still standing nearby. “Please tell the Lord Chamberlain I have need of him.”

			“Right away, sire.” The courier ran off.

			“Trouble?” Kala asked.

			“It seems like there’s nothing else,” Tyrel said as they continued into the throne room.

			The chamberlain walked in shortly after. “You called, sire?”

			“Yes. Tell the marshal of my armies I want to meet with him immediately and send word to the court advisors, the generals, and those lords who sit on the war council. We will convene the council at first light tomorrow. Another city, Falcon Point, is under attack.”

			“Yes, sire. As you command.”

			When they arrived at his office, Tyrel was surprised to see the master of the Assassin Guild waiting for him. Menz stood patiently as the king entered and sat down, Beth, Kala, and Kara moving to the side of the room.

			“Sire, do you require us to leave?” Kala asked.

			“No, please stay. To what do we owe this visit?” Tyrel asked.

			“First, the guild extends its deepest condolences on the loss of your father,” Menz replied. “He was a great king and an even better friend.”

			“Thank you, Master Menz.”

			Kala and Kara exchanged a shock look. This was the head of the Guild of Assassins—the guild their father had belonged to that had tried to kill him. Kara surreptitiously reached into her gown and loosened one of her knives.

			“That will not be necessary, young countess; I’m no danger to you or your sister.”

			Kara gawked at the wizened man, wondering how he knew what she’d done. She was sure the assassin’s eyes never left the king.

			“Second,” Menz continued, “I have come because I received a message from Falcon Point. My agent fled from Eastford when the desert army attacked and made her way to Falcon Point with some refugees who were chased there by a contingent of warriors from the force that attacked Eastford.”

			“I just received a message from the city commander at Falcon Point,” Tyrel said. “How is it you got a message so quickly?”

			“My message arrived last night.”

			Tyrel nodded, knowing Menz was not going to answer him. The guild had an extensive network of guild outposts with homing birds to facilitate their communications.

			“There is more, sire.”

			Tyrel bowed his head and sighed deeply. “Please continue, Master Menz.”

			“Sire, my agent who fled the city stated the force of desert warriors numbered in the thousands.”

			“Thousands?” the king asked incredulously. “How is that possible? That would require all the tribes in the desert to unite, which has never happened before.”

			“I understand your skepticism, but this agent is one of my best,” Menz explained. “She wouldn’t exaggerate.”

			A knock on the door interrupted their conversation. Menz turned to leave, but Tyrel motioned for him to stay, and he stepped back into a corner, his dark clothes blending with the shadows.

			“Enter,” the king called out.

			The King’s Marshal entered the office in all his regalia and bowed before the new king. “You called for me, sire?”

			“Yes, Marshal Piene,” Tyrel said. “I’ve just received a message telling me the city of Falcon Point has been attacked.”

			“Another attack?” the marshal asked. “This is unbelievable, sire. Is this the same group that attacked Eastford?”

			“The message I received was brief, but Master Menz has some additional information.”

			Menz stepped forward, and Piene’s hand involuntarily moved towards his sword. Few men had ever met the assassin master, but everyone knew of him.

			Menz began as if he hadn’t seen the marshal’s movement. “I have an agent in Falcon Point who retreated from Eastford when the city was attacked. Her message stated that the desert force numbered in the thousands.”

			The marshal’s eyes widened. “How reliable is your agent?”

			“She’s one of my best and mentioned the group she escaped with was harried on their way to Falcon Point. The refugees consist of gypsies and people from Eastford.”

			Kala gasped and looked at her sister, who nodded but remained quiet as the marshal began talking.

			“Sire, Eastford is a fortified castle with walls fifty feet high and half as thick. There are over five hundred soldiers along with a company of cavalry garrisoned there, who should have no trouble repelling even thousands of tribesmen. Unfortunately, Falcon Point is a different matter. It’s a small city with one company of infantry. The city has twenty-foot walls, but it’s not a reinforced border city like Eastford and won’t be able to withstand a prolonged attack. I recommend we immediately send a company of royal cavalry from Constantine to Falcon Point.”

			“What about Eastford?” Tyrel asked.

			“We should send two companies from the city of Lakehurst to reinforce Eastford and assess the number of attackers. If they do number in the thousands, we may need to mobilize the entire army.”

			“Make it so, Marshal Piene.”

			Before the marshal could leave, Kala stepped forward. “My king,” she said, “I request permission for my family and I to accompany the cavalry to Falcon Point. We’re all strong in elemental magic and could assist in any fighting.”

			The king frowned. “Duchess, I know your family is strong in the ways of magic, but why would you want any of them, let alone yourself, to face the dangers at Falcon Point?”

			“Because, sire, that’s where I hope to find the rest of my family.”

			In the end, Tyrel approved Kala’s request with one exception. “Your sister and your parents may travel with the royal cavalry, but I warn you that they travel fast and cannot afford to wait if anyone lags. As for you, you will remain here in Constantine. You’re the Duchess of Berkshire, and I need you to attend the council tomorrow. If the council decides that we need to mobilize the armies, you’ll be required to marshal your soldiers to support the war effort.”

			“I understand, sire,” Kala replied, “and thank you for allowing the others to go.”

			As everyone left his office, Tyrel reached for Kala’s arm. “Please stay for a moment.”

			“Of course, sire.” She looked at Kara. “Tell them to get ready.”

			Kara nodded and left with Beth.

			Kala faced the king expectantly. “What would you have of me, sire?”

			“Please, call me Tyrel when we’re alone.”

			“As you wish, Tyrel,” Kala answered with a smile.

			He returned her smile and fidgeted a bit before continuing. “The death of my father and this attack on the kingdom have made me realize that life is fleeting and if you want something, you shouldn’t wait to reach for it. I want a lot more from you than your loyalty as a subject under my rule, Kala Berkshire. I want you to be my queen.” The shocked look on Kala’s face caught him by surprise. “Of course I know you have to think about this, and I would understand if—”

			She stepped up to Tyrel and kissed him soundly. It was his turn to be shocked, but he quickly recovered and kissed her back. After a few moments, they both leaned back, breathless.

			Tyrel spoke first. “When these trying times are over, I will make the official announcement. Until then, maybe it would be best if we keep this between us.”

			“I can wait as long as we need to,” Kala replied, leaning in for another kiss.
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New Family Found

			Jeda, Keisha, and Kara stood in the palace courtyard while the royal cavalry began to form ranks. The company of light cavalry’s primary mission was scouting ahead of the heavier, slower units of the main army. Today, their mission was decidedly different. They weren’t going to scout but to attack an invading enemy force. They all carried lances and shields and had swords strapped to their waists. They were an impressive and dangerous-looking group.

			As they watched the men gather, a figure slipped up behind Jeda.

			“Hello, master,” Jeda said without looking.

			“Ah, I see you haven’t forgotten everything we taught you,” Menz answered, chuckling.

			“Not the most important things.”

			“I’ve received a note from Falcon Point,” Menz said. “Natasha and your children made it to the city unscathed.”

			Keisha let out a cry of relief and turned to the wizened man. As she moved to hug him, Menz stepped back.

			“Please control yourself, my dear. It’s unseemly to hug a master assassin in broad daylight. You’ll tarnish my reputation,” he said with a sly smile.

			“Thank you. Thank you so much. You can’t understand how relieved I am to hear this news. I’ve been so worried.”

			“Indeed,” Menz said, nodding. “I also must tell you that Raz accompanied them with a brother from Eastford. He was injured, and Natasha was helping to heal him.”

			“Raz?” Jeda asked, rolling his eyes. “Great. Is she still after my head?”

			“Trust me on this—she was never supposed to try anything like that unfortunate incident. Unfortunately, she disobeyed my orders.”

			“And yet she’s still alive?”

			“Yes,” Menz sighed. “Alive and breathing and causing no end of headaches. She’s been punished in subtle ways and realizes there are consequences for disobeying orders. That will have to suffice for now.” He reached into his cloak pocket and handed Jeda a note. “Please give this to her when you meet... and Jeda?”

			“Yes, master?”

			“Try not to kill each other.”

			“I’ll not make that promise,” Kara interjected, stepping up beside Jeda. “I owe her that much.”

			“Ah, young one,” Menz said, looking at Kara with a practiced eye. “I’ve been following your progress, and although you’re an exemplary and deadly warrior, you’re still no match for Raz. Please do an old man a favor and do not challenge her.”

			Kara’s mouth dropped open. “You’ve been watching me?”

			“Yes. I’m always aware of the top talent in the kingdom, and though you’re a bit old, I’d make an exception if you wanted to join our ranks.”

			“That’s quite all right, master,” Jeda replied quickly, stepping into the conversation. “Her plate is full with being a countess.”

			Menz nodded. “Yes, and congratulations on that,” he said to Kara.

			“Pfft, I’d rather be an assassin.”

			He laughed and, with no preamble, tossed Jeda a small bag. “I think you may have some use for this. The stars alone know, I don’t.”

			Jeda caught the bag and opened it, his eyes nearly popping out of his head when he saw what was inside. “Master, you’ve had this the entire time?”

			“Yes, it’s been cluttering up my drawer, and I thought it about time to get rid of it.”

			Kara approached her father and looked in the bag. “Da, is that what I think it is?”

			“Yes, Kara, it is.”

			As they both continued to stare into the bag, Keisha’s curiosity got the better of her. “So? What is it?”

			Without answering, Jeda tipped the bag to drop the contents into his hand. He turned to Keisha and held it out to her. There in his hand lay the legendary witch stone, a repository of profound power that everyone had thought lost.

			“Use it well, my son,” Menz said and walked off without another word.

			After a few moments, Jeda tucked the stone back into the bag and put it in his pocket.

			“You know what we can do with that?” Kara asked, almost jumping with excitement. “All we have to do is infuse it again, and whoever holds it will have unbelievable power.”

			“I know. I used it, remember?” Jeda replied. “This thing has killed everyone who’s ever used it, and it almost killed me. The stone is cursed.”

			“Well, this time, you’ll have me.”
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			Once his company was mustered, the captain of the cavalry company walked over to them. “I understand you’ll be riding with us.”

			“Yes, that’s right,” Jeda replied.

			The captain nodded and began looking at their horses. “I’m afraid you won’t be able to keep up with the horses you have,” he said after a quick check of their animals. “They’re too slow and won’t be able to keep pace with the main body. We won’t be able to wait for you to catch up.”

			“That won’t be a problem, captain,” Jeda replied. “We know the way to the city and will follow you.”

			“Under normal circumstances, that would be acceptable, but my orders came directly from the king himself—heads will roll if I allow you to become separated from the company,” the captain said. “I cannot allow you to ride with us on those horses.”

			Jeda bristled. He was already under a lot of stress, wondering about the fate of his children, Natasha, and the rest of his gypsy family, even though Menz had told him they’d survived the initial attack. The last thing he needed was a stiff-necked captain telling him what he could or couldn’t do. He was getting tired of being told what to do. “That’s fine then. We’ll make our own way,” he said and turned to walk away.

			“Wait, you misunderstand,” the captain said, holding up his hand. “You will be riding with the company, but you’ll be riding on cavalry horses. I’ve already ordered Lieutenant DeLongo to bring extra mounts for you.”

			“Oh, I understand. Thank you,” Jeda said. “Wait, did you say Lieutenant DeLongo?”

			“Yes, I did. Is there a problem? I can assure you he’s a master horseman and will pick out the best horses for your group.”

			“It’s not the horses, captain, but the name of your lieutenant,” Jeda said. “My family name is DeLongo, and I’ve never heard of another man with that name.”

			The captain nodded. “Well, you’re about to meet one because here’s the lieutenant with your horses.”

			Jeda, Keisha, and Kara looked across the yard to see a rangy young man leading three horses their way. When he got close, he saluted the captain.

			“Lieutenant DeLongo, meet Jeda DeLongo,” the captain said, returning the salute. “I’m afraid I cannot introduce the women, as I don’t know their names.”

			“My apologies, captain,” Jeda replied. “An unintentional oversight in the midst of all this chaos. This is my wife, Keisha, and my daughter, Countess Kara Berkshire.”

			The two men looked at Kara, surprised, and offered her a quick bow. She frowned and gave them a brief nod.

			“The marshal said nothing of a countess joining us,” the captain said. “Perhaps you’d care for a carriage, my lady?”

			Jeda chuckled and held a hand up before Kara could unleash a scathing reply. The daggers he saw in her eyes were enough to tell him what that reply might entail. He probably shouldn’t have mentioned her rank, but the captain deserved to know who was traveling with his company. “Thank you for the consideration, Captain, but that won’t be necessary,” he replied. “My daughter, my wife, and I are well accustomed to riding.”

			“As you wish,” the captain said, bowing again, “but I’ll have a squad assigned to you for your safety. Countess, if you’ll excuse me, I must see to the company’s readiness. We’ll be leaving shortly. Lieutenant, ensure our guests are well cared for and one of your squad rides with them at all times.”

			“Yes, sir.” The lieutenant saluted and handed the reins of the horses to Jeda and the women.

			“Lieutenant DeLongo, is it?” Jeda asked.

			“Yes, sir. Do you require anything else before we mount up?”

			“Only answers to a few questions.”

			“I’ll do my best, sir.”

			“Please don’t call me sir. My name is Jeda, and I’m no noble or knight.”

			“Very well, Jeda. What are your questions?”

			“I hail from Constantine, and my father was a merchant here many years ago. His name was Jacob, but he died in a terrible fire when I was very young, and I never knew of any other relatives. Years later, I did meet my father’s sister. Her name is Gelda DeLongo, and she’s a healer here in Constantine. Have you ever heard any of these names before?”

			The lieutenant stepped back, scrutinizing Jeda and shaking his head in disbelief. “This is too much to believe. My father’s name is Jonas, and he was your father’s younger brother. I’ve heard of Gelda but never had the privilege of meeting her. My father was devastated when he heard that you and your father died in that inferno. Years before, they’d had a falling out. My father wanted to raise horses, but yours wanted him to stay in Constantine and help him with the business. My father eventually left for the country, and the two never talked after that, but I know my father always regretted it. I can hardly believe you’re standing in front of me, alive and well.”

			Jeda stood still, trying to digest the story he’d just heard. “So we’re cousins then,” he finally replied. “What’s your first name?”

			“My name is Jacob.”

			Before they had any more chance to talk, a trumpet blew.

			“That’s the signal for us to leave,” Jacob said. “Countess, do you require any assistance before we leave?”

			“No,” she replied tersely as she finished stashing her gear on the new horse. She mounted in one fluid motion and glared at the lieutenant.

			Keisha chuckled and followed suit, mounting her horse.

			“We’ve been instructed that the company will only stop at night,” Jacob said. “There are rations in your saddlebags if you become hungry before then. You’ll be riding behind the second platoon. That’s my platoon, and I’ll assign one of my squads to ride with you. If you need anything, just ask any one of them. I’ll come look for you when we stop tonight. We can talk more at that time if you’d like.” With that, he motioned for them to follow him to line up with the platoon.

			Jeda mounted his horse and followed, still stunned. As they rode over to the others, he turned to Keisha with an inane smile on his face. “Can you believe that? I have a cousin.”

			“Yes, dear, I was right here and heard the entire conversation. Congratulations.”

			“Yeah, Da,” Kara added. “I’m happy for you, but please tell your cousin to stop calling me countess and worrying about whether I’ll break a nail or stub my toe. I’ve had about as much of that as I can stand, and we haven’t even left the city yet.”

			“I’ll try,” Jeda said, “but I may not be successful. After all, you are a countess.”

			“It would have been better if you’d introduced me as Kara without the title, you know.”

			He shook his head. “The captain has a right to know his traveling companions, Kara. You can’t change the fact that you’re Countess of Berkshire. You’ll have to get used to it sooner or later.”

			Both Jeda and Keisha laughed at the scowl on their daughter’s face.

			The pace the calvary set was fast, faster than any of them had experienced before. The horses seemed to have less of an issue than the riders, for when they finally stopped, Jeda’s backside was sore, but his horse seemed in fine spirits. Keisha dismounted gingerly, but Kara jumped off her horse as if she’d just come from a ride in the park.

			Jeda looked at her and shook his head. Figures she’s in better shape than I am.

			The company had made good time that day and stopped at the foothills of the central mountains. The soldiers set up camp quickly, then turned to the care of the horses. Though these horses were fine specimens of muscle and endurance, they had their limits. The captain could have pushed the company farther into the mountains, but the effort could have been counterproductive. The few miles they’d have gained weren’t worth the possibility of a horse becoming hurt or lame as the sun sank below the horizon. After the camp was set and the horses tended to, Jeda, Keisha, and Kara went about starting a fire and preparing their dinner. There were plenty of campfires where the men were cooking their meals, but Jeda didn’t want to impose on them any more than they had already.

			Lieutenant DeLongo came over to their fire as they began to eat and greeted them. “Good evening, Countess,” he began. “I hope your ride wasn’t too unpleasant. I know that the pace—”

			He was interrupted by Kara jumping up and walking up to him until their noses practically touched. “Listen and heed me well. My name is Kara,” she said through clenched teeth. “I do not want to be called countess, and I especially do not want to be pampered. I can ride, I can cook, and I can fight perfectly well on my own without any help from you or your men. Am I making myself clear, or do you need a demonstration?”

			Jacob’s eyes widened, and he stepped back from the angry young woman as her golden eyes flared, appearing full of flames. “Of course, Count…um, Kara. Whatever you wish. My sincere apologies. No insult was intended. I was merely trying to be respectful of your rank and title.”

			Kara frowned but said nothing as she turned to Jeda and Keisha. “I’ve lost my appetite. I’m going to practice my sword forms.” With that, she picked up her sword and stomped off.

			“That was most unexpected,” Jacob said. “I certainly didn’t mean to insult your daughter, cousin. My deepest apologies.”

			Jeda nodded and motioned for him to sit at their fire. “Not as unexpected as you might think, but don’t worry about her. She’s usually pretty reserved, but her new title hasn’t yet sunk in. She doesn’t like the attention that comes with the position. She prefers to be known as a capable young woman in her own right and not for any privileges a title affords her.”

			“I thought for a moment she might gut me,” Jacob replied. “She reminds me of my younger sister.”

			Both Jeda and Keisha laughed. “Careful, Jacob,” Keisha replied. “She just might if you keep calling her countess. The last thing you want to do is push her. Believe me; you’ll be sorry if you do.”

			As they all settled down before the fire, Jeda looked at Jacob and could see an uncanny resemblance between them. It wasn’t quite like looking in a mirror, but close enough that anyone could tell they were kin. Jacob shared Jeda’s lean, wiry frame, but his hair was dark-brown, and his eyes were brown without any of the flecks of gold that usually would indicate he had innate magic.

			“Tell me about your family,” Jeda said. “I’d like to know about my relatives, distant or otherwise.”

			“There’s not much more than what I’ve already told you. The family ranch is about a thousand acres, located west of the village of Willows Peak. If we’d gone west at the junction when leaving that last village, we would have come to our lands in a few hours.”

			“That’s a pretty big ranch,” Jeda said. “How many horses do you have?”

			“Well, we bred them and have about two hundred and fifty at any given time, but it’s not that large a ranch compared to some others in the area. It’s a family affair, with my father and mother, two brothers, and sister running everything. I used to help until I joined the royal cavalry. It seems I was destined to spend my life on the back of a horse. But enough about me. What have you been doing your whole life?”

			“Now that’s a very long story I think best told when this war’s over. My life has taken many unexpected twists and turns.”

			Jacob took the hint. “But tell me one thing—you have magic, right? You can do things with your mind that others cannot.”

			“Yes, I inherited my power from my mother. Her name was Cassandra, and she was a very powerful witch in the coven at Constantine. She passed her powers to me but tragically died after giving birth to me.”

			“I’m so sorry to hear that. No one on my side of the family has any magic at all.”

			“Believe me, it’s not as special as most people think. Like everything, it comes with its own challenges. Plus, it does have its limits.”

			“And Kara?”

			“She’s strong in the power. Best not test her, or you might find yourself on the receiving end of a very angry elemental witch.”

			“Understood.” Jacob nodded, then looked over to where his platoon was eating. “If you don’t need anything else, I’ll get back to my men. I’ll hold you to that talk when this is all over, cousin. I’m curious about what your life’s been like. Please extend my apologies to the countess.”

			“Kara, her name is Kara. Remember that, and not to worry, I’ll be sure to tell her.”

			“Kara. Yes of course, and please do. Let me know if any of you require anything, and I’ll see to it personally.” With that, Jacob left to rejoin his men.

			“That was interesting,” Keisha said. “You have an uncle, an aunt, and four cousins you never knew about. I wonder what you’ll tell them of yourself?”

			“I don’t know. It’s tricky at best. No one ever wants to hear that a family member is or was an assassin. Just doesn’t bode well for good conversation around the dinner table.”

			“I think at some point you may have to tell them something. Plus, you’ll need a plausible story for how you came to be Kara and Kala’s father.”

			Jeda opened his mouth to reply but was interrupted when Kara stalked back to the fire. “Da, I was hoping you’d practice with me when you’re done eating. I was going through my forms, but there were too many men staring at me. You’d think they’ve never seen a woman with a sword before. At least with you practicing with me, they won’t stare as much.”

			Jeda chuckled. He knew the men were staring at his daughter for more than her sword skills, but he wasn’t about to tell her that. “Well, I’m certainly glad I’m good for something.” He got up and stretched but couldn’t prevent a small moan of pain due to his stiff and tired muscles from escaping. Keisha had given him an encouraging look when he stood, but it turned into a smirk when he groaned again. He rolled his eyes and followed Kara to one side of the camp.

			This ought to be fun.

			Jeda hadn’t sparred with his daughter in a while and was surprised at her prowess, although he shouldn’t have been. Kara was determined—some might say bull-headed—when she wanted something, and she wanted to excel with the sword.

			“You’ve gained great skill since we last sparred,” Jeda said when they stopped an hour later.

			Kara nodded. “Thanks, Da. Training with the castle guards has helped tremendously. I wanted to master the sword without magic.”

			“That’s good. Magic has its uses, but it has limits.”

			“I know, Da. I know.”

			“Let’s get some rest. It’s going to be another long day tomorrow.”

			Jeda and Kara walked back to their campfire, unrolled their blankets, and settled in to get some sleep.
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The War Council

			When the company rode out, they were watched by the king and the new Duchess of Berkshire. As they passed, the guidon bearer dipped the company standard in salute, and the king raised his hand in acknowledgment. Kala stood at his side, watching for Jeda, Keisha, and Kara. When she finally saw the trio, she waved enthusiastically. Jeda and Keisha waved back, but Kara simply nodded at her sister. They were soon out the gates and quickly disappeared down the road.

			Tyrel turned to Kala and took her hand in his. “I know you wanted to go with them, but I need you here more.”

			“Yes. We traveled the road together for years, but I understand that things have changed. I’m a duchess now and have a responsibility to you and my subjects.”

			“Thank you for understanding. I promise I’ll take you on our own adventure when we’re married. For now, we must prepare for the council.”

			[image: scene divider image]

			The chamber where the king held his council meetings was circular with a large round table in the center. The windows were long and narrow and placed at each cardinal point to let in as much sunshine as possible. The room was designed in such a way as to ensure that everyone seated knew their place and that they were of equal status. Everyone, of course, except the king, whose chair was a bit larger and sat opposite the main entrance in front of his private entrance.

			Tyrel had been in countless meetings with his father and was no stranger to the power of the nobles he’d be meeting with. The council was a distinguished group of lords and ladies, but the Donehauld family had ruled the kingdom for many generations. Tyrel was the latest in that long line of kings and was determined to show the council that he was fit to wear the crown. He was glad that Kala would be attending, ensuring at least one attendee would support him wholeheartedly and not test his resolve.

			“All rise for the king,” the chamberlain intoned as Tyrel entered the chamber.

			The assembled lords and ladies all stood. They were as diverse in appearance as their lands were in resources.

			Duke Alexander of the Dresdan Duchy was an older, barrel-chested man of short stature. He had a crown of gray-and-white hair around a bald pate and wore a cloak of mottled green with a matching outfit. They were the colors of his duchy—woodland shades befitting lands covered with the great trees of the northern forest.

			Duke Mathias of the Turin Duchy was something of an enigma. He rarely traveled to the capital and had surprised everyone when he showed up for the coronation. He was a tall reedy man who looked as if the very land had sucked the life out of him and wore flowing robes the color of shifting sands. The majority of his duchy was desert and acted as a buffer between the kingdom and the barbarians of the southern wildlands. With nothing to export to increase their prosperity, his people barely eked out a living in the harsh environment.

			Duchess Helga of the Elnar Duchy was known as the ice queen. She wore a circlet of white diamonds, and a white traveling gown with snow leopard fur graced her shoulders. The Elnar Duchy was far removed from the capital but still considered an integral part of Tavia. Her lands consisted of snowy mountains, expansive icy tundras, and frozen lakes and exported the pelts of seals, bears, white foxes, snow leopards, and mountain wolves.

			Duke Russo of the Lahore Duchy wore a leather doublet studded with steel. Like the majority of his subjects, he was a horseman on the great plains of Tavia. He had a ruddy complexion from being outdoors most days. The duchy was the primary supplier of grains to all parts of the kingdom and raised horses, cattle, and other herd animals for export.

			Duchess Kala of the Berkshire Duchy wore the latest fashion of the capital. Her duchy was the most diverse, in that it had a fishing industry, forests, and farmlands, along with large ranches of cattle and horses. But it was its dealings in finance that made the duchy stand out. Berkshire owned a majority share of the central bank and the lending houses in the capital and brokered most of the financial dealings in the kingdom. This diversification and financial acumen made the duchy the richest and most powerful.

			As Tyrel entered the chamber, he noticed that Duke Alexander and Duke Mathias were seated together and barely rose in acknowledgment. It always surprised him that the two men were thick as thieves, as they couldn’t be more different. Alexander was short and rotund, and Mathias was tall and reedy. Alexander had voracious appetites, while Mathias was miserly. Dresdan was the second most prosperous duchy after Berkshire, while Turin was the poorest. They weren’t friends, but both were shrewd and calculating men. He noted their apparent slight but opted to say nothing, not wanting a hostile environment for this first meeting. He motioned for everyone to be seated.

			“Thank you all for coming,” he said. “As you’ve probably heard, the kingdom has come under attack from the desert tribes. They have—”

			“Excuse me, sire,” Duke Alexander interrupted, “but I was under the impression it was a single attack against one of the fortified border outposts. I’d hardly call that an attack on Tavia.”

			Tyrel seethed at the interruption, knowing the old curmudgeon would never have dared to speak out of turn with his father. His anger rising, he was about to address the impertinent man when Duke Mathias spoke up.

			“I’ve heard the same, my king, and as the village in question is near my border, I would have heard differently if this had been a full-scale attack.”

			This was more than Tyrel could abide. These men were his vassals and, as such, had obligations of homage and allegiance. Their lands were granted to them on the condition that they provide him with military support should the need ever arise. This grant did not give them the right to interrupt or belittle him. Duke Russo spoke before he had a chance to respond.

			“It’s too bad that you both are so ill-informed,” he said. “The city of Eastford has a population that numbers in the thousands and is a major hub for trade and commerce between the east and the kingdom.” Russo turned to face Alexander. “I completely understand your indifference to the plight of my city, as you’re safely ensconced in your northern wilderness. As I understand it, you barely leave your cozy cottage, but you, Mathias, surprise me with your ignorance. Although Eastford is on my side of the border, you garner significant wealth from the trade that flows through the city. I hadn’t realized that your duchy had some newfound source of affluence that you could so easily ignore the coin from Eastford that fills your coffers.”

			The Lord Chamberlain stood and pounded on the table. He was red in the face and visibly shaken at the slight to his king. “My lords, your behavior and outbursts are unseemly. The king has called this meeting to inform you what action we will take in response to this incursion into our kingdom. I advise you all to sit quietly until he is finished.”

			Duke Russo’s and the Lord Chamberlain’s defense mollified Tyrel somewhat, but a roiling knot of anger still grew within him. He’d felt this anger before, usually when he was overstressed, but had always been able to control it. He nodded to the chamberlain and continued. “As I was saying, Tavia has come under attack from the desert tribes, whose numbers are reported to be in the thousands. The cities of Eastford and Falcon Point have both come under attack, and I have sent a company of royal cavalry to respond to the attack on Falcon Point.”

			He turned his attention to Duke Russo. “As Lakehurst is the closest city with an adequate garrison, you will direct a reinforced cavalry company to defend Eastford and report their findings to me. Even if this is, in fact, an isolated attack from a wayward tribe, as some of you believe, we need to put a stop to it immediately, with extreme prejudice. We must send a message that any incursion into our lands will not be tolerated.”

			“As you command, sire,” Russo answered. “I’ll send the order immediately after this meeting.”

			“Thank you,” Tyrel replied graciously and turned to the others. “If the reports are true that this is an all-out attack by the combined desert tribes, I will declare war on them all.”

			The room fell immediately into loud whispering and outrage.

			“I protest vehemently,” Duke Alexander shouted, standing. “This will bankrupt our duchies in service of a war that’s ill-advised and completely unnecessary. This attack has no impact on my duchy or my people, and I cannot in good conscience support this endeavor.”

			“Quiet!” Tyrel shouted. After everyone settled down, he continued. “Duke Alexander, you rule at the behest of the crown. You may not have noticed, but I wear the crown of Tavia. If I ever hear an outburst like that again, I will strip you of your title and lands and throw you into the streets penniless. Do you understand me?”

			“You cannot do that,” Alexander said shocked. “My family has ruled the Dresdan Duchy for more generations than can be counted. I’m sorry your father was murdered, but you’re young and impetuous and have just become king. You should heed the advice of your elders and not go off to war just to seek revenge and soothe your injured soul.”

			Enraged, Tyrel leapt to his feet, glaring at the older man and wishing he could throttle him. He was shocked to see the old duke’s face turn red as he began to claw at his throat. Everyone jumped to their feet and rushed to help the older man. Tyrel was wondering if he was having a seizure when Kala stepped close to his side.

			“My king, release your power, else you will kill him,” she whispered urgently so quietly no one but him could hear. “You must calm down and control yourself.”

			He was so shocked that his anger immediately dissipated, and the duke gasped in a shaky breath. Tyrel stared at Kala in astonishment.

			“Say nothing,” she continued. “We can talk of this later.”

			If any of the others learned their new king had magical power and had used it to nearly kill one of their own, there was no telling the chaos that might follow. Tyrel took a moment to collect himself and wait for the others to be seated. “Lord Chamberlain, call my guards and have this man removed and sent to the dungeons. Duke Alexander, I hereby—”

			Before he could pass a decree that would be irrevocable, Duchess Helga of Elnar stood. “Sire, please wait. Although you’re right to strip Duke Alexander of his title and lands for his insulting words, please consider the stress we’ve all been under these past few days. I implore you to remember that and the very real possibility that our kingdom is under attack. Is his crime so heinous that he should be removed when we may need the support of his duchy?”

			Tyrel thought for a moment and finally motioned for the chamberlain to sit back down. He took a deep breath to calm his wildly beating heart. He would not let the older man rattle him—he was king and would prove to all in the council that he could govern decisively. He turned his glare on the old duke. “Duke Alexander, you can thank your lucky stars and this intelligent, insightful woman that you’re not on your way to my dungeons. Duchess Helga, thank you for showing a clear head in these trying times. It’s true—I’m under a great deal of stress, and I stand here before you with a heavy heart. But know this: I am the king and will not be insulted or undermined by anyone. I’m not a tyrant, but you will do well to remember who wears the crown.”

			Still flushed, the Duke of Dresdan bowed deeply. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. I spoke without thinking. The stress of these past days has addled my brain.”

			The shock finally wore off, and the Marshall of the Armies spoke up. “Your Majesty, we currently have five hundred fighting soldiers each at the cities of Eastford and Lakehurst. Though these cities lie in the Lahore Duchy, they’re border cities and have been garrisoned with royal units to prevent incursions from the desert territories. These units each contain two companies of cavalry, one light and one heavy, and three companies of bowmen and foot soldiers. Your royal forces in Constantine consist of three hundred soldiers—one company of heavy horse, and two companies of light horse—of which one’s been deployed to Falcon Point.”

			Tyrel nodded, and the marshal continued.

			“There are also smaller militias, each one hundred bowmen and foot soldiers, at the smaller cities we could draw on. If the tribes have collectively joined in an attack against our kingdom, wartime levies from the duchies would bolster our forces to approximately one thousand horse, heavy and light, and ten thousand soldiers.”

			“Thank you, Marshal,” Tyrel replied. “If required, how quickly can we field these levies?”

			“The garrisons of the cities are fully ready now, sire, but the duchies may require a little more time to gather their men. I would have to defer to them on their readiness plans.”

			“Your Majesty,” Duchess Kala said, “although I’m new to this seat, I’ve been studying my duchy and its resources for years. I can supply the required troops in as little as one week.”

			“I too can add my soldiers to the effort, but it will take time to gather them and even longer to move them from the tundra and mountains,” Duchess Helga answered. “The distances can be staggering.”

			“Sire, I’ve already called for my levies and soldiers to gather at Lakehurst,” Duke Russo said. “I should have my army ready to move within days.”

			Tyrel looked at Alexander and Mathias. Mathias furrowed his brow for a moment before answering. “Sire, as you know, due to the limitations of my lands, I have no heavy horse, but I can deploy the rest of my forces as soon as I can gather them. Unfortunately, that may take some time, as they’re spread out across the swamps and deserts of my lands. With that in mind, if the tribes have gathered and attacked as one force, my armies will be able to attack them from the rear. This would soundly defeat almost any size force, as they’d have to fight on two fronts.”

			Finally, Duke Alexander spoke. “Sire, I sincerely apologize for my earlier outburst. I, too, can gather my army in a little more than a week. Once gathered, I will march them to Lakehurst and join with the armies of Lahore.”

			“Very well, the plan is finalized,” Tyrel said, nodding at everyone seated at the table. “We’ll gather at Lakehurst and launch whatever attack is necessary. Duke Mathias, we will use messenger birds to communicate between our two forces. Duchess Helga, as you are the most distant, I want you to hold your troops just north of Lakehurst. Your army will be kept in reserve in case they are needed. Any further questions or concerns?”

			No one said anything.

			“Thank you. You’re dismissed to carry out your respective tasks.”

			As everyone exited the room, Tyrel motioned for Kala to stay back. When the room was empty, he looked at her and saw the shock of what had happened mirrored in her eyes.

			“How did you know what was happening,” he asked, “when I had no idea what I was doing? I remember feeling intense anger and wanting to throttle that old man for his insult.”

			Kala placed her hand on his arm. “I know because the same thing happened to my father. My sister and I recognized that he was using power, but he had no idea of his abilities. The power can be wild and unpredictable, especially in times of great stress. You must be very careful, as you are untrained in its use and might accidentally kill someone if your anger gets the better of you.”

			Tyrel took her hand as he thought about what she’d said. He had too many questions and no time for understanding. How was it that he had magical power? Why had he never realized it before and why had no one else ever discovered it? He also wondered what else he could do. This revelation couldn’t have come at a more inopportune time. Tavia was under attack, and the last thing he needed was another distraction. “Did that happen to your father? Did he kill someone accidentally?”

			“My father has killed many people, but never by accident.”

			He wanted to explore that and, more importantly, what she could teach him, but there was no time. “Kala, I appreciate what you did for me and hope you can help me control this.”

			She gave him a brilliant smile. “I’ll be happy to help you in any way I can. Magic can be a blessing or a curse, and control is crucial.”

			He took her face in his hands and kissed her forehead. “You’re remarkable, my lady, and I would love nothing more to spend time exploring this with you, but I must confer with the marshal and the Lord Chamberlain.”

			Kala nodded. “Of course. I’ll see you later.”

			With one last look at the remarkable woman who would become his wife, Tyrel strode from the council room, thoughts of war and magic swirling around his mind.
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			“Why didn’t you support me against that young upstart?” Alexander snarled at Mathias. “I swear he was choking me.”

			“Calm yourself, Alexander, before you have another fit,” Mathias replied condescendingly. “How could the king choke you? He was nowhere near you. You probably just got too excited.”

			He looked around to confirm that they were alone in the suite of rooms allocated to dignitaries visiting the castle. Alexander already had a glass of wine in his hand and stared angrily at his co-conspirator.

			“Better for us that I’m not seen supporting you,” Mathias continued. “But this plays right into our plans to undermine him. Let him call for his war and levies. We’ll agree to supply the required men and supplies but just delay deploying them. The king will have to face the desert hordes without us, which should sufficiently weaken him and his loyal followers that we’ll be able to remove him with little resistance. That is, if he survives the battle. Once we arrive and defeat the tribes, we’ll be able to remove him with little resistance; that is, if he survives the battle.”

			Alexander nodded and handed a glass of wine to Mathias. “Good. Once I’m crowned king, I’ll take care of you, my friend. You’ll never be poor again under my rule. By the time any of the others realize what we’re doing, it’ll be too late.”

			“Too late indeed,” Mathias said, lifting his glass.

			“The king’s reign will be short and painful,” Alexander replied. He was so caught up in his own machinations of becoming king that he didn’t notice the shrewd smile on Mathias’s face.

			Very short and very painful indeed.
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Falcon Point

			Raz stood on the battlements of the city of Falcon Point. It was the morning after their arrival, and she was watching for any sign of an attack. She wasn’t alone on the ramparts; at least a dozen guards were watching along with her. When they arrived last night at Falcon Point, Natasha and Raz told the city commander of the attack at Eastford. Initially, the commander didn’t believe their story.

			“You must have been mistaken in the numbers you saw,” he replied condescendingly, unable to believe two women could possibly know anything about warfare. “In all my years, I’ve never heard of such a thing. It’s true that the tribes conducted raids in the past, but those were on individual citizens and traveling caravans—easy targets for bandits and nomads. To attack a city the size of Eastford is preposterous. It has a fortified castle with a garrison of over five hundred fighting men and light and heavy cavalry units that would decimate any raiding party.”

			“I don’t doubt that, but this happened at night, as we were finishing our show,” Natasha said. “My troupe was camped outside the walls and performing for a large audience when the desert warriors attacked.”

			“Perhaps you saw a raiding party attack but not the city garrison repelling them?” the commander said skeptically.

			“I saw it all happen, too,” Raz replied. “The main gates were open to allow easy access to the gypsy camp. I was watching the show when the horde attacked, hundreds pouring out of the surrounding countryside and a large group breaking off to attack the gypsies. It happened so fast that the gate guards stood no chance. From then on, I was busy fighting and trying to stay alive.”

			“So you didn’t see the garrison fighting back?” he asked.

			“I did not,” Raz replied. “But after we escaped, I stopped on a hill to see if we were followed and saw a vast army that numbered in the thousands.”

			The commander stood quietly, digesting that. “This is unbelievable,” he finally said.

			“There’s more,” Natasha said. “Later that night, we stopped to rest and discovered a group of them following us. They were chasing down everyone who’d escaped and had already captured quite a few.”

			“And yet you managed to get away.”

			The commander’s tone had begun to anger Raz, and she moved dangerously closer to him. Natasha’s hand on her arm stopped her before she could do anything they would all regret. “Commander,” she replied in her best condescending tone. “I’ve been in countless battles and fought many types of warriors, men and women alike. I can tell you that the main body attacking Eastford was not a small raiding party, although the group who followed us was a small scouting party. We escaped them by setting fire to the forest where they stopped. Franc and I killed them as they tried to escape.” She pointed out Franc, who was standing off to one side behind the two women.

			“This is true?” the commander asked, staring at Franc.

			“Yes,” he replied. “It was Raz’s plan. She set fire to the trees, and when the desert men panicked and tried to run, I shot most of them with my bow. While they were distracted, Raz snuck behind them and rescued the people they’d captured. We both finished the ones I missed, but unfortunately, one of them did get away.”

			With the story corroborated by Franc, the commander decided to double the guards on the walls. “I’ll send a scouting party towards Eastford in the morning to better understand what happened.”

			Early the next morning, Raz watched a mounted scouting party leave towards Eastford. Less than three hours later, she saw a dust cloud approaching and realized it was the returning scouts riding hard.

			This can’t be good.

			“Open the gates,” one of the sentries on the wall shouted.

			As they rode into the city, the scout sergeant called for the gates to be closed and barred. The commander was waiting for them in the courtyard as they dismounted, and Raz leaned over the battlements to listen to the sergeant’s report.

			“Sir, a large group of desert fighters is rapidly approaching on foot. We watched them for as long as was safe. There have to be at least a hundred of them, and if they maintain their pace, they’ll reach here sometime tonight.”

			“Damn,” the commander said softly. He looked to his second-in-command. “Lieutenant, gather the other lieutenants and sergeants to prepare for an attack.”

			After a moment’s thought, he added, “Invite the gypsy leader and the two who ambushed the raiders last night. I have a feeling we’ll need all the help we can get.”

			Raz remained on the battlements, thinking about what was about to happen. She was tempted to leave immediately. Earlier, she’d sent a bird to Master Menz explaining her situation but had received no word back.

			I wonder if he’ll even answer me.

			She knew she could leave at any time without repercussions from the guild. She’d finished her mission and sent her report. It would be easy to buy or steal two horses and ride back to Constantine with Roland. Granted, he was still healing, but he was mended enough to make the trip. Still, she was conflicted, feeling an urge to stay and help the gypsies, especially Natasha. That woman had every reason to hate her but had helped Roland when asked. With a sinking feeling, Raz knew she would never leave Falcon Point when there was a chance more gypsies who’d survived the Eastford attack would find their way here.

			What’s wrong with me? I owe them nothing. I should have left last night.

			As she contemplated what she would do, she heard footsteps and knew immediately from the sound of the tread that it was Franc. If she were honest with herself, he was another reason she hadn’t left yet. There was something about the man that attracted her, an attraction she hadn’t felt in a long time.

			“They’re calling for us,” Franc said. “I guess the commander wants our expertise in killing desert rats.”

			“I heard,” she replied, adjusting her swords without thinking.

			Franc watched her, clearly wondering what she would do. “So, you’ll be staying then?” he finally asked.

			“Of course. Who’ll protect your sorry ass if I left?”

			Franc twisted his shoulders to look at his backside. He turned back with a smile. “It is pretty sorry, isn’t it?”

			“And then some,” Raz replied but couldn’t hold back a smile of her own. “Let’s get to it then.”
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			The calvary company continued to make good time. It was the third day, and they’d arrive at Falcon Point shortly. The captain called for a stop, and the company peeled off to each side of the road. When he called his lieutenants forward for a meeting, Jeda followed Jacob. The captain frowned at him when he joined the meeting uninvited but didn’t turn him away.

			“Gentlemen, we’re about two miles from the city. I want you to rest your men and horses while I send a squad ahead to see what the situation is at Falcon Point. Lieutenant DeLongo, you’ll lead the squad; I want you to approach as quietly as possible and report back to me with your findings.”

			“Yes, sir,” the lieutenant replied.

			“Captain, might I request to join the scouting party?” Jeda asked. “I don’t doubt your men’s abilities, but I have extensive experience in such endeavors. I’m also magically enhanced. If anyone can get close to the city without being spotted, it will be me.”

			“I was briefed on your capabilities by the marshal and will approve your request, but the lieutenant will be in charge.” the captain replied. “Agreed?”

			“Of course,” Jeda replied, “and thank you.”

			“I doubt if I could have stopped you anyway,” the captain said. “Gentlemen, see to your men.”

			As Jacob walked with Jeda back to the platoon, he looked at his cousin and said, “That’s another part of your life I’ll be interested in learning about.”

			“And I might tell you when this is all over.”

			Kara came close to having a fit when she found out she had to stay back at camp while Jeda went on the scouting trip. “Da, this isn’t fair. I’m more capable than any of these men, and you know it.”

			“I know, but you’re also a countess, and this isn’t a mission for you.”

			Her face turned deep red, and Jeda thought she might burst a blood vessel if she didn’t calm down.

			“Besides, your mother needs you here,” he said. “I don’t feel comfortable leaving her among all these virile men.”

			Keisha snorted at that and failed miserably to cover it with a cough. Kara looked at her suspiciously. “Kara, your Da’s right. I’d like you to stay with me. Remember how the men looked at you when you were alone?” Keisha asked.

			Kara scowled but finally nodded.

			“I promise I’ll take you on the next mission,” Jeda told her, hugging her. He kissed Keisha goodbye before mounting his horse and joining Jacob and the squad.

			“Not a word,” Jeda said, seeing Jacob’s grin.

			“I’m just glad I didn’t have to give her the news.”

			When they were less than a mile from the city, the men stopped and dismounted, silently approaching through the trees until they got close enough to see the city. Though not unexpected, the number of desert warriors outside the walls was surprising. Jacob motioned for his men to spread out to count their numbers better. He and Jeda stayed in place and saw that several of them were building crude ladders to scale the walls.

			“I wonder how many times they’ve tried that already?” Jacob whispered.

			“I doubt they’ve tried it before. See the bodies at the bottom of the walls? It looks like they tried ropes first.”

			“Only an idiot would try that,” Jacob said.

			“Well, you’re about to see one in action.”

			Before he could protest, Jeda disappeared into the trees. “Damn, what the hell kind of cousin do I have? If he gets captured or hurt, the countess will kill me.”

			Jeda moved silently to a shadowed section of the wall away from the road and climbed a large tree. The distance from it to the wall was significant—there was no way for anyone to cross it... except an assassin trained to sneak into any building and overcome any obstacle. Jeda was high enough in the tree to look down on the walls, but fortunately, the city guards were busy watching the enemy making their ladders.

			I’ll have to have words with the city commander.

			He removed a thin rope from his pack and uncoiled it. The end of the rope had a three-prong hook attached; Jeda twirled it around a few times and released it. The hook caught on the top of the battlements, and he pulled it tight. He secured the rope to the tree, threw a bandana over it, and with a push off his perch, flew across the open area and hit the wall feet-first. Not waiting to see if he’d been discovered, he climbed over the wall and came face to face with the last person he expected.

			“Hello, Jeda,” Raz said. “Long time, huh?”

			He didn’t hesitate a second, drawing a pair of knives and crouching in front of her.

			“Whoa,” she said, stepping back with raised hands. “This isn’t the time or place for that.” She hadn’t drawn her swords and stood defenseless against his drawn knives. It would be short work to kill her.

			He stood, put his knives away, and handed her a letter. “From Master Menz.”

			Raz quickly read the message, then just shook her head. “That figures,” she said, more to herself than him.

			Jeda wondered what Menz had said to her, but if Raz wanted to tell him, she would.  “Have you seen Natasha?”

			“Yes, I was with her when she escaped the attack with your children.”

			The relief was overwhelming and Jeda let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Thank the gods for that. What’s the situation in the city?”

			“The nomads have attacked repeatedly for the last two days, but we’ve beat them back every time. The ladders are something new, which may cause more problems than the garrison can handle. I was looking for an escape route when I spotted you.”

			“Well, I came with a full cavalry company,” Jeda replied. “There are a hundred and fifty mounted men outfitted with lances, bows, and swords about two miles down the road. That should change your mind about escaping.”

			“That’s the best news I’ve had in days. To be honest, I wasn’t sure how I’d convince Natasha and Franc to escape with Roland and me, but I was going to try to guilt her using the children.”

			“If anything could change her mind, that would have been it. So, Franc is with you?”

			“Yes, I’m not sure we would have made it without him.”

			“I’m glad they’re all safe. Let’s go talk with the city commander and figure out how we’re going to beat these murdering bastards.”

			Raz nodded and turned her back on the very assassin she’d tried to kill years ago. The letter from Master Menz must have been quite compelling for her to trust him so fully now.
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The Best Laid Plans

			Sybelle stood to one side as Arin argued with the desert chieftains. He wanted to move the armies north and attack more villages and towns, but the chieftains had refused to leave their first significant victory in the hated kingdom. Their men had been in the city for days, wreaking havoc. Sybelle had known this might happen and tried to tell Arin, but he was too arrogant to listen to a mere woman.

			“The city’s already been defeated,” Arin argued. “If we delay any longer celebrating the victory, Tavia will have time to gather their armies and launch a counterattack. We cannot afford to face their combined might.”

			“You worry too much, young prince, and give these kingdom dogs too much credit,” one of the chieftains replied, his smirk showing exactly what he thought of this young upstart.

			Arin bristled at the man’s condescending tone, but there was nothing he could do. His control of the combined armies had always been tenuous and depended heavily on Sybelle’s magic. This latest decision by the other chieftains was just one more example of how little control Arin actually wielded. She’d had enough of him repeatedly ignoring her advice and treating her like a tool—she’d let him sink or swim in the mire of his own making.

			I wonder how you feel now, big man?

			“Prince Arin,” another spoke up, “the men need to be able to celebrate their victories. They hunger for more fighting, but that’s not all they lust after. Let them enjoy the fruits of their labors.”

			Sybelle knew he was referring not only to stealing the gold and jewels from the city but raping the women, but truthfully, she didn’t care. Tavia was a kingdom of hypocrites that had reviled and hunted her to near death when they discovered she was part of the Black Coven.

			They’ll soon rue what they’ve created.

			She’d still help Arin defeat Tavia’s magical fighters, but she wouldn’t help him solve this problem. After all, she was just a vacuous woman who happened to know a spell or two. The desert fighters would eventually move north and face the kingdom’s armies, and that was when Sybelle would bring forth her circle of magical warriors. The kingdom mages were too pompous and confident in their prowess to think they might have to combine their magic to defeat a ragtag collection of desert mongrels. Sybelle practically shivered as she thought of how they would pay for the suffering they’d heaped upon her.

			They’ll all burn.
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			No matter how much Arin railed, threatened, and tried to coerce the chieftains to hasten, they wouldn’t listen. They simply laughed at him and drank themselves into a stupor every night. Worst of all was the crushing disappointment when he learned the ignorant desert fighters had released all the cavalry horses. He’d wanted to mount a scouting party, but that plan was now ruined.

			“Who ordered the horses released?” Arin screamed, spittle flying out of his mouth.

			“It was Chieftain Baggor, my prince,” a warrior replied.

			Arin struggled not to kill the man, who was from Baggor’s clan, then and there. The consequences of killing a warrior from another tribe were extreme, and such an act would destroy the entire campaign. He took a deep breath and calmed himself. “Where’s your chieftain? I would have words with him.”

			“When last I saw him, he was carrying a bottle of wine and dragging two kingdom whores into the city. No one has seen him since.”

			“When your chieftain is done drinking and whoring, tell him to come see me.”

			“Yes, my prince. I will inform him of your wishes.”

			He hurried away before Arin could ask any more questions, relieved to escape without consequences. Baggor had ordered him to tell Prince Arin that he’d ordered the horses freed, and if questioned why, he was to say, The kingdom curs are weak-kneed and need beasts of burden to carry them into war, but we are warriors of the desert, and we march to battle. Thankfully, the prince hadn’t asked him why the horses were freed and he hadn’t had to give him Baggor’s answer. He was sure he wouldn’t be walking back to the city now if he’d said that to the prince.

			Arin stared in disbelief at the warrior’s retreating back. His plans to strike quickly and disappear into the plains were falling apart. He couldn’t believe his hands were tied by these short-sighted savages. It would be a miracle if they ever made it out of Eastford.

			“Is there a problem, my prince?” Sybelle asked, walking up to him.

			Arin knew she’d been aware of his plans to use the horses as scouts and was incensed that she would ask him anything about this latest disaster. “Nothing I can’t handle. Just have your warriors ready when I need them.”

			“As you command, my prince. As you command.”
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			Baggor rode hard. He had no problem riding horses. They were beasts of burden, and he required that now. He rode with five of his most trusted warriors, each man with a spare horse. Time was of the essence, and they had about fifty miles to ride to get to the secret meeting. The extra horses should allow them to get to the meeting and back to Eastford before anyone knew they were gone. Before he left, he put on a show with a bottle of wine and a couple of kingdom whores—a pretense that everyone would believe.

			After riding for hours, the riders saw the fires of an encampment in the distance. When they approached the camp, they were stopped and told to dismount. Baggor informed the guard that he was expected and was led to a large campaign tent. Pulling the flap back, he ducked into the tent and bowed his head to the man sitting behind the table.

			“Good evening, Duke Mathias,” Baggor said. “It’s good to see you again.”

			“Cousin, please sit and have a drink with me,” Mathias replied. “I’m anxious to hear how our plans are progressing.”
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Reunion at Falcon Point

			Jacob anxiously watched the walls of Falcon Point for any sign of movement. After an infuriating length of time, a rope finally dropped, and Jeda slid down. He hurried over through the cover of the tress and squatted beside his cousin. “Where have you been? I was just about to leave.”

			“Good. We need to get back to the others quickly.”

			As they returned to the horses, Jacob signaled the other scouts to regroup. “Why the rush?” he asked. “What happened in there?”

			“I met with the city commander and told him the company’s nearby. We devised a plan to defeat the raiders. Let’s go. I have to brief the captain; there’s not much time.”

			Confused and angry, Jacob shook his head. “Wait, what? You made plans with the city commander without consulting the captain or me first? Who gave you that authority?”

			Jeda expelled an exasperated breath. “We don’t have time for this. I need to get back and let the captain know what the city garrison is about to do.” Without any further discussion, he jumped on his horse and started riding back, leaving Jacob standing beside his mount with his mouth open.

			“Sir?” his sergeant asked, “do we stay or follow him?”

			“Well, damn,” Jacob replied, “I guess he’s in charge now. Let’s follow the maniac.”

			The rest of the scouting party hurried after Jeda.

			He was talking to the captain and the other lieutenants when Jacob arrived and rushed over to join them. “I met with the city commander,” Jeda was saying, “and once he heard that you were here, he came up with a plan to use his garrison and your company to defeat the raiders.”

			“Sir,” Jacob interrupted, “I know nothing of this. My crazy cousin flew over the city walls before I could stop him, then came back and raced here without telling me anything.”

			“Lieutenant DeLongo, I apologize,” Jeda said, nodding to Jacob, “but timing is critical to the success of this plan. I didn’t intend to undermine your authority, but the commander doesn’t think they’ll be able to hold the city once the raiders start using ladders.”

			Jacob frowned but nodded in return.

			“What’s the commander’s plan?” the captain asked Jeda. “I’ll not lead my men on a suicide mission with little chance of success.”

			“He has a small contingent of horses and a company of foot,” Jeda said, “but he’s suffered heavy losses from the previous assaults. He plans to open the eastern gates for a head-on attack. The desert fighters are fanatical, and once they see the gates open, he believes they’ll attack there. With them drawn to the east, you’ll be able to approach unseen from the west. He recommended splitting your men to encircle the city and attack the raiders in a pincer movement. With the city garrison attacking from the front and your men attacking their flanks, he believes we’ll win the day.”

			The captain stood quietly, thinking through this plan. He finally looked up and asked Jeda, “When?”

			“I informed the commander we were two miles to the west, and he said it would take him about two hours to organize his forces. Once they’re ready, they’ll shoot a burning arrow skyward to signal the attack. We agreed on that plan about thirty minutes ago.”

			“Lieutenant DeLongo, what’s your assessment of the situation?” the captain asked.

			“Sir, I couldn’t get inside the city, but I estimate approximately a hundred raiders are attacking it. We saw dead bodies and ropes along the ground outside the walls, which I surmised were from the previous failed attacks. My men and I also saw the raiders making rough ladders. They’re all on foot, so if the commander can draw them to the east, this plan has a good chance of success.”

			“Mr. DeLongo,” the captain said, looking at Jeda, “I don’t care for your methods, but I cannot deny that this might be the best plan for defeating these invaders.” He then looked at his lieutenants “Gentlemen, get your men ready. We’ll move forward and position ourselves just out of view of the city. Once we see the commander’s signal, the first and second platoons will skirt the city’s north side while the third and fourth platoons move around the south. Hit them first with our lances and then follow through with swords.” He looked back at Jeda. “You, sir, will stay back with your wife and daughter. You may be skilled at climbing walls and infiltrating a city, but you’re not a cavalryman, and I have no men to spare to safeguard any of you. Give the countess my regards and let her know my orders.”

			“Understood,” Jeda replied. He had no intention of getting in the way of these men. He almost felt bad for the desert fighters, who’d stand little chance against a mounted attack. Almost.

			He went back to tell Keisha and Kara what had happened. “I saw Natasha and the children. They’re safe, but I had no time to do anything except hug them and let them know help was on the way. Franc and Raz were also there, helping to protect them.”

			Jeda saw Kara’s frown at the mention of Raz but had no time to talk with her before the signal came to advance.
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			The flaming arrow went up, and the calvary company charged, splitting in half and circling around the city as planned. Jeda held Keisha and Kara back from the fighting, though they both wanted to go forward at once.

			“We must wait,” he said. “This fight will be nothing like you’ve ever witnessed before. The cavalry has the advantage, but the desert fighters are zealots and will fight to the death. I believe we’ll prevail, but there will be heavy casualties. We’ll stay back until the captain sends word for us to move to the city. Keisha, my love, you must stand ready to help with the wounded. Kara, you and I will watch for any fighters that escape west and eliminate them. I doubt there will be many, but we must be vigilant. Once it’s safe, we’ll go into the city and find Natasha and the children.”

			The battle was horrific. As planned, the garrison soldiers charged out the gates and engaged the raiders, who were so caught up in their blood lust that they didn’t hear the thunder of the horses until it was too late. The shock and awe of the cavalry charge, and the clash of steel and hoofs smashing into their flanks caused massive confusion and chaos. They fought back with a vengeance, but fighting on three fronts was near impossible, and the tide quickly turned against them.

			It seemed like days, but the fighting only lasted a few hours. As Jeda had anticipated, the desert warriors fought to the death. The dead on both sides numbered in the hundreds, and a good many of the horses were killed in the melee. The walls of the city ran red with blood, the ground littered with wounded men crying out in pain and horses screaming in their death throes. Finally, the captain sent word that the battle was over, and Jeda, Keisha, and Kara rushed forward. They reported to the captain that no desert fighters had fled west, and he said about a dozen had escaped to the east.

			When they made it inside the city, Natasha, Franc, Raz, and the children were waiting in the main courtyard. They rushed forward, and Keisha was swarmed by her two little hurricanes, grabbing her like they’d never let go. Jeda hugged and thanked Natasha and Franc for protecting his children, but Kara stood to the side with swords drawn, staring down Raz, who stared back but didn’t draw her swords.

			“Arm yourself, demon,” Kara snarled, “or I’ll kill you where you stand.”

			“This isn’t the time or the place,” Raz replied, backing up. “I no longer have any quarrel with you or your family.”

			“But I have one with you,” Kara growled, stepping forward.

			Before she could attack Raz, Natasha intercepted her.

			“Granddaughter, stop,” she said with raised hands. “This woman has done nothing but help protect us since we fled from Eastford. She could have escaped all this madness at any time, but she chose to stay with us. Without her, I fear we would all have died. I have every reason to want her dead too, but you will not fight her. I’ve let go of my anger towards her and so should you.”

			“Nana Natasha, she killed Da. I watched him die.”

			“You’re right,” Raz said. “I did kill your father. However, the fact that he’s standing here, alive and unscathed, is proof I failed. Trust me, I don’t like your father, but I have specific orders not to fight him again and no wish to fight you either.”

			“It’s true, Kara,” Jeda said. “Master Menz gave me a letter for Raz and has clearly ordered her not to fight us. But if you provoke her, she will defend herself. Please stop and stand down.”

			Kara stood, angry and shaking, undecided about what to do. This woman, this enemy, had been the prime reason she’d worked so hard to become a warrior herself. She would have her revenge. Before she could attack, Franc walked over to her.

			“By the stars above, you’ve grown into such a beautiful woman, and deadly by the looks of those swords you hold. It’s been too many years since we last played together,” he said.

			Kara let her swords drop to her side when he stepped in front of her. Franc was like a favorite uncle, and she remembered the hours he’d played with her and Kala. He smiled, brought her into his arms, and hugged her fiercely, whispering in her ear. Kara slumped against him in defeat. She stepped out of his embrace, put away her swords, and went to join her father.

			Jeda’s mouth fell open. “What did Franc say to you?”

			“He said, Please don’t kill her. I really like her,” Kara replied, a little shocked. “Da, I think he wants her to be his girlfriend.”

			Jeda turned and looked at Raz and Franc, who were standing next to each other, close but not quite touching. He was smiling at her, and she looked back with a smirk. Two of the deadliest swordfighters he’d ever met looked to have become star-struck lovers. He shook his head with a slight smile of his own.

			“Will wonders never cease?”
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Leaving for 
Lakehurst

			Tyrel was irritated that the Duke of Dresdan and his army had yet to arrive. Although it was initially decided that the duke would ride to Lahore, he had sent Tyrel a message that he would meet him in Constantine instead. Tyrel’s royal units and those of Berkshire had been camped outside Constantine for two days, and the king had begun to worry. The day after the war council, he’d received word from the Eastford commander that the city was under siege by thousands of desert warriors. With the number of invaders confirmed by an expert source, Tyrel declared war on the desert tribes and called for the duchies to gather their levies. A week later, his total forces were four hundred heavy and light horses and twenty-five hundred soldiers, a far cry from the total levies owed him.

			He’d meet the Lahore Duchy army at Lakehurst, and the Elnar army would hold at Stonemist in reserve. The Turin fighters were to attack the horde from the south, and he’d contact them by bird when the fighting began. It was Dresdan’s army that Tyrel sorely missed right now. Duke Alexander had sent word that he was experiencing delays in gathering his forces but would come as soon as possible. Tyrel felt that the old man was purposefully undermining his authority, but he had no choice but to wait and hope Dresdan’s armies would arrive soon. He might have to rethink keeping Elnar’s army in reserve if Dresdan didn’t appear soon.

			Three days ago, Tyrel had received word that Eastford was in dire straits and requested immediate help. He hoped the reinforcements sent from Lakehurst would arrive in time to assist the beleaguered city until the rest of Tavia’s forces could come. The desert attack had caught Eastford unaware. Not exactly unprepared, but surprised that such a force had gathered to strike the kingdom. The border cities were reinforced, but no city’s forces were enough against the combined might of the desert tribes. His plan to defeat the desert horde was initially met with skepticism, but Tyrel had eventually won the council over.

			“If we combine the light and heavy horse units from Constantine and Lakehurst, we can meet the horde on the open plain and stop their advance until the combined armies from the capital, Berkshire, and Dresdan arrive. Then, when Turin’s army arrives from the south, we can decimate them with a hammer-and-anvil movement.”

			What surprised him was how little argument he got from Dukes Alexander and Mathias. They capitulated after a token show of disagreement. In retrospect, that ought of have rung alarms, but he’d been too caught up in the need to act to pursue it further. He wondered if he’d missed something and the two dukes were plotting to undermine him. Tyrel knew that Alexander hated him and would probably do anything to see him fail, but he’d never had reason to concern himself over Mathias’s loyalty.

			“That stubborn old bastard Alexander will be the death of us all,” he muttered.

			“He could be telling the truth,” Kala said.

			She knew all too well how difficult it was to gather men and supplies for war. The week leading up to their departure had been filled with hectic activity as she returned to the Berkshire Duchy and immediately sent out a call to arms. Her lands were vast and her subjects widespread, and it had taken the entire week to gather her knights, soldiers, and levies and ensure they were properly outfitted and supplied. Without her dedicated staff of nobles, counselors, and advisors, she would never have accomplished the daunting task. Thankfully, Gelda and Ranker were there to assist. It was overwhelming and had kept her busy day and night, and she’d wished Kara were there to help more than once, but the Berkshire Duchy had mustered the required levies by the end of the promised week.

			“You’re right,” Tyrel replied. “He could be telling the truth, but I highly doubt it. The man hates me, especially after the incident in the war council. Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do about it now.”

			As they stood waiting, a runner came from the city. “Your Majesty, a message from Eastford.”

			Tyrel quickly read the contents. “Damn.”

			“What is it?” Kala asked.

			Tyrel shook his head and called for the marshal. He remained silent until the man came.

			“Yes, sire,” the marshal said.

			“Eastford has fallen,” Tyrel explained. “We won’t wait any longer for Dresdan. They can follow us to the battlefield... if they ever come at all. Order the army to move.”

			The order of the march had been previously decided. The light horse were first, as they could cover more ground and scout ahead of the main force. The heavy horse followed, with the knights and their heavy armor loaded in wagons, their horses tied to the back to plod along. The wizards and witches who’d agreed to come along were next, riding in their own wagons. The king’s relationship with the wizard community and the witch’s coven was not that of a liege lord and vassal but rather an understanding of mutual cooperation. As such, the king had requested their presence, and thankfully, the majority of them had agreed to support the war effort. The last element to move out were the foot soldiers, consisting of lancers, archers, and swordsmen.
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			It was their third day on the road, and Kala couldn’t help but enjoy the surrounding countryside. The sun was shining, the air crisp, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The scenery was beautiful, with miles upon miles of golden grasses on rolling hills dotted sporadically with stands of trees. Tyrel and Kala had decided to ride in the front with the light cavalry. He was anxious to get to Lakehurst, and she didn’t want to leave his side. She’d begun teaching him the basics of magic during the few private moments they shared during the march.

			“Never forget that magic is a double-edged sword, just as ready to cut you as your enemy,” she intoned, remembering the lessons her grandmothers had drilled into her. “More than one wizard or witch has failed miserably because they relied too much on their magic. My father nearly lost his life because of it.”

			“It seems, from your tales, that you and your father have led quite interesting lives,” Tyrel replied after another lesson.

			Kala chuckled and shook her head. “Interesting? I’m not sure that’s what we’d call it. Dangerous? Yes. Horrifying? At times. But interesting, hmm, not so much. I was never so relieved as when we finally settled at Grandmother’s duchy.”

			“When this is over, I look forward to hearing of all your interesting times, horrifying or not.”

			As they traveled east, a mounted scouting party from the Lahore Duchy met them on the road. Duke Russo had sent them along the highway to meet the king and pass on the latest intelligence.

			“What news?” Tyrel asked the sergeant as he rode up.

			“Your majesty,” he replied, “I’m afraid the news is grim. Eastford is lost. The light horse that Duke Russo sent to help arrived too late—the horde had already taken the city and was still plundering it. The captain reported that the desert army was keeping inside the city walls, and he couldn’t tell what was happening or the plight of the people still inside.”

			Tyrel didn’t tell the man he already knew about Eastford. The sergeant and his men had ridden day and night to get the information to him, and he wouldn’t make light of their efforts.

			“Where’s Duke Russo?” Tyrel asked.

			“Sire, he’s waiting for you at Lakehurst with the armies of Lahore. I was to report back to him after I found you and gave you the news.”

			“I’m glad you came. Please tell the duke we should arrive shortly with two companies of light horse and the rest of the army from Constantine is a few days behind us. Additionally, I want him to send a message to the Duchess of Elnar. Her forces should be camped just south of Stonemist, and I want her troops to march south and join us. When all the armies are massed, the marshal and generals will organize the men into fighting echelons and prepare them. I want everyone ready to march south three days after we arrive.”

			“Yes, sire,’ the sergeant replied with a nod to the king. “Will that be all?”

			“I would tell you to rest yourself and your men, but these are dire times and I need that message to get to the duchess as quickly as possible.”

			“Sire, I can go to Stonemist myself with a few of my men. If we ride through the night, we can be there by morning, which will save at least a day. The rest of my unit can report to the duke with your orders.”

			“Good man,” Tyrell said. “With men like you, who can think on their feet, we shall soon send these invaders back to the hells they came from.”

			The man sat taller in his saddle at the king’s praise, saluted, and rode back to his men. They soon separated, with the sergeant and two others heading north and the rest riding east.

			“That was well done,” Kala said softly. “You’re truly the king the people need.”

			“My father always said to make an effort to know your men and never forget to praise their accomplishments.” He rode on quietly, and Kala could tell he was thinking of his father. She couldn’t begin to understand how he felt, having lost his father so suddenly and then been thrust into this war. The pain and loss alone would stop a lesser man. After a moment, he looked at her with a sad smile. “I miss him so much.”

			“He was a great man, sire. One who would be proud of his son.”

			“We should be at Lakehurst by tomorrow,” Tyrel replied, changing the subject before it became overwhelming. “I can only hope the desert armies are moving as slowly as we are.
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Friends and Foes

			“Prince Arin will be no problem once the fighting begins,” Baggor said. “He’s been pushing away his advisors in favor of the witch’s council for some time. His men have seen this, and there’s been rumbling about his worthiness to lead.”

			Mathias nodded. “Good. It would be best if he never made it off the battlefront, but if he somehow survives, we’ll have to take care of him ourselves.”

			“The one I’m concerned about is the witch he has by his side,” Baggor replied. “She’s very powerful and can be erratic at times. With her enhanced warriors, she may prove to be a bigger problem than the upstart.”

			“Power doesn’t make one any less susceptible to an arrow in the back. We’ll deal with the prince and his bitch when the time comes. The men she’s trained have only a very rudimentary grasp of their power, and without the witch guiding them, they’ll fall back in line with the other warriors. When will the rest of the men be ready to move north?”

			“They can be ready as soon as I get back. I convinced the other chieftains to let the men stay in Eastford, but they’re anxious to get moving.”

			Mathias stood and motioned Baggor over to a map of Tavia, pointing to where the kingdom forces were planning to set their defensive lines. “The king and his advisors chose this point to stop the advance. It’s a narrow area that will prevent our army from flanking them. The king plans to stop your advance there and have my army attack you from the rear in a hammer-and-anvil ploy that would work if I followed through with my part of their plan. The fools have no idea I intend to join my army with yours.”

			Baggor studied the map for a few moments. “There was some resistance to the west along this mountain road,” he said, pointing to the town of Falcon Point. “Arin sent a raiding party to investigate, but we’ve heard nothing back yet.”

			“That’s a small town lightly garrisoned,” Mathias replied. “If he’s sent a raiding party, that should be adequate to handle any opposition. Once we go back, we’ll get the army moving north. We don’t want the king to discover our plot until he has no time to react. You did capture the children from Eastford, correct?”

			“Yes, we have a large group of children,” Baggor said. “I specifically told the men to capture every child up to the age of fifteen that they could find. They number over a hundred.”

			“Excellent. That will prevent the king from using the heavy horse. He’ll never send them against our lines once he sees the children in front of us. With the witch taking care of the kingdom mages, we’ll be able to attack them man-to-man. Over half their forces are conscripted from farms and villages. They’re not true warriors, and our men will decimate them. Once we break their lines, they’ll have nowhere to flee. The river will prevent them from retreating, and our men will destroy them.”

			“What are your plans after we defeat them?” Baggor asked. “We’ve never talked about that in depth.”

			“Once we defeat the kingdom armies, the tribes of the east and west will come together again and form a new empire, cousin. The lands of Tavia will be ripe for conquest, and our chieftains will go forth and claim them as their own. With the kingdom army gone, there will be no one to stop us. We’ll recreate the glory and splendor of our forefathers and rule all the known lands.”

			His fervor was contagious, and Baggor felt a new sense of purpose. No longer would the tribes live under the heel of Tavia. The day would soon come when the world would once more shake in fear of the power of the desert.

			“It’s time for us to leave, my lord,” Baggor said. “I’ve told a few trusted chieftains about our plans, but I’ve left the new prince in the dark.”

			Mathias laughed at that. “Good, he was nothing more than the catalyst for this invasion. Once I meet with all the leaders, our plans will go forward as discussed. I’m sure the prince will readily join the cause, as it was his plan in the first place.”

			Baggor and Mathias left the tent, signaling to their men that it was time to go. Mathias had brought no infantry with him but amassed an army of seven hundred light horsemen equipped with lances, bows, and swords, and twenty wagons full of food and supplies. They were an impressive sight and would ensure a victorious outcome of the battle.

			When Arin had first laid out his plans for invading the kingdom to the chieftains, Baggor immediately informed Mathias. The cousins had been in contact for years, and Mathias had always spoken of reuniting the tribes and reforming the old empire. Unfortunately, too many eastern desert tribes saw him as a kingdom crony. Baggor knew that nothing could be farther from the truth. Once he’d told him what Arin planned, Mathias began gathering his men and moving them to the east, knowing full well there would be war.

			“Lead the way, cousin,” Mathias called out. “We’re right behind you.”

			He wanted to reach Eastford by sunset to meet the others and join the march north. With the combined might of the desert army and his regiments of horse, they’d soon have the kingdom nobles with a desert blade on their necks.

			Mathias smiled as he kicked his horse forward, riding tall in his saddle like an emperor, his impressive army of horsemen following his lead.
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			Jeda spent a few hours with Keisha, Natasha, and the children before giving them the news.

			“I’m leaving within an hour to go to Eastford,” he said. “There may be a chance I can discover what happened to our people and the city’s citizens. I intend to go alone, as this will just be a scouting mission. We don’t have the necessary men, horses, or supplies to go in force, but a single man might be able to make a difference.”

			“You mean a single man and woman, of course,” Kara replied. She’d arrived just in time to hear him saying his goodbyes. “There’s no way you’re going without me.”

			“That was our thought as well,” Franc said, walking into the family meeting with Raz. “If there’s a chance of finding more of our people, I’m going.”

			Jeda shrugged. “Heavens forbid I try to stop any of you.”

			“Indeed, cousin,” Jacob said. “I wouldn’t try to stop them from doing anything. I actually pity any of the desert scum we come across.”

			“We?” Jeda asked, looking at his young cousin.

			“Yes. The captain is sending my squad to determine what state the city is in. As soon as the rest of the company has healed from the last battle, he intends to move towards Eastford and would very much like to know what he’s riding into.”

			“I hope you’re ready because I’m leaving as soon as I resupply,” Jeda said.

			“We’re all waiting on you, Da,” Kara replied, slinging a bow and pack over her shoulder. “The horses have been fed and are ready to go, so as soon as you get your old bones ready, we can all leave.”

			Jeda looked at her in amazement.

			Where was the shy young girl he’d known growing up?

			Who was this warrior woman standing so confidently before him?

			He shook his head and grabbed his gear. “No time like the present.”

			The ride to Eastford was uneventful, and they reached a hilltop above the city. The mass of warriors drifting in and out of the front gates told Jeda everything he needed to know—the desert army was still encamped here and the city had fallen.

			He was lying on the western hilltop looking down at the city with a spyglass when an uproar broke out below as a group of men rode into the desert camp wearing the colors of the Turin Duchy. They were quickly surrounded, but a tribesman riding with them raised his arms to calm everyone. Jeda watched in confusion as this newly arrived man greeted the desert chiefs as equals. He was further shocked to see the Duke of Turin ride forward, dismount, and greet the chiefs.

			What in the hells…

			Just when he thought it couldn’t get any more bizarre, the duke and the chiefs walked into a large tent together. Jeda scooted back and quickly rejoined his group. Seeing his shocked expression, they waited impatiently for him to tell them what he’d seen.

			“I just saw the Duke of Turin ride up and greet the desert chieftains.”

			Raz was the first to reply. “What’s Mathias doing here? Is he trying to broker some kind of peace?”

			“If he’s trying to make peace with the desert leaders,” Jacob said, “I hope he has the king’s approval. Otherwise, anything they agree to won’t be recognized.”

			“We don’t know what he’s doing, but I’m going down there to find out,” Jeda said.

			“That’s suicide,” Jacob said. “There are thousands of tribesmen down there. What do you intend to do, hang a rope from a tree and slide down?”

			Franc and Kara looked at him in confusion until he explained how Jeda had gotten into Falcon Point.

			“No, I’m not sliding down any rope,” Jeda replied. “This calls for stealth, and none of you have the skill necessary to come with me.”

			“Ahem. No one has the skill but you?” Raz asked.

			He sighed and nodded. “Of course. You have the skills, Raz, but I thought you might stay here with the others in case I’m caught.”

			“All the more reason for me to go with you—so you don’t get caught,” she said, smirking.

			“Wait, what about me—” Kara started to object.

			“No,” said Jeda and Raz together.

			Both Jacob and Franc stepped back with their hands raised, neither wanting to be sucked into that argument.

			“If we aren’t back in three hours, go back to Falcon Point and report what we’ve discovered.”

			With that, the two assassins disappeared into the night.

			It was easier than Jeda expected to make it to the back of the chieftain’s tent. The guards were still in a state of turmoil from the foreign horsemen riding into their camp. It didn’t matter that the riders looked and dressed like desert warriors; they were unknown and, therefore, not to be trusted. Jeda and Raz slid up to the tent and listened to the conversation inside.

			[image: scene divider image]

			“I understand your hesitation, Prince Arin,” Duke Mathias said, “but it’s unfounded. You’ve been planning this invasion for years, but we of the western desert have been planning it for generations. I have seven hundred horsemen waiting to join your army and destroy our enemies.”

			“If you’ve been planning for so long, why haven’t you done it already?” Arin retorted. “I find it very suspicious that you show up here now with your kingdom forces, wanting to join our armies.”

			“I don’t have the men or resources to fight Tavia on my own. If I did, we wouldn’t be sitting here now,” Mathias replied. “Besides, would any of you have joined me if I’d started a war with the kingdom? The sad fact is that no one trusts us. We’re people of the sand, but we’re not welcomed by either side. You see my men and me as kingdom enemies, but the kingdom looks upon us as desert savages. The only thing we get from them is their heel on our necks. We’ve been servants and serfs to them since they invaded and conquered our lands generations ago. This is our opportunity to throw that yoke off and become free again.”

			“I don’t care who you are or where you’re from,” Arin said. “You won’t be—”

			“Peace, brothers, peace,” Baggor interrupted. “Prince Arin, I was the one who contacted Duke Mathias when you first told us of your plans to invade the kingdom. He’s my cousin, and I’ve known him for years. He’s a trusted ally and brings forces to join us that will ensure our victory. Our armies march north tomorrow, and his horse units will be a welcome addition against the kingdom curs.”

			“Not just soldiers, but intelligence,” Mathias added. “I attended the king’s war council and can tell you where his forces are and how he’ll deploy them.”

			“You attended the king’s war council?” Arin questioned, “Tell us what—”
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			Jeda had heard enough and motioned for Raz to move back.

			“We need to warn the king,” he started to whisper, stopping when he saw a bloody knife in her hand. “What’s this?”

			Raz motioned behind them, where he saw a dead guard.

			“While you were listening, this one tried to sneak up on us,” she whispered with a smirk. “You’re slipping—he would never have gotten this close to the old you.”

			“Well, it’s good you’re here then. Thanks. Let’s get back to the others.”

			They hid the guard’s body behind some scrub brush and snuck out of the camp as quickly as they’d come in. The guards and warriors were too focused on the horsemen from Turin to see them slinking from shadow to shadow, and they reached the hilltop where the others waited without incident.

			“Duke Mathias has over seven hundred horsemen with him and given the details of the king’s strategy to the desert army. They’re planning to move north tomorrow morning,” Jeda said.

			They were all stunned, and it was Jacob who spoke first. “I can’t believe that Duke Mathias is a traitor. I must get back and inform the captain. The king must be told at once.”

			“I’m going to stay and search for any captives,” Jeda replied.

			“Very well, cousin. I’ll be taking my men with me and will let the captain know you decided to stay.”

			“I’ll be staying as well,” Kara chimed in, looking at her father. “You’re going need help if we find any prisoners.”

			Franc looked at Raz, who nodded. “We’ll be staying as well.”

			“Good luck to you all,” Jacob replied.

			They all watched as he and his scouts rode back towards Falcon Point.

			“So, what now?” Kara asked.

			“Now we wait and watch,” Jeda replied.
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Armies in Motion

			When they arrived at Eastford days ago, the squad of Lakehurst scouts had covertly positioned themselves to overlook the city of Eastford. They were situated on a small rise covered in trees to the north and had been watching the desert invaders for days. Their horses were tied farther back in the trees to prevent them from being spooked and giving away their position. The men found it extremely difficult to just watch and not attack the invaders, but they’d been explicitly ordered not to go into the city. The main body of the company of cavalry from Lakehurst was camped farther north, with different squads rotating down to the knoll to observe the invaders for four-hour shifts. Each squad was given a similar speech from the captain before they deployed.

			“You will not engage the enemy in any way,” the captain said, looking each man in the eyes. “We’re ordered to observe and report what the horde is doing, and that’s it. We must trust that the duke and the king are gathering our forces to remove this stain from our fair land. You’ll all have your chance, but it is the fool, not the brave soul, who enters a fight he cannot win. Do not throw your lives away needlessly.”

			It was a fine speech, but it didn’t lessen the anger the men felt, and one squad disobeyed those orders. Seeing women from the city being dragged out and abused multiple times before being killed or left to die in the dirt, some of the men were overcome by the atrocities and charged down to engage the heinous killers. They killed a few of the murdering bastards but were quickly overwhelmed before they could safely get the women or themselves away. They were silently lauded as heroes by their brothers in arms back in the company, but their dead bodies, flayed and hanging from the city walls, were the true testament to their rash decision and foolish bravado.

			“This is what happens when you disobey orders,” the captain practically screamed when he learned what had happened. His frustration with the duke’s orders, the brutal killings of civilians, and his men’s senseless deaths was too much for him. He stood in front of his men, shaking, venting his rage and frustration on them all. “They’re dead because they couldn’t control their emotions. What good did it do? Do any of you feel better? Is anyone in the city safer? This was a needless waste, and we’ll all feel their loss when it comes our time to fight. It sickens me to do nothing, but those are our orders and that is what we will do.”

			The company had initially been ordered to Eastford to assist the beleaguered city garrison, but when the captain saw the size of the attacking force, he ordered his men to withdraw and sent word to the duke for further directions. He’d hoped his report would spur the duke to send an army, but the orders he received back were to observe and report all activity.

			Today the movement around the fallen city was different. As the scouts watched, the desert invaders began to exit the city and gather outside the walls.

			“This may be it,” the sergeant in charge told his squad. “They look to be getting ready to move north, but we need to make sure. Get the horses ready, but we’ll wait a little longer before leaving.”

			What neither the sergeant nor the other scouts saw in the chaos and confusion below was a small group of desert fighters slipping into the tree line that led circuitously up to the small knoll where the squad was watching. The scouts had no way of knowing they’d been discovered nor that the desert fighters were silently creeping up on them.

			When it became apparent that the marauders were loosely forming into groups for movement, the sergeant decided he’d seen enough. There were thousands of desert fighters, and they were all looking north. “This is it,” he said. “They’re getting ready to march. Mount up; we must get back and report this to the captain.”

			As he turned, an arrow sprouted from his chest. He looked down in confusion before falling off his horse, dead. The shock of the attack saw two more men dead before the rest of the squad could react. The remaining men leaped to their horses as the desert fighters swarmed onto the hilltop. The scouts were well-trained and knew how to break an ambush. They drove their horses straight through the attacking warriors, trampling and scattering them. The desert fighters didn’t pull back, and the fighting intensified. The kingdom scouts had killed over half of them in their assault, but the squad lost three more men before the corporal, now in charge, ordered the rest to break off and ride back to the company. Someone had to live to report that the horde was moving.

			“Move, move,” he shouted. “We have to report this to the captain.”

			The desert warriors tried to follow, but the mounted men quickly outdistanced them. The remaining warriors stood in the trees, panting and sweating as the scouts rode away, but they were all smiling. Each was happy that they’d the chance to kill their enemy and that their companions had died gloriously in the heat of battle. There was no greater way to move on to the next life.
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			Tyrel sat back in his chair, listening to his lords and generals discuss the upcoming battle in his tent in the center of the encampment. A large table stood in the middle of the tent, and everyone crowded around it to review the battle strategy and maps.

			The camp was a sprawling mass of humanity and animals, and Tyrel wondered how anything ever got done with so many forces crowded together. His father had always said the chain of command was paramount, and thinking about the camp, he could understand why. Though it was huge, it was efficiently sectioned to accommodate the cavalry, infantry, and supply units. Each duchy had brought along the supplies necessary to accommodate their men, and there were hundreds of wagons filled with food, clothing, armories, and other sundry supplies surrounding the camp.

			Tyrel shook his head, grimacing as he listened to his leaders’ plans. He didn’t have actual battle experience, but he did have a keen mind for strategy and had offered suggestions for what he thought would work best. Although the plan had been set and agreed upon by all, they were still bickering, complaining, and arguing.

			“My men will be holding the center of our lines, where we anticipate the heaviest fighting,” Duke Russo said. “It only stands to reason that they should have the heavy cavalry supporting them.”

			Russo’s forces were centered on the road because they’d arrived first. Gathering from the local provinces, Duke Russo had been able to stage his army first. The infantry units from Constantine, Berkshire, and Elnar had arrived later and were positioned on the flanks. Kala’s forces were situated west of the road, but her heavy and light horse units had been detached under the marshal’s command. This was by order of the king to ensure the most effective deployment of these powerful units.

			“We don’t know that the desert armies will concentrate their attack in the center,” Duchess Helga replied. “The heavy horse should be spread along the line to be used as needed, not squandered in one location.”

			“That location you speak of happens to be the main road north,” Duke Russo argued. “They’ll be traveling that road—do you honestly think they’ll stop to attack another location?”

			“I don’t know what they’ll do, and neither do you,” the duchess replied. “That’s why I think we should cover more than just the main road.”

			“I’ve heard enough of your arguments,” the marshal cut in. “I’ve ordered half the heavy horse to stage behind the forces guarding the road and the others to be divided equally behind each flank. Keep in mind that, in addition to the heavy cavalry, we also have the light—”

			He was interrupted by one of Duke Russo’s scouts, who rode directly up to the tent and entered, breathing heavily. He saluted. “Your majesty, my lords and ladies, the horde has regrouped outside the city walls. Advance units have already begun to move north along the main highway. The captain believes the rest of the desert army will follow no later than tomorrow.”

			“Damn,” the marshal said, shaking his head. “I’d hoped we’d have a few more days to give the men time to rest from their forced march.”

			“I’d hoped Duke Alexander would have arrived with his army,” Tyrel said. “But it seems the fates have decided to test our strength without him.”

			“Where is the rest of the company now?” Duke Russo asked his scout.

			“My lord, they broke camp, and the captain was setting up ambushes along the road to eliminate the desert army’s forward scouts. He intends to rejoin the rest of our forces once the main body of invaders is spotted.”

			Tavia’s chosen battlefield was nearly twenty miles south of the Plains River with the battlelines spanning the narrowest part of the main corridor leading into the central plains. Bordered to the west by mountains and on the east by the Great Lake, it offered the best strategic advantage for defending against the desert warriors, making it next to impossible for the tribesmen to get to the central plains without engaging the kingdom’s forces.

			“It’s a good plan, your majesty,” the marshal said. “This is the best place to stop them. If the invaders cross the river, they’ll spread like locusts and attack any settlements they find. The plains are vast, and we’ll be hard-pressed to chase them all down before they wreak havoc on our people and lands.”

			“Stop them we will,” Tyrel replied. “Our men realize we cannot allow these murdering bastards to pass. We’ll stop them at the bulwarks with our lances, archers, and cavalry. Once Duke Mathias arrives with his forces, we’ll have them trapped between our two armies and will defeat this so-called Prince of the Desert. Tell the men to prepare for battle.”

			The dirt bulwarks the mages had assisted the soldiers in erecting stood five feet tall. They weren’t designed to stop an attack but would hinder the desert warriors and give the kingdom fighters an advantage. There were wooden gates placed strategically along the bulwarks, through which the cavalry could charge the massed desert armies. The lancers and archers were already positioned behind the fortifications, and the heavy cavalry was being moved to stage behind them. The light cavalry would position themselves along the flanks so they’d have greater leeway in deciding when and where to attack.

			The army of Dresdan hadn’t shown up nor sent any messages and Tyrel hadn’t heard from Duke Mathias either, but he still hoped his army would arrive in time to attack the horde’s rear. He worried that his forces might not prevail if it didn’t. He had faith in his men, but the desert fighters were renowned for their prowess in battle. As he watched the heavy cavalry move out, Tyrel fretted.

			Damn, I wish I had more horses, more men, more time…more of everything.
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The Freeing of Eastford

			Jeda lay on the ground, looking down at the city of Eastford. There was still smoke rising from multiple places and a few tribesmen guarding the gates, but the city looked peaceful. After watching for a while, he scooted back to the others.

			“The horde is gone, but they left some warriors behind,” he said. “I’m not sure how many, but it’ll be enough to keep the rest of the populace cowed and fearful for their lives.”

			“Did you see any prisoners? Any gypsies?” Franc asked.

			“None outside the city, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t being held inside. Keeping all the prisoners together would make the most sense, as they’d be easier to control.”

			“So, there are still desert warriors inside the city, and we don’t know if there are any prisoners,” Franc said.

			“Yes, but we came here to find our people, and that hasn’t changed,” Jeda replied. “If we plan well, we should be able to find and free the prisoners and maybe take out a few of the guards in the process.”

			“How do you propose we do that?” Franc asked. “I want to free as many people as possible, but attacking a city seems more a job for an army. There are only four of us, and we don’t know how many desert fighters are down there. What chance of success do we have?”

			“Raz and I could easily infiltrate the city and indiscriminately kill as many warriors as we wanted,” Jeda said, and Raz nodded. “Unfortunately, that would leave any prisoners at the mercy of the desert warriors once they realized what was happening. I don’t think we could eliminate all of them before they started killing the prisoners.”

			“Da, Franc and I could draw many of them to the gates,” Kara said. “If we staged our attack right, we could make them think we’re trying to retake the city. Most of the desert fighters would come to the gates, and then you and Raz could find and release the prisoners.”

			“I think that would work,” Raz said, “but it won’t take two of us to release the prisoners. I think I’d be better suited to fighting at the gates. We could make a good show of it between our bows. By the time they realize how few we are, you should be able to escape with the prisoners.”

			Jeda thought for a moment and nodded. “Agreed. Franc, what do you think?”

			“If this will help free our people, I’m willing to try.”

			“Good, then it’s settled,” Jeda said. “Give me at least one hour to find the prisoners. I’ll send a flaming arrow skyward once I’m in position, which will be your signal to attack. When the warriors move to the front gates, I’ll release everyone I’ve found and take them out the back gate. It looks like it’s locked and barred, so I don’t think there’s anyone guarding it. Once I’ve gotten everyone to safety, I’ll shoot another flaming arrow, at which point, you’ll all withdraw and meet back here. Questions?”

			No one had any questions, so Jeda nodded and started to descend the hill. He looked back briefly. “Take care and no heroics. Let’s try to get everyone back safely.” With that, he disappeared.

			“You know he was referring to you, right?” Raz teased Franc.

			He rolled his eyes. “Sure, warn the gypsy to be safe, not the crazy assassin.”

			“Really?” Kara interrupted their banter. “Am I going to have to listen to you two the whole time?”

			“Well, probably just until the fighting starts,” Franc said, grinning.

			She shook her head and started to pick her way to a good vantage point to see the front gates.
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			Jeda found little problem scaling the Eastford ramparts—as with most city walls, multiple handholds, footholds, cracks, and indents made the climb easy. As usual, it wasn’t the climb that was dangerous but what might be waiting at the top. Thankfully, the desert tribesmen had no sentries atop the wall. Jeda didn’t know if that was because they didn’t know any better or simply didn’t care. The few visible guards were located at the front gate, which made Jeda’s search easier, as he had clear access to the city’s interior.

			As he snuck along the top of the wall, he looked down into the empty streets and markets, searching for any sign of prisoners. He saw a few patrols, but they were looking for women and gold, not intruders. Jeda easily evaded their notice by keeping low and quiet. He finally saw a penned area full of captives in an open marketplace near the back of the city. The men guarding the pens were drinking and taking turns tormenting the prisoners. He heard their raucous laughter and jeers long before seeing any of them. None of the captives seemed to have any fight left in them, and when he saw a makeshift scaffold, he understood why. Hanging naked were six men and women who’d been beaten and tortured. As he planned how to rescue the prisoners, he noticed something unusual. There were no children.

			The bastards, what did they do with the kids?

			He thought the worse, his anger growing as he imagined what might have happened to the children, and promised himself that he’d give no quarter to these animals. He would be merciless in their destruction. Before engaging the drunken raiders, he followed the wall to the rear gate of the city. As expected, the back gate wasn’t guarded but barred and locked. That wasn’t a problem for someone with his skills, and he slid down the wall to pick the lock. He was just about finished when he heard one of the roving patrols approaching. He slipped behind some crates beside the gate, but they never even looked at it, so apathetic, he’d be surprised if they found a stray dog.

			Better for me and the captives.

			Once the patrol was out of sight, he went back to open the gate. He’d been mentally keeping track of the time and knew that Raz and the others would be waiting for his signal.

			Not much more time now. A few more minutes, and they’ll all be free.

			He did hope some of the guards would stay back with the prisoners when the attack on the front gate began. He needed to vent his anger, and the guards who’d tormented the captives would be the perfect target for his vengeance. It would be bloody horror personified.
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			Raz watched as Jeda scaled the city wall. “He’s in. Now we wait for his signal.”

			They all settled behind a grove of trees about twenty feet from the main gate, which provided adequate cover to watch and wait. Unfortunately, in addition to having a good view of the gates, they could also see the dead bodies of the kingdom scouts hanging from the walls. Although none of them knew those poor souls, the horror of their flayed bodies was almost more than they could stomach. Kara shuddered and almost dropped to her knees. Franc was quickly beside her, helping her stand.

			“Don’t look,” he said. “It is sickening, but they’re long dead, and their spirits have passed on.”

			“How can you stand it, uncle?” she asked, still shaking. The dreadful display didn’t seem to bother him.

			“There’s no understanding the horrors that men inflict on one another,” he replied. “We can only move forward in life and eliminate those who do such things, who have no place in this world.”

			Raz stepped up to the young woman and put an arm around her shoulders. At first, Kara recoiled at her touch, but after a moment, she leaned into the comfort of the older woman.

			“War is hell brought to earth,” Raz said, motioning to the wall, “and this is the reality of what we face.”

			“How do you handle it?” Kara asked. “You and Uncle Franc both seem so calm. Nothing seems to scare either of you.”

			“Everyone gets scared,” Ras said, looking over at Franc, who nodded. “It’s just that some are better at hiding it. You’ll learn soon enough that all wars are the same—days and weeks of boredom followed by a few hours of unmitigated terror. Anyone who says they aren’t scared before a battle is either a liar or a complete fool. Now, sit and try to quiet your mind.”

			“Ha, that’s not gonna happen.”

			“Whether you do or not won’t change what’s to come, but it might make the waiting easier to bear.” With that, Raz sat back against a tree where she had a full view of the city. A flaming arrow shot into the sky in less time than she expected. None of the desert guards noticed, and Raz motioned for the other two to get into position.

			“This is it,” she said. “On my mark, let loose. I’ll target the guard to the right, Franc, you take the left, and Kara, you take anyone in the center. Keep firing as fast as you can while they’re confused and distracted.”

			All three stood, notched arrows, and steadied their arms. On Raz’s signal, they let loose and immediately nocked more arrows, targeting the remaining warriors, who were looking around in confusion. That lasted less than a minute before they shouted an alarm that they were under attack. The three had killed six gate guards before the others grabbed their shields to wait for reinforcements.

			“That went better than I expected,” Raz said as the trio ducked back down.

			“I’m far from finished,” Kara growled, stepping out from behind the trees with a glance at the bodies hanging from the walls. Her eyes were blazing as she raised her arms and shot a devastating blast at the warriors holding the gates. The elemental attack hit the gathered warriors and flung them back against the gate and city walls. The attack was so destructive that over a dozen warriors lay dead, with another dozen trying to crawl away in agony. Kara stepped back into the trees and waited.

			Both Raz and Franc looked at her in amazement.

			“I’ve never seen anyone that powerful,” Raz said, shocked at the overwhelming destruction. She looked at Kara as she stepped back. “What are you waiting for?” Raz asked. “You could single-handily take the entire city.”

			“Magic has its limits,” Kara replied, firing off more arrows. “I need to wait until they all gather at the gate before I really let loose.”

			Franc stood behind her in disbelief. He was used to people with magic, but he’d never witnessed such power before. He looked at his “niece” and silently thanked the gods she was on their side while he and Raz shot their own arrows.
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			After Jeda had unlocked and unbarred the back gate, he struck a spark on a tarred arrow. It caught fire on the first try, and he immediately shot it into the air.

			Now it begins.

			He made his way to the penned area and waited. After a few moments, a desert warrior came running up, shouting about an attack at the front gate. The one who seemed to be in charge pointed to five men and ordered them to stay back and watch the prisoners, then took the others and raced to the front gate.

			Jeda waited a few minutes before stepping out of hiding, drew an arrow, and shot one of the guards through the throat. The others, already on alert, whirled to face this new threat. He dropped his bow and drew two of his knives—his favorite weapons. One of them actually laughed as he twirled the blades in his hands.

			“Come, kingdom scum,” the laughing warrior said, “see how your pathetic weapons stand against desert steel.”

			To their dismay, as Jeda ran forward, he threw his knives, each blade finding its mark. The first man fell dead instantly, while the laughing warrior looked down at the knife protruding from his chest in confusion. He looked up at Jeda, then fell over with a shocked expression. The two remaining warriors looked at each other and then Jeda. With screams of pure hate, they rushed him. Jeda drew his sword, pointing his free hand at one of the charging men and shooting an elemental blast at him, striking him dead center. The warrior flew back, landing more than ten feet away, where he lay unmoving, his chest a smoldering mess. The second one stopped in his tracks. He’d never faced a wizard, but every desert warrior knew that magic was death.

			In an act of desperation, he called to Jeda. “So that sword you hold is just for show, huh little man?” he taunted, hoping to provoke the demon wizard to fight him steel to steel.

			Jeda looked down at himself. “Little? Why does everyone call me little?”

			“Because without your magic, you are but a worm. Fight me like a true warrior and let the gods decide who the better man is.”

			“I don’t know about your gods, but that’s exactly what I was hoping for.” Jeda stepped forward into a guard position as the warrior attacked. The years of sword training kicked in, and he easily blocked and sidestepped the warrior, then slashed up, cutting a deep gouge in the warrior’s unguarded side.

			The man stuttered to stop and looked down at his wound. “Maybe not so little a worm,” he said, turning to face Jeda again. “But it will make no difference. I’ll carve—”

			Jeda stepped forward and plunged his sword into the man’s chest with a lightning-quick strike. “You talk too much,” he said as the man fell dead.

			He looked back at the pen as the prisoners began to cheer and clap. He quickly walked to them and struck the lock off. As he opened the gate, he pointed to the rear of the city. “Quickly, I’ve unlocked the back gate and can lead you to safety, but we have to hurry.”

			“No,” came a voice from the back of the crowd. The prisoners parted like a wave, and Jeda came face to face with an old, scarred man.

			“We will not leave,” the man said. “We’re in this mess because our assemblyman ordered us to surrender when these murdering scum attacked our city. I was a warrior in my youth, but to my shame, I did as he ordered. He thought they’d ransom us, but as you can see, that didn’t happen. I will not stand idle again. I may be old, but I will fight and die, if necessary, to rid our city of these bastards.”

			Jeda looked at the man and the others standing behind him, who nodded in agreement. “Okay. So, where is this man who ordered you to surrender? I want ask him his reasoning. “

			“He’s the one hanging in the middle,” the man replied, pointing to the scaffold.

			Jeda nodded. “Where are the children? The teenagers?”

			“They were taken by the desert army,” a woman replied. “I heard one of the guards laughing that they’d make a good shield. I don’t know what that means, but they have my daughter. She’s only five.”

			“Damn,” Jeda replied softly, then asked, “How many of you can fight?”

			A dozen men and women stepped forward. The rest stood back, scared and unsure.

			“You’re all free now. Anyone who can’t fight, find shelter and hide,” he said to the gathered people, “Anyone who wants to fight, take weapons from the dead and follow me. We’ll rid your city of these invaders once and for all, and then we’ll rescue your children.”

			On the way to the gate, Jeda and his band of fighters came across a few desert men, who they mobbed and killed to a man. Unfortunately, the desert fighters didn’t go down easily, and there were several fatalities among the captives who’d chosen to fight. One of those was the scarred old warrior. As he lay dying, Jeda knelt at his side.

			“Thank you,” the old man wheezed. “I can die with my honor intact.”

			“Rest easy,” Jeda said, watching the light leave the old man’s eyes. “You fought well and are a hero to your people.”

			As they continued to move towards the front of the city, more and more refugees came out of hiding and joined them. The group grew to over a hundred strong. When Jeda and the makeshift band of fighters finally arrived at the gate, they found unmitigated death and destruction. The desert warriors who’d rushed to the gates were dead, torn to shreds and lying in mounds around the gates. Jeda looked at the carnage, thinking a cyclone had ripped through, specifically targeting the desert fighters. His brow furrowed in confusion.

			Raz greeted him and pointed to Kara. “You have quite a daughter here. I’ve never seen such a devasting fighter.”

			Jeda looked at Kara, who sheepishly smiled back. “Hi Da, it’s good to see you.”

			He nodded. “Well done, daughter. Well done,” he said with fatherly pride.

			Franc moved forward, shaking hands and slapping the backs of the gypsies in the crowd. After scanning the group, he turned to Jeda. “Where are the children?”
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The Children

			Arin looked over the camp the tribes had set up that evening. Even when the tribes were going into battle together, they still set up their camps separately in a hodgepodge of tents, cookfires, animals, and prisoners. The captives were being held south of the main encampment. The children were scared, and the youngest among them were constantly crying. It wouldn’t do any good if a tribesman lost his temper at the incessant whining and killed the children just to shut them up. Arin had balked at bringing the captives along, but the other chieftains had overruled him…again. He’d thought the captives were meant to be slave labor but learned otherwise during the strategy meeting earlier that night, when Baggor and Mathias explained their plan to the gathered chieftains.

			“We’ll use them, of course,” Baggor said, “but not as slaves. They’ll be our shields. We know you have a plan to eliminate the kingdom’s magic-users. That’s all well and good, but they also have horses, specifically what they call heavy horse—knights in heavy armor that our arrows and swords will have difficulty defeating. When we get to their defenses, they’ll try to use these heavy horses to break our lines, and this time, they’ll fail.”

			Arin had known of the heavy and light horse companies, of course, but had never planned to confront them head-on. When he frowned at Baggor, the older chieftain elaborated.

			“We all know that your plan was never to stand against their armies, but the time for that has long passed. As soon as we destroyed one of their great cities, we knew there would be an enormous battle to face. You thought that by killing the old king, we would avoid that inevitability, but the rest of us knew that wouldn’t happen. Another reason we should be thankful that Duke Mathias decided to join us.”

			“There’s more I can share besides the kingdom’s troop placement,” Mathias began. “As you all know, the king’s forces will be greatly reduced without my army. But the armies of Dresdan and Elnar won’t be on the front lines either. The force from Elnar is being held in reserve and is camped north of the city of Lakehurst. They’ll have to cross the Plains River over the only bridge sturdy enough to support an army. We must either hold that bridge or destroy it, neutralizing Elnar.”

			“You also mentioned the Dresdan army,” Arin said. “What of them?”

			“I’ve made arrangements for Duke Alexander of Dresdan to hold his forces back and not join the battle until he gets a message from me.”

			“What possible reason would he have to hold back?” Arin asked.

			Mathias smiled. “Because I made an arrangement with Duke Alexander to attack and defeat your forces after you decimate the king’s army. Alexander believes that our two duchies can overthrow the rest with the king’s armies sufficiently weakened. I presented it as a perfect plan to destroy the king and his most ardent supporters. I may have also led Alexander to believe he’ll be crowned the new King of Tavia when that happens.”

			There was stunned silence for a moment while the gathered chieftains thought that through. After a moment, the men erupted into laughter... all except Arin. As the others cheered Mathias, he sat there with a petulant pout.

			When the laughter finally died down, Arin spoke. “So, these two duchies, Dresdan and Elnar, will not be there at first, but what is to prevent them from joining the fight later?”

			“At some point, we will battle them, but that will be at a time and place of our choosing,” Mathias replied. “I know Duke Alexander. Once he sees the king’s army defeated, he’ll rush back to the capital and proclaim himself king. We’ll give the Duchess of Elnar a choice—go back to her icy wasteland or face the wrath of our desert forces. Without support from the other duchies, she will retreat. This is very close to your plans to take on the kingdom forces piecemeal.”

			“Not exactly,” Arin grumbled, “but we’ll see how it plays out.”
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			Later that night, Arin stood by himself overlooking the armies. He was pleased that Mathias and his horsemen had joined his army but fumed at the realization that he was losing what little control he still had.

			Sybelle walked up and silently stood by his side for a few minutes. “So, my prince, what do you think of these new revelations?” she finally asked.

			“I’m trying to think,” he answered brusquely. “That’s why I’m standing here alone. If I’d wanted to hear from you, I would have sent for you.”

			“I was just trying to help—”

			“Stop trying to help,” he growled, waving his arm in a dismissive gesture. “You’ve done enough already. I’m of a mind—”

			“You’re of a mind to do what?” Sybelle interrupted, hands on her hips, her eyes blazing.

			The soft glow surrounding her hands alerted him that she was drawing on her power. He watched her face morph into that of a maniacal demon and stepped back in fear.

			“I’m tired of your petulance,” she continued. “I agreed to help you defeat the kingdom mages but not to bear the brunt of your anger when things don’t go your way. You’ll treat me with the respect I deserve, or I’ll leave you to face your worst nightmare alone.”

			Arin raised his hands in surrender, trying to calm her down. “Sybelle, I’m sorry. I’m under a lot of stress right now. This newly arrived duke has put all our plans in disarray. I feel like I’ve lost control of the army, and I don’t know what to do.”

			“You never had control of anything,” she hissed. “The only reason anyone even listened to you was because of me. If I leave, you’ll just be a minor chieftain with dreams of being a prince.” She shot an elemental blast into the ground and left him standing there in shock. He’d never seen her act so irrationally before and now had second thoughts about having enlisted her help.

			One of the other chieftains looked out of the command tent. “I heard some rumbling out here. Is everything okay?”

			“Yes, yes,” he replied. “Everything’s fine.”
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			“The children have been taken north with the army,” Jeda said. “One of the women we freed told me she heard the warriors laughing about using them as shields.”

			“Shields?” Franc asked. “What does that mean?”

			“It means the bastards will use them to stop the king from attacking head-on,” Raz said. “It would be a good ploy if it weren’t so despicable.”

			“Oh, my gods,” Franc replied. “They plan to use the children in front of their lines? Have they no compassion? Have they no souls?”

			“They don’t think as we do,” Jeda replied. “They see the kingdom and its inhabitants as foreign devils. From their perspective, Tavia has done nothing but subjugate the denizens of the desert, and this is what naturally arises from that.”

			“Da, you believe that?” Kara asked.

			“No, of course not. But I did live with them for a long time, and I know how they think. They will show no mercy and use anything to defeat us. Three things have always prevented the tribes from invading the kingdom—numbers, magic, and knights on horseback. With the combined tribes, they now have the numbers, there are reports that they have a witch with them, and now they have the children to stop the knights. Added to Turin’s betrayal, this is the worst scenario the king could face.”

			“What do we do now?” Franc asked.

			“We go rescue the children.”

			That started a very lively debate on just how they’d accomplish that. Eventually Jeda’s suggestion won out. He was of a mind to sneak into the camp to effect a rescue, much as he had in Eastford. A dozen Eastford citizens volunteered to go along, and after some argument, Jeda finally relented.

			“You can come, but only to bring the children safely back here,” he told the group. “You’re not soldiers, spies, or fighters, and you’ll only get in my way. I’ll take a select few with me when we get close to the enemy camp. The rest of you will wait until we get back. If you cannot agree to that, then you will stay back. Any questions?”

			“Just one,” one of the men said. “When do we leave?”

			Thankfully, they were able to round up enough of the horses that the tribesmen had released from the Eastford stables to mount everyone. Jeda wondered why they’d released the animals in the first place, but he accepted the “gift horses” without complaint. With the desert army on foot and burdened with small children, they should be able to catch up with them by the next night.

			It was early evening of the following day when they spotted the campfires of the desert army. Jed halted the group well back and took Franc, Kara, and Raz forward with him. When they finally got close enough to survey the camp, they saw something he hadn’t anticipated. At the very rear of the camp, right beside the children, were row after row of Turin horses tied to picket lines.

			“Well, that certainly puts a new twist in our plan,” Franc said.

			“Not necessarily,” Jeda replied. “We might be able to use this to our advantage.”

			“What do you mean?” Kara asked.

			“I see two things we can use,” Jeda said. “First, the horses themselves—we can free them and stampede them through the middle of the camp. That should create enough of a distraction that we can free the kids. Second, the wagons with the food and supplies—a few are positioned near the horses, and we can use them to escape with the children. Let’s go back and let the others know what we’re planning.”

			After Jeda rejoined the group, he laid out the plan. “Franc and I will free the horses and light a fire on the south end of the picket lines to drive them north. They’ll run right through the camp and cause all kinds of confusion. As soon as that starts, Raz and Kara will go free the children. The few guards who are watching them will be distracted by the horses, so you should have no issues with them.”

			“No worries there,” Raz replied.

			Jeda nodded and looked to the Eastford group. “While we’re doing that, you must get the wagons ready to move. The wagon horses are separated from the cavalry horses, but they still might get caught up in a frenzy.”

			“That shouldn’t be a problem,” one of the men replied. “We’ve all worked around horses and wagons before.”

			“Good. When Raz and Kara lead the children to you, get them loaded and head south. Don’t stop for any reason, and you should be able to reach Eastford by tomorrow. Once you get to the city, bar the gates. I don’t think any tribesmen will decide to chase you, but best to be prepared. We move once it gets dark. Rest now—it might be your last chance for a while.”

			It was another hour before Jeda thought it dark enough to approach the camp.

			Franc and Jeda crept towards the horses, noting that there were four sentries—two at the wagons and two watching the horses. Jeda went to the horses while Franc snuck over to the wagons. The sentries at the horse picket weren’t paying much attention to their surroundings, and Jeda snuck up to them with ease. He stopped to listen to their conversation for a moment.

			“This is easy; stop complaining,” the first sentry said.

			“I know it’s easy; that’s not what I’m complaining about,” said the second. “There’s no one south of us and the squad brought some kingdom wine when we left the city. so why do we have to stay here guarding horses that no one will steal?”

			“Nobody told me about the wine,” the first warrior replied. “Did you grab some for us?”

			“I didn’t have time.”

			“Look, why don’t you go and stash a few bottles for when we get off, and I’ll keep watch?”

			“You gotta cover for me if anyone comes looking,” the second sentry warned.

			“No problem. If anyone asks, I’ll tell them you’re off taking a piss.”

			“I’ll be back shortly.”

			About time something good came my way, Jeda thought.

			With one sentry gone, he easily snuck up on the other and slit his throat. He looked over at the wagons and saw that Franc had already taken care of those sentries. He motioned for Franc to come to him, and they gathered up some straw bales that had been stacked for the horses. Once the straw was in position, both men moved up to the picket lines and cut them. The horses shied away from the strangers, but there were no sentries to notice.

			“I’ll light the straw. You and the others get the other horses harnessed to the wagons. Be ready to move; this will be quick.”

			Franc nodded and went back to the Eastford group while Jeda took out his flint and struck a spark. The straw went up quickly, and the horses immediately started to panic. A few yells from him, and the herd started running towards the camp. Once they were all stampeding, Jeda went over to see if Raz and Kara needed any help. He shouldn’t have bothered. By the time he arrived, the two women were already leading the kids toward the wagons.

			“That was quick,” he called out to Raz.

			“You should know that if you want something done right, give it to the women,” she replied.

			Jeda rolled his eyes as Kara passed him with a big smile on her face.

			The chaos and confusion in the camp were as great as Jeda had hoped. They quickly loaded the children in the wagons and took off south. A lone sentry came running back with a wine bottle in his hand and fell with an arrow protruding from his chest. Jeda looked at Raz, who shrugged.

			“No witnesses.”

			A few miles down the road, he called for a halt and gathered a few of the men, Raz, Kara, and Franc around him. “This is where we part company. Take the children back to Eastford and don’t stop. I don’t think anyone will follow right away, but don’t leave anything to chance. When you get to the city, send a message to Falcon Point that the city is secure. There’s a cavalry company there who’ll move forward and join you. Good luck.”

			As the men started to load back up, Jeda looked to Franc. “You have to go with them. This isn’t your war. The people back in Eastford will need help if they have to defend themselves.”

			“This isn’t your war either,” Franc replied. “You’re as much a part of this family as anyone. Let’s get our people and leave this cursed place.”

			“I wish I could,” Jeda said, “but I have more family, and they live in the kingdom. I couldn’t live with myself if I abandoned them when I could have helped.”

			“You know I’m going with you, Da,” Kara said.

			“Of course,” Jeda replied and turned to Raz.

			She stepped up to Franc and put a hand on his chest. “Don’t do anything foolish. I won’t be there to protect you.”

			“I’ll be waiting for you,” he replied.

			“You better be,” Raz said as she stepped back. “If not, I’ll hunt you down.”

			“And kill my sorry ass?”

			“No, I have something much better in mind,” she replied with a wink.

			Kara rolled her eyes, and Jeda actually laughed. Then they parted ways and watched the wagons disappear into the night.
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Bittersweet 
Command

			The morning after the stampede, Arin looked around and almost smiled. The camp was a complete disaster, with men, tents, cookfires, supplies, and even wagons in complete disarray. The horses had run amok for most of the night. The warriors had tried to catch and calm the high-spirited beasts, but that seemed to worsen matters. In addition, the horses that broke free of the camp had run north, towards enemy lines, and had had to be chased down carefully to avoid the enemy’s advanced positions.

			It was a bittersweet sight, and Arin was trying very hard not to feel smug. After all, this wasn’t his plan. This wasn’t how he wanted to move against the kingdom, so why should he feel bad that things had gone awry? But however self-righteous he felt, it was a significant setback for the tribes that would delay their  plans of attack.

			Mathias had called for a chieftains’ meeting, and Arin was tempted to ignore the call.

			Who the hell is he to call a meeting?

			Does he think I’m his minion to come at his beck and call?

			After much silent fuming, he did go to the meeting, though he showed up last.

			“Ahh, the prince is here; now we can begin,” Mathias called out when Arin walked into the tent. Even the main tent of the chieftains had been knocked down last night in the stampede and showed signs of having been trampled.

			“Please have a seat so we can discuss these new events,” Mathias said.

			“New events?” Arin replied. He tried not to sound smug but knew he was failing miserably. “Don’t you mean disasters? The camp is in disarray, the men are exhausted from chasing down your horses, half the supply wagons are burned beyond use, and let’s not forget, the children are gone. Quite a series of events, I would say.”

			“Yes, yes. Thank you for pointing out the obvious. If you would sit down, we’ll see what we can salvage from this mess.,” Mathias said, seething.

			Arin did not sit, determined to quell Mathias’s arrogant attitude and regain control. “This has gone far enough. You come into this camp and dictate how we’ll run this war when we already agreed to battle plans months ago. I’m still not convinced you aren’t part of some kind of kingdom plot to undermine our efforts. Why should any of us listen to you?”

			Mathias looked at Arin for a minute without moving. “You’re right, Prince Arin. Why should you or the others listen to me? I mean, after all, this gathering of chieftains was voluntary, correct? There was no coercion to convince them to join this escapade, right? So I agree with you; let’s take a vote and see who should lead this army once and for all. All in favor of Prince Arin leading the army, please remain seated. All in favor of me leading the attack, please stand.”

			Baggor stood immediately, which Arin didn’t find surprising and then, slowly, the rest of the chieftains stood as well. In retrospect, Arin realized he shouldn’t have expected anything less, as he did coerce these men into joining his army, but it was still a bitter betrayal.

			“Very well, now that that’s settled, we can move on,” Mathias said. “Prince Arin, you shall remain in charge of your men, but you will follow my orders. That shouldn’t be too difficult, as we all have the same objective. Unless your hubris won’t allow you to follow someone else?”

			Arin thought for a moment before answering, knowing that if he didn’t comply, he would probably not leave this tent. He silently chastised himself for not bringing Sybelle along, but he’d told her to leave him alone. “Hubris? No, not at all,” he replied. “I have no self-interest in this. My only goal has ever been to defeat the kingdom. That’s not hubris but simple awareness of the plight of our people. Who leads matters not to me, as long as we accomplish what we set out to do—defeat Tavia’s army.”

			“Then we’re all in agreement,” Mathias said. “First order of business is what we can do now that the children are lost.”

			“I say we send a few scouting parties south and recapture them,” one of the chieftains replied.

			“I agree,” Baggor said. “They’re our best defense against the kingdom knights.”

			“The best defense, yes,” Mathias said, “but not the only one. Regardless, I agree we should try to recapture the little brats.”

			“I’ll get a scouting party together and send it south immediately,” Baggor replied.

			“Prince Arin, don’t you already have a raiding party south of us that you sent to Falcon Point to recapture the runaways?”

			Arin nodded. “Yes. Your point being?”

			“It’s best if you send another of your units after the children. That way, if the two groups meet, there will be no confusion or possible conflict. These are trying times, and the men are on high alert. I wouldn’t want there to be any misunderstanding between our forces.”

			Arin knew precisely what the old duke was doing. He’d already lost a significant number of men during the attack on Eastford, and if the duke wanted to minimize Arin’s influence, sending more of his men away from the main force was the easiest way to accomplish it. As his forces became depleted, so too would his influence with the other chieftains. Of course, he did have something the others did not.

			“Of course, that makes sense. But keep in mind that my witch and enhanced warriors will need protection as we move to engage. Without the confidence of the protection provided by my men, I’m concerned their effectiveness would be reduced.”

			The subtle hint wasn’t lost on any of the men, but Mathias wasn’t prepared to back down and abandon his latest ploy. “Not to worry, Prince Arin,” he replied. “The children couldn’t have gotten far. I’m sure your men will be back to protect your witch before the battle begins.”

			Arin realized the duke had backed him into a corner. If he refused, he’d sound petulant at best and treacherous at worst. In the end, he nodded.

			“Good,” Mathias said. “That’s of utmost importance, so it would be most helpful if you would see to it immediately. I’ll apprise you of the decisions we make in your absence.”

			The glare Arin shot Mathias told all. If he could kill the man with a look, Mathias would be dead. Arin rose without another word and left the meeting. As he walked out of the tent, he heard Mathias continue planning with the other chieftains.

			That bastard will rue the day he crossed me. I didn’t get to where I am by bending to every strongarm that tried to break me.

			He motioned to one of his captains, who was waiting outside the tent. “Find the witch and have her meet me at my tent.”

			“Yes, my prince.”

			It took only a few minutes before Sybelle answered Arin’s summons. “You called for me, my prince?”

			“Yes, Sybelle. Please have a seat,” he said, motioning to one of two chairs in his tent.

			She frowned at this kindness but still took the seat. “What can I do for you, my prince?”

			Arin hated to grovel, but he had no choice. “Sybelle, I’ve treated you poorly. You were right all along.”

			She waited silently for him to continue.

			“You were right; I have no control over the army without you. As a matter of fact, I fear I would be dead right now without you.”

			“How so?”

			“Duke Mathias,” was all Arin said.

			“Let me guess. Mathias has swooped in like a saving grace, taken charge of the armies, and excluded you from any decisions regarding the forthcoming battle. You’ve been duped and now find yourself no more than a puppet in his show. Is that an accurate assessment, my prince?”

			“Close. Not quite a puppet, but I find myself hobbled. I am to send another raiding party south to recapture the children, severely depleting my forces.”

			Sybelle thought for a few minutes before replying. “I had a feeling this might happen, but that does us little good now. Mathias has always been an enigma, and I cannot begin to understand his end goal. What we have still surpasses anything he brings to our effort. We’ve always known that it will be magic that wins this war, and without our warriors and me, they will fail miserably.”

			“Yes, Sybelle, I know that, and if I’ve mistreated you, I—”

			She held up her hand. “I don’t need your apologies, my prince. As we agreed, I’ll stand by my word to defeat the mages. I work for you and only you. If you need me to demonstrate that to the others, I’ll happily do so.”

			Relief threatened to swamp him. He knew he’d been arrogant and churlish towards her and was just thankful she still wanted the same thing—the destruction of the kingdom. “Thank you, Sybelle, but I don’t think that will be necessary quite yet. I want to express my appreciation for everything you’ve done, and though you may not need or want it, my apologies for being such an ass to you.”

			“That is much appreciated, my prince.”

			[image: scene divider image]

			Jeda, Kara, and Raz had moved back towards the desert encampment and stopped on the side of the road, well-hidden from any eyes. Jeda couldn’t help but smile at the scene below. The horses had caused so much destruction as they stampeded through the camp, it looked like a battle had already been fought.

			“I think our best bet is to circle around and link up with the king’s forces. The cavalry captain did say the king was planning a defensive line somewhere south of the river. That’s about forty miles north of here, and we should be able to join them in a day or so. I’m sure they could use our swords and magic.”

			“I have no magic,” Raz replied, “but I’ll use my swords.”

			“Yeah, about that,” Jeda replied. “Don’t be so sure you have no magic.”

			She looked at him as if he’d grown another head. “What are you talking about? I don’t have any magic.”

			“Let me ask you a question then. Have you ever wondered how you can perform the Dance of Swords so effortlessly? Not one in a hundred swordsmen even attempt it, yet you can perform it flawlessly.”

			Jeda, like the other assassins in the guild, had seen Raz perform that routine. She performed it with such grace and poise that no one could ever hope to match her.

			She frowned. “It’s not a great mystery, Jeda. I practiced for hours every day until I achieved perfection.”

			“But that’s just it. Your form is too perfect, too smooth and flowing. So how do you do it?”

			“I concentrate before I begin and draw power from my inner self.”

			“Exactly,” Jeda replied. “The same thing I did when I practiced with my knives. My daughters showed me that I was using magic, just as you do when you draw on your power. The thing you call your inner power is magic.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” Raz replied.

			“No, it’s not,” Kara said. “I’ve seen you fight, and you’re a highly accomplished swordswoman, but when you draw on your power, you become a goddess among men.”

			“Well, that’s true,” Raz chuckled. “But that doesn’t mean it’s magic.”

			“Yes, it does,” Kara argued. “You have the innate power, and when we have time, I’ll show you how to use it consciously.”

			“I don’t know if that—” She was interrupted by a group of about twenty tribesmen passing their position, heading south.

			“That would be the men going south to recapture the children,” Jeda said.

			“What should we do, Da?” Kara asked. “We can’t let them catch them.”

			“You’re right; we won’t,” he replied. “We’ll follow and ambush them when they stop. If they don’t stop, we’ll attack them when they get to Eastford. The gates will be barred, and we’ll have them trapped against the city walls.”

			“Follow them, huh?” Kara replied. “That would be a lot easier if you hadn’t let our horses go.”

			“I already told you that I didn’t just let them go,” Jeda replied. “The horses must have spooked in all the chaos and run back to the city.”

			“Maybe if you’d actually tied them to a tree or something.”

			“Or maybe you forgot that class on rope-tying back at the guild,” Raz added.

			They chuckled as Jeda sighed deeply, knowing their current situation was his fault. “They were content and grazing when I left them. Anyway, hopefully the cavalry company will have arrived at Eastford by the time we get there so we can make short work of this and join up with the king.”

			“Short work, Da? Really? When has anything we’ve done ever ended up as short work?”

			“Well, maybe this time it will.” Raz laughed. “Cause, you know, I’ve got magic now.”

			“Okay, okay, enough. Let’s get moving; we have a long run ahead of us.”

			With exaggerated sighs and moans, the women joined him on the road. He didn’t miss the fact that they’d joined forces in poking fun at him.

			At least one good thing has come out of this mess.
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Battlelines

			They followed the desert warriors throughout the night. The pace wasn’t very fast, but the tribesmen never stopped. As the dawn of a new day began to show, the glow of lights from Eastford could be seen over the surrounding hills. Jeda was exhausted and signaled for a break. They’d run all night, and he was sweating and out of breath. Raz was tired too, but nowhere near as much. And Kara looked like she’d just gotten out of bed.

			“How can you not be tired?” he asked her.

			“Da, sometimes I wonder who taught you magic,” she replied, walking over to him. She touched his arm, concentrated, and he immediately felt energy coursing through his body.

			“What was that?” he asked, surprised yet again by his magical warrior daughter.

			“It’s just a little trick I picked up from Kala,” she replied. She didn’t tell him that Kala had shown her the spell after a particularly bad night sparring in the fighting pits. He didn’t need to know everything.

			“I feel like I’ve slept for a week,” he replied, smiling. “You must show me how to do that.”

			“Hey, what about me?” Raz asked.

			Kara touched her arm, and soon she was smiling like Jeda.

			“Now that we’re all refreshed,” he said, “let’s keep moving. The desert squad isn’t far ahead, and Eastford is less than a mile away.”

			As they began moving again, they heard yells and screams from up ahead.

			“Quickly, hurry,” Jeda shouted, sprinting off. “They must have spotted the children. I was hoping the wagons had made it to Eastford by now.”

			With their newfound energy, all three raced on and soon saw the warriors and wagons ahead. The wagons were about two hundred feet from the gates of Eastford and moving fast, but the tribesmen were right on their tail. The city’s gates were open, a few men frantically waving the wagons on. As they drew closer, archers from the walls began to shoot down at the desert fighters, whose confusion lasted only a minute before they continued forward with raised shields. It was a tight race, but one fleet tribesman reached the last wagon as the first rolled through the gates. The screams of the children inside could be heard for miles.

			Jeda stopped, unslung his bow, and notched an arrow in one breath. He carefully sighted and let loose. The arrow sailed through the air and hit the tribesman in the back just as he was climbing into the wagon. He cried out in pain, his back arching, and fell off the wagon. The rest of the tribesmen stopped to look around for the new threat.

			“Start shooting at them,” Jeda said needlessly. The two women were already sighting and losing their own arrows.

			With arrows flying at them from front and back, the desert fighters raised their shields to protect themselves. This gave the wagons time to get through the gates, and as the last one rolled through, the gates slammed shut. One of the tribesmen unslung his bow and pointed back towards Jeda and the women.

			“Oh damn,” Jeda said. “That can’t be good. Let’s fall back and find some cover.”

			To everyone’s surprise, the gates squealed open, and a group of soldiers came rushing out to attack the desert fighters. It was almost comical to watch the tribesmen look front and back, trying to decide whom to fight. That didn’t last long before they split into two groups, half facing the threat from the city and the other half facing Jeda and the women.

			At that moment, Kara stepped forward with her arms spread wide. She looked like she was taunting them to shoot her, but nothing could be further from the truth. As a tribesman sighted on her, her arms slammed together, and an elemental blast shot forward. The explosion flung the front rank of fighters into the back, and the entire group went down in a tangled mess of arms and legs. The front warriors had been killed instantly, and the rest were dazed, confused, and struggling to regain their feet. At that moment, the soldiers from the city struck, giving no quarter to the killers who’d attacked their city, killed their loved ones, and destroyed their lives. The fighting was over quickly.

			Jeda walked up to Kara as she slumped in exhaustion. She looked at him and shrugged. “They were bad guys,” she said. “They deserved what they got.”

			Jeda stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Yup, they were bad guys.”

			Raz joined them, slapping Kara on the back. “With you around, I might not have to do anything.”

			“I don’t know about that,” she replied. “Using that amount of power takes a lot out of me. I’m exhausted and only did that because I knew you both had my back.”

			“Can’t you boost yourself with that spell you used on Raz and me?” Jeda asked.

			“No, Da, I’m too tired. I’ll be okay soon enough. I just need to rest right now.”

			She almost fell, and Jeda scooped her into his arms. Between running all night, rejuvenating herself, Jeda, and Raz, and the attack this morning, Kara had finally reached her limits. She was soon fast asleep in her father’s arms.

			Franc came running up to them with concern on his face. “What happened? Is she okay?”

			“She’s fine,” Jeda replied. “She just overworked herself and needs rest.”

			Raz looked at Franc. “I’m okay too, in case you care.”

			He wrapped her in a body-melting hug and snuggled into her neck. “Care?” he said. “Do you even have to ask?”

			“Careful what you do, big boy.” Raz laughed, pushing him back playfully. “I have magic now.”

			“Yes, I’m quite aware. You’ve completely bewitched me.”

			“No, I mean real magic, or so say these two,” she said, pointing at Jeda and Kara.

			Franc looked at her in confusion and then just shook his head. “I leave you for one day, and you come back with magic. What other surprises do you have in store for me?”

			“That’ll have to wait until we’re alone.”

			“Umm, if you two are done,’ Jeda said, “I’d like to find someplace for Kara to rest.”

			“I can help with that,” a soldier said, approaching them. “You’re heroes in this city, and we take care of our heroes. Come with me, and I’ll find the best house that hasn’t been completely ransacked for you to rest. We’ll also bring plenty of food, so don’t worry about that.”

			“Thank you; we’d appreciate that,” Jeda said.
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			After a day of rest and food, Kara was back to her old self. Jeda had made it known that they’d be traveling to the front lines as soon as she was ready, and the sergeant in charge of the city forces brought them three horses with saddlebags full of food and supplies and a few more quivers full of arrows.

			After delivering the horses, he stood there a moment with a frown on his face.

			“Is there a problem, sergeant?” Jeda asked.

			“No sir, no problem at all,” he replied. “I just thought you already had horses.”

			“They were lost in the rescue,” was all Jeda said.

			Both Kara and Raz hid their smirks behind their hands as they all graciously accepted the animals and supplies. Franc stood to one side with the children and waved them on their way. As soon as they left the city, the gates clanged shut behind them. The ride back was quick and much easier on their legs, but when they reached the tribes’ camp, they found it empty.

			“If they’ve moved to engage the king, that will make it more difficult for us to get to him. We’ll have to move very carefully now. We’ll skirt the hills to the west and find a good vantage point. Once we see what’s happening, we can decide what to do next.”

			After picking their way through the hills, they finally reached a place where they could look down into the valley. The sounds of the battle had reached them as they searched for a vantage point, but the full scope of it hadn’t been apparent. Jeda looked down over the field with a mixture of shock and awe. The battle raged across the entire valley, with more fighters than he’d believed existed in all the lands of Tavia. Both armies were enormous, and Jeda couldn’t see how one would prevail over the other. Though he comprehended war strategies and tactical concepts, experiencing the ugly reality firsthand was a lesson in horror far beyond a classroom lecture. The din of clashing metal, yells of anger, and screams of pain reached his ears as the intensity of the battle grew. The horrific smells of death and destruction soon followed, as a slight breeze wafted up the hill to his position. Men on both sides threw themselves into the fighting with a manic intent to end the lives of their enemies.

			“Da, this is horrible,” Kara said, shivering with unexpected fright as she looked at the appalling scene below. “How will we ever find Kala down there?”

			“She’ll be in the center with the king, surrounded by the royal guard,” Jeda replied. “She’ll be as safe as anyone in that hell.”

			“But how will we get to her?”

			Jeda didn’t answer his daughter right away. He could hear the worry in her voice and understood her fear as he studied the battlefield below, trying to determine how to make their way through the roiling chaos below. “I’m not sure yet,” he replied. “But don’t worry, we’ll find a way.”

			The desert fighters could be identified by the individual pattern of colors on what they wore over their hardened leather armor, the designs marking each fighter as a member of a particular tribe. The combined tribes looked like a living tapestry of interwoven death on the battlefield. Though separated by tribe, they all fought with a single-mindedness that wreaked havoc among the kingdom’s defenders.

			On the other side, the king’s armies were more than a collection of fighters—they were units of professional soldiers who trained together and formed cohesive battle units. They were arrayed as ordered by the king’s generals and held their lines against the unexpectedly fierce desert fighters. The entire valley was a field of slaughter, and neither side appeared to have the advantage. The heart of the battle was centered in the middle of the valley, with wave upon wave of fighters clashing against each other.

			“Whatever we decide to do, it better be quick because it’s getting worse down there,” Raz said.

			The scope of the battle was enormous, and as Jeda tried to decide how to join the fray, he noticed a band of desert warriors penetrating the left flank of the king’s army. It wasn’t a big group, but they were slashing through the king’s defenses which fell like children playing at war. It was evident from the flashes of elemental power that this group was deploying magic.

			This was unheard of, as the desert tribes had never shown a talent for any sort of magic. It boded ill, for though Tavia had numerous wizards and witches deployed with the army, they were strategically placed along the entire front to help bolster any part of the lines that weakened. There was no group of wizards or witches able to use their collective power to face this new threat. Jeda watched as a single wizard used his power to no effect against the flanking band and was horrified to see an elemental blast of great power erupt from the desert ranks and obliterate the kingdom mage. He’d never seen a blast so powerful and knew that the king’s armies were in trouble.

			From his vantage point, Jeda could see that if they succeeded in penetrating the flank, they would roll right through the thinner defenses to the king’s central command. If the king fell, the day would be lost and the kingdom hard-pressed to stop the desert hordes.

			“There,” he said, pointing to the scene of magical destruction. “We have to get over there. If those tribesmen get through the king’s defenses, they’ll have a clear path to Tyrel and your sister.”

			“They’re using magic,” Kara replied. “I thought the tribes didn’t have magic.”

			“So did we all, but that’s why we must go there.”

			“I wish you’d taught me some magic so I could help,” Raz said.

			“Raz, your blades will be more important than any magic we could have shown you,” Jeda replied. “When Kara and I use magic, we’ll be vulnerable to physical attack, and we’ll need you to protect our backs.”

			She nodded and checked her twin swords, secured on her back.

			“Da, will you use the stone?” Kara asked.

			Jeda had little experience using the stone, which had led to his defeat when he last used it. He thought he’d learned much from that experience, but he still harbored doubts about his ability to successfully use the stone’s power. “I’m going to try.”

			“Don’t worry, Da,” Kara said. “I’ve got your back.”

			Jeda smiled at his daughter. “I know you do, but we need to be careful.”

			He felt his sixth sense crawling up his back and launched himself forward, dragging Kara with him. He dove forward, shielding Kara as an arrow struck the back of his shoulder like the impact of a boulder. Through the haze of pain, he realized he’d been shot in the back. As he fell to the ground, he saw a squad of desert warriors running at them, yelling their battle cries, and knew he had to get up and fight or they’d be lost. In his confusion, he heard one scream over all the others. He looked up and saw Kara screaming as she let loose a devastating elemental blast that completely disintegrated the warrior who’d shot him. As he struggled to get up, he saw Kara and Raz launch an attack against the squad. In the fog of pain that blanketed his mind, he thought vaguely that it was good the two women were fighting together instead of against each other. Shock added to his pain as he saw knives and blades striking and killing the desert warriors. They were like children playing war and never stood a chance. As he struggled to get up, he watched Kala and Raz check the dead men, retrieve their knives, and return to him.

			“Da,” Kala cried, landing beside him on her knees, “are you okay?”

			Jeda couldn’t precisely comprehend whether it was the shock of the wound or the devastating attack he’d just witnessed that made him speechless, but he was finally able to mumble a few words to her. “Glad you two are getting along so well.”
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Into The Fray

			“You have magic; can’t you just heal him?” Raz asked, staring at Jeda.

			“I wish it were that simple, but it doesn’t work like that,” Kara said. “Everybody has a natural inclination when using their power. Some people are more restorative, as in healing, and some are destructive.”

			“Oh, so you’re destructive, huh? I would never have guessed,” Raz said with a smirk.

			“Actually, everyone can do both, but as I said, there are inclinations.” Kara knelt beside her father. “Da, I have to pull out the arrow and try to heal you. It’s going to hurt. You ready for this?”

			Jeda nodded. “Yes. I’m not doing any good sitting on my ass.”

			Kara placed her hands on her father’s wound, probing around the arrowhead. Luckily, it hadn’t hit bone. It would be messy coming out, but she thought she could heal him quickly. “Okay, on three,” she said. “One….”

			Jeda yelped as she pulled the arrow out. “What happened to three?” he said, wincing.

			“If I’d waited until three, you’d have tensed. Trust me; it would have hurt so much worse. Now relax while I try to heal you.”

			Although she wasn’t inclined towards the healing side of magic, she still understood the rudiments of care. Spending so many years with her gypsy grandmother had imparted the basics of healing and restoration to her. After a few minutes of concentration, she sat back and reviewed her work. The wound was healed, but there was an ugly scar.

			“Sorry, Da. If Kala were here, she could have done better, but at least you’re healed.”

			“Why are you sorry then?” Jeda asked.

			“Cause you have a big ugly scar on your shoulder.”

			“Pfft, that’s all? It’ll go well with the rest of them. Besides, your mother likes my scars.”

			“I hate to interrupt this family moment, but we have to move if you’re well enough,” Raz said. “That squad we killed will be missed soon, and we don’t want to be here when someone comes looking.”

			Jeda pulled himself up and tested his shoulder. It was sore, but he could move it. That was good enough, and he nodded to Kara. Moving to the lip of the hill, they looked down at the battle. The desert mages were still slowly moving towards the center, where the king would be. Jeda spotted a game trail and pointed to it. “There. We’ll take that trail and come up behind them. We need to take out whoever it is using magic down there before it’s too late.”

			They headed down the steep trail, navigating the rocky terrain as best they could. By some act of fate, they made it to the bottom without attracting any notice. The battle noise alone was overwhelming, but that helped cover their approach. They reached within a hundred feet of the desert mages before anyone noticed them. The first warrior who saw them received an arrow to the throat for his alertness. The other warriors were already engaged with some kingdom soldiers, allowing them to bypass the lot. Jeda felt guilty about not helping the soldiers, but he had a bigger problem right now, and she was right in front of him. As soon as he recognized her, Jeda knew she was his primary target. He motioned to Kara and Raz and pointed at Sybelle.

			“There, we have to take her out,” he yelled over the din of battle. “She’s a black coven witch and deadly as sin. I need to use the stone; watch my back.”

			They nodded their understanding while Jeda pulled the stone from his pouch. It amazed him how nondescript it was, without any special colorings or markings, but he could feel the power residing in the stone as he held it in his hand. When Menz gave it to Jeda back in Constantine, he and Kara had filled it with their power. He said a silent prayer that it would be enough, stepped clear of everyone, and began to concentrate, feeling the power surge into him, filling him with power many magnitudes above what he normally had. Unfortunately, that surge of energy attracted the attention of someone else—Sybelle.

			The witch immediately broke off her attack and whipped around to face him. At that moment, Jeda let loose with an elemental blast that should have destroyed them all, but to his horror, it just passed over and around Sybelle and her cadre of warriors.

			She let loose a maniacal cackle. “Really, assassin? Is that all you have? Your power is impressive, but it cannot match mine. Witness true power!”

			Before she could strike, Kara and Raz jumped in front of Jeda and started shooting at her. It did no good, as her circle of warriors intercepted the arrows with their shields. For all their efforts, it was only a momentary distraction. Sybelle let loose with a blast of her own, hitting all three and launching them back over twenty feet. Jeda, Kara, and Raz hit the ground and lay unmoving.

			“That’s one dead assassin I won’t have to worry about,” the witch mumbled. A memory tugged at her as she looked at one of the women with him, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it. It hardly mattered anyway; they were all dead.
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			When Tyrel received word from Falcon Point that Duke Mathias had turned traitor and joined the desert army, he was hesitant to believe it, as Turin had been part of the kingdom for countless generations and Duke Mathias had always been a staunch supporter of the crown. Or so he’d thought. If Mathias had turned traitor, there would be no anvil for his hammer, no attack from the rear, only what he could muster here and now. He sent another bird to Duke Alexander, explaining the situation and pleading for him to make all haste in getting to the front. He was thankful he’d had the foresight to order Elnar’s forces forward, but he desperately needed Alexander’s forces to get there and join the fight.

			One of his tactics was still in play and didn’t rely on Turin—the heavy horse. The knights and their horses were heavily armored, and the tribesmen would stand no chance as they plowed through enemy lines. The tribesmen would be trampled beneath the horses or killed by the lances and swords the knights carried. It was a highly effective means of combat and one Tyrel was anxious to use, but the marshal had urged him to wait.

			“We need them to be jammed tightly together so the knights can crush them in their first pass,” the marshal had cautioned. “The knights will continue through and regroup for a second assault from the rear. The tribes have no defense against this tactic.”

			When he finally ordered the knights forward, they hit the front lines of the tribesmen like an avalanche. The desert fighters seemed to vanish beneath them, but they fought back, taking a few horses and riders down. The fallen knights never stood a chance and were smothered under a wave of desert fighters screaming for blood, but the majority of the knights rode straight through with little resistance.

			Tyrel grabbed the marshal’s arm exuberantly. “You were right, Marshal Piene. It’s going exactly as you predicted. The tribesmen don’t stand a chance.”

			When the marshal didn’t answer, Tyrel looked and saw a frown on his face.

			“There should have been more resistance,” he finally said. “The tribesmen are letting them pass through and taking only minor losses. Something’s not right.”

			“What do you mean? They’re plowing through the army like a scythe through wheat.”

			“Yes, they’re riding through, but there should have been more resistance and more losses on both sides. I don’t like this. We need to recall the knights.”

			But the marshal’s realization came too late. As they were trained to do, the knights did plow through the ranks and killed the warriors in their path, but the tribesmen as a whole were falling back to the sides to allow the horses to pass through. The knights couldn’t stop their charge and continued through, and disaster struck once they passed the lines and began to slowly turn around. From the rear of the desert army, hidden behind some small hills, came the light horse of Turin, fighters that lived and died in the saddle and hit the flanks of the knights at the worst possible moment. The armored horses weren’t as maneuverable as the lighter mounts of the Turin fighters, and the battle descended into a clash of swords. Although the knights’ armor protected them somewhat, it also hindered them in this close-quarters battle.

			The marshal signaled the trumpeter to call back the knights, who broke from the Turin fighters and tried to make it back to friendly lines, but the desert fighters were waiting for them. In the end, only a quarter of the knights who rode out made it back. It was a disaster of unimaginable consequences.

			“Duke Mathias has finally shown his traitorous head,” the marshal said.
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			“I told you we didn’t need the children,” Mathias said, gloating as he watched the melee below. “My men have made short work of those cumbersome beasts. Let the boy king try that again, and he’ll suffer an even greater loss.”

			“They still have their light cavalry,” Arin said.

			They stood on a small rise overlooking the battle. Most of the chieftains had elected to fight with their men, but these two chose to stand back and observe the action from a higher perspective. It was a more efficient and effective position for redirecting their forces to where they were needed most.

			“Yes, I know,” Mathias replied tersely. “I’m the one who told you their battle plan, remember? My men are ready for that as well which is why I’ve held back my forces.”

			“Oh, I thought it was another reason,” Arin replied.

			“Have a care, young prince, at whom you direct your veiled insults. You would already have lost this war if it weren’t for me. Your witch may be of use now, but when the fighting is over, what will you do then? You would do well to remember who wields power now.”

			Arin didn’t bother to reply, knowing the old duke was full of dreams of creating and ruling a new empire. Those were his dreams, not Arin’s, and time would tell if any of them came to fruition. There was still a war to be won, and Arin watched while his witch proved to be the most effective weapon on the battlefield.

			Time will tell, old man, and I won’t forget what you’ve done. The witch is still mine, and she just might have an issue with you and your empire.

			At least that was what Arin hoped as he watched her sling blasts across the undulating lines of fighters.
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			Duke Alexander of the Dresdan Duchy sat in his tent looking at the latest message from the king.

			Mathias has turned traitor and joined the desert army. I need you and your forces here as soon as possible.

			Was this some kind of a trick? Did Tyrel know that he and Mathias had planned to usurp him? What was Mathias thinking? It gave Alexander pause. Did he know Mathias at all?

			The lure of a throne had blinded him, but realizing Mathias had changed the plan, and wondering if he’d ever really known the plan, started to draw the wool from his eyes. Mathias lived in a desert, his duchy was primarily desert, and he dressed like a tribesman. What did such a man want with an ally in Dresdan? In hindsight, it was obvious that Mathias had double-crossed him.  He’d probably never intended to help Alexander dethrone Tyrel and was assisting the desert hordes to win this war so they could run rampant across the entire kingdom. His kingdom.

			“General,” Alexander called out.

			The general in charge of Alexander’s army entered straight away. “Yes, my lord?”

			“Give orders to the army—we move with all haste to the battlefront.”

			“Right away, my lord. The men will be moving within the hour.”

			Alexander had stopped his army within a half-day’s ride of the battlefield, and with a little effort, he could join the king by early evening.

			We’ll see what your treachery amounts to now, Mathias. I’ll kill you myself when we meet again.
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Turning of 
the Tide

			“We must take that witch out,” Tyrel said. “She’s defeating all our mages, wizards and witches both. Send word to the senior wizard that she’s the number one priority.”

			“Moving them now might not be the wisest course of action. If we gather our wizards and witches together, it will leave us vulnerable along the front,” Marshal Piene replied. “The men are barely holding their own against the savages as it is. They need more time.”

			“If we don’t move them now, we won’t have any more time,” Tyrel argued. “Send the order and gather the mages here with us.”

			“Yes, sire.”

			The command was passed along the battlefront, and the mages slowly disengaged and started to move towards the king’s banner. The battle lines were long, and it would take some time before they were all gathered. A few were already positioned with Tyrel, including the senior wizard, and he called them over.

			“Why hasn’t that witch been taken out yet?” he asked. “She’s wreaking destruction through the lines.”

			“Sire, somehow she can hold a shield and still throw powerful blasts. Our people are barely able to withstand her attacks. Each of our wizards is covering close to a company of men, which is extremely taxing for them. As it is, we’re unable to attack while holding the shields. We have no idea how she’s able to manifest such power,” the senior wizard said.

			“The only way she could possibly wield that much power would be through a circle, but we’ve seen no other witches with her,” the leading witch added. “Once we have sufficient numbers, we can establish our own circle and attack her.”

			“There aren’t enough of you now?” Tyrel asked, looking around at the gathered wizards and witches.

			“Not yet, sire,” she answered. “We have only nine of our people here.”

			“Can you not combine what magic you have to fight her?” Tyrel asked, desperation leaking into his voice. “The witch is getting closer. We must do something.”

			“Yes, sire, we can, but it won’t be as powerful as a full circle.”

			“Do what you can with the people you have,” Tyrel ordered, “and include the others when they get here.”

			The witch and wizard nodded and left to create the circle. It didn’t take long before the nine mages and witches, with their magic combined, went forth to confront the desert witch. As they neared, the lead witch saw Sybelle up close for the first time.

			“That’s Sybelle,” she told the others. “She’s a trained coven witch accused of being a member of the black coven. She was supposedly killed during a confrontation with the Assassin Guild.”

			“Well, let’s make sure she stays dead this time,” the senior wizard replied.

			They moved forward with their shield in place and launched their attack. As they struck her shield, they saw her slump, as if weakened, and intensified their attack while the kingdom soldiers continued their attack. When one of the warriors fell and Sybelle weakened further, the lead witch finally understood what she was doing.

			“It’s the tribesmen,” she yelled. “They’re feeding power to her. She’s using them for her circle.”

			They began to target the warriors around her. Sybelle recognized what they were doing when another of her warriors fell. She gathered her remaining power and sent a focused blast at the kingdom mages. Her power was so strong that it burst through their shield and took out two of their number. The remaining mages were able to erect another shield, but their power was reduced, and they were overmatched. Without a full circle, they stood no chance against her.

			“By the gods, she’s destroying our mages,” Tyrel cried. “They’re not powerful enough against her.” He looked for the other witches and wizards he’d called, but they hadn’t arrived yet. He regretted letting Kala go but he couldn’t deny her request to join her men. She was a powerful witch, and he could use her help now.

			Damn, we could lose this war here and now.

			With that thought, Tyrel launched himself forward to help his beleaguered mages. He wouldn’t let them die when he had the power to help.

			“Sire, what’re you doing?” cried the marshal. He tried to grab the king but was too slow and could only watch as the king dashed away, followed by his guards.

			Creighton and Ranker ran after the king to protect him against his rashness, catching up to him as he joined the mages. They had no magic, but their swords were more than sufficient to keep the mundane desert fighters from harming the mages.

			“I don’t know how to join your circle, but I have magic,” Tyrel shouted to the lead witch. “Just tell me what I need to do.”

			She looked at him with a shocked expression but quickly regained her senses. “Sire, open yourself to me and let me use your power. You must let me take control.”

			Tyrel nodded and tried to relax. He felt her power touch him and welcomed it. Soon he felt her begin to draw his power away. It was disconcerting, and he initially fought her, but she called to him to accept her control. Tyrel loosened his grasp on his power and felt himself begin to weaken. He’d never understood how the mages could do this and had a newfound respect for them. Unfortunately, he feared even his added power would not be enough.
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			When Kala received the command for all witches and wizards to come to the king’s banner, she notified her general that she was leaving and began running as fast as possible. The panic she felt threatened to overwhelm her as she feared the worst. There could be only one reason to call all the mages together—they were losing the battle. She arrived as Tyrel joined the circle and saw him slump as his power was drained.

			By the gods, he’s not trained for that. He’s not powerful enough.

			She felt a momentary sense of relief on seeing Creighton and Ranker behind him with drawn swords, fighting off any desert fighter that came close to the circle, but it didn’t last. As she neared them, a blast of unbelievable magnitude struck the mages, devasting their circle. All the witches and wizards were thrown to the ground and lay unmoving. Kala stood shocked when she saw Tyrel lying in a bloody heap.

			“Tyrel,” she screamed, running forward. She fell to her knees beside his prostrate body and put her hands on him. Feeling a glimmer of life within him, she poured her healing magic into him. Only when he stirred did Kala looked up at the person who’d nearly killed the love of her life. With a rage she’d never felt before, she stood and gathered her power. When it reached such a peak that it shook her very bones, she let go of a blast of her own. It struck Sybelle and her circle with such force that two of her warriors collapsed. Kala saw her stumble but was too weak to do anything about it—the blast had taken everything out of her. She watched with satisfaction as Sybelle withdrew with her warriors. She may not have been able to defeat her, but she’d definitely hurt her.

			“Kala, are you hurt?” Gelda called. She’d followed when she saw her granddaughter run toward the battle lines.

			“No, Nana, but I don’t know about the others.”

			Gelda looked around and saw that the king was breathing. Then she saw the two bodies behind the king—both Creighton and Ranker were down. She rushed to their sides, feeling her world collapse. Gelda laid hands on both men and poured her magic into them. She felt Creighton stir, but Ranker lay unmoving.

			“Kala,” she yelled, “I need your help. Come here quickly.”

			Kala joined her and saw the defeat in her grandmother’s eyes.

			“I can’t feel him,” Gelda cried. “Help me as Natasha taught you.”

			Kala knelt beside the gentle giant and put her hands on his chest. She shocked his heart with a small amount of power, but he lay unmoving.

			“Nana, I don’t know how much power I can shock him with. Nana Natasha told me that no heart could take much more than I’ve already used.”

			Gelda shook her head. “This man is stronger than any ten men I know. Hit him again with more power. I know you can do it and he can take it. Do it before it’s too late.”

			Kala hesitated a moment before putting her hands on Ranker’s chest again. She took a deep breath and concentrated, shocking the big man again with more power than she thought anyone could survive. She probed for any glimmer of life but felt nothing. She looked at her grandmother with tear-filled eyes and shook her head.

			Her heart broke when Gelda collapsed on the man who’d fulfilled her every day. The man she couldn’t live without. Gelda laid her head on his chest and sobbed softly.

			“Do you think you could get off my chest?” came a voice Kala had never thought to hear again. “For some reason, it hurts like all the hells.”

			Gelda sat back in shock but quickly regained her composure, wiping the tears from her cheeks. “Well, it’s about time you got your lazy butt up,” she replied, gently patting his cheek.

			Relief coursed through Kala.
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			Jeda stirred and sat up. He looked around and saw the bodies of Kara and Raz nearby. He crawled over to them and felt for any sign of life. Relief swamped him when he found it, and he gently shook them.

			Raz was the first to wake. “Damn, I feel like I was hit by a tree.”

			Jeda chuckled and shook Kara again.

			After another minute, she sat up. “Ow,” she said, holding her head. “That was some blast.”

			“We’re lucky to be alive,” Jeda said. “That blast would have killed us had I not been able to draw a shield over us. We’re lucky Sybelle thought she’d killed us.”

			“Da, she’s too powerful,” Kara said. “How are we ever going to defeat her?”

			“I think I have an idea,” he replied. “When she was gathering power to strike us, I felt her reach out and draw power from outside her. I think she figured out how to use the desert fighters to form a circle of power. If we can take them out, it should weaken her enough that we can defeat her.”

			“They stopped our arrows last time,” Raz said, “so how do we get to them?”

			“They were ready for us last time,” Jeda said. “This time, we attack assassin-style—from the shadows when she least expects it.”

			“Just the way I like it,” Raz said.

			“Kara, the stone’s depleted. We need to try to get as much power into it as possible.”

			“I think I can help with that.”

			All three looked up and saw Kala approaching.

			“What are you doing here?” Kara asked.

			“Saving your butt as usual,” Kala said with a mischievous grin. “But really, I was following Sybelle. She’s the biggest threat we face, and I hurt her last time. I was following to try again when I saw you three lying about like lazy slugs.” Her voice shook a little, and her eyes showed what she’d really thought. She firmed it up and continued with determined flippancy, “I figured you’d had enough time to rest and might want to help me destroy her.”

			The three women added their magic to the stone and sat back to regain their strength. Kala had added as much power as she could, but she was still weak from her battle with Sybelle and healing Tyrel and Ranker, so it wasn’t as much as she’d hoped. Raz added her supply of magic, but it was underdeveloped and didn’t amount to much. For her part, Kara added almost twice as much as the other two. That left Jeda to add his.

			The stone practically hummed with power as he held it. He opened himself to it and felt what seemed like a bottomless well open within the stone.

			How much power can this thing hold?

			He began to add his own to the stone but pulled back as it greedily sucked up the power offered. He’d cautioned the women not to drain themselves and needed to follow his own advice. He was under no illusion that Sybelle would be easy to defeat; they would need all the power they could gather to fight her. As he poured his magic into it, he felt the stone begin to fill, but there was plenty of room left. When he finished, he sat back and let out a sigh of relief.

			“That was intense,” he said, “but the stone’s still not filled.”

			“I can add more power to it,” Kara replied.

			“No, we all need to be careful with that. I don’t want you drained to the point that you’re too weak to fight. Sybelle isn’t the only one we’ll be fighting. There’s also the warriors with her and any stray fighters we meet along the way.”

			“She’s strong,” Kala added, “but if we can eliminate the warriors she draws power from, her capabilities will be drastically reduced. When I attacked her, I killed one or two, which weakened her. That’s the way we’ll defeat her.”

			“Let’s just hope it’ll be enough.”
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			Sybelle moved well back behind the front fighting line. That last attack had hurt her more than she wanted to admit, and she had to retreat and regroup before taking on the kingdom mages again. She was tired, practically depleted of power, and could feel that her fighters were in the same condition.

			“We’re going back to get water and food,” she told her men. “We lost four of our number but still have enough power to destroy anyone we face. Once we’re replenished, we’ll attack again.”

			The tired fighters all nodded. There wasn’t one of them that didn’t feel exhausted. They all returned to the command tent and met Arin, who was waiting as they climbed the small hill.

			“Well?” was all he asked.

			“Well, what?” Sybelle snapped back. “The kingdom mages finally got their act together. Thankfully, their circle was weak, but we still lost four of our men. That little bitch twin was there too and hit me with a blast when I was weakened. We all need food and water before we can face them again.”

			Arin motioned for food and drink to be brought to them. “Once you eat and drink, get back into the fight,” he ordered. “We need your power to win this war. Without you, we’ll fail.”

			Sybelle didn’t bother to answer. She noticed the Duke of Turin watching them with interest, his dark eyes staring at her with an intensity that made her shiver. She didn’t know him well, but she’d heard rumors about him when she lived in the capital. He wasn’t a benevolent ruler, and seeing him here gave credence to the rumors about him. He was another one that she’d have to look out for.

			Great, another asshole with dreams of using me to rule the world.
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The Final Conquest

			The battleground was like something out of a drug-induced nightmare. Screams and moans could be heard wafting from all parts of battlefield. The bodies of both man and beast lay strewn across the ground in piles, left to rot... or die, for those unfortunate enough to still be breathing. The sickening sweet stench of death permeated everything. Jeda had seen many dead bodies in his time, quite a few at his hand, but nothing could compare to the horror around him. There seemed no end to the carnage, and it was making him sick.

			“Quickly, we need to find the witch and her cohort,” he said to the women as he picked up his pace.

			As they made their way furtively along, passing around wagon after wagon of supplies, Jeda was surprised at how few guards they saw. Knowing the desert fighters as he did, he surmised that none of them wanted to be left in the rear to watch and protect the food and supplies. It was their nature to fight, a way of life they learned from childhood and practiced their entire lives. This was the biggest, fiercest fight any of them would ever know, and none would be willing to miss it.

			Unfortunately, there were still a few that had been left behind.

			Jeda was creeping along a supply wagon when he came face-to-face with a warrior coming around from the other end. The two men stopped for a moment and stared at each other. The shock quickly wore off when the desert fighter saw the women behind Jeda carrying weapons. He drew his sword, yelled an alarm, and rushed forward, aiming for Jeda’s head. He neatly sidestepped the attack, and Raz plunged her sword into the tribesman’s chest as he stumbled forward. Unfortunately, the alarm he’d yelled was enough to get the attention of another group.

			“Back, back,” Jeda whispered furiously. “We don’t have time to fight every tribesman we meet.”

			The group backed around to the rear of the wagons and began to move down another path, heading to the rear of the lines, toward a small hillock where the command tent for the desert army was pitched. Jeda guessed that was where Sybelle would be found. Kala had said she saw the witch falter when two of her men went down, so it made sense that she would fall back and regroup. She could ill afford to be weakened at the height of the battle.

			“There.” He pointed as he knelt behind a wagon. “That tent on the hill is the command tent. That’s where Sybelle would have headed when she left the front lines.”

			“How can you be so sure?” Kara asked.

			“I’m not, but that’s my best guess. I want to sneak up there and look around before we attack. All of you stay here until I get back.”

			“You mean if you get back,” Raz said.

			“Just when I was starting to like you, you say something like that,” Kara said, giving her a scathing look.

			“It’s a joke,” she replied, shrugging. “Battlefield humor, ya know? To keep your mind off how bad things really are.”

			“I don’t need reminding of how bad things are,” Kara muttered. “Stay safe, Da.”

			“I will, and don’t worry; I’ll be right back.”

			As Jeda snuck up to the tent, he heard Arin and Mathias arguing about Sybelle and her men and thought to eliminate them both while he had the chance. Unfortunately, there were at least twenty warriors around the front of the tent. The prince and duke weren’t foolish enough to remain in the rear unguarded. He made his way carefully closer to the back of the tent so he could hear what they said.

			“We cannot rely on the witch to win this war for us,” Mathias said. “She’s already lost four of her men and is weakened. Let her continue attacking the king’s position while we draw most of our forces back and redirect them to the bridge. If we take the bridge, the king’s forces will be trapped, and we can pick them apart and destroy them all.”

			“Sybelle’s already proven her worth against Tavia’s mages,” Arin retorted. “I agree that we should take the bridge, but we shouldn’t just sacrifice her. She could be weakened, and if the kingdom mages gather, it could mean her end. That could also be the end of us all.”

			“If we move our forces to the bridge, without anything to distract them, the kingdom generals will notice what we’re trying and redirect their forces. Keep them guessing by throwing the witch at the king’s command tent, where they’ll concentrate their forces against her. Let them think we’re trying to cut off the head of the snake while we trap the whole lot of them.”

			“It makes no difference now—she’s already heading back to the front lines,” Arin replied. “She planned to continue her attack against the king and his mages, so you have what you want, but I fear it will be the end of us.”

			“Your fear is unfounded. You greatly underestimate the ferocity and strength of our men. One desert warrior is the equal of ten kingdom fighters. We’ll be able….”

			Jeda had heard enough and backtracked down the hill to where the others waited. “Sybelle has headed back to the front lines,” he told them. “We need to get back there.”

			Moving back towards the front was just as bad as moving rearward, except the fighting and noise increased dramatically. That both helped and hindered their advance. It was easier to sneak up behind the groups of desert fighters, the chaos and noise helping them eliminate the tribesmen, but with each encounter, precious time was wasted.  After what seemed like hours, they finally came close to the front lines.

			“There she is,” Kara called, seeing Sybelle battling against a smaller group of kingdom mages. By the looks of it, the mages were losing and didn’t have much time left before she broke down their shields. “Let’s try to get behind them and take out a couple of her warriors before we face her again.”

			They moved to a spot where Sybelle couldn’t see them and began to rain arrows down on the warriors. When two desert fighters went down, they moved in position to confront Sybelle.

			None of them had any doubts that when Jeda attacked, Sybelle would retaliate. Jeda stepped forward and again drew the stone out of his pocket. As he concentrated, Sybelle whipped her head around and saw what he held. He saw fear in her eyes for a moment before a maniacal gleam took its place. She threw her head back, and a burst of demented laughter spewed forth.

			“So, the kingdom’s finally sent its most powerful weapon against me. I thought I killed you, well, no matter, you were no threat to me last time and you’re not threat now.” she screamed. “It’s about time to see who exactly is the most powerful.”

			With no preamble, Sybelle shot an elemental blast at Jeda, but he’d already raised a protective shield and her attack was deflected harmlessly to the side.

			“That won’t help you for long, boy,” she taunted him.

			Jeda had no intention of seeing how long his shield would hold and sent an elemental blast of his own at her. His attack blasted against her shield, and he saw her stumble. He continued to press his attack, but even though she fell back, he couldn’t pierce her shield.

			“Hurry up,” Jeda yelled.

			“We’re trying!” Raz answered as she traded blows with the desert fighters.. “Not as easy as it looks—they’re formidable fighters.”

			Jeda continued his attack, but he could feel himself weakening. Just as he thought it might all be hopeless, Sybelle crumpled to her knees. He glanced over to see Kara drive her sword into one of the tribesmen and Kala blast another off his feet. He renewed his attack, but unbelievably, Sybelle stood up and sent another blast at him, so powerful that it rocked him back. As he staggered to maintain his balance, Kara ran to help him.

			“Da, are you ok?” She steadied him.

			“I don’t think I can beat her. She has too much power.”

			Just then as if she heard them, Sybelle sent another blast at them, and Jeda’s shield started to falter.

			“Get back,” he shouted, trying to push Kara away. “My shields are failing; you’ll be killed by the next blast.”

			Kara knocked her father’s hands away and grabbed the hand holding the stone. “That bitch won’t kill anyone else today.”

			Delving inside to the deepest center of her being, she found the power wrapped tightly inside her. Elizabeth Berkshire had given Kara her bond when she died, but she’d always feared that power. It was like looking into a maelstrom of darkness and lightning. Pushing her fears aside, she grabbed onto the power and let it fill her. The magic that flowed through her was like nothing she’d ever felt before. It saturated her entire body, making it feel like she was holding an exploding sun in her hand.

			“Da, I just drew on Aunt Elizabeth’s power, but I can’t hold it for long. I have to send it into the stone, and you must use it quickly. Her bond is so powerful that I think it might kill me if I hold onto it much longer.”

			Jeda looked at his daughter uncomprehendingly, then saw the crackling of power that surrounded her. “Do it,” he yelled, “do it quickly.”

			Kara touched the stone, and he felt an tidal wave of power pouring into it. There was so much power that he felt himself losing control. No one person should ever hold so much. The stone was near full to bursting, yet Kara kept pouring more power into it. Jeda grabbed the power with an extraordinary effort and redirected it at Sybelle. The blast that shot out of the stone was blinding, and he couldn’t see what effect it had, but he heard it. Sybelle screamed in unholy, excruciating pain, and one by one, her warriors fell. When the stone was fully depleted, Jeda could see nothing but a smoking husk where Sybelle had once stood. He fell to his knees, completely drained, and stared at the stone in his hand as it cracked and then fell away to dust.

			Kara fell to her knees and leaned against him, exhausted. “I’ve never felt anything like that.”

			Jeda looked at his daughter; it seemed like a dark cloud had been lifted from her, and there was light behind her eyes. He touched her cheek. “Are you okay?”

			“Ya, Da. Better than I’ve been for many years.”

			He grabbed her around the shoulders and pulled her into his arms. “You’re amazing.”

			The others came running up and looked at them with expressions of worry and shock.

			“What the hell was that?” Kala asked her twin.

			“Aunt Elizabeth.”

			Kala stared at her sister with her mouth hanging open, unable to respond.

			“Sister, shut your mouth. It’s unbecoming of a duchess to look like a slack-jawed fool.”

			Jeda finally stood and looked around. The blast had decimated everything for forty feet around them. Four kingdom mages and a group of swordsmen approached them cautiously, concern written on their faces.

			“What happened here?” the lead mage asked. “One minute, we were besieged by that crazed witch, and the next, there was an immense blast and she lay there, burnt to a crisp.”

			Jeda held up the remains of the stone. “This is what happened. We used the Witch Stone to defeat her, but it was destroyed in the process.”

			“Thank the gods you did, or all would have been lost. She was pushing our lines to the point of collapse. If that happened, I fear we would have been routed.”

			Remembering what he’d overheard at the desert command tent, Jeda quickly said, “You must tell the generals that the desert fighters are massing to capture the bridge. They must reinforce the forces holding it, or we’ll all be trapped against the river.  Even without Sybelle, these desert fighters are extremely dangerous and cannot be underestimated.”

			“Thank you for that intelligence, but fear not, the bridge has been reinforced by the armies of Dresdan. Enough of that for now; we must get back to our lines. The fighting is far from over, and it isn’t safe here.”
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The Rout

			They followed the kingdom mage back to the command tent, where they found Tyrel awake but lying on a cot, Ranker trying to get off another cot, Creighton sitting on a third, and Gelda trying to wrangle them all into resting. Jeda almost laughed at the scene until he realized how close Tavia had come to losing another king. Kala rushed over to kneel beside Tyrel while Kara went to sit with Ranker. Jeda and Raz went to talk with the marshal to better understand what was happening.

			“The king sent a message to Duke Alexander informing him that Mathias turned traitor and was fighting with the desert armies,” Marshal Piene told them. “They arrived quickly—apparently Duke Alexander’s forces were close when he received the message.”

			“That was convenient for both him and the king,” Jeda replied sarcastically.

			“Convenient or not, he did save the day.”

			“Probably just as he planned,” Jeda said, shaking his head. The politics of the court followed the nobility everywhere, even to the field of battle. It disgusted him and reaffirmed his decision to avoid such things. His father had been a simple tradesman, but his mother was of noble blood, and he could have claimed the right of nobility at any time but had never cared to.

			The marshal opted not to comment. “Duke Alexander has massed his army in front of the bridge and is waiting for my command to engage his horsemen. He has a full contingent of both knights and light cavalry to deploy.”

			“I overheard the desert prince and Mathias talking about using the Turin horsemen to capture the bridge and pin us against the river,” Jeda informed the marshal.

			“Well, I, for one, hope that he does. If he’s foolish enough to pit his light horse against Dresdan’s forces, this battle will be over faster than I imagined.”

			“If he doesn’t know the Dresdan army finally arrived, he’ll be in for quite the surprise.”

			“I must go order our remaining horsemen to the bridge,” the marshal replied. “They’ve suffered heavy losses, but there are still plenty of them to assist in destroying the Turin cavalry.” The marshal left the command tent, already barking out orders.

			Jeda and Raz watched him go, and then she turned to him and grinned.

			“What?” he asked. “What are you grinning about?”

			“You never change, do you?” she said. “Always bucking the status quo, always giving your opinions where they may not be wanted.”

			Jeda frowned. “What are you talking about?”

			“Dresdan, of course. Any idiot could see that Duke Alexander was plotting something. Why else would he be absent from the field of battle and then magically arrive when he got word that Mathias had turned traitor? If I were a betting woman, which I am, I’d wager that those two planned to leave the king on his own to face the tribesmen. Then you, in all your infinite wisdom and discretion, go and blab that very conspiracy to the most powerful commander in the kingdom. It makes me wonder how you made it this long without someone trying to kill you.”

			“Someone did,” he replied pointedly, staring at her.

			Raz laughed. “You know, that was so long ago, practically in another lifetime, that I don’t actually remember much of it.”

			“Well I do, and that was only one time of many that I’ve been targeted,” Jeda said. “But you’re right; I should keep my opinions to myself.”

			“You should, unless you crave the quest for nobility.”

			“No, thank you. I’m perfectly happy with my life as it is.”

			Gelda walked over to them, shaking her head and drying her hands on a cloth. “I’ve had enough of that great ape of a man,” she said, irritation lacing her words. “He dies on the battlefield and, when revived, can think of nothing but getting back out there and fighting. So, what are you two planning? More of the same?”

			“I heard that, woman,” Ranker’s voice sounded from across the tent. “I may be slightly injured, but I’m not crippled and definitely not deaf.”

			Jeda held his laughter, but Raz couldn’t help but chuckle.

			“I don’t know about Raz here, but I’m not planning on any more fighting at the moment,” Jeda told her. “Handling the stone took a lot out of me, and in my current state, I’d do more damage than good.”

			Raz had the good sense to agree.

			“Come with me,” Gelda said, leading them both to a table covered with food. It was tasteless combat rations and water, but the two of them didn’t hesitate to partake. As they ate, Kala and Kara joined them.

			“How are they?” Jeda asked them.

			“The king’s healing well,” Kala replied, “but he needs rest, and we don’t know if his magic’s been damaged. When Sybelle hit the circle, the blast abruptly severed Tyrel’s connection with the mage. It may have caused permanent harm. Time will tell if he regains it.”

			Jeda looked at Kara.

			“Well, Grandma Gelda probably told you already, but Uncle Ranker is also mending. The problem is that he doesn’t want to stay in bed and rest. He—”

			“He’s right here.” Ranker’s voice carried. “I’m fine, so stop mothering me.”

			“He has very good ears,” Kara whispered, “but he’s the worse kind of patient.”

			Jeda smiled and nodded. Ranker was a bear of a man, and there wasn’t much beyond death that would keep him down.
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			A messenger made his way up the small hill and bowed to Arin. “My prince, the witch has fallen.”

			Arin pursed his lips and hung his head. It was as he’d feared. Without her, the battle was hopeless. The kingdom would gather their mages and tear the desert armies apart.

			“It matters not,” Mathias replied, stepping up behind Arin. “We have the kingdom forces reeling; we just have to take the bridge to destroy them utterly.”

			Arin whirled around and stepped right up into Mathias’s face. He was tired of this so-called duke giving orders and caring little about the consequences. “Just how do you think we can do any of that without Sybelle?” he seethed. “You think your fancy horses will be able to overcome the magic of the kingdom? You think those dogs will simply bow down when you ride forth in all your glory? Think again, Sir Duke. We’ve lost this battle and should leave before we lose everything.”

			Becoming enraged as he listened to the young prince and his cowardly talk, Mathias snarled, “You know nothing of war,” his face mottled red. “We’re of the desert, and we’ll fight to the end for what’s rightfully ours. You should know this better than most, but you’re a weakling who’s become soft and unfit to rule. The only one leaving this battlefield is you.”

			He pulled a knife from beneath his robe and shoved it into Arin’s chest. Arin looked at Mathias in shock, then down at the knife in his chest. As he slumped to the ground, he tried to grab Mathias and say something, but Mathias pushed him away, throwing him to the ground.

			He looked up to see the messenger staring at him.

			“You murdered him,” the man said. “You killed the prince.”

			“He was a coward and a traitor to our people,” Mathias replied. “Relay the message to all the men that Prince Arin has fallen in battle and I’ve assumed command of all the desert forces.”

			The messenger fell to his knees and bowed his head. The guards stationed at the command tent hesitated a moment before doing the same. It was and always had been the way of the desert—only the strong survived and only the strongest ruled.

			“As you command, my prince,” they all replied.

			“Ready my horse and tell my captains to be prepared to ride. We’ll take that bridge and finally destroy these kingdom dogs.”

			The men all rose and cheered their new leader. They were all of the desert and thirsted for the chance to go into battle instead of standing around a tent like toy soldiers. They rushed down the hillside, and Mathias followed them, leaving Arin’s body to rot. An ignoble end to the self-proclaimed Prince of the Desert.

			When he finally reached the bridge and saw what awaited him, Mathias was shocked. The kingdom had somehow gathered another force of heavy horse, with multiple companies of light horse standing beside them in support. Mathias’s previous tactic of drawing the knights out wouldn’t work again. He was sitting on his horse, wondering where these men had materialized from, when he saw his former ally ride forth from the center.

			Alexander was dressed in full armor and sat on a heavy charger. He looked at Mathias across the battlefield and raised his sword in challenge, and Mathias realized his plans to betray the king and keep Alexander out of the fight had failed. He now faced the full might of the Dresdan army and the remains of the armies of the other duchies, but he wouldn’t back down. He stood tall in his stirrups and raised his sword so all the desert tribesmen could see his courage and strength. The only thing standing in his way was a bunch of weak kingdom dogs dressed up like warriors. He’d show the world what true warriors were. He leaned forward and pointed his sword at Tavia’s forces.

			“Attack,” he screamed. “Attack these dogs who think they’re better than us. Attack and give no quarter.”

			As one, the desert forces rushed forward, screaming and yelling as they crashed against the kingdom lines. The fighting was brutal, and the battle could have gone either way until the mages arrived. As Arin had warned, they tore into the desert warriors, decimating them. The battle quickly turned into a rout as the men of the desert began to retreat. Mathias screamed and foamed at the mouth as he ordered them to stand their ground and fight. It mattered not to him that the tide had turned and the battle was lost.

			In the end, he found himself surrounded by the knights and light horsemen of the kingdom. Most of his men lay dead, the few that had survived retreating with the rest of the desert forces. He stood alone as the circle parted and Alexander rode forth to face him.

			“Traitor,” Alexander called out. “Look around and see what your schemes have come to. Your men are either dead or fled. What remains of the other tribes have done the same, but you’ll not be afforded that opportunity.”

			Mathias knew Alexander would never let him live. If he ever revealed to the king what they’d initially planned, Alexander would see the noose alongside him. Resigned to his death, Mathias silently vowed to take Alexander with him.

			With raised sword, he spurred his horse forward and attacked him. Alexander also drove his charger on, but at the last minute, he yanked the reins, and the big horse turned, blocking the smaller horse’s advance. Alexander slammed his shield into Mathias’s side, knocking him from the saddle. Mathias fell and lay dazed on the ground as Alexander dismounted and approached him.

			He looked down on the aged duke and shook his head. “You could have had so much had you not been so greedy. Now look at you—alone and groveling in the dirt beneath my boot.”

			“I’ll never grovel to you,” Mathias sneered. “Once the king hears what you did, he—”

			Alexander swung his sword, decapitating Mathias in one swift blow. He held the head of Mathias aloft and yelled, “This is what happens to those who betray our kingdom.”

			The men all cheered him in a deafening roar, and Alexander preened in their adulation.
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			Marshal Piene entered the command tent and announced, “It’s over. The battle is won, and the desert armies are in full retreat.”

			Everyone cheered. After the initial celebration, many would reflect on the ones they’d lost in the senseless battle. It was bittersweet to win a war against such a dangerous adversary while losing many good men and women.

			Piene walked over to the king and knelt beside his cot. “I’ve ordered the light cavalry to follow the tribesmen and ensure they leave our lands. I told them not to engage unless the desert warriors stop and fight.”

			Tyrel nodded and tried to rise.

			Gelda quickly rushed over and pushed the young king back down. “Oh no, you don’t, sire,” she admonished. “You aren’t going anywhere in your condition. I’ll have a wagon prepared to take you back to the capital. There’s no reason for you to stay here any longer.”

			Tyrel lay back, exhausted. “Thank you, mistress. I appreciate all you’ve done for me and the kingdom. You’ll be well rewarded for your service.”

			“The only reward I need is for you to be a good husband to my granddaughter.”

			“Grandma, what are you doing?” Kala cried in dismay.

			“Oh, hush girl, I may be old, but I’m not blind.”

			“Not that old either,” Ranker called out with a chuckle.

			“You be quiet too, old man,” Gelda said, looking over her shoulder at the man she loved.

			“You have my word, mistress, that I shall endeavor to be the best husband to her and make her my queen.”

			“Wait? What was that?” Kara asked, staring at the king with her mouth hanging open.

			Tyrel smiled and turned to Kala, who was sitting beside him. “My queen. I wish you to accompany me to the capital.”

			She slipped her hand into his. “It’ll be my pleasure, sire.”
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 Epilogue

			Jeda stalked through the Berkshire Castle, heedless of the chaos he left in his wake. Servants scurried out of his way, but not before a few trays fell from frightened hands as he stormed past. It had been three weeks since the kingdom defeated the desert warriors, but the war had left many dead, and it would take years for the scars to heal. He’d been luckier than most and only suffered minor wounds in the final battle, although the outcome could have been far more deadly without Kara combining her powers with his to infuse the Witch Stone.

			The sun was beginning its descent toward the horizon, and the air was turning colder. He heard raised voices and rounded the corner to find Ranker pushing Gelda’s hand away from him.

			“Leave me be, woman. I can walk on my own.”

			“I will not, you crazy old fool. You’re pushing yourself again, and I’ll not have all of Kala’s healing magic undone. You’ll rest, and that’s the end of it.”

			Jeda heard Ranker sigh and knew the big man would listen to Gelda. No one could stand up to her for long. Although he tried to hide it, Jeda knew Ranker respected Gelda’s advice and authority, especially when it came to healing.

			They all turned toward the parlor, where there were more raised voices. Kara and Kala were going at it again.

			“We better go see what that’s all about,” Jeda said. “Gelda, you go first and smooth the way for us.”

			He saw her hesitate, as she didn’t want to leave Ranker, but she must have realized the old warrior had his pride and it would be better if Jeda helped him to the parlor.

			“You betrayed me,” Kara yelled. “You knew this would happen.”

			Kala shook her head. “I never did. Things happened I had no control over. How could I have predicted I’d fall in love with Tyrel and he’d ask me to marry him? You must understand—I had to abdicate the title of duchess. It now falls to you to lead the people.”

			“All I know is I’m not duchess material. That was your path, never mine.”

			Gelda walked into the parlor and placed her hand on Kara’s arm. “Kara, paths change. Life has a way of knocking you down, but you must learn to walk a new path. The people of the duchy need you. It’ll take time to rebuild the lives here and in Constantine. The Berkshire Duchy is crucial to Tavia’s recovery from the war.”

			“But Grandma Gelda—”

			“No buts, child. You were born to rule. Never forget that.”

			“I’ll help you with whatever you need,” Kala added. “Please, let’s not fight. There’s been enough fighting to last a lifetime.”

			“I’ve already lost you,” Kara said. “You’ll be busy at the palace.”

			“You haven’t lost me, sister. You’ve gained another sister.”

			Kara frowned. “What are you talking about?”

			Kala reached for Kara’s hand and squeezed. “Do you think Beth will let you rest for long before she wants to spar with you again? I know she’s thrilled to have not one but two sisters now.”

			“I haven’t thought of that.”

			As Jeda and Ranker joined them, Jeda watched a range of emotions, from anger to desperation and finally resignation, cross Kara’s face. Ranker settled in a chair, and Jeda walked over to his daughter, pulling her into a tight hug. “We’ll all help you—your grandmother, Ranker, Keisha, Kala, and I.”

			Kara nodded. “Thank you, Da. How long will you stay?”

			“I’ve talked it over with Keisha, and while Natasha and Franc will head north to join Annatarus’s family, we’ll be staying here.”

			“You will?”

			Jeda smiled. “Yes. Plus, Beth isn’t the only one who wants to practice swordsmanship with you. You promised to teach your brother, didn’t you?”

			Kara grinned despite herself. “That’s one duty I look forward to.” She looked between her grandmother and sister. “Thank you both. I’ll definitely need your help as well.” She glanced at Ranker. “And Ranker, you promised to train with me. I know you took it easy on Creighton when you sparred with him several months ago.”

			Ranker shrugged. “Whatever gave you that idea?” he asked with a wink.

			Keisha walked into the parlor with Kyle and Tasha in tow. “This looks serious. What did I miss?”

			Jeda moved to his wife and kissed her forehead as his son and daughter danced excitedly around his legs. “All is well, my love. I’ve told Kara our plans to stay for an extended time before we head off to meet the rest of Jacob’s family.”

			“Kara, we’d never abandon you in your time of need. You know that, right?” Keisha asked.

			Kara nodded. “I do, and thank you. How was Grandma Natasha when you told her you wouldn’t be going north with her?”

			Keisha sighed. “She wasn’t happy, of course, but it’ll take time to establish a new family, and when she’s ready to head south, we’ll join her again.”

			“I understand,” Kara said.

			“Let’s go in for dinner. The children are hungry, and I think everyone could use a hot meal,” Keisha said.

			Jeda helped Ranker to his feet and watched the big man link arms with Gelda while everyone fell in behind them to adjourn to the dining room.
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			In the northern marketplace of Constantine, Raz shifted from foot to foot. She didn’t like being still, but she waited while Franc and Natasha bargained with a merchant for the last of two new wagons and draft horses. The surviving members of Natasha’s troupe were heading north. They’d need time to regroup before they’d be strong enough in numbers to set off on their own again. Annatarus, the leader of the northern gypsy tribe, would welcome them for as long as they needed to stay.

			As she glanced at Franc, she felt an unfamiliar stirring in her chest. She hadn’t known the big man long, but she admired him and liked being around him. She’d never felt that way about a man before and wanted to explore it. Plus, he was one of the best swordsmen she’d ever encountered, and she looked forward to sparring with him more in the future. Finding out she had magic had been a shock, and she was eager to explore that with Natasha, but there was something else she had to do first.

			She’d never thought she’d entertain the notion of leaving the Assassin Guild. Still, she’d realized that no matter how skilled she was or how many successful missions she accomplished, she’d never be appointed to the position of Master of the Sword. The master positions had always been held by men, and she didn’t see that changing anytime soon. She’d worked so hard to prove her worth, but it didn’t matter in the end. She was a woman, and the guild would use her as they saw fit, usually plying her womanly wiles against idiot men. Righteous anger bubbled to the surface, and she was hard-pressed to keep a lid on her emotions. She’d never thought she’d have something in common with Jeda DeLongo, but the time had come for her to leave the guild.

			She’d head north with Franc and Natasha and was already looking forward to carving out a different path for her life. The one remaining chore was to inform Master Menz that she was done with the guild. Done with being thrown into missions to rescue other assassins and done with being used as a pawn. Roland was safely back at the guild fortress recovering, and she had more than done her part in rescuing him and keeping him alive. The more she thought about how she’d been used and subtly punished, the more her anger grew.

			When she saw the familiar figure across the square, she marched toward him. He was standing beside his horse like he was waiting for someone, and there was no time like the present to get this unpleasantness over with. She expected Menz to argue, guilt, and cajole her into staying, but she was determined to have nothing to do with the guild anymore. She wanted a life where she could make her own decisions.

			The master assassin had vaulted onto his horse by the time Raz reached him. “Master Menz, a word.”

			He raised an eyebrow at her. “Raz?”

			With her hands on her hips, she started in on her rant. “I’m well aware of the oath I took when I joined the guild, but things have changed. I can see now that attaining the position of Master of the Sword will be an impossibility, and I’m not—”

			“Is there a point to this tirade?” Menz asked with a raised eyebrow.

			Raz hadn’t expected him to interrupt her before she’d laid out all her grievances. She wanted him to know why she was taking such a drastic step. After all, no one left the Brotherhood. She knew of only one man who’d ever defied the guild and lived to tell the tale. Jeda DeLongo.

			With her cheeks flaming, she practically growled, “I’m not asking permission. I’m leaving, and there’s nothing you can do to convince me to stay.”

			Menz’s expression was stoic. “Very well then, it’s done. Your oath to the guild is hereby rescinded.”

			Raz’s mouth fell open. “Done? Just like that?”

			“Yes. Unless you want to change your mind?”

			“No.”

			“Good. Then we’re done here,” Menz said, turning his horse toward the city’s northern gate.

			Raz stood frozen as she watched him ride away, her righteous anger draining away. She wondered briefly why he was in this particular market at this particular time.

			Was he waiting for me? Did he know what I was planning?

			She wouldn’t put it past the old assassin to have planned this, and she was a little disappointed that he’d capitulated so quickly. The only other assassin he’d ever let leave the guild was Jeda, and he’d been one of Menz’s favorites. She wondered what that made her in the master assassin’s eyes.

			Maybe the old man isn’t such a tyrant after all.

			She snapped out of her reverie when a familiar figure approached her.

			“Raz, we’re ready to leave,” Franc said. “Have you made a decision?”

			She nodded. “Let’s go. Just know I plan to kick your ass every night when we spar.”

			Franc smiled. “I look forward to it, but tell me, is that all you plan to do with me at night?”

			“Get your sorry little ass moving!” she said, slapping his arm. She spared one last glance at the master assassin threading his way toward the city gates before she fell in step with Franc. She was forging a new beginning, and for the first time in her life, she was happy.
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			Text content of Royal Invitation
By Royal Decree. In the 27th Season of the Reign of our Soverign Ruler, His Royal Majesty, Christoph Donehauld, King of the Lands of Tavia, Peerages of the Realm, Nobles, Honored Guests, and Foreign Dignitaries are Invited To the Coronation Celebration of Lady Kala Berkshire, Bequeathing upon her August Person the Hereditary Title of Duchess of Berkshire, And to Lady Kara Berkshire Bequeathing the Hereditary Title of  Countess of Berkshire. To be held Midday of the Feast of Samhain at the Castle Donehaul of Constantine. May the Gods save the King.

RETURN


  LEXICON


  BERKSHIRE FAMILY


  Catherine Berkshire: Countess of Berkshire, sister to Cassandra and Elizabeth


  Cassandra Berkshire: Witch-healer, sister to Catherine and Elizabeth. Resided at Coven of Constantine


  Elizabeth Berkshire: Elemental witch, sister to Catherine and Cassandra: Head of Coven of Constantine


  Tomas: Son of Catherine and heir to Berkshire duchy


  DELONGO FAMILY


  Gelda: Powerful Healing witch, resides in town of Rocher


  Jacob: Brother to Gelda, husband to Cassandra


  Miriam: Elemental witch, daughter of Gelda, mother to twins Kara and Kala


  Jeda: assassin, son of Jacob and Cassandra, stepfather to Kara and Kala


  Kala: Healer witch, daughter of Miriam


  Kara: Elemental witch, daughter of Miriam


  GYPSIES


  Natasha: head of gypsy community, strong in wilding magic


  Mirabelle: sister of Natasha, slight power


  Keisha: daughter of Natasha, strong in wilding magic


  Gypsy caravans follow specific routes (northern and southern) around the kingdom entertaining and bartering for goods and services.


  COVEN AT CONSTANTINE


  Residential school teaching young witches how to control elemental power and the healing arts. Coven-trained healers secure positions in villages as healers.


  Schools: Healing Arts, Elementals


  ASSASSIN GUILD AT CONSTANTINE


  Contract-for-hire assassins.


  Guild Schools: Sword, Knife, Staff, Bow, Unarmed


  One Grand Master presides over each school.


  Levels in Guild: Novice, Apprentice, Journeyman, Master, Grand Master. Novices must pass rigorous tests before they are promoted to next level, etc.


  KINGDOM OF TAVIA


  Constantine: capital city


  Rocher: village, Healer Gelda resides


  Redstone: Village on the southern route for gypsies


  Edgeford: southernmost city in Tavia


  Other territories: Northern Tundra, Eastern Desert, Southern Wildlands


  Great Northern Forest: north of Constantine


  SEAS


  North Sea: west of Northern Tundra


  Inland Ice Sea: northeast in Northern Tundra


  Westerling Sea: west of Tavia


  Bay of Tavia: bay on the outskirts of Constantine


  West Bay: west of the village of Faypond


  Pelican Bay: bay at Lonely Cove


  Southern Sea: west of the Southern Wildlands


  Straits of Shadows: bay at Edgeford.
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

			Debra L Martin and David W Small are a brother and sister writing team who started writing together in 2006. Writing with a co-author is challenging in itself, but when one author lives on the East Coast and the other on the West Coast, the challenges are a bit more daunting. However, because we live in an electronic world of email, texts and Zoom meetings, the partnership is totally workable. They love the same types of books and that love naturally evolved into writing their own books.


  Other Books by

  Debra L Martin and David W Small


  The Witch Stone Prophecy Series


  Assassin's Curse


  Witch's Curse


   


  Vampire Nightlife Series


  The Silver Cross


  The Silver Double Cross 


   


  Rule of Otharia Series


  Quest for Nobility


  The Crystal Façade


  The King's Last Word (forthcoming)


   


  The Dark Future Series


  Path to Destruction


  The Right Path


  Zia's Path


  The Path Omnibus
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