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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    I POSSESS THE powers to control a Queendom, but none of them matter.  
 
    Asher’s chest rises and falls with an easy rhythm, but his injuries tell a different story. Fading burn marks spread across his face and exposed skin. Bruises paint a mosaic of purples and reds all over his body. It’s been nearly a week since Thea viciously attacked him, leaving him unconscious. I long for his beautiful, warm eyes and soft touch. His witty humor would really come in handy now after losing so much. 
 
    Nightly, in my dreams, I relive the horror that took place in Arlos—Mama taken by Maxia, Fairden’s body crumpling over as he took his last breath, Asher thrown back against the wall from a deep purple blast of magic. Those horrible memories mix with my bittersweet past. There was a time when my family was whole. When I was a child, Papa would take me on his knee and tell Neil and me stories about how magic was born. Mama watched on with a wide smile. I’m sure every ounce of it was made up, but I lapped it up until he got sick and Neil got angry. 
 
    I’m the Queen of Lore, but right now I have nothing of importance. I feel alone in a castle I never wanted. 
 
    Ravenoak and Tristan have sent word that they’ve yet to locate Maxia or Thea. Guilt settles in my stomach, pulling at me from all directions. Mama needs me out there, but at the same time, I need to be here for Asher. I have to believe Mama would understand that.  
 
    “Why don’t you rest a bit?” Esme calls, standing in the entry to Asher’s quarters. “I’ll watch him.” 
 
    Leaning back in the soft chair at his bedside, my eyes become heavy as I fight back a yawn. “No, I’m fine. I want to be here when he wakes.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, you’re no use to anyone like this. I promise I’ll wake you if something changes.” 
 
    I rub my temple, trying to force my eyes to stay open. “I told you not to call me that.” 
 
    “Sorry… Bel,” she says, turning her eyes down. “My essence gets stronger every day. It’s just instinct.” 
 
    “I need a friend now, not a servant.” The yawn I’ve been fighting finally escapes, and I hurry to cover my mouth. 
 
    “I know, I know. A friend can take care of you, too, you know. Please, go rest.” 
 
    The fatigue is overtaking me as my will to resist wanes. I stare vacantly out the darkened window for what seems like minutes before I look back to Esme. “Fine, but just for a couple of hours. I order you to wake me then.” 
 
    Esme grins and enters the room. “Thank you, Ma’am… I mean, Bel.” 
 
    I’ve been sitting so long that my knees pop when I get up. Standing at Asher’s bedside, I place a hand on his forehead and lean in close. “Come back to me, please.” I press my lips to his forehead and linger there longer than I should. 
 
    Slowly, I step back and move toward Esme. She touches my shoulder as she passes me. Walking out the door, I fight the will to turn around. If I do, I might never leave. My eyes well with emotion, but I take a deep breath and compose myself.  
 
    I need to be strong for my people.  
 
    Even if the idea of having people to call mine still feels like an ill fit.  
 
    I don’t make it five steps out of Asher’s room before Elise, my new personal guard, stops me in the hall, staff ready at her side. Her forest green eyes set against her dark skin burn with intensity. I’ve ordered all guards to be on alert in case Maxia’s army breaches our perimeter.  
 
    Elise lowers her head. “Your Majesty, I am sorry to intrude, but the Council must speak with you at once.” 
 
    I take in a deep, settling breath, and exhale. I’ve not met with the Council in a few days, but I know exactly what they want.  
 
    I offer a reluctant smile to Elise. “All right then. Let’s go.” 
 
    She guides me down the long hall to the east staircase. The castle is in a constant state of flux as staff and guards mill about. Stewards and maidens carry supplies to key personnel on duty, while guards in pairs of two patrol every level of the castle. Everyone has a responsibility to keep this Queendom safe. The dedication from my people energizes me as I pick up my pace down the stairs, Elise right on my tail. 
 
    Just off from the bottom of the stairs, the grand doors to the Council Hall stand before me. My chest tingles as the memory of when I was first here seeps into my mind. I don’t think I’ll ever get over how this all started.  
 
    A tall, stoic man pulls the door open as we approach. I want to say his name is Barous or Barrek, but I’m not sure. I’ve not had the time to familiarize myself with everyone yet. Asher has been my top priority. 
 
    I walk into the hall and am caught off guard by the activity. Throughout the space, Council members clump together with advisors and other staff. The room is abuzz, and no one notices when I enter. 
 
    Elise steps in front of me and pulls back her shoulders. She pounds the end of her staff on the marble floor and the crack echoes off the walls. “May I present Queen Arabella of the House of Lore.” 
 
    The stewards and advisors are the first to turn, followed by the five remaining Council members. Lady Rose smiles wide. Terrowin, Jacquelyn, and Lady Muriel turn with indifference. So much for full support of my Council.  
 
    Last, of course, to face me is Lady Albright. She still has deep doubts in my ability to lead, constantly challenging my every decision. But at least she’s not trying to kill me anymore—not that I know of. 
 
    “Welcome Your Majesty.” Lady Muriel’s fingers interlock at her waist. “I’m so glad you finally decided to join us. There is much to do.” 
 
    Lady Muriel speaks her mind quite often, but I have had zero personal interactions with her. She’s all about Queendom affairs. 
 
    Off to the right, I spot the empty chair of Lord Fairden. A flash of when life left his face that horrible day bursts before my mind. A hallow sadness chisels its way through my chest. 
 
    “Thank you for coming.” Albright strolls my way. “As you know, there is the urgent matter of finding a suitable vessel for our fallen Lord. As it is the Council’s duty to present our candidates to the Queen, we ask that you do not hesitate with this decision, as the Queendom is weaker when we are not at our full strength.” 
 
    I lift my chin and stride toward her. “I understand. I am ready to review your recommendations.” 
 
    The truth is, I’m not ready, but I won’t let them know that. 
 
    Albright orders the Council stewards to exit the Hall as the Council members return to their chairs perched high on the stage. Without a word, a large, elegant chair is brought to the Hall’s center. Soft blue fabric lines the elaborately decorated oak frame. Much nicer than the last time I sat here. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Elise extends her hand to offer me the seat. 
 
    I hesitate for a brief moment as my first days at the castle trickle into my thoughts. No, I can’t show any weakness. Taking a seat, the room becomes quiet before Albright starts ruffling through the pages of a small leather journal. 
 
    “As you have been informed, Council selection is not left up to the will of the Transfer of Life ceremony. Our essences are never stored in the Talisman. Divine intervention has long been forbidden, so to protect the Council’s sanctity,” the Lady shifts in her chair, “a Council essence will only return once a queen makes her decision. I ask that you carefully hear out the details of the candidates that we have vetted.” 
 
    I understand that Fairden is not truly gone, supposedly, but somehow bringing his essence back into a stranger’s body feels… wrong. Do the souls of these lives truly want to return? Is it really them that’s coming back? The secrets of magic have yet to be revealed to me through the Transfer of Life process. Esme told me that sort of wisdom could take years to attain, but I could really use some insight right about now. No one person should have the power to determine the fate of the soul, or whatever, of another person. And what gives anyone the right to force an Essence into the selected vessel?  
 
    None of this feels right. 
 
    “Have any of the candidates been told of their potential fate?” I pan my gaze over the Council. 
 
    Murmurs fill the room as the Council members stiffen in their seats. 
 
    Albright places the journal down in her lap and glares at me. “This again? We do not have time to go over the details again and again. These laws are the foundation of our society. You are part of a long line of Lore Queens that are placed here to maintain the sanctity of our traditions. Without them, our Queendom would fall.” 
 
    Lady Rose raises her hand, grabbing my attention. “My dear, I know this is difficult. No Queen has ever had to deal with so much so soon, but we believe this magic is how we have survived while the rest of the world has succumbed to the devastations outside our borders. We must retain our faith in the system.” 
 
    “And why has no one told me what has happened outside of our borders that caused the world’s end, or whatever?” I probably sound naïve to them. 
 
    “Your Majesty, only a Queen has this knowledge,” Lady Rose states. “Even our Tradition Keepers are not privy to the information. It is too dangerous.” 
 
    Great, more fun knowledge to look forward to. 
 
    Lord Terrowin clears his throat. “My Queen, we defer to you to keep our lands safe. To ensure this, we require the return of our fallen Council member. It is of the utmost importance that we do so.” 
 
    I pause for a moment as the weight of what I need to do settles in the pit of my stomach. I never wanted the Queen’s essence, and that process was terrible for me. How can I do this to someone else? I want Fairden back, but this all feels wrong. 
 
    “You are right,” I say to Terrowin. “We do need Lord Fairden’s essence back, but as Queen, I hold the power to change how this process works, do I not?” 
 
    “Young Queen,” Lady Muriel snarls, “you are making this incredibly difficult. Lore traditions are to be upheld at all costs. You will do what is asked of you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Fire burns in my belly and my hands ignite with a bright teal glow. The energy feels different—more powerful. Looking over the strange new glow, I stand and step toward the Lady. “No, you will do what’s asked of you… do you understand?”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    I OWN THE room as the council sits there, staring at me with a variety of glares. Now I just need to back up my bark with some bite. 
 
    My magic eases, fading out as I steady myself. “I understand the traditions that have been in place for… however long, but I’m not looking to overthrow the Queendom. I just think we need to examine all sides of the process. We still can rule Lore while allowing choice. I will not sit on a throne as a dictator.” 
 
    “With all due respect, my Queen, you are showing weakness,” Albright states. “We are at war, and have no time to reinvent our laws.” 
 
    Lord Terrowin folds his arms across his narrow chest. “Your power is obviously greater than ours, and it appears to be growing at a much faster rate than most new queens. I’ve witnessed two transfers in my lifetime, and have never witnessed a Queen’s power grow so quickly.” He leans forward. “So, I would be foolish to challenge you, and frankly, I do not have the energy to do so. What do you propose?” 
 
    “Yes, let her speak.” Lady Rose nods multiple times at me. 
 
    Lady Muriel and Albright shake their heads almost in unison, obviously not agreeing, but they say nothing more. 
 
    I pace a few steps back and forth in front of the stage. “We must announce that we are looking for worthy candidates for the Lord’s essence to select from. From what I’ve learned in the last few days, I have the ability to summon and channel the essence. I assume I can sense the essence’s will as well? If that’s the case, I’ll leave the final decision up to Fairden.” 
 
    The room is silent for what feels like way too long, but I keep my head high and my back straight as I move my attention to each Council member. 
 
    I swear I catch Lady Albright roll her eyes before sighing and breaking the silence. “Very well. We will send our word to all the towns and villages in the Lore Queendom. Our Guards and advisors will validate those who are willing to serve your Council.” Albright interlocks her fingers in her lap. “I’m certain we will have quite the pool for Lord Fairden’s Essence to choose from.” 
 
    “Thank you for your support,” I manage. “Please keep me informed.” 
 
    Tipping my chin to the Council, I pivot and head out the Hall, doing my best not to trip on my dress’s hem.  
 
    That was terrifying, but I think I pulled it off. Now I just need to figure out how to do this whole summoning thing before I look like a fool. If there’s anyone with the knowledge to help, it would be Esme. Her Essence holds the key to ensuring this all works. 
 
    Elise keeps pace with me as we make our way back to Asher’s room. So much for getting some rest. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Elise says as we start up the staircase.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    She clears her throat. “Your leadership inspires me. I’ve only been a Guard for a couple of years, but I’ve never felt as proud to be wearing this armor as I am now. Thank you.” 
 
    Her words hit me hard, filling my chest with warmth. I stop halfway up the long staircase and turn to her. “That means a lot. I want to do what’s best for everyone, not just those who are privileged.” 
 
    Moments later, we reach Asher’s door, which Elise opens and then quickly steps to the side, standing at attention. I smile at her as I walk through the doorway, hoping to find Asher sitting up with his beautiful smile welcoming me.  
 
    But all I get is a bright flash that blurs my vision. I stumble and drop to one knee before the room vanishes and I sink into another memory. 
 
    Unlike some of my previous visions, I’m brought back to an earlier time, where the wrinkles on my hands are far less defined. Before me is a more youthful Terrowin, his eyes still full of hope and ambition. 
 
    “The Talisman is in your chambers,” Terrowin says. “We await our new Lady of the Council. We will be whole again.” 
 
    We stand in a corridor I don’t recognize, but from the excessive use of Lore sashes hanging from every corner, I know this is still within the castle. 
 
    I subtly shoo the Lord away with my hand and say nothing more.  
 
    So pleasant of me—I mean her.  
 
    My vision shakes and blurs. In an instant, I’m in the Queen’s chamber, standing over the intricate Talisman box. I unlatch the gold hinge and reach in to grab the beautiful piece. With every slight movement of my hands, a shimmer of light flickers off the enchanted device. A low hum of energy ripples through my palm. I grip the Talisman with both hands now and take a deep breath. A warmth fills my chest as I close my eyes. 
 
    The vision continues as I picture an elderly woman I do not recognize. The life has all but drained from her frail, bedridden body. I train my focus on her face and bursts of memories flood my thoughts. They’re too quick to latch on to, but I can feel this woman’s being coursing through my body. It’s a Council member’s Essence.  
 
    The flashes fade, and once more I’m in the Queen’s chamber, holding the Talisman. I sense this woman with me now. Like she’s looking over my shoulder, but I resist the urge to turn, as I know she’s not physically here. The Talisman has channeled her Essence into me. There is an incredible pull on my body. The Essence wants out. The spirit of two lives cannot reside in one. 
 
    The memory blurs, and I arrive in a new setting. I enter a much smaller room with less elegant furniture. A young woman with ample curves and a pleasant grin bows. It’s a young Lady Rose. Without a word, I walk up to her and place my hand on her forehead. The magic in me ripples to my hand, and the Essence pours from me without any effort on my part. 
 
    And just like that, I awake to my current reality, exhausted. Elise and Esme stand over me, pulling on my arms to help me up. I take several deep breaths and steady myself. 
 
    “You had a memory, didn’t you?” Esme asks with wide eyes. 
 
    I smile at her. “It still all feels so strange.” 
 
    Elise grips my arm. “Can I get you anything, Your Majesty?”  
 
    “I’m okay. I just want to check on Asher.” 
 
    She releases me, and I move closer to the bed. No change. He’s still out. A heavy sadness pulls at my chest. I need him. I need Mama.  
 
    I need sleep. 
 
    Again, I drop into the chair at his bedside and tears begin spilling down my cheeks. I’m too tired to compose myself. Elise and Esme drop to my sides, and each rests a hand on my shoulders. 
 
    Minutes pass, and my eyelids become heavy. I don’t fight it and slump into the chair, letting the light in the room fade into darkness. 
 
      
 
    ***** 
 
      
 
    Bam, bam, bam.  
 
    I jolt awake. Dazed, I grab Asher’s wrist, hoping he’s awake, but of course, he is not. 
 
    A second round of knocking rattles me to attention, and I look to the door. “Yes, what is it? Come in.” 
 
    Looking out the window, the darkness is gone, and morning light creeps on the horizon. I slept through the night—in this stiff chair. My neck twinges in pain as I straighten in my seat. I massage my neck as one of Albright’s advisors enters the room. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” The scrawny man looks a bit like a weasel—long nose and chin, slicked back hair. He’s wearing a pair of black pants and an emerald green, velvet jacket with thin lapels. I’ve met him several times, but honestly, I’ve forgotten his name again. I should try to be more polite, since Mama taught me to do so, but my mind is pulled in so many directions these days. Part of me also knows the staff is used to bad behavior on the prior Queen’s part, but I can’t let that be my excuse. 
 
    I wave my hand in the air at him. “What news do you have?” 
 
    “I apologize for the interruption.” His brown eyes flick to Asher. “I know you are extremely busy with this… this subject of yours.” 
 
    I stand and take a step toward the weaselly man as he intertwines his long, boney fingers nervously. “This subject is my fiancé.” I glance to my own finger and the silver engagement ring with its single embedded emerald.  
 
    The man bows his head, but the rise of his eyebrows tells me he’s unconvinced. I’m aware of the rules. The queen is not permitted to marry… peasant or prince. It’s a stupid law, and I can see no real sense in it. Yet, I neither have, nor care to expend, any more mental energy toward continuing the topic with this man. That all needs to go to ensuring Asher recovers, and Mama is found.  
 
    And I am running a Queendom, of course. 
 
    I breathe an audible lungful of air out of my nose. “What is it you need, Advisor…?” I drag the title out in the hope he will finish for me. 
 
    The man bobs his head. “Advisor Gavin, of the House of Romin.” He pauses and stares at me blankly. 
 
    I raise my brows. “And...?” 
 
    “And we received word from Ravenoak. It appears there have been several attacks scattered across the Queendom. It all began several hours ago, and apparently at the same time. He and his men are continuing their search for Maxia.” 
 
    My mind spins and builds out a memory of the map of the Queendom—thanks to the Essence, I guess, since I never paid much attention to the whereabouts of townships when I lived in Arlos. It’s not as if I ever traveled to any of them, or planned to, but now I know, from my memory, the Queendom is considerably larger than I ever realized. 
 
    “Where are the attacks?” I straighten my back and run my hands over the brocade fabric of my skirt.  
 
    Gavin clears his throat and pulls a small piece of crinkly paper from his cloak. He opens the folds and studies the writing on the page. “Three towns have been attacked so far. In the east, Vertport, a Relic town, saw several buildings burned before they were able to drive back the marauders. But Northhollow and then Borandice—” 
 
    “Borandice?” My heart picks up at the mention of the town.  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. Borandice.” 
 
    Neil, my brother, lives there at the Lore Training Institute. Other than a handful of scanty letters and a few tokens sent, Neil hasn’t spoken to Mama or me since he left for the Institute. He hasn’t even attempted to contact me yet as the Queen—and he must know I have the marking by now, even though the Council attempted to conceal it before Maxia’s attack. His lack of communication hurts, yet Neil is still family, and I care about him deeply.  
 
    My gaze flicks back to Asher, still asleep, chest rising and falling. I don’t want to lose anyone else. 
 
    “How many Royal Guard have been dispatched to each town?” I think back to the attack on Arlos and the surprise that some of Maxia’s forces can use magic. Because of this, the townspeople will need the Royal Guard to protect them. Pitchforks and fists are not going to be enough to keep her from destroying everything in her path if that is what she plans to do. “Do we have enough to spread across the Queendom if Maxia and Thea’s forces begin to move through and descend on more towns?”  
 
    “As you know,” Gavin folds and pockets the paper, “each town has a small force of local guards equipped with weapons—”  
 
    “But not magic,” I continue. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty, not magic.” 
 
    My mind and body suddenly flood with the intense need to protect the Queendom. In Arlos, the townspeople rarely felt as if the Queen or Royal Guard cared about the Relic towns. They cared more about keeping us subdued than anything else… maybe keeping magic a mystery. 
 
    I place my hands on my hips. “We must send additional Royal Guard to each town—Relic or Tenant class.” 
 
    A line forms between Gavin’s eyebrows. “But, your Majesty, this will take too many of the Guard away from the castle.” 
 
    Anger burns in my chest at his words. “Do you people truly not understand that the Queendom is not made up of the Queen, but the people within it?” 
 
    Gavin scrunches up his weaselly face and says nothing. 
 
    “If the people see us doing everything to protect them, then they will be loyal to me!”  
 
    He still says nothing. This concept must be completely unfamiliar to a man living in the court’s company his entire life. 
 
    I glance back at Asher, and a pang rips through my stomach at the thought of leaving him, but even so, I push past Gavin and make my way to the War Room. 
 
    As I march down the halls, my dress ripples behind me like a flag. When I arrive at the door, the guard outside bows his head and opens it. 
 
    Inside, the Council sits, and all eyes immediately land on me, but I don’t wait for anyone to speak. 
 
    “Prepare the Royal Guard to be dispatched to each town in the Queendom. I will be personally joining them in Borandice.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    ELISE SITS ACROSS from me in the Royal carriage as we near Borandice. She’s never been in a hovering vehicle before, and she looks up and down every inch of the elegant cabin with wide eyes. This is actually the first time I’ve ridden in this specific carriage myself. It’s slightly different than the one I’m used to, but beautiful nonetheless.  
 
    Two of my advisors, Turack and Loreena, travel in the carriage as well. Leif and one more Guard ride on horses at our side. The Council demanded I take more Guards with me, but I insisted they be spread out amongst the affected areas. With Ravenoak and Tristan still out hunting Maxia, I have no choice. Besides, I have confidence in my magic, and we’ll meet up with the town’s guards when we arrive. While not imbued with magic, Tenant class guards are better trained and equipped than the drunks and rejects in Arlos—just another unfair way Relic-class villages are treated, but that will change, too. 
 
    Unease sits in my stomach as we enter the town’s outskirts. Neil and I didn’t leave on the best of terms. He wanted out after Papa died, and I needed him to stay to help the family. He wanted more than a lowly peasant life. I’m the Queen now, and I can only imagine the jealousy he must feel concerning my position. He was the one with ambition, and the Queendom just fell into my lap, but he’s my brother, and for all I know, he could be all the family I have left.  
 
    A lump forms in my throat at the thought of possibly losing Mama at the hands of Maxia or Thea. I shake the thoughts away and train my sights out the window. Behind us, the horses are barely keeping up as we fly through the overgrown wooded trail that fights back the encroaching thickets from each side. 
 
    “How does this carriage work?” Elise asks, breaking me from my thoughts. “I mean, seriously, this is pretty badass.” 
 
    The sides of my lips inch up at her excitement. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    “Guard,” my senior advisor, Turack, says, his rather large nose tipped into the air, “must you bother our Queen with your trivial banter? Show some respect.” 
 
    “Relax, Turack,” I demand, staring intently at the overly-fed and lavishly-dressed middle-aged man. “Tristan trusts her, so I do as well. And that’s none of your concern. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, my Queen,” he mutters, turning his eyes down. “My apologies.” 
 
    My other advisor, Loreena, says nothing and keeps her chin tucked to the high lace collar of her carnation pink gown. She hasn’t made a peep since we entered the carriage. 
 
    I catch a slight smile twitching on Elise’s lips as she turns to gaze out the side window again. 
 
    Dressed in the typical form-fitted, royal blue tunic with dark, plated armor across her chest, Elise looks all the part of a Royal Guard—strong and eager. But she’s not much older than me, and still has a glow of enthusiasm radiating off her. Despite living the life of the Royal Guards, she’s clearly never suffered like I have as a scavenger for a Relic-class village. 
 
    I lean forward and rest my forearms on my thighs. “Where did you come from, Elise? Before you became a Guard?” 
 
    She stiffens in her chair and turns to face me. “Oh, um… well, I studied at the Royal Guard Training Academy in Renalla. When I didn’t receive a Transfer of Life calling, my parents thought it would be best for me.” 
 
    All I know of Renalla is that it’s a Tenant Class town up north. My mind spins, questions circling my thoughts. There’s a thirst for knowledge in me that desires to learn everything about the Queendom of Lore now. The sensation feels like it’s the Essence preparing me or something. I just know it wasn’t there before all of this. 
 
    “So, your family is from Renalla?” 
 
    “Well, my grandparents moved there from Narto before my father was born,” she says, fidgeting with the armor plating on her forearm. “My mother’s family has been in Renalla for generations.” 
 
    Narto is a Relic village like Arlos—peasants scavenging and fighting to stay alive with the little they have. 
 
    I want to learn more about her and understand how someone so young became my new personal Guard, but a commotion up ahead in a clearing grabs my attention. Straining my neck to get a better view, I train my sights through the small forward window between Elise and Turack.  
 
    Smoke hangs low, like a dark fog, as it seeps through the tree line, making it impossible to see more than fifty yards ahead. The carriage slows, and Turack pivots in his seat. He taps a bright display to his side, and words scroll across it. 
 
    “What is it?” I insist. 
 
    He turns to me, eyes narrowing. “There is magic pouring through this area. The carriage can sense it.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I blurt. “What do you mean the carriage can sense it?” 
 
    “No disrespect, Your Majesty, but this is no scavenged, old-world tech junk. This carriage is imbued with Lore magic. It is basically sentient.” 
 
    Well, a little disrespectful, but I don’t have time for his snobbery now. I need to know what’s happening in Borandice. “Are we able to enter the town?” 
 
    Turack turns back to the display. “Yes. There are no hostile forces near the entrance.” 
 
    “Well, let’s move. We need to protect the people.” 
 
    Without a motion from Turack, the carriage moves forward again, and picks up the pace on its own. Amazing—however it works. 
 
    Outside, Leif and the other horseman, I believe his name is Gregor, struggle to keep up as the carriage surges forward. The smoke clears, and the border wall of Borandice comes into view. An ivy-covered wall stands just yards from us. A flutter fills my stomach. I’m about to see Neil for the first time in years. 
 
    At the trail’s end, the tall, steel, double-door gate swings out as two Borandice guards march out to greet us. Lacking the fitted, contoured armor plating and carrying only powerless staffs, they still seem determined to protect their town as they stand tall and confident before our convoy. They bow to Leif who steadies his horse between us and the entrance. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but moments later Leif turns, and with his staff in hand, he gestures for us to move forward into the town. 
 
    As if on cue, the magical carriage inches forward, following behind Leif and Gregor, who ride with their staffs glowing blue at the ready. Once inside, a flurry of Tenant guards rushes to flank the carriage on both sides. There must be a dozen of them. Some can’t help but try to get a sneak peek of me, but the darkened windows prevent them from seeing inside. Leif barks orders at them and they stand at attention once more. 
 
    A wave of chills run down my spine as we travel deeper into the town. It’s hard to keep the Queen’s arrival a secret. Neil is sure to know I’m here. Everyone in the Queendom knows only the Queen travels in these sleek, regal carriages. The sure number of Borandice guards greeting us is another obvious sign.  
 
    What am I going to say to him? He has to know Mama is missing by now. 
 
    With only the slightest of jolts of the royal craft, we turn down a narrow road and pull onto the main Borandice street. The last time I was here was under far different circumstances. Hovering through this passageway brings a whole new level of unease that settles in my core. 
 
    Even with Leif and Gregor’s tall horses flanking the carriage on both sides, I’m still able to take in the town. Each towering, well-maintained building we pass seems to grow larger than the last as we head down toward the town center. People scurry about from the recent attacks, but there’s no sign of any ongoing struggle. Other than the smoke outside the walls, everything appears in order. 
 
    “Stop the carriage,” I order. “I want to get out.” 
 
    Turack pops forward to the edge of his seat. “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but is that the wisest thing to do at this moment? We should get to the Lore Embassy to assess the situation.” 
 
    He’s right, it’s not the smartest of ideas, but something doesn’t seem right. The town is too quiet. We’re only a block from the Lore Training Institute. Hopefully Neil was smart and stayed in the dormitory on campus. Lore decree states that for any type of attack or disturbance, everyone is to return to their living quarters, and I’m pretty sure that applies to Tenant-class citizens as well. 
 
    “I need to be out with the people,” I urge. “I can’t learn anything in here or stuffed away in a sheltered embassy bunker.” 
 
    Elise shifts in her seat while fidgeting with her staff, sidled in a holder on the inner cabin’s paneling. She’s clearly concerned for my safety, but she’s not one to second guess me. 
 
    Loreena turns to Turack and arches her brow, again not saying a word. He releases an exaggerated sigh, but lifts his hand to the display panel at his side. The carriage comes to a smooth stop, and the hatch next to Elise pops out with a hiss and slowly lifts.  
 
    Gripping her staff, Elisa jumps out first. She quickly scans our surroundings, and then ignites her staff. Leif’s horse startles as the blue flame appears too close to its nose, throwing back its head and taking several clopping steps backward. Leif soothes the beast with softs murmurs and a hand on its trembling neck. With the horse now steadied, Leif lights up his own staff. Glancing out the opposite window, I see Gregor do the same, and then goad his own mount toward the gathering crowd.  
 
      
 
    It’s easy to slide out since I’m finally not wearing an oversized, frumpy dress. While still beyond elegant—perhaps even a bit gaudy—my fitted leather pants and white silk shirt make moving about much easier. 
 
    As I exit the carriage, several Borandice guards rush to my side to escort me. Leif and Elise direct them to cover me from all angles.  
 
     Turack and Loreena emerge from the craft and stand beside me. Turack hunches over, craning his neck in all directions, his eyes wide. Loreena, on the other hand, acts at ease with the situation, standing tall and emotionless. 
 
    “Why are we stopped?” Leif barks, looking down at me from his horse. The animal bends its dark head toward me, slinging drops of the white lather gathered where the metal bit pinches the closest corner of its mouth. Before I can decide if the Queenly thing to do is stand my ground or back demurely out of the horse’s space, I hear someone call my first name in the distance. I turn my gaze down the street and my breath catches.  
 
    People scurry around him, but my brother stands tall in front of the Institute, maybe a block away. Even with all that’s gone on between us, seeing Neil fills my chest with warmth. He combs back his jet-black hair and starts my way. An expression of hope fills his face as he picks up speed.  
 
    I pull out from my wall of protection—just as a white-hot explosion rips from the institute. Fire rolls out of the building, instantly engulfing my brother. I open my mouth to scream, but a deep rumble buckles the ground beneath me, pitching me forward against the shrieking horse’s massive shoulder.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE HORSE BOLTS forward, knocking me back into Elisa, who grips my arms to steady me. Struggling against her, I try to follow Leif’s charge, thinking only of my lost-but-just-now-found brother. Elise strengthens her hold, nearly twisting me onto the ground.  
 
    “No!” I scream. “That’s my brother! Let me go!” 
 
    Several Tenant-class guards leap forward to aid Elise in restraining me. I flail my fists and kick at their shins, wild with grief, but it’s no use. The guards are much stronger than I am, and even in this state, I refuse to use my magic on those who are only doing their job to protect me.  
 
    Suddenly realizing that my hysteria is keeping them from protecting those with no power to protect themselves at all, I relax into Elise’s arms. But as soon as she nods at the others to go, I turn, clutching at the front of her slick armor.  
 
    “My brother!” I plead. “Let me go to him.” 
 
    “The Queen is too valuable to risk,” she growls. “You must return to the craft.”  
 
    Elise tightens her grasp and all but drags me toward the carriage’s safety. Turack stands at the open door, waving us toward it. I strain my neck to look back, but there’s nothing but fire and smoke swallowing the whole Institute.  
 
    Tears burn at my eyes. I can’t lose Neil too—I can’t! 
 
    Loreena waits inside the carriage, her hand extended from the opening, beckoning me. 
 
    “Get her—the Queen inside, now!” Loreena’s eyes wildly shift between Elise and me. “Quickly, there’s little time!” 
 
    I take Loreena’s hand and allow my advisor to pull me inside. Elise moves to follow, but Loreena pushes her back.  
 
    “You must stay outside to guard the carriage,” Loreena orders. 
 
    Elise’s attention skitters to me, but before I can speak, Turack blocks her passage into the carriage with his arm. “Loreena is correct. You are more useful out here, soldier. Her Majesty will be safe inside.” 
 
    “It is standard procedure for the Queen’s Guard on duty to stay with her at all times,” Elise argues.  
 
    “Come, come,” Loreena urges me deeper inside, still blocking Elise from entering. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Elise,” I concede. 
 
    Elise’s nostrils flare in frustration, and she narrows her eyes at Loreena, but finally gives Turack a curt nod of obedience. 
 
    The carriage door slams shut. Lurching forward, the craft comes to life. Tears pour down my cheeks, and I throw my hand to my face. Loreena takes my other wrist, and I glance at her, expecting an expression of comfort on her face. Instead, I’m met with a woman whose eyes are full of fire and rage. Her fingernails dig into my wrist, and in her other hand is a shining silver dagger pointed at my heart. The blade glows a ghostly blue. 
 
    “What are you doing?!” I scream and rip from her grasp.  
 
    “You are not the rightful vessel.” A wicked smile stretches her lips, and Loreena lunges at me with the glowing blade. 
 
     I beckon my magic to ignite. It fails. With a shift of my body, I throw my arm into the air to block her blow, but there’s not enough room for me to get out of her reach.  
 
    Shouts I don’t recognize sound from outside the carriage, and just as the dagger nearly plunges into my body, the craft stops. The door flies open with a smack, and Elise appears. With expert precision, she thrusts her staff past my shoulder and into Loreena’s chest, driving her to the floor between the seats. The traitor’s screams pierce my ears like a siren while the cabin inside ignites with blue light from my Guard’s unrelenting weapon. More shouts and orders come from outside. Seconds later, Loreena goes silent and limp. 
 
    Eyes wide and gasping for breath, I push myself into the corner. “She just tried to kill me! And she did something to my magic!” I study my palm. A faded teal aura pulses in the center. Slowly, electricity prickles my skin, and the glow grows stronger until it overtakes my hand. Relief mixes with my rage. At least that’s back. 
 
    Elise snarls like a wild animal and releases the staff from my lifeless advisor. “That woman was trying too hard to get you inside the carriage. I sensed something odd from her…” Elise squints as if in thought. “Deceit. I knew she was up to something!”  
 
    Elise retreats and opens my view to the outside again. A shackled Turack is surrounded by two Guards, as well as a handful of Borandice’s soldiers. Townspeople are now working to put out the fire. Behind them, three more people are detained, each with the tell-tale facial scarring of the unfortunates living outside the border. Before last week, I wouldn’t have recognized the features for more than typical scars, but I know better now. 
 
    “Help the Queen!” Leif shouts. 
 
    Before anyone gets to me, I glance back to Loreena’s dead body and spot the dagger she nearly murdered me with resting against the rear bench’s footrest. I snatch it from the cabin floor. Was it the knife that kept me from using magic, or just the fear of death? Maxia was able to do something similar and weaken our magic when we were at her camp.  
 
    Elise appears in the opening again. “Are you injured, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “No, no.” I wave her away, and she backs up. 
 
    Still clutching the knife, I scramble to my feet and launch myself from the carriage, training my eyes on Turack. “What is going on?” I demand. “Are you part of this?” 
 
    “I know nothing about this treachery!” Turack struggles against his restraints, his eyes pleading. “At one time, Loreena was associated with Lady Maxia. She could have still been in contact. I am loyal to the throne.” 
 
    I peer down at the silver knife in my hand and focus on the intricate craftsmanship on the handle. The detail is very much like that of the Transfer of Life talisman, as well as the miniature makeshift pendant Maxia wore. 
 
    Leif bares his teeth at my detained advisor. “Several of Maxia’s loyalists were captured in the vicinity. We believe more escaped, but the area is secure.” He struts to Turack, towering over him and holding his staff to the side of the advisor’s head. “Yet we will not be taking any more risks this morning. This entire attack could have been a trap.” He turns and shouts to Gregor, “We return to the castle at once!”  
 
    “No!” I demand and glance longingly at the Institute. “I will not relegate myself to the castle. Maxia is growing stronger, and infiltrating our ranks.” I scan over Turack and lower my brows. “He will be questioned when we return. Gregor will continue to secure Borandice, along with their own soldiers, but I will find my brother. You and Elise will accompany me immediately.” 
 
    Leif opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. 
 
    “You did just inform me that the area had been initially secured, correct?”  
 
    He gives a sharp nod.  
 
    I square my shoulders. “Then that means I will be staying.”  
 
    Leif dutifully bows and waves Elise to my side. Grateful, I study her before I speak. What did she say? That she sensed deceit from Loreena? Elise and I will need to have a conversation later. “Thank you for your vigilance.” 
 
    “It is my honor to serve you, Your Majesty.” Elise keeps her eyes forward, on alert. 
 
    I rub the dagger’s handle between my fingers, wishing I had a place to store it. “I need for you to keep this and deliver it to my quarters when we return.” I hand the dagger to Elise. She eyes me, takes the blade, and slides it into an open leather holster on her belt. 
 
    The second I confirm it’s fastened away, I bolt for the Institute, covering my mouth to protect myself from the still smoking buildings all around. Despite Leif’s misgivings about staying, he stays directly on my left, staff at the ready. Elise falls in on my right, and we charge hard toward the burning wall of fire up the street. 
 
    The dancing flames lick at the air twenty feet high. The intense heat makes it hard to breathe, and scratchy ashes force me to cough, but I won’t let anything prevent me from finding Neil. 
 
    Whatever this has left of him… 
 
    We skid to a halt right at the blockade of blazing fire. Elise paces out wide, looking for a way around, as Leif does the same on the opposite side. They sprint back with uncertainty, pulling their eyes down to avoid my gaze. 
 
    “There has to be a way around,” I shout over the constant crackle of the fire. 
 
    Leif shakes his head. “We have to return to safety. We are not prepared for this.” 
 
    “What about the carriage?” Elise asks. “Can it make it through the flames?” 
 
    I whip my neck around to find Gregor and the carriage have already fled the area, fire spreading past where the craft was last. We don’t have time to go back. My heart races as fear and sadness wash over me. If Neil is still alive, he doesn’t have much time.  
 
    Leif steps back as the fire inches closer. Elise rests a hand on my shoulder, urging me to fall back as well. I hold my ground as Neil’s voice rattles inside my mind. He’s muttering something, but he sounds weak. Is the smoke that’s filling my lungs affecting my clarity, too? I know it’s in my head, but something about the jumbled thoughts feels real. He’s alive. I know he is. 
 
    On its own, my magic prickles at my skin and comes to life. I look down, unsure of how this is happening, but it’s like the magic is compelling me to unleash it. 
 
    I study the white-hot flames and hold my palms out. A warmth fills my chest, and energy flows down my arms and out my hands. A vivid stream of bright teal magic flows out of me and hits the flames. A wave of air flushes backward, forcing me to blink several times.  
 
    Within seconds, a dark radius expands on the wall of fire and creates an opening. Magic crackles at the edges, holding back the fire. Looking through, I can see the scorched, crumbling front of the institute. 
 
    Not wanting whatever this is to stop, I turn to Elise. “Go find him. I don’t think I can hold back the fire for long.” 
 
    Eyes wide, Elise simply nods and rushes through the opening, Leif on her tail. 
 
    My muscles twitch, wanting to let go, but I have to keep the hole in the fire wall open. Sweat trickles down my brow as my legs threaten to buckle.  
 
    I’m just about to give out when Elise and Leif return, Neil’s arms slung across their shoulders. His head droops and dangles down. A dark mop of hair covers his face. 
 
    I drop to my knees and release the magic. The fire rushes inward, filling the hole and sealing us out.  
 
    And trapping anyone else left on the other side.  
 
    A hollowness carves its way through my chest. My eyelids seem to weigh my entire face down, threatening to slam it into the charred ground. Forcing myself onto one knee, I look up at my brother’s soot-blackened face. His eyes are closed. The only thing that tells me he’s still alive is that his feet are flat on the ground, not dragging limply.   
 
    Elise shifts Neil so that Leif is fully supporting his weight. She leans over and helps me to my feet. All the while, the fire burns hot, inching closer. 
 
    “Can you move?” Elise urges. 
 
    I take a shallow breath, filtered through my sleeve, and regain my composure. “Yes, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Leif coughs out of control, but he’s still able to hold up the barely conscious Neil. I want to go to my brother, but we need to move, or none of us will get out of here. Elise takes Neil’s other arm, and once again takes half of his weight. We move through dense, grey smoke as flying embers float all around us.  
 
    Finding our way back to the main street, we scour the area for the carriage. Only Borandice guards remain, checking the burning buildings, looking for survivors. They don’t even notice us as they try to avoid the growing fire. We don’t have to look very long before Gregor rides up to us on his horse from around the bend, trailed by Leif’s horse. The carriage glides closely behind them. 
 
    We race up to the carriage, and the door softly pops out. All three of us help Neil into the craft. Leif bows to me and returns to his horse, quickly mounting it. I flop into the back seat, and Elise slides in next to me, stowing her staff into the side panel. Across from us sits a shackled Turack and one of the Borandice guards. 
 
    “Go help the others,” Elise orders the guard. “We’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Turack’s eyes go wide, but he doesn’t say anything as he sits in place, hands bound. We will figure out his involvement when we get back to the castle. There is more to deal with at the moment. 
 
    As the guard exits the craft, he steps in the thin pool of blood where Loreena’s body once lay. A trickle of energy runs up my spine at the thought of the attempted assassination.  
 
    I shake off the unease and move closer to Neil, who slumps against the window, smearing it with ash. Gently, I move the hair away from his shuttered eyes. They clench at my touch and then jolt open, blinking away the soot clinging to his lashes.  
 
     “Water…” he begs in scratchy a voice. 
 
    The carriage jolts and starts moving, automatically following the two Royal Guards, almost as though the sentience Turack spoke of is synced up with their horses. I open a small compartment under our bench and pull out a silver canister filled with chilled water. Popping the lid, I press it into Neil’s reaching hand. Getting out of the smoke and heat has brought life back to him.  
 
    He guzzles it down and wipes his mouth with his sleeve. “Thank you,” he whispers. 
 
    I rest a hand on his leg, looking him over for wounds. “We’re taking you back to the castle. The healers will take care of your injuries.” 
 
    He rests his head back on the seat, cutting his eyes toward me. “Is Borandice lost? The Institute?” 
 
    Elise leans forward. “It’s bad. I’m not sure they will be able to save any of it. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Neil takes a deep breath, which forces him to cough.  
 
    I pull my hand back and stiffen in my seat. “Are you in pain?” 
 
    “A bit, but I’ll live.” 
 
    I smile softly. “Okay, good.”  
 
    Should I tell him about Mama? He deserves to know.  
 
    But no, not in front of the others. This a private matter. 
 
    Elise sits back and turns her attention to Turack, who shifts his eyes down to avoid her glare.  
 
    “So, Queen, huh?” Neil says in between coughs. 
 
    A pit forms in my stomach, so I look out the window on the other side of Elise, thinking of what to say. The smoke clears the farther we get from town as we head into the woods.  
 
    I turn back to Neil, but avoid his eyes. “I still don’t understand how or why it all happened.” 
 
    “Well, it makes sense,” he mutters. “Mama and Papa always knew you would be the one to make something of yourself. Queen’s a bit much though, don’t you think?” 
 
    And with those words, I’m ripped back to the million times as kids where Neil tried to boss me around or put me down. It was never true that I was Mama and Papa’s favorite, but Neil always seemed to think so. He took out the hurt he felt with cross words and biting comments. 
 
    I’m pretty sure his jealousy was the real reason he left for the Institute. He was trying to prove something he never needed to. Maybe he also couldn’t live with the constant reminders of Papa’s death. I could always see through the walls he put up, but never could seem to scale them. 
 
    “Can’t you just be happy for me, this once?”  
 
    He turns his face away, frowning out the window as we pass a long line of horseback soldiers trotting toward Borandice.  
 
    “I may be able to make real change to the Queendom,” I say, trying not to regress into a childish whine. “Places like Arlos have been stagnating for too long.” 
 
    “You’ve got that last part right,” Neil mumbles, eyes never leaving the sleek beasts streaming by. 
 
    Cruel words threaten to spill from my mouth, but I hold them back because I know they aren’t really mine. Instead, I take a deep, settling breath. Arguing with Neil never did me any good, and I will not resort to it now. Demanding he give me respect as his Queen will not improve our relationship either. 
 
    “Neil, you’ve been through a lot today. Let’s just get you to the castle, and we can speak further after you’ve been treated.” 
 
    My brother peers down at his lap, examining his singed, sooty clothing. He furrows his brow as he picks at part of his burned-away sleeve. The injury to his skin underneath is red and blistered, but appears minor. He seems more concerned about the loss of the shirt than the severity of the injury anyway. 
 
    “I will provide you with a new set of garments. There’s no need to worry.” I keep my voice soft. 
 
    Neil lifts his eyes to me. “Good, because this was my best outfit, and there’s no way I can appear as a candidate for the vessel of the fallen Councilmember wearing rags.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
     “ARE YOU ONLY applying for Fairden’s position to prove a point?” The words eventually slip out after a long bout of silence as our carriage reaches the castle. 
 
    Neil’s forehead wrinkles in what anyone else might interpret as confusion, but I know better. He’s offended at my comment. 
 
    Before he has the chance to answer rudely, I exit the cab. He scuttles out, directly on my tail. I hold my hand up to stop him from speaking and direct my attention to Elise, who’s pulling Turack from the carriage. 
 
    “Take that man to a secure room and then inform the Council of the situation so he can be questioned,” I order. 
 
    She eyes Turack. “Not the dungeon? That is protocol.”  
 
    The thought of the dungeon sends a chill up my spine. “He has not been proven guilty yet. I’d like for the questioning to take place somewhere less… damp.” 
 
    Elise bows her head. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I return my attention to Neil and his pinched expression. Ahead of us, multiple guards stand at attention, staffs in hand. 
 
    Neil draws himself into a posture that appears to be respectful, but which only feels mocking when he says, “The Queen is the one who opened the position up for new candidates. I saw the announcement. Am I not as worthy as any other? I have received training at the Institute, and understand the culture of Court better than most.” 
 
    “Of course you are worthy, Neil. But now that I’m Queen, I can provide for you, possibly transfer you to the castle. Joining the Council would bring on a tremendous amount of responsibility.” 
 
    Neil lowers his voice. “Are you saying that you can handle the Queendom, but I could not handle becoming a Councilperson’s vessel?” 
 
    My stomach tightens at his words. “You know that’s not what I’m saying. Please don’t misconstrue my words.” I scold myself internally for getting wrapped up in arguing. It’s the very thing I was trying to avoid. But I put on my best, confident queen face, and say, “Let’s go inside and visit the healers. We can discuss this later, after you are settled in and have a change of clothes.” 
 
    He runs his hand over his damaged shirt again, and somehow the talk of expensive clothing shuts Neil down. For now. 
 
    We pass the row of Guards in their metal armor and blue garments and enter the front of the castle. Immediately, I’m met by Esme, the grin on her freckled face stretching from ear to ear. She must not have heard that I was nearly killed yet. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” she says, nearly out of breath and grasping my hand. 
 
    “I must get my brother to the heal—” 
 
    “Your fiancé!” she interrupts. “He’s awake!” 
 
    “Fiancé?” Neil echoes, sounding amused.  
 
    My heart leaps at her announcement, and all my feet want to do is run to Asher. But there’s the matter of what to do with the condescending brother I risked two of my best Guards to save.  
 
    I glance at Neil, then back to Esme. “He needs to see the healers.” 
 
    “I can take your brother to that wing.” Esme presents her hand to Neil, who takes it with an expression somewhere between bemusement and… more condescension. 
 
     “I’ll be fine.” He waves me away with his free hand. “You go do whatever queens do.” 
 
    Honestly, I’m sure he’s just happy to avoid our impending conversation, but I take the opportunity he’s extending, no matter how genuine.  
 
    I smile and mean it. “I love you, Neil, and am glad you’re safe.” 
 
    Neil bows his head. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The way he addresses me burrows a pit into my stomach, but I don’t have time to dwell on it now. Asher is awake!  
 
    The stairs and halls are a complete blur until I make to his door. I rush past the Guard on duty and burst inside, nearly launching myself onto his bed, but stopping just in time, realizing he’s likely still in pain. Being awake is not the same as being okay.  
 
    “Asher!” I cry, settling gently on the edge of the bed. 
 
    He flashes me a sleepy smile from the fluffy throne of pillows propping him up. Esme has him freshly dressed in a white cotton shirt, presumably to look his best for the Queen’s arrival, but he’s already got the top three buttons undone. He’s never been one for constraints.  
 
    Leaning closer, I cup his cheek in one hand while the other strokes his tousled, sandy hair. He turns his face into my palm, kissing me lightly on the wrist. As his arms reach up to hold me, his entire body winces.  
 
     “You’re fine where you are.” I drop my hands onto his muscular upper arms, and he falls back on the pillows. 
 
    He glances around at the room. His bed has a golden head and footboard, and the cranberry-hued draperies are the same luxurious style as in my room. “Some place you got here.”  
 
    Asher smiles again, and at least I know he still has his humor. Unable to wait another second, I lean into him and touch my lips to his. The skin is a bit cracked and dry because he’s been unconscious for so long, but I don’t care. His lips are where mine belong.  
 
    Everything horrid about today fades into the background, if only for a few moments. 
 
    I ease away from Asher and run my hand over his scruffy face.  
 
    “You know, there’s plenty of room for you under here,” he whispers and lifts the bed covering.  
 
    I release a belly laugh. “Don’t you ever stop? You nearly died, and you’re still just trying to get me into bed!” 
 
    His emerald eyes twinkle, tempting me, despite my protests. “All the more reason! I nearly died!” 
 
    Part of me wants to smack him on the arm, but I resist, knowing it would hurt too much. Another part of me wants to take him up on his offer, but if he can’t even lift his arms… 
 
    He changes the subject. “I was told my parents are safe. They even came to visit me a few times while I was asleep?” 
 
    I nod. “For now, Arlos seems to be secure.” I don’t tell him about Borandice. 
 
    “And your mama? They wouldn’t tell me that.” 
 
    I avert my gaze to the blanket covering his legs. “Maxia has her.” 
 
    “What?” Asher shoots up into a sitting position and groans in pain.  
 
    “You need to lay back down,” I order, but he doesn’t listen. 
 
    “Someone needs to rescue her! You are the Queen, and she is your mother!” 
 
    Tears sting at my eyes, but I hold them back and touch my fingertips to his warm shoulder, gently guiding him back to his pillows. “The Royal Guard is searching for her as we speak.” 
 
    “That’s not good enough!” Asher insists and attempts to sit up again, but I lightly press my palm to his chest, stopping him. 
 
    “You think I don’t feel that way, too? I’ve been going crazy knowing she’s out there. Who knows how Maxia is abusing her? But the Guard is doing their best to locate them. I must think of the entire Queendom, not only my personal wishes.” 
 
    Asher lets out a resolved sigh. “I’m sorry.” He holds out his arms, inviting me into them. This offer I do accept. 
 
    Lowering myself against his warm chest, he wraps his arms around me. It’s not long before I’ve curled my entire body next to his, boots and all, and then suddenly I’m sobbing. Asher strokes my hair and doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t offer any more advice, or try to fix everything for me. He’s just there. And it’s precisely what I need at this moment.  
 
    I have no idea how long we stay this way, but a soft knocking brings me back to reality. Asher is asleep again. His chest rises and falls under my draped arm. 
 
    Tap, tap. 
 
    The light sound comes again, and slowly, I peel myself away from Asher so as not to wake him. I tiptoe to the door and crack it open. 
 
    To my surprise, there stands Tristan, tall and handsome as always, with his dark chocolate hair and five o’clock shadow. But today there are purplish circles under his eyes, giving away his exhaustion. 
 
    He glances over my head to the rumpled bed with Asher still in it, asleep. Tristan clears his throat and returns his attention to me. “Your Majesty, I apologize for disturbing you.” 
 
    I peer back at Asher and slip out the door, closing it softly behind me. “What news do you have?” 
 
    Tristan takes two steps back and clasps his hands, standing at attention. “Your Majesty, Maxia has been located. Captain Ravenoak is gathering the Council and informing them of the details. I’ve been sent here to retrieve you.” 
 
    I wave for him to follow me away from the Guard at Asher’s door. 
 
    When we get about ten feet away, I stop and whisper, “Did they find my mother?” 
 
    He continues to stand at attention, not looking at me. “Ravenoak will be able to provide you with all of the details.” 
 
    “Tristan, why are you acting like this?” I lightly touch him on the arm. He doesn’t flinch away, but his muscles tense.  
 
    “I have my orders, Your Majesty.” He eyes my hand, and I drop it to my side.  
 
    “Since when did that matter to you?” 
 
    Tristan’s face hardens. “My duty has always been the most important part of my life.” 
 
    My chest tingles with nervousness as I think back to the moment we shared outside of my bedroom before Asher arrived at the gate. Did I lead Tristan on? I didn’t mean to. Something inside me—maybe the Essence—was merely drawn to him in a moment of weakness. 
 
    I pinch my lips and motion toward the stairs. He bows his head and follows me, keeping slightly behind. 
 
    I crane my neck to him. “Walk beside me—please.”  
 
    A tiny line forms between his brows. “We can’t behave as we did before.” 
 
    When we reach the top of the stairs, I let out a short, frustrated breath from my nose. “Tristan, you are my friend.” 
 
    “I am your Guard.” 
 
    “You are more than my Guard,” I insist. “You are my friend. I’ve lost too many other people around here… Fairden… Thea. My mother is missing. I refuse to lose you, too. I apologize that I might have accidentally indicated my feelings toward you to be more than they were. I was confused. But you are a trusted friend. One I trust with my life.” 
 
    Tristan stands there, saying nothing and studying the ground as if it’s the most interesting thing he has seen in days. Finally, he speaks. “I’m better off being your Guard, Your Majesty.” 
 
    I click my tongue. “Must I order you to be my friend, too?” 
 
    Tristan exhales a long, audible sigh and softens his eyes. “No.” 
 
    Relief relaxes my body. “Please tell me what you know about my mother.” 
 
    “We don’t know much yet, and we suffered a large number of casualties to gain this information. Some of Maxia’s forces are holing up at a set of ruins outside Arlos. Thea has come and gone from there at least one time. Your mother may have been spotted entering the buildings, but we are not entirely sure.” 
 
    “Then we must retrieve her.” Nearly the same words I reprimanded Asher for saying escape from my mouth. 
 
    Tristan shakes his head. “It’s not that simple. We’ve only an hour of daylight left, and too many individuals have been lost on night raids. If we move immediately, we risk your mother being killed.” 
 
    I gasp, and my knees weaken, but Tristan catches my arm before I fall.  
 
    “Then when?” I whisper. 
 
    “Ravenoak plans to roll out at first light.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    SEVERAL HOLLOW SOUNDING taps ease me awake. A bit dazed, I shake off the confusion and notice the warm arm draped across my midsection. I look over my shoulder to find Asher still asleep and breathing softly into my neck. 
 
    Tap, tap, tap, comes from the door again. 
 
    “Asher, wake up,” I whisper. 
 
    He groans and removes his arm from my waist before looking up to the ceiling. “Way too early. Don’t you have a say in this?” 
 
    I grin, but don’t answer him. 
 
    Crawling out of bed, I grab the silk robe hanging over the headboard and cover myself. The nightgown I slept in is probably not the best outfit for a queen to be seen in, but this soft robe at least covers me up some more. I didn’t bring any day outfits to Asher’s room, and he’s not strong enough to make it to the east wing to stay in my chambers. 
 
    “My Queen?” Elise’s muffled voice calls from outside the room. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I call. 
 
    Turning back, I find Asher sitting up, grimacing in pain. His bare chest catches my attention. If it wasn’t for his injuries, I’m sure I would have been fighting him off all night. Luckily, we both got some decent rest. I’m going to need it. 
 
    I tighten the sash on my robe and pull the door open to find Elise standing at attention. “At ease, Elise. Are the others ready to head out?” 
 
    She relaxes her shoulders a bit. “Captain Ravenoak has gathered the Guard and is waiting at the front gates for you. I was not informed of this until now. I’m sorry for not alerting you sooner.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I insist. “I wanted to get a head start this morning anyhow, so it’s better that the Guard is ready to go early. Meet me outside my chambers in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Elise nods and pivots to walk down the hall. I turn back to see a concerned look wash over Asher’s face. He doesn’t want me to join this mission. 
 
    “Since when does the Queen fight with the Guard?” Asher asks. 
 
    “Since they took my mother and nearly killed you and Neil. I’m going to get her back.” 
 
    Asher swings his legs off the edge of the bed,  gritting his teeth. “Your mama means everything to me. I want to help... I want to be there with you.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do this with you again,” I argue. “You almost died last time, and you are not even close to recovered. You have more sessions with the Healers today. You’ll be on your feet soon.” 
 
    “I’m not just going to wait here and hope you don’t come back in a—” Asher lets the possibility hang the air as he pushes himself onto his feet. Immediately, he doubles over, clutching his ribs. “I’m fine,” he wheezes. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    Shaking my head at his stubbornness, I circle around to his side of the bed and take his face in my hands. “I will come back to you. Alive. I promise.” 
 
    He opens his mouth to protest, but I cut him off with a fervent kiss. In the moment, I feel his knees buckling. I press down on his shoulders and he topples gently back into his bed. With a frustrated sigh, he accepts his place on the pillow throne.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’ve never gotten ready so fast before, and I probably would’ve been done sooner if it wasn’t for this intricate leather vest I needed to lace up. Outfits that are suitable for battle require so many layers—I can’t just throw on a ball gown. I didn’t bother having Esme come and do my hair, either. A simple ponytail is all I need. 
 
    Opening my chamber door, I find Tristan and Elise waiting for me in the hall. From here on out, I doubt either of them will leave my side until this battle is over. 
 
    “I’m sorry, my Queen, the Captain is getting impatient,” Tristan says, his head turned down slightly. 
 
    “I’m sure he is. His daughter’s out there. I understand. I want my mother back, too.” 
 
    I outstretch my arm, gesturing for them to lead the way, and they comply without another word.  
 
    We head down the second level’s west wing hall. Just before we reach the stairway, I spot Neil, glowering at me from the doorway to his room. The moment we make eye contact, he lurches forward with clenched fists.  
 
     “Why didn’t you tell me about Mother?” he snarls. “You don’t think I have the right to know Maxia has her?” 
 
    Tristan steps in front of me, staff slightly raised. “Do not speak to the Queen in this manner. She is no longer just your sister.” 
 
     “She will always be my sister.” Neil’s lips curl into a bared-teeth sneer. “My little sister, at that. This is family business, not royal, so step aside, soldier.” 
 
    Tristan’s knuckles whiten around his staff, and I know it’s taking everything in him not to send my disrespectful brother flying backward down the stairs.  
 
    Stepping around Tristan, I lay my hand on the staff, forcing him to lower it. “Give us a moment, please.” 
 
    “But Captain Ravenoak—” 
 
    I lift my eyebrows. “Answers to me, does he not?” 
 
    Tristan’s jaw flexes, and he shares a sidelong glance with Elise, who looks just as displeased. I wonder if Neil was this good at making friends at his precious Institute.  
 
    Turning my back on my faithful Guards, I square up to my brother.  
 
    “I assumed you had already heard, but I realize now that was foolish of me. In order for that to happen, you would have had to maintain some form of contact with anyone in Arlos.” 
 
    Neil’s mouth pops open to retort, but the surprise of my sarcastic response causes his words to falter. His whole face twitches as he considers how to fire back his own barb. 
 
    “That being said,” I lock eyes with him, “I am sorry that you had to find out from someone else. I should have come to check on you last night, but—” 
 
    “You got busy with your fiancé?” Neil chuckles and shakes his head. “Imagine an Essence choosing a vessel that doesn’t even know Queens aren’t allowed to marry. And certainly not some nobody Relic from—” 
 
    My hand rises almost of its own accord, and it’s only the sight of the faint glow emanating from my palm that keeps me from slapping him as hard as he deserves. How dare he behave as though Asher weren’t the one who took over all the things that should have been his job around our home? 
 
     Neil smirks at my frozen hand, and then reaches out with two lazy fingers and swipes it back down. “You can take the girl out of Arlos, but you can’t take the Arlos out of the girl. Lucky for you, I left home and learned how to behave in polite company.” His smirk spreads out into a thin smile, which he directs toward my Guards. “Don’t worry, soldiers. Once I’m on the Council, your Queen will comport herself with far more decorum.”  
 
    “You ungrateful—” Elise growls and steps forward.  
 
    I lift both my arms to hold both Guards back. “You’ll have to forgive my brother. He’s always been to full of himself for his mouth to stay shut. Take me to Ravenoak. It’s time to rescue my mother.” I glare into Neil’s arrogant eyes. “Who I have spoken to many times during the last two years we spent together, scraping every day just to stay alive.” 
 
    Without giving him a chance to respond, I sweep past him and down the stairs, trusting Tristan and Elise to keep up. When Neil refrains from calling anything out after me, I want to believe it’s because my words hit their mark in his conscience, but I fear the more likely cause is that he’s sulked back to his room to scheme. 
 
    When we reach the grand main lobby, Ravenoak stands at attention near the large double door leading to the front courtyard. Spotting us, he marches over to meet us halfway.  
 
    “Your Majesty, the Guard is ready.” He gives a terse bow. “We mustn’t wait any longer. The latest reports say the princess is holed up in the bunker we are watching.” 
 
    “Any word about my mother?” 
 
    Ravenoak’s lips press into a thin line. “I’m sorry. We have been unable to confirm her location.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go then,” I order. There’s no time to feel my disappointment at this news.  
 
    I follow Ravenoak out the large doors and into the courtyard. Two hovering Royal carriages, about ten Royal Horsemen, and a horse-drawn transport carriage await us in the large roundabout in front of the castle. An additional dozen Royal Guard sit side-by-side in two rows in the back of the carriage on wheels. 
 
    Lady Albright approaches from the side garden with Lady Rose trailing behind her. Both women wear flowing, regal gowns. My shoulders tense at the sight. Neither of them has plans to volunteer for battle, I assume.   
 
    Albright pauses before me. “Your Majesty, the Council and I would like to wish you luck on this mission. While I am utterly opposed to a Queen going into battle, I am fully aware of your stubbornness. So, do be safe, won’t you? I do not intend to replace another Queen so soon.” Her nose wrinkles and her eyebrows rise. “Who knows what sort of dread creature we’d get next?” 
 
    I incline my head to the left, lips parting to defend myself, but Lady Rose chuckles and steps forward, enveloping me in an unexpected hug. As she pats my back, she whispers, “Ignore her, Your Majesty. The citizens of Lore will be moved by your dedication and bravery. Perhaps a new era is upon us.” 
 
    Her words are meant to encourage, but my nerves buzz with anxiety over Albright’s comment. She clearly meant to imply that the Talisman had already scraped the bottom of the barrel by choosing me, and frankly, that was a hard point to argue. If something were to happen to me, where would the Queen’s Essence go next? What if it wound up in even less capable hands than my own?  
 
    What if it even came into the possession of Lady Maxia?  
 
    As we bid the Ladies farewell and make our way down the sprawling front stairs, I smooth a hand over my twisting stomach. Am I being selfish to insist on being part of this mission instead of staying in the castle and trusting the men and women who have been trained to protect the Essence within me? Or am I being cowardly to even consider the possibility of backing out now? Would that make me a traitor to my own mother?  
 
    The hovering carriage’s door pops open with its now-familiar hiss as I descend the last few steps. I hesitate before the opening, frozen on the internal battlefield between my familial and royal duties. From the back of his tall, dark horse, Leif nods his respect—or encouragement? The animal beneath him shifts its hooves on the paving stones, impatient to get on our way.  
 
    Our eyes lock, and I’m struck by the realization that it never asked to live this life either. Riding into battle must go against every natural instinct he possesses. Yet here he is, literally chomping at the bit for us to head straight into danger. 
 
    “Your Majesty?” Ravenoak asks in a low tone. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No.” I lift my chin and step forward. “Give the order to move out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE JOURNEY THROUGH the wooded backroads of the Lore Queendom takes far longer than I would have liked. With this many Royal Horsemen in our company, we can’t risk the thunder of hooves alerting Maxia’s forces to our approach, so the closer we get to the bunker where Thea has been spotted, the slower the hovering carriage creeps. At times, it feels like the scenery outside the window never changes at all. 
 
    But then, suddenly, the scenery becomes eerily familiar. I sit up straighter—with only Tristan and Elise in the carriage with me, I’ve not been worrying about proper posture—and press my forehead to the glass. Nearly hidden amongst the overgrown vegetation lurks the crumbling remains of… something. Though I scavenged around these mossy chunks of cement and vine-wrapped spires of steel many times over the years, I could never make sense of their purpose—nor what made these strange structures collapse. 
 
    The hovering carriage drifts to a halt. A large shadow blots out my view for a moment, and only when I see the flicking tail disappear in front of us do I realize it was Leif and his horse. Pressing my cheek against the window, I catch a glimpse of the rest of the Royal Horsemen fanning out across the well-worn road.  
 
    “Why have we stopped?” I look to Tristan. “Are we there?” 
 
    Tristan eyes the ruins outside. “We’re about a quarter of a mile from where Thea was spotted. Now we must wait for word from the Royal Guard that stayed behind to keep an eye on things. Leif will ride ahead and return with the news. It shouldn’t take long. Not on that stallion.” 
 
    Frowning, I press my face to the glass once more. “I thought we were trying to avoid making that kind of noise?” 
 
    Tristan shrugs. “It wouldn’t be unusual for one horse to travel this road. It’s a dozen that would raise suspicion.” 
 
    Peeling my face from the window, I turned to him. “Why are we not using those communication devices from the War Chamber?” 
 
    “Captain Ravenoak is concerned that Maxia can use her magic to intercept that type of communication,” he answers confidently. “Old-world methods are very unreliable and risky.” 
 
    “Well, if you ask me—and it seems very few people did, considering that I am the Queen—it seems equally unreliable and risky to rely on horseback messengers. Those poor animals make all kinds of sounds. And is it really fair to continue using them in our army when surely we have the technology to replace them by now?” 
 
    My mind raced, envisioning gliding, open-air vehicles that a single soldier could sit astride and wield their staff from. Growing up Relic, I had always known there were strange disparities in the ways in which technology, magic, and plain brute labor were employed in the Queendom of Lore, but it’s only since becoming Queen that I’ve realized just how far up those disparities reach. Ever since entering the War Chamber, I’ve had the feeling that there is more to our history than they’ve been telling me, but all of my questions are met with some variation of the same frustrating answer—the Queen’s Essence will reveal all things in due time.  
 
    We wait in the carriage for a solid fifteen minutes until my legs become tight. When rubbing the tension from them fails, they begin to bounce, rapidly and annoyingly. Even my two most loyal Guards can’t hide their sidelong glances at my pent-up energy.  
 
    “I obviously need to get out and stretch my legs a bit,” I say at last. 
 
    Elise leans forward, biting her lip. “I’m not sure if that’s a good idea, my Queen. The safest place to be is inside this carriage.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Tristan reaches out as if to still my jumpy knee, but then quickly snaps his hand back to his own knee. “Have patience. Leif should be back any moment now.” 
 
    Scowling, I look out the window to my left and then quickly whip my head to peer out the one to the right. The Royal Horsemen have formed a wide, protective circle around our carriage, and the gaps are filled in by the foot soldiers who rode in on the horse-drawn transport. Narrowing my eyes at Tristan, I suspect he’s been downplaying the danger of Leif’s mission.  
 
    “Your Queen commands you to open the door,” I blurt out, already rising. “I wish to walk among my Guard. You will accompany me, and we will return to the carriage after five minutes.” 
 
    Tristan and Elise shared an exasperated glance, but they have no choice but to comply. Tristan swipes his hand over the panel that opens the door closest to me, and my feet hit the ground before it’s even done lifting. The two Guards scramble out after me, staffs clanking against the edge of the opening.  
 
    “Your Majesty!” Ravenoak roars from atop his black horse. “What do you think you’re doing? Get back in the carriage at once!” 
 
    “Stretching,” I snap, clasping my hands out in front of me and rolling my shoulders. “While I receive your latest report.” 
 
    Ravenoak glowers at me, tightly clutching his staff in one hand and his mount’s reins in the other. “Nothing to report yet, my Queen. I must insist you—”  
 
    His horse’s ears flick forward and it lets out a low, guttural nicker. Ravenoak’s eyes dart ahead, and mine follow. A cloud of dust has appeared in the only gap in our wooded surroundings.  
 
    Ravenoak licks his lips. “Back in the carriage, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “No,” I say, moving toward the front of my carriage. “I have a right to see and hear this mission for myself. Guards.”  
 
    I flick my hands for Tristan and Elise to accompany me, but they glance toward their Captain for guidance. With a snarl, he jerks his head to indicate they should continue flanking me, and then urges his horse to follow.  
 
    The dust cloud blooms larger. Nervous murmurs swirl around me from the circle of Guards. Horseshoes ring out against rocks in the road as the beasts stamp their hooves. A dark figure appears in the midst of the cloud, rapidly coming into focus as the silhouette of a horse and rider.  
 
    “He’s not slowing,” Tristan mutters. “Why isn’t he slowing?” 
 
    “Everyone behind us fall back!” Ravenoak bellows as his horse side-steps around us. “You four in front, ride ahead! Staffs ready in case he’s being followed!” He whirls to look down at me. “Get in the carriage, girl!” 
 
    Anger flares in my chest, drawing the crackle of magic into my hands. Elise grabs my arm, but drops it as quickly as if I’d shocked her. Maybe I did. But I refuse to hide inside while my soldiers ride headlong into potential danger. 
 
    I watch the horses bolt forward under the bobbing blue lights of their riders’ staffs. Leif’s horse finally begins to slow, first to a canter, then to a trot. By the time the four riders reach them, the beautiful black stallion is walking as calmly as if he were enjoying a stroll around his pasture. The shouts from the riders blend together, but I know they’re peppering Leif with questions about his ominous approach.  
 
    The black horse turns abruptly broadside, standing still as a statue. My hand shoots up to cover my mouth. Leif’s body slumps lifelessly over the horse’s mane, held up only by the leather cords binding his feet to the stirrups and his wrists to the front of his saddle. The dust cloud his horse kicked up hovers in the air, an aura of gloom.  
 
    “Leif!” Tristan shouts and lurches forward. 
 
    “No!” Ravenoak and I shout at the same time, but the younger Guard is already dashing around his Captain’s horse.  
 
    Several of the riders up ahead twist their necks to look at us, and in that moment of their distraction, I see the spark of red electricity envelop Leif’s lifeless body.  
 
    “Fall back!” I scream to all the soldiers, waving my arms. “It’s a tra—” 
 
     My warning disappears in the thunderous boom that fills the forest and its ruins. Leif’s stallion’s knees buckles and he crumples to the ground. For one horrible moment, all four of his graceful legs point toward the sky, and then fall flush against the dirt. 
 
    “Fall back!” I scream again, but it comes out more of a sob. “Fall back!” 
 
    The riders spin their horses in place, but the red magic is faster, sending jagged tendrils into each of my retreating soldiers. Two are blown clear over their horses’ somersaulting heads. The others are crushed under their massive steeds.  
 
    The force of the blast knocks Tristan onto his back, but the lack of red energy gives me hope for his survival. “Get him!” I scream at Ravenoak and point, but the Captain whirls his own horse around and sweeps me off my feet, tossing me halfway over the front of his saddle.  
 
    The swift rocking motion liquefies my stomach, making it impossible for me to scream at him without emptying its contents all over the shiny black boot pointed up at my face. The image of the boot blurs and suddenly Ravenoak stands before me, slightly younger, raking his hand through his tousled hair. His eyes flicker to something behind me. 
 
    “Mother, please,” Thea’s voice begs. 
 
    I turn, and Thea is there. Her long hair hangs in loose ringlets, and she wears a pale green gown that hits at her calves. The bodice is covered in delicate lace. Her features are slightly different—she can’t be more than thirteen or fourteen.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” Ravenoak speaks in a softer tone than I’ve ever heard him use. “Thea is still a child. She needs a friend, and Misty has proven to be a good one. Don’t do this to her.” 
 
    “Are you the Queen now, Ravenoak?” my questioning voice rumbles in a low growl as I glare at Thea. “Servants are not our friends. They are looking to gain favor, however they can. To use our love. This Misty is no different than the rest.” 
 
    Thea’s eyes fill with tears, and she throws her hands to her face. She wails something that sounds a little like “I hate you!” as she falls to the floor in a sobbing heap. 
 
    “Isolde…” Ravenoak tries, placing a gentle hand on my elbow. 
 
    Whipping around, my eyes feel as if actual fiery darts could shoot out of them at any moment. With a flick of my arm, I wrench from his grasp and point back to my daughter.  
 
    “She needs to understand that the world is not kind, and I am apparently the only one willing to instruct her in that manner. But if I fail in my task, my most sacred task as her mother, then someone will come along and take advantage of her someday. She is too trusting.” 
 
    “But banishing Misty and her entire family from the Queendom?” Ravenoak’s eyes plead for this to stop. “This is not who you are, Isolde. You used to be kind.” 
 
    “The girl I was before I became the Queen is long gone, consumed by the Essences of all who came before her. I have a Queendom to run, and a soft heart will not get the job done.” 
 
    Ravenoak opens his mouth to speak, but quickly shuts it. 
 
    “You are as aware of the dangers outside this Queendom as I am. The only way to maintain balance is through strength, control, and… our traditions. If I fail, then Lore fails as well. My duty is to the crown, as is yours. Now leave us.” 
 
    Ravenoak releases a shuddering breath as his eyes move to Thea. With a bow of his head, he says, “Yes, your Majesty.”  
 
    I don’t wait to watch him walk from the room. I am confident in his ultimate obedience. Turning to Thea, I extend my hand. The young princess tips her chin up to me, her cheeks red and coated in a layer of tears.  
 
    “I do what I need to. For the Queendom.” My voice is flat. “Someday you will understand.” 
 
    With a sharp gasp, my eyes—my real eyes—open to the inside of the carriage. Blinking at the harsh light, I lurch out of my seat, slapping my hands to the window as images of magnificent horses crumpled like dead spiders flood into my mind.  
 
    “Leif!” I shout. “Tristan!” 
 
    Elise appears in my still blurry vision, carefully lowering me back onto my seat. “Your Majesty, you must be still. We were afraid we had lost you. Are you okay? Where were you injured?” Her worried eyes rove around my face, and slowly her own comes into focus.  
 
    My chest heaves for breath. “I am alright… I… had another vision. From the Queen.” 
 
    Elise’s eyebrows knit together, accentuating the red scrape at her hairline. “Not a good one, I’m guessing?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    “CAPTAIN RAVENOAK!” I stride through the chaos of the camp with Elise fretting beside me. Her orders were firm—keep me inside the carriage at all costs. I feel a stab of guilt for not making her job easy, but I will not be kept in the dark. I only blacked out because Ravenoak saw fit to manhandle me to safety, triggering the vision from the Essence.  
 
    “Your Majesty!” a familiar voice wheezes. 
 
    After whipping my head around, I find Tristan perched on the rear of the transport wagon, coated in a layer of grey dust broken only by the tiny red scratches peppering his face. He slides off and stands at attention, though I can see the action causes him some pain.  
 
    My human instinct is to run and throw my arms around him, but as Queen Isolde just reminded me, human instincts have no place in my new life. While I disagree with the lengths to which she took that philosophy, I tamp down the surge of joy and greet him with the appropriate royal aloofness. 
 
    “Tristan.” I do allow myself to smile though. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Well?” His brow furrows, but he quickly smooths it out. “Yes, Your Majesty. As well as I could be after such a great loss to the Queendom.” 
 
    I offer a slow nod, closing my eyes in respect for Leif, the four Horsemen, and their beautiful animals. Opening them again, I ask, “Where is the Captain? How are we responding to this heinous attack?” I cut my eyes toward Elise. “She won’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, my orders—” Elise starts, but Tristan holds up a hand. 
 
    “Ravenoak has taken a small contingent through the woods to ambush the camp.” Tristan frowns. “I wished to accompany them, but I was ordered to rest.” 
 
    “And to lead us away from here should Ravenoak not return,” Elise adds, eyes darting toward the forest where, presumably, our men disappeared.  
 
    “Ravenoak will return,” Tristan says through gritted teeth. “With Thea.” 
 
    Huffing, I turn toward the forest. A few leaves flutter in the breeze, but there is no other sign of life out there. “How long have they been gone?”  
 
    Tristan averts his eyes. “Thirty minutes, perhaps?” 
 
    “Thirty minutes!” I press my palm to my forehead. “How are we to know if the mission is still underway, or if they’ve all been killed? How are we to know if they’ll all come back as magical bombs, too?” 
 
    I look back and forth between Tristan and Elise, and when they don’t immediately answer, I turn from them and count the number of men and women who have been left behind. We’re left with about half of our original number. Everyone is a blur of nervous energy, though I’m not really sure what any of them are actually doing. Just flitting about to avoid relaxing, it would seem, but perhaps I was missing something.  
 
    “Ravenoak said that if they did not return within an hour…” Tristen starts, “…we should assume they were lost and head straight for the castle as fast as we can, in case they should return under a spell.” 
 
    My mouth falls open. I turn slowly back around. “That’s his grand plan?”  
 
    Anger surges, pinching my lips into what feels like a very ugly scowl. The emotion is too powerful, too dark, to be only my own, and I know that Isolde is livid with her former lover for making this risky attempt to retrieve their daughter—a traitor to the crown. Was that why I experienced that particular memory when Ravenoak dragged me onto his horse? Was she trying to warn me that Ravenoak does not think clearly when it comes to Thea? 
 
    “Fetch me a horse,” I order, and it’s certainly the first time I’ve ever said those words in my life. 
 
    “A horse?” Elise hisses. “Have you lost—” Her eyes quickly turn down. “Forgive me, my Queen, but do you…?” 
 
    “Even know how to ride?” Tristan finishes, his voice flat. 
 
    Good question. 
 
    “Did Queen Isolde?” I ask, looking between them. 
 
    “Of course,” Tristan says. “The Queen must always know how to get herself to safety. Safety being the key word. The Queen rides away from danger, not toward it.” 
 
    Our eyes lock in a fierce stare down. There certainly are plenty of rules about what a Queen does and doesn’t do, and very few seem to have been made by the Queens themselves.  
 
    “Fetch me a horse,” I repeat. “Ravenoak had no right to embark on such a mission without my explicit permission. My own mother may be with those monsters, but you don’t see me riding… well, you will soon, but that’s beside the point. I will know what is happening out there in my name.” 
 
    Tristan groans and presses his fingers into the corners of his eyes, rubbing his nose. “Your Majesty, far be it from me to refuse an order, but—” 
 
    “Very well.” I spin away from him, scanning the remaining horses for a suitable mount. “I will fetch one myself.” 
 
    My eyes light on a chestnut mare, drinking water from the upturned helmet that her rider holds under her nose. The Horseman—or woman, in this case—has her hair pulled back in a tight, grey bun, making her features look even more severe. Under other circumstance, that might be off-putting, but I find that the soldiers with the surliest faces also tend to be the most deferential.  
 
    I approach the woman with steady purpose, ignoring the sound of Tristan’s and Elise’s boots stomping after me. The moment the woman sees me coming, she snaps to attention so fast she drops her helmet with a splash. The chestnut mare noses it, snorting gently. 
 
    Gentle is good. Gentle is what I’m looking for. 
 
    “My good solider.” I pause before the rigid woman. “I require the use of your horse.” 
 
    Her thin lips part and a dazed look comes over her eyes. “Your Majesty wishes for the use of my horse?” 
 
    “Yes. Is there a problem with that?”  
 
    Something tells me to offer the creature my hand, so I do, although I feel quite silly. Did Isolde expect even the animals to kiss her hand in respect? The mare lifts her head from where she was noisily licking the interior of the helmet and brushes her velvety muzzle against my knuckles. Her ears flicked toward me, and then she drops her head and goes back to snuffling the helmet.  
 
    “No, my Queen!” the woman says, bowing low. She steps backward and grasps the reins looped over the saddle. “It would be a great honor!”  
 
    I accept the proffered reins, reminding myself not to offend the woman with gratitude. “And what is this fine animal’s name?” 
 
    The woman’s eyebrows shoot up. “Her… her name?” 
 
    Behind me, Tristan sighs. “The Queen’s Horses don’t have names. They’re vehicles. You wouldn’t ask after the carriage’s name, now, would you?” 
 
    I shoot him a silencing look over my shoulder before turning back to the woman in front of me with a kind smile. “Surely you call her something.” I lower my voice. “Just between the two of you?” 
 
    The woman chews on her lips and lowers her head. “Copper, my Queen.” She winces as soon as she says it, as though she’s broken a grave rule. 
 
    “Copper.” I lay my hand on the horse’s neck, a shade of red that does remind me of the precious metal I was once forced to scavenge. Perhaps that’s why I was drawn to this one. “I shall return her to you as swiftly as possible.” 
 
    The woman bows again and steps aside. With a confidence that definitely doesn’t come from myself, I place my left foot in the stirrup and heave my body upward, swinging my right leg over Copper’s back. When I’m settled, I lean forward to stroke the mare’s neck while looking imperiously at Tristan and Elise. 
 
    “I see you have been wasting time not finding horses of your own. Shall I ride ahead alone?” 
 
    The two Guards share a look of supreme irritation, but now that I’ve got a horse, they’ve no hope of stopping me. Within seconds, they’ve commandeered mounts for themselves—a speckled gray for Tristan, and a more common black for Elise—and Tristan has given the order for everyone else to be on high alert for a hasty retreat.  
 
    The Essence tells me to brush my heels against Copper’s sides, and the horse immediately moves forward. I wobble at first, feeling like a flimsy tree drifting in the wind way up here, but with every step the elegant mare takes, I find my own way to something that I hope looks like grace.  
 
    “This is extremely unorthodox,” Tristan hisses as we set off through the trees. “Ravenoak will have our heads for going along with this.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, I must have forgotten when Isolde’s Essence chose to inhabit his body.” 
 
    Tristan scoffs. “You know, I do believe this power is starting to go to your head.” 
 
     His features tighten and pale. “My apologies, my Queen. I have spoken—” 
 
    A smile crosses my face and I look over at him. “Like a friend.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sounds of battle reach through the forest, wrapping their icy claws around my heart. Mama might be trapped in the middle of all that. She might already be— 
 
    No, don’t think about that! 
 
    I nudge the red mare with my knees—the knowledge of horsemanship keeps coming to me as needed—and she moves easily into a canter. My Guards’ horses follow Copper’s lead as we race through the trees toward the angry shouting and panicked whinnying up ahead. Every now and then a low boom reverberates as blasts of magic collide with something solid. 
 
    Cresting a wooded ridge toward open sky, the red mare plants her hooves, nearly throwing me out of the saddle. Her tossing head gives Tristan and Elise just enough time to bring their own horses to a proper stop. Copper’s head whips from side to side, giving me glimpses of her rolling eyes as she backs away from the edge of the steep slope. 
 
    Below us sits a two-story building made of concrete—or what’s left of one, anyway. Much of it is buried under thick vegetation, and the parts that do show are crumbling at the edges. All around the building a battle ensues, and the ground is already littered with lifeless bodies wearing the clothing of both sides. Two more of our horses are dead, one with his rider pinned gruesomely underneath it. Another blast of red magic sees a golden-colored horse bolting into the woods, its rider-free stirrups flapping like would-be wings. 
 
    “How do we get down there?” I demand, standing in my own stirrups to peer between the mare’s ears as she continues backing up. 
 
    “There are hoofprints, Your Majesty. There.” Elise points. “We can ride down, too.” 
 
    “We are not riding anywhere,” Tristan growls. “My Queen, you must remain hidden here, but allow Elise and I to join the fray.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” I say, shifting the reins into my right hand so I can lift the left, which is glowing teal with magic. “I will finish this myself.” 
 
    And with a cluck of my tongue and a grip of my knees, Coppers lurches forward in spite of herself, and we begin the steep descent at a brisk pace. I lean back in the saddle to balance out the weight as she picks her sure-footed way to the bottom. The sound of hooves clacking against rocks tells me my Guards are still following.  
 
    The grounds even out at the base of the building and we ride hard toward the worst of the action. The teal glow brightens around my hand, and when a red bolt flies our way, the magic bursts forth, creating a protective bubble around all three of us. This battle magic feels instinctive—easy even—same as riding a war horse.  
 
    Rounding the corner of the ruined building, I spot a flash of gold emerging from a cavernous doorway. Rage billows inside me, the maternal nature of the Essence recognizing the treacherous Princess Thea long before my eyes do. I yank back on the reins and Coppers rears, dancing backward on two legs until I feel certain we’ll tip over.  
 
    But at the last moment, she falls forward, slashing her two front hooves just inches away from tearing off Captain Ravenoak’s incredulous expression. The mare plants her feet and spins to the side, almost as though she can read my mind, allowing me to tower over the Captain and his wayward daughter with my sparkling, crackling teal hand. 
 
    “Your Majesty!” Ravenoak roars, face flaming as red as my insides feel right now.  
 
    “Mother!” Thea cries out, folding onto her knees. Her hands are shackled behind her back and she wears a pair of ripped and dirty pants. Up close, her golden hair is a dirty rat’s nest. Her own father holds a glowing staff across her neck. “Mother!” she wails, as if she can’t even see me at all, only the Essence I contain.  
 
    “Yes,” I bellow. “Where is my mother?” 
 
    “Not here!” Thea howls, crawling toward me on her knees as Ravenoak struggles to keep up. “She’s not here! Get me out of here!” 
 
    “Not without my mother!” I snarl, lifting my hand as if to hurl my magic down upon her whimpering head. My eyes fly toward the building’s dark entrance. “Is she in there? Tell me, if you desire to live!”  
 
    “Mother, no!” she snivels, ducking her face into her shoulder. Tear tracks cross her dirty face. “I mean, Arabella… I mean… my Queen! She is not here!” 
 
    “Isolde!” Ravenoak hisses, stepping in front of the cowering girl, and I’m not sure if he is as confused as Thea in this moment, or if he has purposefully addressed the vengeful Essence seething inside me. 
 
    Either way, it works. My hand lowers, dimming to a dull glow. I blink and shake off the jittering feeling of that murderous rage. Thea led me to believe we were friends, and then betrayed me, stole one of the most important people in my life, and tried to destroy the other. She deserves none of my mercy, yet I know the desire to punish her on the spot is not coming from my own heart.  
 
    For some reason, my mind is drawn to Favian, the man from Arlos who was killed in the street by one of the Royal Horsemen. Yes, he had provoked the man, but everyone who knew him knew that grief had driven Favian insane. He should not have been held responsible for his actions—not without a chance for anyone to explain. Thea has committed a terrible crime, but she was raised by a terrible woman who wanted to make sure the girl was hardened early to life’s woes. Perhaps that abuse had made Thea brittle—easy for someone like Maxia to crack. 
 
    “Does she tell the truth?” I demand of Ravenoak. “Is my mother not here?” 
 
    “She speaks true.” Ravenoak jerks his daughter back to her feet, glowering at the back of her matted head. “This time.” 
 
    “Then order our men to retreat.” I whirl my horse around, and then look back over my shoulder. “We will return the Princess to the castle. Clean her up. Give her something to eat. She will be your responsibility to control, Captain, am I understood?” 
 
    Ravenoak draws the girl closer to his chest, but the look he directs at her remains far from fatherly. “Your Majesty, she is a traitor to the Queendom. We cannot just send her to her room to think about what she’s done!” 
 
    “Of course not,” I say, casually tossing the last glimmers of my magic into three of Maxia’s raggedy men as they attempt to corner one of my fleeing horses. “But she will be given a chance to explain herself.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    A HOLLOW PIT forms in my stomach as I walk down the lavish hall toward Asher’s quarters. I wish I had better news to tell him. My battle outfit is stained with grime and blood—whose, I’m not sure. Only a few of the men Ravenoak took on his suicide mission returned with us. Part of me—and I think her name is Isolde—wants to punish Ravenoak for his rash plan, but another part of me—the me part of me—knows that in my outrage over losing the Horsemen, I would have given him permission had I not been indisposed by the vision.  
 
    The Queen’s cruel behavior toward Thea gnaws at the back of my mind along with all of the things going wrong in my own life—Asher’s injuries, Mama’s kidnapping, Neil’s… Neil-ness. And that’s just on the personal level. I also have an entire Queendom to save.  
 
    No wonder Isolde went mad as the years wore on. 
 
     Hesitating outside his door, just in case Asher is sleeping, I take several deep breaths to settle my nerves. None of them help. Resigned to my constantly divided fate, I push open the door and step inside.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I snarl, fists instantly clenching. “You should be resting.” 
 
    Asher drops down from the ceiling’s low, exposed support beam, but he’s too late. I caught him in the throes of doing pull-ups. His shirtless torso glistens with a thin sheen of sweat, and is it my imagination, or did his biceps already get bigger? 
 
    He smiles, ignoring my displeasure, and quickly crosses the room to meet me. “Bel! I was getting so worried.”  
 
    “Don’t Bel me!” I side-step his sweaty hug. “You’re not supposed to be exerting any effort!” 
 
    “So you keep saying.” He gives me a cheeky grin and turns away, grabbing a towel from the chair next to his bed. He drapes it over his shoulders and uses one end to dry his face. When the towel comes away, so does his playful expression. “Did you find Mama?” 
 
    My irritation fades, replaced by a dull wave of regret as I turn my eyes from him. “No. She wasn’t there. Maxia still has her somewhere else. We only captured the princess.” 
 
    He comes over and takes both my hands in his, squeezing emotional strength back into me. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. We’ll get her back, no matter how long it takes.” 
 
    Just as my face is ready to crumple into tears, a knock sounds at the door, spinning me around. Tristan’s armored frame fills the doorway, glaring openly at Asher.  
 
     “Excuse me, Your Majesty, but Captain Ravenoak is waiting for you outside Thea’s cell. He desperately wants to interrogate her now.” 
 
    My eyes flutter shut with a groan. Seriously? I can’t even have an hour to decompress after all that? Of course I want to get all the information we can out of Thea—and fast, because I want my mother back—but I know if I could just have a little time to get my head on straight… 
 
    “Your Majesty?” Tristan presses, and I get the feeling part of his urgency is just his own selfish desire to get me away from my fiancé.  
 
    Perhaps sensing this, Asher swaggers over to the door, buying me a few more precious seconds to collect myself. “Hey, it’s Tristan, right? I never had the chance to thank you for all that you’ve done for Arabella. I wish I’d been here, but I’m glad she had your support.” 
 
      Tristan grunts, but I hear the now-familiar sound of an armored body standing straight. “I’m sworn to protect the Queen at all costs. It’s my duty, nothing more to it. No need to thank me.”  
 
    The rudeness of his tone turns me around, and I shoot him a warning look over Asher’s shoulder. His face twitches and then contorts into something like a friendly smile.  
 
    “Yeah, well… I appreciate it anyway,” Asher says slowly, twisting toward me with a raised eyebrow that silently asks me to explain this guy’s attitude.  
 
    Hurrying over, I plant myself between them. “Take me to Thea’s cell, Tristan. I’m ready to get some answers.” 
 
    Tristan nods and takes a gallant step backward, gesturing for me to lead the way. As I start to leave, Asher touches my elbow, and I turn back to find his eyebrows knitted together. He’s quickly picking up on something that I hoped he wouldn’t because that something is actually a nothing, certainly not worth his concern during his recovery. Or ever.  
 
    Standing on my tiptoes, I brush a kiss across his lips. “I will be back as soon as I can. In the meantime…” I point to his bed. “Rest up.” 
 
    He sidles closer, a grin playing at his lips. “For what?” he murmurs. 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I push him away and sweep out the door, avoiding Tristan’s baleful expression as I go. Two minutes of that tension and I’m more than ready to dive back into the world of royal intrigue.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thea sits on a rickety chair in the center of her dimly lit cell. Three guards point their magic-lit staffs at her sides and back. Her hair is in the same gnarled state it was at Maxia’s bunker, her clothes the same ragged mess. No one has even bothered to wipe the grime from her face, leaving her marked with ghoulish tear stripes. 
 
    I lean away from the cell door, glaring at Ravenoak. “Why have my orders not been followed? I specifically said that she should be cleaned up. And has she been fed?” 
 
    Ravenoak lowers his eyes to the dingy floor outside the cell. “I thought that perhaps this took precedence, my Queen.” 
 
    “Your impatience today is trying me, Captain.” I draw a deep breath, and immediately regret it as the ripe odors of the dungeon flood my nose. “But I am here now, so we will proceed. But know that I expect my orders to be followed as soon as we are finished.” I glance at the sniffling creature in the cell. Memories of my own time in a cold, dank room like that flash through my mind. “Move her to a proper room and post two Guards at the door. But not her own room. We will treat her with the dignity all human beings deserve, but she is no longer a princess to this Queendom.”  
 
    Ravenoak nods. “Yes, Your Majesty.”  
 
    Tristan makes a sound in his throat that brings both our attention to him. 
 
    “You have something to say, boy?” Ravenoak growls. 
 
    Tristan swallows, but lifts his chin. “Only that… the Queen should be careful in her compassion. Thea is skilled at gaining people’s trust.” 
 
    Ravenoak narrows his eyes. “Some are more easily misled than others. Perhaps your warnings are better spent on yourself.” 
 
    I ease between the two men, sensing Ravenoak’s shift from warrior to father. I was not the only one who had assumed there was romance brewing underneath Thea’s friendship with her loyal Guard, but I discovered the hard way that it was only Thea who wanted more. Ravenoak hasn’t quite caught up yet.  
 
    “I thank you for your concern, Tristan, but I am well aware of Thea’s flair for betrayal.” My fingers curl around the bars of her cage. “Plus, I have the added gift of insight from her mother’s Essence.” 
 
    Now it’s Ravenoak’s turn to make a sound in his throat.  
 
    “Open the door,” I order. “And send the Guards away.” 
 
    The Captain inserts his key into the lock, and with a quick twist, the steel mechanisms groan and clank until the clasp pops open. Ravenoak swings the heavy door inward and gestures for the Guards to leave. They each give a little bow as they file past me, and when room has been made, I slip into the cell. Tristan starts to follow, but Ravenoak bars him with his staff.  
 
    “Wait outside, boy.” 
 
    Tristan scowls, but backs dutifully out into the musty hallway. I would have liked to have his added support, but at the same time, I can understand Ravenoak wanting to keep this a family affair.  
 
    An extremely unconventional family affair. 
 
     Ravenoak slams the cell door, and the former princess jumps, nearly toppling over her chair. I see now that her hands are tied behind its back, her ankles bound to its front legs.  
 
    “Thea.” I plant my feet in front of her, folding my arms over my chest.  
 
    She lets out a noise, half sob, half hiccup, and shrinks her head into her shoulders.  
 
    “Eye contact now, young lady!” I demand, stamping my foot on the floor.  
 
    My hand slaps over my mouth in disbelief at my own words. Where did that come from?  
 
    Thea lifts her chin, revealing a pouty lip that trembles. “I’m sorry, my Queen.” 
 
    I clear my throat and swallow thickly. Isolde’s pull on my identity makes me take a step back. Regaining my composure, I crouch down to meet Thea’s gaze. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Your Majesty…” Ravenoak stops me mid-sentence. “May I?” 
 
    “Please,” I say softly. 
 
    I lean back and return to my feet. Ravenoak slides in front of Thea and interlocks his hands behind his back. He stares down at her without saying a word for a few moments. I know it’s absurd, considering the gravity of her crimes, but something about the scene makes me miss my Papa. 
 
    Thea’s jaw works as she swallows over and over, trying to find the strength to speak over her emotions. I know that feeling well these days. She dabs her face against each of her shoulder in turn, leaving a new set of sideways tear stripes over her cheekbones.  
 
     “Father,” she begins at last, “I know there is nothing I can say to make you understand, but know this: all that has happened was not my intention. I never wished to send the Queendom into war. I just wanted what was mine. I…I… just wanted to be free from her.” 
 
    On that last word, Thea’s eyes dart toward me, but I know she’s seeing only her mother’s Essence. The same Essence that’s gathering pulsing magical energy in our now-shared palms. I clench my fists together, refusing to let this devolve into threats of violence.  
 
    “She is your Queen,” Ravenoak says in a flat tone. 
 
    “She is my mother!” Thea snarls, nearly tipping forward in her chair.  
 
    Sighing, I move closer to the pair. “Thea, I am not your mother. I may contain her Essence, but you mustn’t confuse us. For Lore’s sake, you and I are basically the same age! I can take her place on the throne, but not in your life.” I fold my lips in, sucking down my own welling emotions. “Although I did hope to be your friend before…” 
 
    “Friends?” Thea sneered. “She would never allow that. I only did what she would have had you do to me eventually. And what would you have done then, Father?” Her scathing gaze falls on Ravenoak. “Would you have allowed me to be banished, too?” 
 
    I close my eyes, reliving the painful memory I experienced earlier today. “Thea, I am sorry for what your mother did to Misty, but I would never—” 
 
    “For now.” Thea laughs. “You would never for now. But you will. I pray that no man finds his way into your bed for the sake of that potential child!” 
 
    “Thea!” Ravenoak thunders, lifting his staff. “You will mind your tongue. Unless you would prefer to sleep here tonight?” He points the staff toward the matted bed of hay in the corner. 
 
    Thea curls in on herself again, tucking her chin to her chest and drawing her knees up as far as the bindings will let her. “I do not care where I sleep if you will not listen to me.” 
 
    Ravenoak drops to his knee and takes his daughter by the chin, forcing her to look him in the face. “If you were anyone else, you would already be executed, do you understand me? Our new Queen is extending you a great mercy, and I beg you not to spit in her face.” 
 
    “Let her go,” I say softly, resting my hand on the Captain’s shoulder. He shudders at my touch, and I also recoil. This whole thing between him and the other person I sort of am is deeply disturbing. 
 
    Ravenoak releases his hold. “Where is Maxia?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says in a small voice. “But—” 
 
    “You don’t know?” I explode, grasping my right hand before it strikes her. “Then what use to me are you?” 
 
    Horrified, I throw my back against the wall. Thea quivers so hard the chair rattles on the stone floor.  
 
    “I’m sorry. Arabella, you must believe me…” 
 
    “You no longer have the right to call me by my given name,” I say as my right hand bursts into a rippling wave of magical fire—in spite of my left hand’s noble efforts to contain it. 
 
    The wretched girl lowers her head, “I apologize, My Queen. It’s just that it’s so confusing, and when I call you—” 
 
    “Silence!” I roar, lifting my hand. “If you ever wish to speak again!” 
 
    Alarmed, Ravenoak turns and place his body between us. “We need her alive, Your Majesty.” His eyes plead with the real me for reason.  
 
    With considerable effort, I force my magic to fade back into my body, but the burning rage in my belly continues to smolder. “Where is my mother?” I grind out.  
 
    “I don’t know where your mother is,” Thea insists. “Maxia made sure her army wasn’t all in one place. She wants your mother with her at all times to create leverage over you.” 
 
    “Her army?” Ravenoak says, lip curling into a sneer that looks much like Thea’s own when she shows it. “Maxia’s army is your army, too. Enough of them died for you today, or did you forget?” 
 
    “No, Father, listen, please,” Thea whines. “They weren’t fighting to protect me. They don’t care about me. I served my… my purpose. They only kept me alive to be used as another trap!” 
 
    “Ah,” Ravenoak says with a sad smile. “So your only remorse is that you were disposable, too.” 
 
    Thea shakes her head wildly, fighting against her bindings. “I have much remorse! For everything! I never wanted to hurt anyone except… I did want to hurt Mother. But can’t you understand? Father, you know how she was! I just wanted to… to make it stop.” 
 
    “What about Lord Fairden?” I ask, keeping my tone even. “You killed him, too. What great pain did he cause you to deserve that?” 
 
    “I didn’t want that to happen,” she insists, eyes darting back and forth between us. “Maxia’s magic has grown, and she infused me with power that I’ve never felt before. It changed me. My mind was filled with dark thoughts when I took his life. I wasn’t myself. You have to believe me.” 
 
    A low growl emits from Ravenoak’s throat. “You murdered not only Queen Isolde, but a respected Councilmember. How can you say you are not responsible for all of this? Give me one good reason why you shouldn’t hang like any other traitor!”   
 
    Thea gasps and hunches over, sobbing at his words. “Please, I want this to end. I can help you.” 
 
    Ravenoak throws his hands out and scoffs. “And why would we take the chance? You could easily betray the Queendom again.” 
 
    Thea blinks away her tears and locks her eyes on mine. “I felt her power, and it’s dark—so dark.”  
 
    My stomach clenches, knowing there could be truth to her words. I’ve felt how magic can change me, overtake me. It happened just a moment ago, and if what Thea felt was somehow even darker than what I felt then…  
 
    “Maxia has the power to destroy this Queendom,” she says. “That was never my desire. I only wanted what was mine.” 
 
    “What you believed to be yours,” Ravenoak counters. “There was never any guarantee the Essence would find you—” 
 
    “Worthy?” She scoffs. “I know.” 
 
    Waving aside the family drama, I move to loom over Thea. “If you don’t even know where she is, how can you help us find her?” 
 
    Thea’s glistening blue eyes lock on me. “Maxia has somehow found a way to funnel her magic into other people. Those people become her army—whether they like it or not. But when they have power, her magic is nearly consumed. We only to get to her while she is vulnerable after her army has used its magic.” 
 
    The complexity of the magic that’s coursing through my body is far beyond anything I could imagine. I know so little of what is controlling this Queendom, but I fear more and more that it isn’t actually me. 
 
    “That doesn’t answer the question your Queen asked,” Ravenoak says. “How can you help us find her?”  
 
    “I can track her magic,” Thea says, eyes brightening, as if this will seal her survival.  
 
    I tip my head in interest and step closer to her. “Explain.” 
 
    Thea looks up at me and eagerly nods. “Yes, yes... There’s some sort of connection that flows through the magic. When she imbued me with her power, I could feel her presence. Even though it’s gone now, there’s still a faint echo that I can sense. It becomes stronger the closer I am to her.” 
 
    Ravenoak rakes his hand through his graying hair. “There is a great possibility this is a ruse, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Father, please. I can’t live with what I’ve…” Her words trail off as she swallows. “I will accept whatever fate you decide for me, but first, let me set things right. I cannot bring my mother back, but I can preserve her Essence.” She casts her blue eyes on her father. “And your life.” 
 
    “My life means nothing,” Ravenoak says automatically. “It belongs to my Queen. As does yours. I am not the one with your fate in my hands.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Thea starts in a squeaky voice, “I swear to you—” 
 
    I lift my hand as raging teal embers form around it. Isolde’s fury will not be contained. I bite my lips to hold back the words forcing their way out, but it’s no use. My tone goes harsh and cold as I sweep my glowing hand under the girl’s quivering chin, lighting up her terrified face. 
 
    “Betray me again, and I will burn you at the stake.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    “YOU SHOULD NOT trust her.” Ravenoak pushes past the heavy outer metal door of the cells and leads me through the maze of corridors I still don’t know my way around. “We have no proof that Thea was not acting on her own when she…” His voice cracks slightly, and he trails off. 
 
    Despite Isolde’s mistreatment of Ravenoak and Thea, something in him still loved her, and that something exceeded duty. Maybe he held to the hope she’d return to her former self one day. 
 
    “Thea is still your daughter.” 
 
    Ravenoak pauses, and I stop beside him. Studying the sadness in his eyes, I recognize the Ravenoak from my visions. Under all his layers of duty, he was once a handsome young man with hopes and dreams—not so different from Tristan or Asher. He had a love for a woman who could not return it, either by choice or the laws of the Queendom. These days he protects those ghosts, often with a steel wall, but not at this moment. In his dark eyes, the pain of his loss is on full display. 
 
    He grips his staff at his side. “Your Majesty, may I speak plainly? 
 
    “I expect no less.” 
 
    Ravenoak lowers his eyes for a moment. A small vein twitches at his temple, and the emotion he revealed for a second is gone when he looks up again. “Because of the fact that Thea is my child, I must ignore my heart and use my mind. I spent too many years allowing the desires of my heart to speak too loudly. It made me blind to the truth…that the Queen becomes loyal to the Essence only. And the Essence’s function is to uphold the Queendom. When I was finally able to accept that I would never hold the place I wanted in Isolde’s heart, I became a better soldier.” 
 
    Carefully, because I don’t wish to be misunderstood as making some sort of personal confession, I whisper, “I do believe Isolde loved you.” 
 
    Ravenoak winces. “She loved me once. I believe that too. But the needs of the Queendom were greater than the needs of any one man. In time, I realized that is how it should be. Love always muddies the waters of duty, but our duties should be clear—protect the Queendom, whatever the cost.” 
 
    “And if the cost is Thea?” 
 
    Ravenoak lowers his head. “When I learned that Isolde was carrying our child… and when I saw Thea for the first time… I never knew such love was possible. And now I know that love like that kept me from seeing what was possible—that Thea murdered her own mother. My willful blindness almost saw you murdered, too.” He squares his jaw and looks me hard in the eyes. “I will not make that mistake twice. You are not the Queen I loved, but you are the Queen I now serve. If my duty requires that Thea be…”  
 
    “I will not execute her, Ravenoak. She may spend her life in a gilded cage, but I will not punish her for… needing to escape. Our Traditions offers very little hope to anyone who isn’t me.”  
 
    Ravenoak smiles sadly. “You say that now, but do not bother making promises. You won’t always be so much yourself.” 
 
     “You believe the Essence always changes the vessel negatively?” 
 
    The vein on his forehead twitches once again. “Whether you regard the change as negative or positive is dependent upon how you view it. To be a successful Queen, you must be made of iron. Softness has little place when it comes to maintaining order and Lore traditions.” 
 
    My jaw tightens at his words and my fists form balls, tingling with the magic inside. Is this my fate? To become hard and cruel? There must be a way to hold onto the person I am and become a fair and compassionate queen. 
 
    This is not something I can deal with today. 
 
    Relaxing my hands, I say, “To quiet your concerns, I don’t trust Thea. Even if what she says is true at this moment, we have no guarantee that Maxia can’t take control of her again. That said, we have very few options to take advantage of other than using her help to lead us to Maxia. And my mother.” 
 
    Ravenoak allows a long stream of audible breath to flow from his nose. “The Council must be informed.” 
 
    “Of course.” I wave him forward. “That is where we are headed right now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Maxia can transfer her magic to her peasant army?” Lady Albright leans forward in her seat, looking as tense as if someone had wound her up with a string and hadn’t let go yet. Her jet-black hair is pulled taut, making her thin face appear even thinner. 
 
    I pace the floor of the Great Hall in front of the Councilmembers. Fairden’s seat waits empty. 
 
    “Your Majesty, did she say how is this possible?” Lord Terrowin asks with a tinge of gruffness in his voice, but his demeanor is gentler than usual. In fact, none of the Council seems as resistant to me as they have in the past. Perhaps there is too much at stake for them now. 
 
     “I do not have the answer to that at this time. Princess Thea could only give me the information she had available to her.” I stop pacing and place my hands on my hips, eyeing the Council. 
 
    Lady Rose sits as straight as an arrow, her plump hands folded into her lap. “Princess Thea acted as a traitor to the Crown. What makes you believe this has changed?” 
 
    “From my past visions of Queen Isolde,” more specifically the vision I saw of Thea actually murdering her, but that is not something I want to bring up right now, “I’m fairly certain that Princess Thea visited Maxia before… that fateful day. Perhaps, using magic, Maxia encouraged hatred to grow until Thea killed her mother. Maxia knew the death would throw the Queendom into chaos and allow her to more easily overtake the land. I’m sure you can see how this theory makes much more sense than Thea truly believing that murdering the Queen would ascend her to the throne.” 
 
    Lady Jaquelyn begins to speak, but I hold my hand up to stop her. 
 
    “Still, I do not entirely trust Thea, nor even think that Maxia would have given her the correct information. For all we know, the battle at the ruins was lost on purpose. Maxia could have intended us to capture Thea. Yet, based on what we saw in Arlos, and the magic some of Maxia’s army was able to conjure today, I believe Thea to be giving us a at least hint of Maxia’s true capabilities. And we need to cut the head from the snake as soon as possible, or it will only continue to devour the Queendom.” 
 
    “If this is true, Your Majesty,” Lord Terrowin’s wrinkles deepen into creases as he glances to the empty seat on his left, “then we will need the Queen’s magical powers to be at full force.”  
 
    Lady Muriel bobs her head in agreement. 
 
    I clasp my hands behind my back and return to pacing. “You all said yourselves that my powers are progressing quickly, more so than any other queen. Am I not strong enough now?” 
 
    “Your abilities are indeed impressive, Your Majesty,” Terrowin says, “but Maxia’s powers have obviously grown strong as well. We have not needed to use the full force of the Queen’s magic for a very long time. Long before you, or even half these Ladies were born. I was brand new on the Council when such power was required.” 
 
    I briefly shake my head. How old is this man?  
 
    “Tell me,” I command. 
 
    Terrowin nods in acquiescence. “My first year serving on the Council, the Queendom was attacked by outsiders. The Queen was required to act swiftly and without mercy.” 
 
    “Attacked from outside the borders?” I step closer to him. “I’ve not heard of this.” 
 
    Terrowin offers a small smile. “Exactly. The problem was eradicated, and the Queendom remained safe.” 
 
    I throw my hands into the air, frustrated. “Well, what was done to ensure this, and why haven’t we done it yet?”  
 
    “Firstly, the process must only be used in an emergency.” Terrowin glances to Fairden’s empty seat again. “And secondly, it requires for all the positions of the Council to be filled.” 
 
    “What is this process?” I demand. 
 
    “In the Book of Lore, there is a spell called The Exodus of Exaltation, which will increase your magical capabilities. Through it, the Council can temporarily give you the same powers Maxia may have, allowing you to transfer your magic to anyone you want to bestow it upon. I have no idea how, but Maxia must have found a way to mimic this magic without the help of a Council. It’s likely the power will increase as she better learns to control it, and if not stopped, she will surely take the throne.” He gazes at the Ladies arranged in their chairs beside his. “We must allow our Queen to act.” 
 
    Lady Jacquelyn stiffens in her seat. “You are aware this will be incredibly dangerous, Lord Terrowin.” 
 
    My heart beats wildly, but whether with fear or excitement, it’s hard to tell. “Tell me of the dangers.” 
 
    Jacquelyn furrows her brows. “Your Majesty, with all due respect, you are new to your powers. They are strong, but you do not fully understand how to use them because you have had little time to learn. Fairden was our best teacher, and he is gone for now. If used incorrectly, gifting magic to peasants may be harmful. They might be killed, or even use the powers in ways we don’t expect.” 
 
    “Since when does the Council care about the well-being of individual peasants?” I demand. “Could it be that you fear releasing magic into common citizens will make the illusion of scarcity disappear and empower the lower caste?” 
 
    Jacqulyn does not answer my question, and neither does any of the rest of the Council. I turn away from them all, shaking my head in disbelief. Is this the dark secret at the heart of my Queendom? That we could all flourish with the help of the magic those in the castle keep for themselves? 
 
    Finally, Jacqulyn continues, “Your Majesty, we are short a Councilmember. Even if a vessel could be found on such short notice, this person would be new to the experience as well. Their inexperience could botch the entire spell. There will be no preparation for them.” She throws her hands into the air, exasperated. “Everything about this is high risk, untested. We are jeopardizing your safety, and that of the citizens, My Queen.” 
 
    Considering her words, I pinch the bridge of my nose. The risks are extremely high, and maybe continuing with our current defense methods are the best, safest option. I can’t let my feelings about justice get in the way of keeping my subjects safe.  
 
    “Your Majesty,” Lady Muriel speaks, and I lift my attention to her. Muriel is the youngest member of the Council. Her blonde hair is untouched by gray. “May I suggest putting this to a vote? Doing so will reveal the leanings of the Council.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” A weight lifts from my shoulders, knowing this is not entirely up to me. These are wise people, in spite of their flaws, and they and those like them have kept the Queendom running for ages.  
 
    Murmurs come from the Council, and Albright stands, straightening her skirt. “Because of Maxia’s threat to the security of the Queendom of Lore, I propose the Council should conjure The Exodus of Exaltation and bestow it upon Queen Arabella of the House of Lore.” She glances around at the Councilmembers. “All the ayes?” 
 
    For a moment, there is silence, until Lord Terrowin is the first to agree, then Lady Muriel. Rose follows, and finally Albright gives her own assent. 
 
    Lady Jacquelyn pinches her lips and studies the floor. “Fools,” she mutters under her breath. 
 
    I can’t quite argue with her, so I say nothing, despite the fact I have every right to demand her respect. 
 
    “The nays?” Albright asks out of formality. 
 
    “Nay,” Jacquelyn says, going so far as to roll her eyes. 
 
    “The ayes have it.” Albright sits, pinning her gaze on me. “Your Majesty, I can only speak for myself, but I believe The Exodus of Exaltation is our best option. Without engaging the ability to bestow temporary magic on peasants, I feel that Maxia will continue to terrorize and weaken the Queendom. She has waited outside the border for a very long time, and gathered her forces in far greater numbers than we ever anticipated. If she continues to drag us into small battles and weaken the Guard, a total collapse is bound to happen eventually. You have handled your growing new powers well, and I have little doubt this addition to your abilities will trouble you. With caution, I would advise using Princess Thea as a guide.” 
 
    Nods come from everyone but Jacquelyn. Four of the Council are in agreement. 
 
    I stare at them in disbelief.  
 
    “I agree.” The roiling in my stomach doesn’t quite comply with my words. “I must be willing to take these risks to ensure the safety of the Queendom.” 
 
    Lady Albright bows her head slightly. “Then we will proceed with The Exodus of Exaltation as soon as possible.” 
 
    “And the matter of the absent Councilperson?” Lady Jacqulyn addresses Albright. “We are yet to even assemble the candidates. This will take time—time we have little of if we wish to find the right person, let alone conjure The Exodus of Exaltation and attempt to halt the attacks.” 
 
    I push down the nausea in my stomach and square myself to the Council. “We can attempt the Transfer proceeding immediately. There is at least one applicant already inside the castle.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    ESME ROLLS HER eyes as we walk down the East wing towards Neil’s room. “And you’re sure this is the best choice?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” I grimace. “But I refuse to foist this responsibility on anyone who doesn’t want it, and we have no time to gather other candidates. Besides, he’s not… the worst.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    I cast her a sideways glance. “Hmm what?”  
 
    “There just seems to be another, more obvious choice, right beneath your nose.” She lifts her eyebrows as mine knit in confusion. 
 
    “But you already have an Essence. I don’t think you can have two?” 
 
    Esme laughs. “One is plenty! I’m talking about Asher. He’s loyal… kind… handsome…” 
 
    I blush and quickly shake my head. “Oh, not him. I don’t want… he’s not Council material.” 
 
    Of course, Asher is Council material. He’s everything Esme said and a thousand other things that matter even more. It would be a lie to say the thought hadn’t crossed my mind, and I knew that he would do anything for me. Which was one reason why I couldn’t ask. It would barely be any different that pointing a magic staff at a random peasant on the street and demanding they take the position. Besides, if there’s any hope at all of us being allowed to marry… I liked Lord Fairden, but not enough to have his Essence in my bedroom.  
 
    Moments later, we reach Neil’s room. I take a deep breath and exhale deliberately before I knock on the door. Two patrolling Royal Guards walk past us in the hall and nod, distracting me from what I have to do. I’m still not used to the attention I get as Queen. I return the gesture and turn back to Neil’s door. 
 
    The door latch pops, and I take a step back. Neil peers his thin, yet hardened face around the door as he pulls it inward. His eyes narrow. “Arabella.”  
 
    “May we come in?” I ask. “It’s important.” 
 
    He swallows and grabs the back of his neck. “Is it about Mother? Did you find her?” 
 
    Esme eases away from me. “Should I wait in the hall, your Majesty?” 
 
    “Please stay,” I say. “I’m going to need your help explaining this.” 
 
    “Explaining what?” Neil demands. 
 
    “Mama is still missing. I need to talk to you about something else.” 
 
    Neil stretches out his hand toward the inside of his room, gesturing for us to enter.  
 
    He takes a seat on the edge of his bed, allowing for us to sit in the two soft chairs that face him near the back window. 
 
    “I hope this won’t take more than two shakes,” he says, staring right at me with one side of his mouth forming a smirk. 
 
    My chest tenses at his words. Two shakes is the same phrase Papa would always use. My mind mixes with the happy memories of Papa’s dark hair and smiling face, but also those of him weakening and dying from radiation sickness. I have no idea, other than Neil trying to throw me off balance, why he would say that phrase.  
 
    I blow out a small, frustrated breath. “The former Lady of the Council, Maxia, still has Mama, but she has somehow been able to distribute her magical power amongst her followers. We’re not sure how she’s doing this, but it’s made things very difficult for the Guard.” I glance at Esme, and she offers a reassuring nod before I continue. “We must turn the tables on her army.” 
 
    Neil plants his hands on his knees. “What does this have to do with me?” 
 
    Esme straightens and sits forward. “This isn’t easy for your sister. I ask that you give her some respect, as she’s trying to do what’s best for everyone here. She needs your help, but more than anything, she needs your respect and loyalty.” 
 
    Neil gestures around the room, laughing rudely. “Everything you need and want at your disposal with the snap of a finger. Now tell me, why would you need my help? I’m barely a step up from a peasant…with no magic. You’ve made it clear you don’t want me on your Council.” 
 
    I swallow down the animosity that has been building for the last seventeen years of my life. “We must act quickly,” I blurt before I can change my mind about this possibly terrible idea. “I need you to join the Council and become the vessel for the Fallen Lord Fairden. To defeat Maxia, every seat must be filled.” 
 
    Neil’s eyes widen. He leaps to his feet and crosses his arms over his chest before pivoting to look at me. “What? I... I don’t understand. You can just make me a Council member like that?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whisper. “If the Lord’s Essence is willing, then I can channel his memories and power into you.” 
 
    “Well, let’s do this then!” Neil gives his lapels a cocky jerk. “But you understand I’m not just going to be your lackey on the Council, right? I have a mind of my own, and I will not just do whatever you tell me to do.” 
 
    I purse my lips. “I’m well aware of your stubbornness. I’m hoping Fairden will see something worthy in you. We don’t have very many options, and are running out of time.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Neil scoffs before his eyes brighten. “Well then, how do we make this happen?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Neil, Esme, and I reach the grand doors leading into the Council Hall. Three of the Guard greet me as I approach the entrance. Before I have a chance to say anything to them, Asher appears from the opposite direction. Two of the Guard step in front of him, staffs raised. I raise a hand up, forcing them to stop. The guards relax their weapons, realizing he’s no threat, and step back into their places. 
 
    “Asher, what are you doing here?” I ask. 
 
    “You said you would come back,” he says with a hint of a pout. His eyes narrow in on Neil. “So I went looking for you, and heard through the grapevine that you’re about to put him on your Council?”  
 
    It feels like school politics all over again. Nothing remained quiet amongst the students. Whenever anything interesting happened, the entire youth of Arlos would know within twenty minutes. That usually led to someone being paddled by a teacher for gossiping. It seems word of Neil possibly joining the Council has spread like wildfire. I won’t be paddling anyone, though. 
 
    I take Asher’s hand. “I’m doing whatever is needed to get Mama back and protect you.” 
 
    “Surely there’s someone else?” Asher glowers openly at my brother. “Who hasn’t only ever thought about himself and his own aspirations?” 
 
    “Nice to see you again too, Ashy.” Neil smirks. “This has nothing to do with you. I’m her brother. It’s a family matter.” 
 
    Asher steps up to Neil, nose to nose. “You abandoned your family years ago to go play Tenant in Borandice. Bel and I were left behind to take care of the shop and Mama. I think you’ve lost your say here.” 
 
    Neil squares his shoulders, though he’ll be no match for Asher should this come to blows. “Well, I guess that makes you a regular old Mama’s boy, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Asher lurches forward, but I grab him by the shoulder. “Asher, please. We don’t have time to do this right now. The Queendom needs the full strength of the Council.” 
 
    Asher looks at me, hurt clear in his eyes. “Then give me his Essence. If anyone’s going to have your back, it will be me.” 
 
    A lump forms in my throat. I shake my head. “I’m not going to do that. I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” Asher pleads, his face tightening. 
 
    My chest becomes heavy. “Because... you’re not built for politics. It would kill who you are—who I need you to be. I need you by my side, not consumed by the endless governing the Council has to deal with.” 
 
    The intensity on Asher’s face softens. He turns and stares at Neil for a moment before looking back at me. He raises one hand and gently cups the side of my face. “I understand, and I need you too. I love you, but I’m not going to hide in this castle any longer. Whatever happens next, I’m going to be by your side. You’ll have to lock me away. No one’s going to stop me.” 
 
    Asher draws me in close and wraps his firm arms around me. He tilts his head back and stares directly into my eyes. Leaning in, he presses his soft lips against mine, and it’s as if time freezes for a moment. All the worry that’s been roiling inside me dissipates. As long as we’re together, we are going to get through this. We always have.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Neil and I stand beside an ornate wooden table as two of the Guard carry the beautiful Talisman box and place it before us. Perched high on the stage, the Council watches eagerly as I step up to the box. I take a deep, settling breath in, and exhale slowly as my eyes seek out Asher and Esme standing off to the side of the stage. 
 
      
 
    Albright breaks the reverent silence. “As we mentioned earlier. Hold the Talisman in your palm and place young Neil’s hand on it as well. Then you will look deep inside you and ask to have an audience with Lord Fairden’s Essence. If he is willing, his Essence will come to you. From there, you must transfer the Lord into the new vessel.” 
 
    With a simple nod for her, I turn to my brother. His smug attitude is gone, replaced with uncertainty as our eyes lock. The color has drained from his face. I’d like to think he’s appropriately fearful of the responsibility this will place on his shoulders, but more likely he’s just afraid of being rejected by Fairden’s Essence. Failing in public has always been his worst nightmare.  
 
    Refocusing on the Talisman box, I unclasp the gold latch and lift the lid. The glint from the intricate, jewel-like device shimmers. Uncertainty fills my thoughts, but knowing Mama is out there, somewhere, drives me to reach down and grab the Talisman. I pull the weighty antique out and hold it in front of my chest. It’s much heavier than it looks. 
 
    I hesitate for only a moment. 
 
    Reaching down, I take Neil’s hand and place it on top of the Talisman.  
 
    Warmth radiates through my palm as I close my eyes. At first, my mind goes blank, but soon, I focus on the few meaningful moments I had with Fairden. A sense of his genuine spirit and caring presence fills my center. In my mind, I ask if he is willing to go to Neil and rejoin the Council. 
 
    Moments pass and nothing happens, but soon a surge of energy trickles up my arms and centers on my chest. I keep my eyes shut as a flurry of visions circulate in my mind. They’re moving too quickly to fixate on any one scene, but I can feel that they are Fairden’s.  
 
    My eyes fly open to a vibrant, purple glow haloing around the Talisman and our hands. My breaths become shallow as something pulls on me, weakening my knees. 
 
    Neil stiffens and begins to shake.  
 
    My knees threaten to buckle, but I lock them in place. The radiating glow moves from our hands and flows up Neil’s arm, settling on his left shoulder. He grimaces as the magic and warmth intensify.  
 
    The air pulls from my lungs as Fairden’s Essence leaves me, and I drop the Talisman back into the box. My eyes roll back, and everything in me flickers before shutting down completely.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    I AWAKEN WITH a gasp. Asher’s face is directly over mine, his eyes wide. Above him is the carved wooden ceiling of the Council hall. I passed out again. 
 
    With tenderness, Asher runs his hand over my hair. “Bel.” His voice is soft and tempered with concern.  
 
    Esme places her hand under my shoulder and helps me to sit. Several Councilmembers rush to my side as well. Quickly, the dizziness disappears, and I wave them away.  
 
    “I’m fine.” My eyes immediately find Neil, standing ahead of me, clutching his sleeve covered arm. In my hurry to escort him to the Council, I didn’t even think to have him change into different clothing that would reveal the marking if it appeared. 
 
    I push up from the floor. 
 
    “Are you sure you are alright, Your Majesty?” Lady Rose asks. 
 
    “Yes, yes. I’m unharmed.” I brush her aside and rush over to Neil, eyes on his arm. “Was the transfer a success?” 
 
    Without a word, my brother raises up the loose sleeve on his navy-blue tunic and reveals the golden tattoo emblazoned on his upper arm. The pattern is a fleur di lis, but instead of a crown at the top like mine, the design is flanked by two roaring lions. Each of the Council has some sort of animal of power in their markings. Fairden’s, and now Neil’s, is a lion.  
 
    The corners of Neil’s lips turn up to form a wide smile, and he grazes his reddened skin with a fingertip, admiring the symbol.  
 
    “Your Majesty, we should call on the healers to ensure the two of you are in good health,” Lord Terrowin suggests. “The transfer is quite draining for the administrator.” 
 
    Neil laughs and puffs himself up. “I feel the best I have in ages. Call the healers if you like, but I don’t need one.”  
 
    After turning from us, he spots the empty Council seat and heads directly for it. My brother plops into the chair and rubs his hands over the wooden armrests as if he owns them. 
 
    “Nice,” he hisses with a grin.  
 
    “Welcome to the Council of Lore, Lord Neil,” Albright’s face is more pinched than usual, and honestly, in this instance, I’m not so sure I blame her. I’d hoped that Fairden’s kind spirt might temper Neil’s pride—immediately. 
 
    I release a small sigh of frustration, partially at myself—Did I make the correct choice, or did I let my personal feelings about Mama and my family get in the way?—and partially at Neil for being… Neil. Quickly I wave the thoughts away. No turning back now. 
 
    “When can we begin the Exodus of Exultation?” I address the rest of the Council. “All the seats are filled, so we should begin this process immediately.” 
 
    Neil sits up straight in his seat. “Yes, when do I begin my duties?” 
 
    “Everything is moving very quickly.” Lady Muriel raises her hand in the air and eyes my brother. “Lord…Neil, absolutely will need a visit from the healers—” 
 
    Neil opens his mouth, likely to protest again, but she stays him with a flick of the wrist and an intense glare.  
 
    “Medical examination is the protocol for all new receivers of an Essence.” 
 
    I never received a medical examination, but I don’t think the Council knew what to do with me at all when I received my marking. Everything was in chaos. 
 
    Neil settles back into his seat, and his lips form a flat line. 
 
    Muriel continues, “The newest Lord will also require rest in order for his body to adjust to the magic now inside him.” 
 
    Neil’s eyes brighten, apparently from the last few words Muriel spoke. The magic now inside him. My chest tenses. Please let me have done the right thing. 
 
    “We will begin first thing in the morning,” Lady Albright says with finality. 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” Neil and I both moan at the same time. Our eyes meet, and for a moment, we almost smile at each other.  
 
    “And what if I refuse?” Neil drawls. 
 
    Lady Jacqulyn shoots out of her seat. “Then you will be summarily executed, and the Essence transferred yet again!” 
 
    I had no idea how serious she might be, so I held up my hands in both of their directions. “No need to threaten violence. My brother… Lord Neil’s attitude will take some getting used to for all of us, but I assure you will he give his full cooperation in magical matters, seeing as how this is a topic he currently knows nothing about.” I shoot him a look that could kill him myself. “Please have my brother escorted to the medical wing, and we will resume the Council at first light to evaluate. You may send a physician to my quarters in an hour to assess my health.” 
 
    Albright places her palms together and bows her head. “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Before Neil can say a word, I turn my attention to Asher and Esme, who have been slowly inching closer throughout this exchange. “Please join me.” 
 
    I feel the eyes of the Council on my back. The fact that I mingle with peasants and staff far below my rank must concern each of them to one degree or another. I haven’t been explicitly told so yet, but their possible displeasure would not surprise me if it were true. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Esme paces my quarters, her hands squarely on her hips. “Your brother didn’t even take the time to ensure that you were well!”  
 
    Asher waits at the end of my bed, sitting on a tufted bench. His face is scrunched into an expression I know well to mean, I told you so. A twinge of hurt from being told he wasn’t qualified for the Council might be in his eyes as well, but he says nothing. 
 
    “My brother hasn’t enquired into my well-being for two years at least, and who knows how long before that,” I say. “Probably not since our father died. That’s when his wall of arrogance first started going up. But perhaps, with time, Lord Fairden’s Essence will be able to tear that down and allow the real Neal to emerge once again… ironically enough.” 
 
    “I don’t like this any of this,” Asher speaks at last. “From what I’ve gathered, this… this… Exodus of Excitement?” 
 
    “Exultation,” Esme and I correct. 
 
    Asher snorts. “Whatever. This spell is dangerous for you. I don’t trust Neil not to screw this up.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I move away from him. “Thanks. That certainly helps my nerves.” 
 
    Asher sighs. “I’m sorry, Bel. I’m sure it will be okay, but just know that if it’s not… I’ll strangle that little weasel.” 
 
    “You will not,” I huff, not liking it when Asher speaks of his baser instincts. “And besides, that little weasel is now teeming with magic. You’d no longer stand a chance.” 
 
    Asher scowls, but he deserves my pessimism after his own. Silently fuming, I lower myself into the chair behind me, far away from my fiancé.  
 
    My marking tingles on my arm. 
 
    “I’m having a vision…” I manage to get the words out before the room blurs and I find myself somewhere else.  
 
    Getting my bearings, I scan around the new room. Dark, carved mahogany wood is everywhere. Hundreds of books line a dozen shelves. This must be the royal library, a place I have yet to visit in real life, or in the Queen’s memories. 
 
    I glance down at my chest, and long blond hair falls over my shoulders in ringlets, much like Thea’s. My hands are young and line free. But how young? I believe Isolde took the throne at the age of twenty-five.  
 
    A book rests on the smooth table before me, leather-bound and smelling potently of its binding glue. I study the cover. Large scrolling letters, almost too fancy to decipher, spell out the words The Book of Lore. 
 
    Inside the Queen’s head, the real me gasps, knowing what this book holds within its pages. History… of our society, and how magic came to be. Why haven’t I asked to see it before? And why haven’t any of the Council mentioned showing it to me? Not even Fairden offered.  
 
    Isolde grazes her hands over the leather cover and opens to the table of contents. She runs her finger over the list and stops at chapter four: What Was Before. Turning to the page, Isolde glances at the door to her back, and although it’s shut tight, I feel the quick beating of her heart, as if it were thudding against my own chest. She’s nervous, afraid someone will come through the door and discover her. But who? 
 
    Quickly, she flips to the head of Chapter Four, which doesn’t start with words. Instead, it begins with a detailed map of a land and cities I don’t recognize. But just as we have a border, one is drawn on the outer edges of this map labeled the Dead Zone. In the margin of the book, a few handwritten notes are scrawled. And for some reason, I know the writing is Isolde’s. She has been in here before. 
 
    Ten years after The Devastation… new hope rose like a phoenix… magic grew in unlikely places… 
 
      She studies the drawing and hovers her finger over one of the starred cities: Denver. To its side is the single word Epicenter. 
 
    The epicenter of what? Magic? The Devastation? 
 
    Behind her, the door clicks, and Isolde slams the book shut and twists to greet the new arrival. “I was just waiting for you,” Isolde says sweetly to a much younger Lady Maxia. 
 
    My heart pounds as Maxia shuts the door and crosses the room, her regal, velvet gown making soft brushing noises against her ankles. Her dark hair is pulled taut, and an expensive green jeweled necklace encircles her neck. That necklace would have bought enough tokens to feed my entire town for a year.  
 
    She looms over Isolde. “You are early for your training, Your Majesty.”  
 
    “Yes, I am anxious to continue,” Isolde says. 
 
    Maxia smiles, but instead of happiness, the expression is much more like that of a predator hungry for her prey. “Good. When used to its fullest, the power in the Book of Lore will strengthen the Queendom more than you can ever imagine. Those before you could not seem to realize the full potential of magic, but I have seen the possibilities inside of you.” 
 
    Isolde forces a nervous smile. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Then open the book to chapter twenty, and we will get started right away on your practice of spells.” 
 
    Gingerly, Isolde opens the book to the middle, avoiding the earlier chapter she wrote in, as Maxia leers over her shoulder. She flips towards Chapter Twenty, but first lands on a few torn pages. At the top are the incomplete words: 
 
      
 
    Chronicles of Ede— 
 
      
 
    Part of the last word is torn in half, so I’m unsure of what the ending may be.  
 
    “Why are these torn?” Isolde asks. 
 
    Maxia waves her question away. “Unfortunately, those have been gone for years, and we’ve yet to discover the responsible party.” She purses her lips together and raises a brow, forming a perfect dark arch. “But there are rumors that there is much more to magic than what exists in the Queendom of Lore.” Maxia places her hand on top of Isolde’s. “And my Queen, I plan to help you discover as much of that as we can.” 
 
    My marking burns once more, and the scene in the library vanishes. Esme sits in the chair next to mine, clutching my hand.  
 
    “You’re back,” she says. 
 
    Asher stands a few feet away, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    My stomach tightens with the information the vision has revealed to me. Maxia knew greater magic existed outside the borders long before this current trouble started. What if she had planned her exile? Everyone would assume her death, and she would have the opportunity to grow stronger, unbeknownst to anyone. 
 
    Asher leans down. “Esme explained to me what’s happening when you do that. What did you see this time?” 
 
    Still dizzy from the sudden return, I rub my temples and look between them. “I learned that there are very few people I can trust in this world. So many seem to have their own agendas, often in their own best interests—but not the two of you.” 
 
    Asher tips his head quizzically. 
 
    I take his hand. “You both want what is best for others, you are loyal to me, and I know you’d be willing to fight for good.” 
 
    Asher’s frown wrinkles his forehead. “I don’t want to speak for Esme, but I’ve been saying this all along about myself.”  
 
    Esme nods beside me. 
 
    I don’t want to put those I love in more danger than they already are, but I know what I have to do. “For the sake of the Queendom, if the Exodus of Exultation spell works tomorrow, the first people I wish to bestow magic upon are the two of you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    ALL EYES WILL be on me once more as I’m about to use some sort of magical book to cast a powerful spell to hopefully save the Queendom.  
 
    No pressure.  
 
    This all sounds insane. Just weeks ago, I was struggling to find scraps in the wasteland to earn precious Lore tokens so my family could have electricity for a couple of hours.  
 
    “I’ve never witnessed a spell being cast,” Tristan says, walking by my side to the Lore Chamber of Knowledge. 
 
    “I’ve never even seen the book of Lore,” Elise states from where she flanks me on the opposite side. “This is all so exciting.” 
 
    I smile softly at Elise as we walk to the stairs that lead to the lower level of the castle. “Well, at least you don’t have to do anything but stand guard. I have no idea what to expect, and honestly, this is all a bit overwhelming.” 
 
    We reach the top of the stairs that lead down to the chamber and Tristan stops and gestures for me to take the lead. “Our lands will thrive once more because of you, Arabella—I mean, Your Majesty. Elise and I will stand by you at all costs.” 
 
    Tristan’s words send warmth into my chest. From day one, he’s supported me. If all goes to plan, I’m about to gift magical power to Asher and Esme so they can fight by my side as well. Everyone I care for will be risking their lives for me, Mama, and for the Lore Queendom. I don’t know if this is stupid or smart, but I need these people in my life. I can’t do this by myself. 
 
    We traverse into the depth of the castle. In the subterranean levels, we make our way toward a marble-walled chamber with glowing sconces that line the tall tunnel. Royal Guard stand at attention every twenty feet or so. This is easily the most well protected area I’ve seen in the castle. They don’t even guard me as well as they do this dark, mysterious sub-level. 
 
    Our footsteps echo off every elegant stone tile of the dimly-lit pathway, making it sound like we’re a marching army clamoring forward. Around a slight bend, we emerge into a larger area with a tall steel door recessed into the natural granite rock wall. Without hesitation, a burly guard cranks on the door’s handle and slowly pulls it open. Light floods out into the opening, making me squint as my eyes try to adjust. 
 
    My focus sharpens and a sprawling room opens before us. The entire Council awaits inside, along with several others. Everyone stares at me intently as we step into the large room. Three thick rock columns hold up the twenty-foot-tall ceiling. Dark mahogany bookshelves rest against the back walls, filled with all sorts of ancient books in varying sizes and shapes. Isolde’s gloomy memories did not do this magnificent chamber’s beauty justice.  
 
    As I pan around the room, Neil, who stands off to the far right, catches my attention first. No longer is he clothed in refined but simple Tenant-class attire. He now wears the more custom-draped shawls of a regal councilmember. Elegant, vibrant blue and gold fabric intricately decorates his new outfit. He stands tall and stoic, obviously approving of his new look. 
 
    Elise and Tristan take their places on the back wall between several of the Guard. I nod to Albright and the councilmembers who begin chatting with each other. I head over to Neil, who fidgets with the hem of his shirt. He has a hard time keeping his eyes on me. 
 
    “How are you doing?” I whisper as I lean in close to him.  
 
    Neil forces a wry smile. “Oh, you know me. I was designed for this stuff.” 
 
    The softer tone in his voice lacks the confidence I’m used to from him. 
 
    “You don’t have to pretend with me,” I say. “I know this can be a lot. It sure was for me.” 
 
    Neil looks around the room at the other councilmembers before turning back to me. “I’ll be fine. I’ve just got to get used to this. The odd memories are getting easier, but I feel like I’m losing a bit of myself. Fairden’s Essence is strong.” 
 
    “Lord Fairden was a good man,” I insist. “You don’t need to worry about how his Essence will affect you. You are still in full control of who you are. These feelings are just feelings. They can guide you, but they can’t control you.” 
 
    I rest a hand on his forearm and smile at him. He nods and returns the gesture.  
 
    Pulling away from Neil, I take a deep breath and exhale slowly as I face the rest of the Council. “I’m ready to proceed.” 
 
    Albright and the other councilmembers informed me last night that only a Queen can perform the spells from the Book of Lore. It is our most sacred magic. Lady Rose comes up to me and guides me to the middle of the room. She says nothing as she smiles and walks away. 
 
    I stand before the thick, weathered book which rests open on a tall pedestal in the center of the chamber between the three pillars. The Council now encircles me, evenly spread apart. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Lord Terrowin’s voice booms throughout the chamber, “the Council will now join hands and funnel our magic to you to enhance your ability to cast this powerful spell. The Essence inside of you will guide you with the intricate hand gestures needed to perform the spell.” 
 
    I look down at the book, noticing the pages filled with hand-drawn diagrams of unique gestures to follow step-by-step. 
 
    “Understand that you need to focus completely on the purpose of the spell,” Albright states. “It is not just a matter of performing the gestures, but summoning the power of the Lore magic to do your bidding. You and only you can channel this intense magic.” 
 
    “I understand,” I say.  
 
    Impatient as ever, Lady Jaquelyn clears her throat. “Let us proceed.” 
 
    I simply nod and watch as the Council all turn their heads down and close their eyes. Their magic bursts from their interlocked hands. Embers of purple energy flicker as they flow up the Ladies’ and Lords’ arms and across their chests. The magic becomes one as it flows through them.  
 
    A sense of ease comes over me as I somehow know what to do next. Extending out my hands, I pull at their magic and draw it in. The intense power effortlessly floats to me from both sides and warms my hands. My entire body tingles as I accept the borrowed energy. 
 
    As if Isolde herself takes over my body, I begin performing each intricate hand gesture and motion, one after another. My wrists flick back and forth as my fingers dance in front of me. A cool teal glow trails behind my rapid movements, but dissipates just as quickly.  
 
    Minutes pass without anyone saying a single word as I continue performing movement after movement. A wholeness begins to consume my body, as if I’m about to overflow with energy. The sensation becomes overwhelming and makes performing the final gestures difficult.  
 
    Page after page flaps over on its own as I reach the final few hand drawn movements. A pop of energy bursts and fizzles within the chamber, releasing the bond the Council has created. Several of the council drop to their knees, exhausted, including Neil, who has gone deathly pale. But I can’t worry about him right now. 
 
    Looking down at the book, I have reached the final page. The Exodus of Exultation spell is complete. There’s electricity in the air. I feel amazing—beyond powerful. My mind races a mile a minute as every sense in my body is enhanced. 
 
    I pan over the room and notice everyone’s face is filled with wide-eyed amazement. Neil is breathing heavily, but even he cannot remove his eyes from me. 
 
    “My Queen, you did it!” Lady Rose states as she returns to her feet. 
 
    I shake my head. “No, we did it.” 
 
    The warmth surrounding my arms doesn’t fade, drawing my attention away from the others. Pulling up my sleeves, I notice spidering white lines crawling up my arms. I pull back a step and raise my hands, unsure of what’s happening. 
 
    “No need to be alarmed, Your Majesty,” Lady Albright insists. “They will fade as the spell takes its course. Once you gift magic to all those you find worthy, the markings will disappear.” 
 
    A sense of ease washes over me. While beautiful, the lines resemble thorn-filled ivy wrapping up and around my arms. Hovering a hand over the lines, I feel a wave of heat radiating from them. 
 
    Lady Muriel steps out from the others toward me. “Your Majesty, the time is now to level the playing field. We must take the fight to Maxia.” 
 
    Calmness washes over me. Uncertainty fades as I know what to do next, but before I create my army, I must see Asher.  
 
    “Gather those willing and have them come to the castle. Let them know this is not a decree. I ask that they fight for our lands—for their freedom. We are in this together.” I close the book and step back from the pedestal. “Inform me as soon as those willing arrive.” 
 
    “We will attend to it, Your Majesty,” Neil says, brows furrowed in confusion at his own words. 
 
    I try to hide a smirk. Fairden is definitely leaving his mark on Neil. I can get used to this. 
 
    Tristan and Elise greet me at the door leading out. They both say nothing as they stand at attention on either side of me. I believe the spellcasting has left them speechless. 
 
    “Take me to the private garden, please,” I whisper to Tristan, so the Council doesn’t hear. “And have Asher and Esme join me.” 
 
    Tristan’s eyes turn down. “Yes, your Majesty.” 

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY MIND IS alive with hope as I walk through the tall hedged garden. Overhead, the sky is bright blue and dotted with fluffy white clouds. I reach for a red rose and bring the bud close to my face to inhale the sweet fragrance. The moment of peace settles on my mind, and I long for a time that I might be able to relax and enjoy the little luxuries of being queen. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Tristan’s voice calls from behind me. His tone is distant, almost sterile. The sound of it hollows my stomach. Tristan is my friend, and I need his support. I know he’s loyal to the crown, but Asher being here has changed our relationship. It’s for the best, but I still miss the true friendship Tristan and I had before. Guilt plagues me over how I might have led him on.  
 
    I release the rose and twist toward my Guard. Beside him are both Asher and Esme, brought here by Elise, as I instructed. I don’t want any complaints from the Council about my decision to bestow magic on Asher and Esme, so I will do this without their permission. 
 
     Asher’s green eyes light up when he sees me. He’s dressed in an emerald green silk tunic—an upgrade from my favorite linen one he wore when we lived back in Arlos. As he sweeps me into his arms, I cast a nervous glance toward Tristan, but his face remains stoic, staring straight ahead.  
 
    “What’s that on your arms?” Esme cries. 
 
    Backing away from Asher, I stretch out my arms to show them the intricate white lines wrapping around them. The magic dances under my skin, forming a blue-green haze over my upturned palms.  
 
    “So it worked?” Asher asks, lightly tracing the pattern on my left wrist.  
 
    “It worked.” I smile at each of them in turn, excitement building as quickly as my magic.  
 
     “Will we need to complete the process one at a time?” Esme’s eyes are as wide as saucers. 
 
    The magic in my palm dissipates. “No, this spell is intended to transfer to large groups, such as an army. So, the two of you should be no problem.” 
 
    Asher inhales a shaky breath and quickly releases it. “I thought I was ready for this, but I’m really nervous.” 
 
    I squeeze his hand and smile. “Then let’s not wait another minute.”  
 
    “Your Majesty?” Tristan says stiffly. “Perhaps I could return to my more pressing duties now?” 
 
    Stifling a disappointed sigh, I nod. It doesn’t look like my daydreams of forming my own private council of friends will be coming true any time soon. Tristan bows to me, then spins on his heel, marching out of the garden. As soon as he leaves, I give Elise the signal to guard the door. I don’t want any disturbances making this go wrong. 
 
    My stomach flutters with nervousness and I hold my free hand out to Esme. She takes it, and I position the two of them in front of me, then release them both and take a few steps back. 
 
    “What do you think it will feel like?” Esme asks. 
 
    I remember back to the experience I had with the Transfer of Life. “Probably a little strange, but there’s no need to be frightened.” 
 
    Despite their quivering breath, both nod. I close my eyes and hold out my hands into the air. I let my mind go as blank as possible, and everything around me falls away. My hands grow warm and tingly, but I force myself not to look, and continue focusing on the magic forming inside me. The warmth travels from my hands and down my arms into my chest, overtaking every inch of my body with a pleasant electrical impulse. Finally, I crack my lids and find the space around me glowing teal. Asher and Esme stand transfixed, unmoving. With a wave of my hands, I command the magic forward and into them. It twists around them like a cord, linking them to me. 
 
    In an instant, their essences flicker in my mind and bind to me. My heart thunders with fear mixed with greed and excitement. 
 
    I could possess the minds of anyone I want with this power.  
 
    My hands ball into fists, and my nails press into my skin, bringing me back to reality. I don’t want to control anyone, let alone Asher and Esme. The magic softens as I allow the power to flow between us, giving to them and not taking. 
 
    The magic dissipates, and my head grows light. My legs quiver, but I plant my feet and the feeling quickly passes.  
 
    Asher and Esme sway slightly, but also stay on their feet, shaking their heads. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Guilt settles into my stomach at what I just felt about controlling both of their minds. It’s fine, Bel. It passed—nothing bad happened.  
 
    Asher speaks first and glances down to his hands. “I think so, but I don’t know if anything is different.” 
 
    Esme studies her hands as well, and they appear normal. No magic. 
 
    Nervousness tickles at my chest. Didn’t it work?  
 
    “You can’t force it. Try to relax.” I touch my hand to Asher’s upper arm, and the second my fingers graze him, his hand lights up with blue-green flame. 
 
    Asher gasps, and I pull my hand back. The magic stays and dances in his palm. Esme squeals with delight, and I look over to see her hand glowing, too. 
 
    “I can’t believe this worked!” She twists her hand, the magic following her movement. “Me, born a Relic-class, using magic!” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Elise interrupts, and I move my attention to her. “It appears that the Council and Captain Ravenoak are headed into the main courtyard with the candidates.”  
 
    “Already?” I glance at Asher and Esme. She’s still mesmerized by her new power, but Asher has taken it in stride. “I’m sure that they’re searching for me then.” 
 
    Tristan reappears in the doorway. “Yes, I’ve been sent to fetch you.” He eyes Asher coldly. “Will you be bringing these two?” 
 
    I shrug. “I have to tell the Council about Asher and Esme sometime. Might as well be now.” 
 
    Tristan gives me a curt bow of the head and gestures us forward. 
 
    Hands clasped in front of me, I enter the main courtyard, flanked by my Guards. As Elise said, each member of the Council, as well as Ravenoak and twelve other Royal Guard, await my presence. Also, there are dozens of nervous-looking subjects milling about in the middle of the grounds. By their moderately expensive garments, they appear to all be Tenant class. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Albright calls, frustration peppering her voice, “where were you?” Wearing a floor-length burgundy gown trimmed in gold, and with arms slightly outstretched, she walks my way and eyes Asher and Esme. “This is a matter of utmost secrecy. I understand that you find these people important, but it is not in their best interest to be present. They will be much safer inside the castle, guarded by those trained to do so.” 
 
    I grit my teeth and ignore her statement for the moment. “Why were no Relic-class citizens chosen for this magic transfer?” 
 
    Albright’s nostrils flare the slightest amount, and her back stiffens. “Many of the subjects presented are well-schooled members of the Lore Training Academy. They are loyal to the crown and have spent years studying the history and tradition of the Queendom.” 
 
    “The Relic class are survivors, and understand what it means to fight with every ounce of their being for something better.” I lock my gaze on hers. “I highly doubt that Maxia plans to fight fair. She cares nothing about the vast history and tradition of the Queendom of Lore or we wouldn’t be standing here preparing for this battle. Admit that this was about your wish to maintain control over which subjects are considered worthy of the honor of sharing my magic.” Leaning close to her ear, I whisper, “I know you are still not pleased that your Queen comes from a lowly birth, but this is a fact you must learn to accept, to embrace even.” 
 
    I draw back from Albright, and she bows her head a fraction. “I apologize, Your Majesty. The Council was operating on short notice, and these subjects had already been through a testing process proving loyalty and capability.” 
 
    “Yes. Fine,” I concede. “But it’s a good thing I’ve already chosen a couple of my own candidates.” I gesture to Asher and Esme, standing behind me. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Albright argues, “as I mentioned before, they will be much safer—”  
 
    With a raise of my brow, I light both Asher and Esme’s hands with teal magic. Albright’s breath hitches. 
 
    I elongate my spine and raise my chin. “The transfer of magic has already been completed. They will join my army and fight by my side. Now let’s begin the process with the rest of these citizens.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the transfer is successful, and the first wave of my new army is complete. With a kiss, I bid Asher goodbye as the group is ushered off for instruction in the control of their new magic. They won’t go far though. For the spell to continue functioning properly, it is best that the army stays only a short distance away from me, as it loses effectiveness the farther they roam—dissipating completely in time. 
 
    “Do you need to rest, your Majesty?” Lady Rose approaches, her eyes swimming with concern. “Today has been an exhausting day.” 
 
    I actually feel stronger than ever as the thrill of magic courses through my blood, powering my heart and mind. “Thank you for your concern, but it’s not necessary.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she presses. “As you have seen, magic can be both negative and positive. You may require rest, if only to process what you have experienced today.” 
 
    Does she know the power I felt when the transfer completed? Does she think I can’t handle magic? Does she suspect the dark thoughts of possession that appeared unbidden in my mind? The thought of it burns at my chest, but again, I shake it off.  
 
    “I feel quite well.” 
 
    Rose bows her head. “Then maybe you would like to observe the training process.” 
 
    I start to say that I would when several loud booms resonate outside of the castle walls, shaking the ground beneath our feet. Lady Rose places a steadying hand on my shoulder, though I suspect she needs it more than me. Tristan and Elise immediately come to my side, their staffs lit blue. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I shout, catching Captain Ravenoak’s eye as he races toward the exit. 
 
    “Nothing good,” he growls and disappears from the courtyard.   
 
    “Rally the army,” I order Tristan and Elise before following the Captain out the door.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    BLUE MAGIC SWIRLS in Asher’s palm, lighting up his handsome face. Across from us sit Esme and Elise, faces tight with worry as our hover carriage glides smoothly above the crumbled dirt road the Royal Guard and Horsemen are forced to traverse.  
 
    Glancing out the window, I scan the line of Horsemen for the red mare, Copper, and her loyal rider, but if they are present on this mission, they must be on the other side of the carriage. Each Horseman is accompanied by one of the newly gifted citizens, who are clearly struggling to keep up. Relic-class fighters would have far more stamina than these eggheads Lady Albright picked.  
 
    Ravenoak and Tristan ride in the carriage in front of us with Thea, who guides our search. I haven’t spoken to Thea since the interrogation, which is probably for the best, since Isolde’s Essence becomes unbearably dark in the girl’s company. I still don’t trust the former princess fully, but I do trust Tristan, and even Ravenoak, to monitor her behavior for any signs of deception. 
 
    “I hope our forces are not spread too thin,” Elise says, turning from the window to me. “It seems to me that Maxia is trying to separate and weaken us. I don’t like how small your escort is.” 
 
    “And I don’t like how large it is,” I say, tilting my head against the glass. “If it were up to me, the four of us would be traveling quietly on horseback, not part of this…” I flutter my hand at the scene outside. “Useless parade.” 
 
    Asher places a hand on my thigh and electricity shocks me, making my leg muscles contract. “Oops, sorry! Still trying to get the hang of this.” 
 
    I reach over and take his hand, and for a moment they both flare a bright blue-green. The color fades as our magic settles, and I rest our clasped hands on my knee.  
 
    “I don’t believe the parade is useless,” Asher says softly. “It’s meant to encourage the citizens we pass as much as it is to protect you.” 
 
    Esme nods. “Yes, seeing the Guard out in force may help the children sleep at night.” 
 
    “Or give them nightmares,” I mutter, thinking back to Favian’s senseless death in the street.  
 
    Asher squeezes my hand. “You know these aren’t my favorite people, so if even I feel better knowing you are this protected…” 
 
    “I don’t need all this,” I say, a hint of a whine creeping into my voice. “I just need you.” 
 
    Asher leans in, nuzzling my cheek. “You have me. And I have your magic. Nothing will get past the two of us now.” 
 
    “The four of us, you mean,” Esme says, letting her own hand light up. 
 
    Elise nods and taps her staff on the cabin floor. “Five, if you count Tristan.” 
 
    “Which we probably don’t need to…” Asher grumbles, working his jaw. 
 
    Smiling, I lean my head onto his shoulder. His warmth seeps into me, lulling me into a hazy state as the carriage drifts along, not too fast, not too slow. The rhythmic beat of hooves from outside echoes the sound of his heart, and soon I’m drifting to… 
 
    The carriage jolts to an abrupt halt, jostling me from my light slumber. Sitting up straight, I immediately peer out the window. Tall, willowy trees hang their branches across the narrow road like sets of warriors with their arms locked for battle. The forest is so dense here that the leaves all but blot out the sun.  
 
    “This doesn’t feel right,” Elise says slowly. “Something’s telling me we’re not alone.” 
 
    The last time Elise ignored her feelings, one of my advisors tried to kill me, so I don’t argue when she swipes her hand across the panel that opens the door.  
 
     “Stay here, Your Majesty,” Elise insists as she scoots over to the exit hatch. “Let me check with the Captain. Find out why we’ve stopped.” 
 
    “Be careful,” I warn, but she’s already gone. The door seals us in.  
 
    The three of us remaining shift uneasily in our seats. The forest outside is too silent, too calm. I flex my fingers, trying not to call on my magic too early.  
 
     “I’ve had memories resurface about Maxia,” Esme says, planting her hands on her knees and leaning closer to me. “It was a couple days ago, and I didn’t really understand, but now it makes sense.” 
 
    I lean forward and rest a hand on hers. “What are you talking about? What did you see?” 
 
    “The former Executive Maiden would keep records of all Council activity for Queen Isolde. Before Maxia was exiled, Isolde lost trust in her due to Maxia constantly questioning her actions.” Esme glances out the window, then turns back to meet my eyes. “Maxia would often scout out the Lore border and chalk it off as securing the Queendom, but Isolde never believed that was her true intention. She had the former maiden follow her one time. The memory was incomplete, but I remember seeing Maxia mapping out unused areas near the border.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Asher asks, tensing. 
 
    A bright burst of light radiates outside the carriage before a deafening thud knocks into us. The craft lifts, rolling over as though on a wave, and I topple onto Asher before the carriage settles on its roof. Sparks pop from the cabin’s lighting. A burning rubber scent fills the air as heat floods every inch of the cabin. My head stings and my vision blurs. 
 
    “Arabella!” Asher’s voice fades in and out. “Bel, are you okay?” 
 
    Up is down and down is up as I slowly regain my focus. Something wet trickles across my forehead. I’m able to reach up and touch it. Pulling my hand before my eyes, bright red blood covers my fingertips. I try to shift, but something weighs my legs down. I shake the haze from my vision and find Esme spread across my lower half. I try to mouth her name, but my lips aren’t listening to my brain yet.  
 
    Asher’s face is drawn and smudged with blood. “Bel, can you hear me? Can you move? We need to get out of this carriage.” 
 
    I try to pull my legs up, but Esme is wedged under the bench, pinning me down. “I’m stuck, but I think I’m alright. What about Esme?”  
 
    He cranes his neck to look at her. “I won’t know till we get out of here.” 
 
    Red bursts of light fade in and out of the windows directly over Asher’s shoulder. Silhouetted forms of people scurry back and forth outside. 
 
    Asher sits up and reaches for the door. He cranks on the emergency handle, but nothing happens. He grits his teeth. “It’s jammed.” 
 
    I strain to flip over and face the door, but it’s no use. I’m still pinned down by Esme’s unconscious body and the mangled carriage. 
 
    “Use your magic,” I say to Asher. 
 
    Asher pauses for a moment and looks at me, his eyes racing from side to side. He gives a firm nod, and then extends his hands toward the door. Blue energy ripples across his forearms. The white lines on my own arms tingle as his magic intensifies. 
 
    “Will the magic to do your bidding,” I coach. 
 
    He grits his teeth and pushes his hand out toward the door, power exploding from them. The cabin brightens as blue embers flash over the wall. The hatch ripples as the metal deforms. A second later, the door pops open with a loud bang and slides several yards away from the craft. Cool air floods in along with the sounds of battle. 
 
    Together, Elise and Tristan crouch and peer through the singed opening. They extend an arm and pull Asher from the carriage, then quickly reach back in. “Esme first,” I gasp, wriggling under her lifeless body. Tears threaten to spill from my eyes.  
 
    Tristan nods. “We’ve got her, your Majesty.” 
 
    Asher and Tristan pull Esme from the wreckage while Elise helps me out of the craft, shielding me with her brightly lit staff. 
 
    A flurry of activity surrounds us. People dart from side to side and collisions of blue and red magic cast eerie shadows all around us. Elise and I join the men near a small outcrop of trees as they lean Esme’s limp body into the natural shelter they provide.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Asher asks, grasping my arms.  
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine.” I touch my hands to his face. “Esme?” 
 
    “She’s breathing, but we need to get her somewhere safer,” Tristan says. 
 
    A Guard on horseback gallops past us and into the woods. My heart wants to rip from my chest as my eyes follow the familiar red mare. Several of Maxia’s fighters flee before the thundering horse as her rider casts bolts of energy at their feet.  
 
    A deep boom bellows behind us, stealing my attention away. I crane my neck to find several of our civilian fighters lying motionless in the road as smoke wafts from their bodies. 
 
    “They weren’t ready,” I moan, guilt immobilizing me. I never should have allowed them to come. My desire to find my mother and rid the Queendom of Lady Maxia was compromising my ability to make sound decisions. We had been drawn into yet another trap.  
 
    “We need to get you somewhere safer,” Elise pleads, huddling next to me. 
 
    My mind races, pouring over the few possibilities. Looking up the road, I notice that Ravenoak’s carriage is still intact, surrounded by Guards with lit staffs.  
 
    “Tristan, take Esme back to the other Royal carriage and secure her inside,” I order. “And keep an eye on Thea.” 
 
    “Ravenoak is with her. I’m not going to leave you here,” Tristan says. 
 
    “I’ve got her,” Asher growls, giving Tristan a little shove. “Do as she says!” 
 
    The two men face off, glaring daggers.  
 
    “Please, Tristan,” I whisper. “Think of Esme.” 
 
    Tristan hesitates for a moment, but nods and scoops Esme up into his arms. Elise stands and gives him cover fire as he bolts down the road. I should have ordered him to flee with Esme and Thea, lest anything happen to that carriage and leave us all stranded, but I knew he would have disobeyed. I’m the one no one will leave behind.  
 
    Tristan reaches the carriage and unceremoniously tosses Esme inside, leaping in after her. The door closes, and I let out a breath I’ve been holding. Elise ducks back into the relative safety of the trees, but I dart forward and crouch behind my overturned carriage. Asher and Elise appear instantly at my sides.  
 
    “We need to move,” Asher warns. 
 
    Elise lowers her staff and locks her emerald eyes on me. “Let’s pull back deeper into the woods and get you out of harm’s way.” 
 
    Chaos surrounds us, but my people are using their magic. The Tenant-class citizens are quickly acclimating out of necessity, casting blue light into the chests and backs of Maxia’s ragged fighters. With every flash, the lines around my wrists pulse, but we’re still outnumbered and outpowered. Most of the bodies littering the road look like ours. If I don’t do something, they may all die.  
 
    I wipe a streak of blood from my cheek and turn to Elise. “I came on this quest to save our Queendom, not cower at the first sign of trouble.” 
 
    Unclasping the buckle on my shoulder, I throw my shawl to the ground and charge forward, sprinting at six of Maxia’s fighters who have cornered three Lore civilians. Asher and Elise follow, igniting their own magic. Twigs and leaves crunch under our feet as we race down the long-abandoned road. Four men and two women spin on their heels to face us. They flick their wrists and drop their hands to their sides, igniting fiery red magic that dances at their fingertips. Opportunistic grins consume their irradiated, deformed faces. 
 
    Isolde’s fury fills me, telling me what to do next. Several feet in front of Asher and Elise, I drop to one knee and thrust my fists into the ground. A wave of bright energy explodes, expelling all the debris within a half-circle around me. The magic radiates out towards the fighters, engulfing their bodies and dropping them to the ground. They writhe in pain, clawing at their closing throats. A couple of the men try to come to their feet, but I stand and throw my hands out, releasing a second energy wave that knocks them back several yards. 
 
    The gifted Tenant-class citizens stare at me, unable to believe what they just saw. Elise and Asher rush past me at the other fighters before they can recover from my attack. Asher summons his magic and clenches his fists tight, sending a blow at one of the men’s faces that knocks him unconscious. Elise drives her staff into the midsection of one of the other fighters and quickly spins, whipping another across the face. Only a few seconds pass, but all six of them are dead or out cold.  
 
    “Go!” I shout to the mesmerized civilians. “Help the others—I didn’t bring you here to gawk!” 
 
    Breathing heavily, Asher comes up to me and takes my hand. “Easy there. How’s your head? Are you in any pain?” 
 
    “There’s no blood in my eyes, so I must be alright,” I say, resting my other hand on top of his. “You’re taking to this magic thing pretty quickly.” 
 
    Asher smiles. “It’s your magic, I’m just borrowing it.” 
 
    Elise strolls up, sweat glistening on her forehead. “I think they’re retreating.” 
 
    I release Asher’s hand and spin on my heels, panning over the area. The magic in the woods is fading as the last of Maxia’s army disperses into the tree line. A moment later, something large and red crashes out into the open. Everyone lifts their hands with glowing magic. 
 
    “Wait!” I say.  
 
    The red mare stands in the roar, sides heaving under her twisted saddle. Her eyes roll as she dances in place, unsure of how to get away from the smoke and blood.  
 
    “Kill it!” Ravenoak roars, standing near the carriage up ahead. “It might be another bomb!” 
 
    Tristan and Elise lift their staffs, but I leap in front of them. “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Tristan sighs and tilts his head. “The Captain is right.” 
 
    “Hold your fire!” I bellow, moving toward the spooked horse. “I sense no magic in this brave creature. She has served us well, and will not be executed by hands she trusts.”  
 
    Holding out my hand as I did the first time we met, I stand very still and allow the mare to come to me. At last, she does, touching her soft, quivering nose to my hand. I run my fingers up the blaze on her face, rubbing between her ears as I carefully grasp her bridle.  
 
    “Good girl, Copper,” I murmur, touching my forehead to hers. She blows out a hot plume of steam in the cold air, letting go of her terror and relaxing under my touch. Turning to the tense Guards, I say, “This is my personal horse now. She will be returned to the castle with the rest of the wounded and given her earned retirement.” My eyes cast around the clearing, spotting the bent and broken legs of at least two other horses. “When this is over, they all will.” 
 
    Ravenoak’s jaw hangs open. “Your Majesty, you cannot just… decommission our cavalry.” 
 
    “Where is your daughter?” I snarl, more Isolde than myself suddenly. “Bring her to me.” 
 
    The Captains swallows. “She knew nothing of this. I am sure of it.” 
 
    “Well, your Queen is not,” I hiss, stepping forward with my new thousand-pound pet. 
 
    “My Queen, if you had seen her fear—” 
 
    “You will see more than her fear if you do not obey me in this instant!” I screech, causing Copper to throw her head back away from me. 
 
    Ravenoak steps closer, keeping his voice low. “Perhaps you should calm down first. Allow your… emotions to settle?” He lifts his eyebrows, and I know he sees what’s happening to me. 
 
    “It’s alright, Father,” Thea’s voice rings out from across the road.  
 
    She walks swiftly toward us, Tristan at her side. Magic balls up in the hand not holding into Copper’s bridle, but Asher’s loving touch to my elbow makes it fade.  
 
    “The Queen has every right to suspect me,” Thea says, reaching us. “But I will my prove my loyalty as many times as it takes.” She curtsies before me. “And I believe I know where Maxia will be now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “MAXIA IS HERE.” Thea steps from the carriage and glances around at the empty street, flanked by dilapidated, crumbling buildings. Two Royal Guard follow, their staffs glowing and ready to use any means possible to subdue her if she attempts to escape. 
 
    Because this place is on the north end of the Queendom and Arlos is in the south, I’ve never been here before. I’ve seen ruins, but nothing as large as this. Before us must be multiple city blocks with hundreds of places to hide. Pieces of concrete and skeletons of ancient metal transportation vehicles block a clear view, and there could be traps set around every corner and crevice.  
 
    Portions of the broken road jut into the air at all angles, as if this area has at least once experienced an earthquake. Since the carriages can only hover, rather than fly, it would not be safe to ride them any deeper into this mess than we’ve already come, and what few horses remain with us would surely break their legs. We will have to continue our search on foot.  
 
    Above us, the sky is a still, clear blue—no clouds, no birds, no wind. I move my attention back to our surroundings and something about the chaotic scene seems to warn us to go back. Of course, that isn’t possible. I am not getting this close to rescuing Mama only to turn around now.  
 
    I gulp down the lump in my throat as a heaviness settles in over my entire body.  
 
    Or is that just me being selfish? After all, how much can I really trust the ex-princess? We’ve already walked into our third trap this week. Lady Maxia outwits us every step of the way. While everything in me wants to rescue my mother and release the Queendom from the threat of Maxia’s tyranny, how can I ask the other people I love to keep putting themselves in danger like this? I trusted Thea once, believed we were friends, and look what happened to Asher and Mama. Now, she drags us into the middle of nowhere to see a scene of devastation like none I’ve known before… Is it all part of their sick plan to end the Queendom? 
 
    Ravenoak steps to my side, and from the tension carried in his jaw, I’m nearly certain that he’s feeling much the same way. What must it be like to know that your daughter murdered her mother, a woman you once loved? He told me it was best if he left his emotions out of matters involving Thea, but I don’t believe that is possible any more than me leaving emotion out of finding my mother. We are both doomed to wrestle between our duty and our hearts. I can only hope that we make the right decisions for those that depend on us.   
 
    Thea continues to scan the area, seemingly intent on her own duty—the only thing that might prove she was a victim of Maxia’s magic, too.  
 
    “I’m not entirely certain where Maxia is.” Thea turns back to me, worry tightening her voice to a childlike tone. “She must be using some type of spell that is keeping me from pinpointing her location, but she is definitely in one of these buildings. She’s near.” 
 
    I bite at the inside of my cheek and the tang of blood flows over my tongue. Before I say a needlessly unkind word to Thea, I spot Esme exiting the carriage out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    “You need to stay behind if you are too injured. You have nothing to prove to me.” I make sure to cast a withering glance at Thea, who shrinks under it.  
 
    Esme waves her hand in the air dismissively. “Your Majesty, I’m feeling better, and I’d much rather be with you. The carriage is not really a safe place if a battle starts, and I want to be of use. I don’t want prevent any of the Guard from being able to fight Maxia because they have to babysit me.” 
 
    I don’t argue because Esme is completely right. Nothing about staying in the carriage would make her safe—we’ve seen that already—and if she’s able of body, I need her with me. I want my friend with me. She is one of only four people present who I trust unconditionally.  
 
    I nod, giving her my permission to join us. 
 
    Ravenoak leans closer to me, keeping his attention focused ahead on the potential danger that could arise at any time. “I believe we should split the forces. Despite my reservations about my daughter, our half will follow Thea to the north, and the other half will canvas the south end of these ruins. This way, we will be able to flush Maxia out wherever she may be.” 
 
    I turn and check the loyal faces of my army. There are ten of the Royal Guard and two dozen common subjects tied to the temporary magic only I can provide to them. These people, despite the magic they are all capable of now using, could easily be marching to their deaths—and I am the one ordering them to go there. If I were to die, their magic would instantly disappear, and they would be easy pickings for Maxia and her army. But that is not something I can afford to dwell on at this moment.  
 
    “Ready the forces to leave in a few moments.”  
 
     “Yes, your Majesty.” Ravenoak bows his head and leaves me to give orders to the others. 
 
    Asher is probably twenty feet to my left with Elise and Esme. He’s still playing with the magic in his hand, eager to begin. I’ve seen that eagerness in him before, when he snuck from the castle to Arlos and almost got himself killed by Thea. Asher is all heart, and it’s why I love him, but it makes him rush into battle without clear thought. I can only hope his mind is clear today. 
 
    I catch Tristan’s eye and nod for him to join me. Dutifully, he comes to my side and stands at attention. Tristan has walls he’s built up to survive, too. “Yes, your Majesty?” 
 
    “Of everyone here, you know Thea the best—” 
 
    “The princess tricked me as well,” he protests. “You know this.” 
 
    Ignoring his words, I ask, “What do you think of her now?”  
 
    I glance ahead of us to Thea, who has her eyes closed and her shackled hands extended in front of her, desperately trying to sense Maxia. She is different now, dressed in plain clothes and no cosmetics. Her hair is pulled back into a low bun, and I can almost feel the heaviness making her shoulders sag. Thea must know at this point that she has nothing. If Maxia were to win, she would likely be killed. What use is she to Maxia long-term even if she betrayed me again? At least with us, she has a chance at life, though I have no idea of the quality of it. Would those who loved her before ever be able to forgive? 
 
    “She appears humble,” Tristan finally answers. “That is something I have never really seen in her. Right now, I might not take her for much more than a servant girl, and in the past, she would have found that to be a fate worse than death.” 
 
    “Maybe the loss of everything brought her to that place. There is a possibility that her change of heart could be real.” 
 
    Tristan lets out a long sigh. “May I speak plainly, your Majesty? 
 
    I bring my attention from the fallen princess to him. “You may always be honest with me.” 
 
    “Court life is a place of extreme duplicity. One does what it takes to survive within it. No one wants to be cast back into a peasant town, or worse. There is a possibility that Thea has changed, and there is part of me who would like to believe that, but the other part has become quite guarded. I have been burned too many times. I fear the same for you.”  
 
    My stomach churns at his words, but I know they are wise. Appearances can be deceiving. Until we make it out on the other side victorious, and Thea continues to prove her loyalty, I must use extreme caution. 
 
    “Move out!” Ravenoak calls, breaking my attention from both Tristan and Thea.  
 
    I immediately wave Asher, Elise, and Esme to my side.  
 
    Before Tristan can leave, I catch his elbow. “You are with me, too.” 
 
    The second group makes their way slowly toward the south end of the desiccated city while we carefully pick our way down the road ahead of us. After hiking several blocks of the rough terrain, Thea makes a sudden stop in front of a decaying tower. The building stretches up at least twenty floors and then ends where the top is broken off. The entire structure looks as if it could collapse at any moment. 
 
    We all stand silent, waiting for her to speak again. 
 
    Eyes closed and hands extended, she rotates her body in a three-sixty until she is once again facing the rotting tower. 
 
    My stomach sinks, already knowing what she is going to say next. 
 
    Thea gives a curt nod and announces, “Maxia is in there. I’m sure of it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    RAVENOAK PRIES THE double doors open, revealing a large space with white cracked tiles covering every inch of the floor. Deteriorating, old furniture lines the back walls. A tall desk lies in the center of the room. This must have been a grand space that welcomed people to this formerly luxurious tower. It’s fitting that Maxia would choose this building to make her last stand.  
 
    One by one, we funnel into the open space. The moisture rips from my throat as nerves overtake me. Mama should be up there, and she had better be alive, or Maxia will suffer like no one else has suffered before. 
 
    The room brightens as our group readies themselves with bright, pulsating magic. I’m surrounded by Elise, Tristan, Asher, and four of the Guard that stayed with our team. Less certain, five of the gifted civilians mill about the room, waiting for orders. I hope I won’t regret sending the rest of our forces out to search the ruins. Did we just diminish our chances to succeed? Did we just feed into Maxia’s plans by spreading ourselves too thin? 
 
    “We must canvas each level of this tower,” Ravenoak barks. “Ready yourselves. Let’s head up the stairs.” 
 
    I move into the center of the group. “Maxia wants my powers, so she’s not going to kill me—at least not until she gets them. We need to use this to our advantage. We need to all stick together and look out for each other.” 
 
    Thea steps toward me, but a guard grabs her arm and yanks her back.  
 
    “Your Majesty, please,” Thea begs, trying to wrestle away from the man’s strong grip. “Remove these shackles and let me fight. I can help.” 
 
    “You’ve done enough, Thea,” Ravenoak snarls. “You’re only here so we can find Maxia.” 
 
    My thoughts are torn with the desire to reach out to her, but my insides burn as Isolde’s overbearing fire fights to unleash on her. And I can’t forget what she did to Asher, either. 
 
    I take a step toward the princess. “I’m sorry, but you will remain shackled.” 
 
    Her shoulders drop as she slowly turns away, defeated. 
 
    Without another word, Ravenoak takes the lead and guides us to the stairwell at the back of the room. I take a deep breath and exhale slowly, trying to ease my growing uncertainty. 
 
    Asher comes up to my side and nods, eyes filled with determination. “This ends today. We will find your mother.” 
 
    Our group funnels into the stairwell. My vision tries to adjust to the darkness as we slowly move up. Only small windows on the doors at each level light our way. The Guard throw open each door that we pass and investigate only to find nothing but impassable walls of fallen rubble. Some of it seems fresh. Maxia is guiding us where she wants us.  
 
    “Stay sharp,” Tristan says to the group. “It’s not going to remain this easy for long.” 
 
    About ten flights up, we see a pulsating light filtering through the smudged window on the door leading to this level. Ravenoak gestures for us to remain quiet as he signals for a few of the Guard to go with him to the entry. He peers through the small window only to shake his head, signaling he cannot make out what’s in there.  
 
    A heavy-set guard lines up and slams his boot into the door. The steel door flies inward on its hinges and slams on the back wall of the next room. Two of the Guard charge forward, staffs in hand. Elise and Tristan form a wall in front of me, magic bursting from their weapons. Asher flickers his magic on his fingertips behind me, flanked by Esme. Everyone else takes positions along the walls that lead to the opening. 
 
    A warmth rolls up my forearms along the white markings. The gifted civilians have engaged their magic as well. 
 
    A pop of red light brightens the stairwell and a body flies back through the opening and slides to a bloody stop just feet from where I stand. The heavy-set Guard’s body remains still as smoke emanates from all around him. Esme rushes to him and puts her fingers on his neck. She looks at me and shakes her head. He’s gone, but I already knew that. 
 
    “Keep the Queen safe,” Ravenoak orders Tristan. He waves his arm at the next two Guards, and they follow him into the room, staffs blazing with magic.  
 
    My heart races. I want to charge in after them, but the fact that Asher and Esme are here tempers my adrenaline. On the other side of the open doorway, bursts of red and blue magic surge back and forth, creating a blending purple hue.  
 
    Moments later, an exhausted Ravenoak and his two remaining men stumble back into the stairwell. “Threat neutralized,” Ravenoak says, looking at me in between heavy breaths. 
 
    Thea rushes up to her father, concern brimming from her eyes. He simply nods at her before Tristan pulls her back.  
 
    The captain stands at attention before me, still panting. He’s not a young man anymore. “There were only four of Maxia’s henchman guarding this level. I do not believe she’s expecting us yet, so we need to move fast to gain the upper hand.” 
 
    “Yes, lead the way,” I say to him, though I have my doubts that Maxia isn’t expecting us. It doesn’t matter if she is or not. This ends today.  
 
    With focused determination, our group charges up flight after flight before we reach the top floor and the door leading into where Maxia must be holing up.  
 
    “She’s in there,” Thea insists, eyes wide. “Please be careful. I can feel the pull of her dark magic at my core. Whatever power she has gained is… is pure evil.” 
 
    Thea’s gaze falls to the floor as shame overtakes her. I can’t imagine what it must have felt like to be imbued with that sort of soulless power. Isolde was an angry and terrifying woman, but something good must have remained in her to have not descend into Maxia’s level of madness. 
 
    “Bel,” Asher says softly from behind me, “whatever we’re about to face, know that you are not alone, and I am here for you no matter what. But don’t rush in too quickly.” 
 
    I turn to face him. “I’m the reason Mama’s in danger, and I’m also going to be responsible if she’s—” A heaviness fills my chest as the word hangs in my throat.  
 
    Asher leans forward to rest his forehead against mine, cupping the side of my neck with his warm hand. I lean into his touch. I love him. I always have, and I always will. My heart clenches, thinking of the life in Arlos we thought we’d be leading. Husband and wife. A family of our own someday. Now, we may never be allowed to wed… or even live freely as lovers…  
 
     “Your Majesty, we need to move,” Ravenoak urges. “I recommend we go through in waves. I will lead a team in first, and you and the rest of the fighters follow. Thea remains here, lest she be tainted by proximity to power.” 
 
    I nod at the captain and look to Asher on my left and Tristan and Elise on my right. We are ready to fight. Esme leads the five gifted citizens right behind us. Ravenoak orders the remaining guard at his side, minus one to guard Thea. 
 
    The stairwell bursts with light as staffs and hands glow bright with flickering magic. Ravenoak thrusts his fiery staff at the door. The intense magic engulfs every inch of the metal’s surface before it pops forward, tearing from its hinges. I flinch as the screeching metal buckles before the door slides inward. Smoke sizzles from the open entry. 
 
    Four of the Guard charge forward with Ravenoak on their tails. I step forward, ready to lead my group into the fray, but there’s nothing but silence from inside the room. No exploding magic, no guttural screams—nothing. 
 
    I reach both of my glowing hands out, steadying my group for what feels like minutes. I’m about to order my team to follow me in when Ravenoak emerges from the blown open entry, looking as though he’s seen a ghost. 
 
    “Captain, what is it?” Elise pleads as she takes a step toward him. “Is Maxia gone? Are we too late?” 
 
    Ravenoak lowers his eyes to the ground. “She’s in there, unguarded, but she has the Queen’s mother hostage, and is…” he looks up at me and only me, “…threatening to kill her if you don’t come in—alone.” 
 
    My first reaction is shock. Ravenoak had the chance to blast Maxia with magic, but he refrained… on behalf of my mother. But then it makes sense. He’s the only adult I’ve met in the castle who fully understands the depths of the parent-child bond—even when it goes against your own best interest.  
 
    My heart beats fast, in time with the magic pulsating in my palm all on its own. Mama is just yards away, her life totally dependent on what I do next.  
 
    “You can’t go in there alone,” Asher begs, placing his firm hand on my shoulder. “She’s not going to let either of you live.” 
 
    The magic surrounding my hands fades as I turn to face my people and my fiancé, not saying a word. I already know what I must do. Backing from Asher, I fight the urge to embrace him, but if I do, he might never let go. 
 
    I pivot to look at Ravenoak. “If I do not return, Captain,” I whisper in the lowest tone I can. “Protect the Lore Queendom and everyone who relies on it. Everyone. Not just the privileged.” 
 
    He swallows and nods, glancing down. I take one more lingering look at Asher, who’s being held back by Elise and Tristan. His lips are pursed and his eyes well with emotion. Tristan’s face looks openly pained as well.  
 
    I walk through the still smoking doorframe. My breathing tightens as I enter into the darkness, the light of my mother’s pure heart guiding me forward.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY HANDS TINGLE with magic the moment I turn the handle and push open the windowless door labeled with cracked metal numbers on its face. There’s a part of me that wants to unleash my power and end this immediately, but I know I need to maintain a level head if any of us are going to come out of this alive—including my mother. 
 
    The thudding of my pulse batters my eardrums, and everything else seems to fall away. 
 
    I close my eyes briefly and reopen them to the possibility that Maxia could attempt to destroy me the instant I come into her view. Although, I have the feeling she’s more calculating than that, or she would have already tried. 
 
    The door slams behind me and sends an echo into the nearly empty space. In the center of the room, Maxia perches on a massive throne fashioned out of wood coated in gold leaf. The back stretches up around seven feet. Slumped to the side is a woman’s body.  
 
    Mama. 
 
    My heart leaps and I make a move for my mother, but before I get a step closer, Maxia throws her hand in the air. A wall of red magic slams me on my back and a jolt of pain rips at my spine. 
 
    “You will be required to keep your distance from us Your Majesty. Unless you have permission,” Maxia says in a flat tone. 
 
    I groan and roll to my side, then press my hands to the filthy floor, riddled with dust and debris. Gritting my teeth, I push up and stand. Showing Maxia any weakness is unacceptable. 
 
    Mama is still in a heap, unmoving and silent. 
 
    “Is she dead?” I demand, not entirely sure I want to know the answer. 
 
    Maxia arches her left brow and flicks her wrist. Mama raises up slightly and releases a breathy sigh, then slumps back over. 
 
    “She’s quite healthy.” Maxia straightens the bodice of her overly luxurious, emerald green and gold gown. Around her neck is a gaudy, jewel-studded necklace that climbs halfway up her throat. 
 
    I flit my attention from the evil woman down to my mother. “She is not healthy!” 
 
    She dismisses me with a wave of her hand. “Your mother will recover. Or, at least…depending on the outcome of our conversation, will have the opportunity to do so.” Maxia leans forward, elbows on her knees, and places her chin on her intertwined fingers. “You may come closer now, if you are able to behave yourself.” 
 
    Fire burns in my chest. I want to strike her down immediately, but I’m sure that is exactly what she wants me to try. Maxia’s toying with me… a predator pawing at its disadvantaged prey before it goes in for the kill. 
 
    I straighten my back and take a few steps toward them. “I’m here as you demanded. Let my mother go.” 
 
    Maxia stares intently at me for a long moment before she speaks. “You know that won’t happen before I get what I need.” 
 
    “And what is it you need?” 
 
    She brings her hand to her head and grazes the top of her frayed, graying hair, as if she can’t believe my stupidity. “The crown, of course. The Queendom.” 
 
    I flare my nostrils and ball my hands into fists. “The Queendom will never fall under your reign.”  
 
    Maxia rolls her eyes. “Don’t be so childish, Arabella. You know very little, and the queen before you knew little as well. Not that it is either of your faults, because how much can you know when you are literally confined your entire lives?” She places her hand onto her chest. “Now, due to my banishment, I have seen and experienced more than you could ever imagine. You believe me to be cruel?” She quirks a brow as if waiting for an answer. When I don’t give her one, she continues, “I am aware of atrocities that you cannot even dream of in the small world you live in. Lore needs a queen who understands the dangers outside of her borders.” She raises her hands into the air and gestures around the room. “Otherwise, this false haven you have enjoyed for so long will be destroyed sooner than you think.” 
 
    Frustration swirls in my chest and heat rakes up my neck. “You are already destroying the Queendom with your quest for power. It’s not those outside the borders that are a threat to us, it’s you! Now release my mother!” 
 
    Maxia holds me with her cold stare, revealing no emotions on her face. “Must I educate you on everything?” 
 
    Magic sparks in my palms, and Maxia flits her gaze to the illumination.  
 
    “Ah, ah, ah.” She moves her hand closer to Mama, and instantly, I snuff the magic. “Better.” She places her hand back on her lap. “Our magic has protected Lore for centuries, kept us invisible to the rest of the world. Unfortunately, this has been a luxury that we can no longer afford.” 
 
    “You’re lying!” I growl. There is no rest of the world. Aside from the sad, radiated nomads she’s drafted into her army, Lore is all that remains of whatever once was.  
 
    My mind flashes to the map in the book that Isolde was making notes in. The Dead Zone, it called us. Why, if we are all that lives? Doubt begins to creep in, just as Maxia planned.  
 
    “I have no reason to lie to you about this. The truth is much more terrifying than any lie I might weave. The outside world is grounded in survival. The only reason I was able to live beyond the border was because of my magic. It protected me from the radiation effects, but the cost was high. I’ve been constantly on the run from those that wish to use my powers for their own benefit.” She smiles thinly. “You can understand. Fortunately, I am infinitely more clever than Queen Isolde ever took me for, and not one of my pursuers have been able to take me captive and learn my full secrets. Most of them are barbaric.” Maxia raises her chin in the air and peers down her nose at me. “But barbaric or not, there is strength in numbers, and there are those capable enough who are actively seeking the power of Magic. I’ve seen what type of strength it will take to prevail once Magic is unleashed on the world.” 
 
    “So magic does not exist outside the Queendom?” I go along with her ruse to keep her talking while I think of how to defeat her without giving in to her demands.  
 
    “Our people seem to be uniquely blessed, but there are whispers and rumors out there of a great power that will return the Earth to what it once was. I’m certain that source of magic dwells outside of Lore, but no one else has been able to find and tame it yet. If Lore controls the source, then it controls the world—and whoever controls Lore has ultimate power.” 
 
    “Over what?” I snap.  
 
    “Before you became queen, you believed that nothing lived outside of the Lore borders. You have seen with your own eyes that life, no matter how difficult, exists. How far of a stretch is it to think that there is much more? And has it never crossed your mind that there might be a reason for the magic inside us? A reason why magic is typically reserved for royalty and court?” She leans forward and rest her forearm on her knee. “Magic is not organic, it was created—engineered. And it must be controlled with an iron fist. Lore needs to lead the charge and grasp control before it is stolen out from underneath us. You, Queen Arabella, have no experience in stopping the inevitable destruction. Lore will be completely overrun. They will not accept that we have lived in safety for centuries while those outside have starved and toiled to survive. You will be known in history as the queen who allowed Lore to fall.” She glances down to Mama, whose chest rises and falls. “And far more than your family will perish.” 
 
    No! My head pounds with pain. Everything Maxia is telling me is a complete fallacy. It has to be. Lore is all that is truly left. That’s what make it… Lore.  
 
    “I will not allow you to attempt to confuse me,” I snarl. “You are a liar and a murderer. You have no concern for the people of Lore, and only wish to ascend to power. I will not give the Queendom up willingly, and there is no way that my army will blindly follow you.”  
 
    Maxia shrugs. “Despite the truth of my words, I never expected for you to hand the crown, so to speak, over to me. I’ve always known that I would be required to take it, and I am completely willing to do so.” A wry smile pulls at the corners of her lips, and she lifts her hand into the air, allowing a red glow to snake through her fingers. Her hand flicks from side to side as the magic flows through the air and spirals in the empty space to the right of her throne.  The light pulses and grows until it nearly stretches up to the ceiling, expanding out several feet wide. Some sort of portal bursts to life before me. On the other side is a hazy, but somehow sparkling scene of a grassy field. 
 
    “What is that?” I demand, stepping back. 
 
    Maxis smiles. “Insurance against the Royal Guard or any pitiful peasant army you have conjured attempting to stop me.” 
 
    I gasp. “I will not be going anywhere!” 
 
    Once again, Maxia glances to Mama. “You are right. You will not be going anywhere, but if you expect her to live, the army outside this room will be taking a short journey.”  
 
    She stands and snaps her finger. In an instant, the garish throne vanishes, and Maxia’s clothing morphs into a much more practical emerald tunic and pants. Gold embroidery decorates the collar and cuffs of the sleeves. 
 
    I stare, mesmerized and terrified by the light of the portal. “Where does it exit?” 
 
    “Far outside the Lore borders, of course.” 
 
    I stand my ground, flexing my fingers as the energy inside begs to be released. “No,” I say through gritted teeth.  
 
    Maxia throws her palm towards Mama and raises her from the ground. My mother whimpers and arches her back in pain. 
 
    My thoughts spin in horror. I can’t let Maxia kill Mama when I have the opportunity to save her, but if I concede to this woman, I risk everything.  
 
    I drop to my knees and scream, “Let her go!” 
 
    Bam, bam, bam. From behind me, someone pounds on the door. “Your Majesty!” comes a muffled version of Ravenoak’s voice. The door must be secured with magic because no one enters. 
 
    “I can easily crush those outside. Would you rather them die, too, right now? If you concede to their banishment, I will allow them to live, and you will have the opportunity to provide your mother much needed healing.” 
 
    The faces of everyone outside flicker in my mind. Asher. Esme. Tristan. Elise. Ravenoak. Even Thea.  
 
    “Fine!” I growl. There must be a way for me to destroy Maxia even without help. 
 
    Maxia releases Mama, and she thuds to the ground. 
 
    “Wise decision for the Queen.” Maxia bows her head slightly. “Now invite your escorts in and explain to them that they will be leaving.”  
 
    She snaps her fingers and the door flies open, smacking against the wall. Debris falls from the ceiling above it. Spirit broken and still on my knees, I glance to the entrance. Ravenoak and the others stand at the ready. 
 
    Maxia gestures a greeting. “Please, come inside. But I will advise you to leave your weapons outside if you want your Queen to live.” 
 
    Ravenoak glances to me, and I nod for him to proceed. One by one, they file inside the room, leaving their staffs outside the door. All eyes waver between the portal and their defeated queen. Asher’s chest heaves with stress, and despite their differences, Tristan stands next to my fiancé in solidarity. Elise flanks Thea, who hangs her head in shame. 
 
    Maxia turns her attention on the former princess. “Thank you for escorting the Queen to me, Thea. You have served the purposes I have needed you to.” 
 
    My eyes widen at the words. Isolde’s rage plumes inside me, threatening to overflow and wipe out everyone in the room. Did Thea cross us again? 
 
    “I do not serve you!” Thea spits. 
 
    Maxia’s lips twist into a frown. “You are weak and easily manipulated. It’s why you would have never been chosen for the Queen’s vessel. But right now, our attention should be on the current queen, and her impending announcement.” She curtsies to me as the portal still swirls behind her. 
 
    I climb onto lead feet and face my allies, avoiding Asher’s eyes as much as I can. “I refuse to risk all of your lives.” I straighten my back. “I am choosing your banishment instead.” 
 
    A collective gasp comes from my entourage, and Asher opens his mouth to speak, but Maxia’s eyes shoot daggers in his direction. 
 
    “Your Queen has spoken. Dare you to defy her?” Maxia steps forward and takes my hand. “And soon it will be time for the transfer. I have waited long enough.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    ANGER. FEAR. SADNESS.  I can feel the defeated energy being sucked from the room as my people’s emotions pour out. 
 
    Ravenoak grits his teeth, fighting the urge to charge at Maxia, but my firm gaze settles his fire.  
 
    Asher breathes deeply, his eyes welling with emotion as he slowly marches toward the glowing vortex. He shakes his head as he glares at me and mouths the word “no” over and over again.  
 
    A heavy lump forms in my throat as I begin to shiver uncontrollably. My heart wants to rip from my chest. Tears stream down my cheeks. Will I ever see him again?  
 
    I lock eyes with him. “I love you. Please forgive me.” 
 
    Wide-eyed, opportunistic stares jump from person to person in our group. My people do not want to give up like this, but Maxia brightens her hand with swirling red fire and inches the magic toward Mama’s unconscious face. I quickly raise a commanding hand, steadying my people. 
 
    Ravenoak stops just feet from the portal and pivots, training his sights on Maxia. “This isn’t over. The people of Lore will not stand by as you overthrow our Queendom.” 
 
    Maxia’s returned grin is sadistic. “My rule will strengthen Lore. You should thank me—if you ever find your way back.” 
 
    Ravenoak scoffs at her and turns to me. He begrudgingly nods and takes a deep breath before stepping through the portal. A bright halo surrounds his body as he disappears through the opening. Murmurs fill the space as uncertainty coils around our group. 
 
    A tiny bit of my heart is torn from me as each person disappears through. Asher steps to the flickering gateway last. He pauses, keeping his head down. My aching heart pounds, and my legs become weak. I want to run to him, but my mother’s limp body in the hands of a mad woman keeps me rooted in place. 
 
    Asher slowly cranes his head to look at me. “I can’t…” 
 
    Purple sparks flicker from his extended hands. Asher turns and charges toward me, his hate locked on Maxia.  
 
    I jump into motion and reach out for him. “No, stop!” 
 
    He only makes it a few feet before a wave of warm, rippling energy from Maxia shoots past me, hitting him square in the chest and sending him directly into the portal. 
 
    “No!” I cry out, dropping once again to my knees. 
 
    Asher’s gone, the portal resuming its steady swirl. 
 
    I stand and spin on my heels to face Maxia, anger burning inside. She wriggles her fingers above Mama’s head, wielding her dark magic just inches away. 
 
    “I have no patience for this,” Maxia says, eyes narrowed at me. “He’ll live. He just needed a little nudge is all.” 
 
    “If they are not safe…” I start. 
 
    Maxia raises her free hand, stopping me mid-sentence. “Yes, yes, you will hunt me down or whatever. Can we avoid any further delays? This banter bores me. They are all fine, and if you and your mother wish to join them, we need to begin the transfer.” 
 
    Maxia slowly pulls out a dull, silver chain from under her collar with the makeshift Talisman attached. 
 
    A hollowness forms in my stomach. “Wait, what about the rest of my people who are searching for you? What will become of them?” 
 
    Maxia raises her eyebrows. “Oh, them. Our arrangement didn’t apply to them. They have been sentenced for their treason.” 
 
    I take a cautious step forward. “Wait, what do you mean sentenced? What have you done to them?” 
 
    “If you actually followed our Lore traditions, you would know of their fate. No worries though, their deaths were quick.” 
 
    The air rips from my lungs as my mouth drops open. I’ve led countless people to their deaths. And all for nothing. Maxia has won. 
 
    A tear rolls down my cheek as I pull my attention to my mother, who lies there barely breathing. I quickly wipe away the tear, not wanting to show Maxia any more weakness. Guilt washes over my body. I’ve sacrificed so many lives for Mama. Will she be grateful… or deeply ashamed of my selfishness? My mind flashes to Neil, tucked away safe inside the castle for now. What will she think of what I’ve done? 
 
    “You are truly a monster,” I say to the former Lady. “You destroy everything you touch.” 
 
    Without flinching at my words, she jingles the chain, summoning me to approach her. Amber light from her magic flickers off the attached Talisman. “I have no plans to destroy the magic that resides in you. It will only strengthen me and my Queendom. I will unleash the powers that you’ve wasted with your sympathetic weakness. Now, approach me young lady.” 
 
    I’ve lost everything. My army, my freedom, my love. And now if I do not give her my Essence, she will take Mama from me as well. I can fight and hope that she’s not as powerful as she appears, or I can save my mother by giving Maxia what she wants. 
 
    I move slowly toward Maxia. “What assurances can you give me that once I hand over the Queen’s essence, you will let us go?” 
 
    Maxia chuckles. “Once I have the Essence, you are no threat to me. You’ll just be a pathetic Relic again. And where I’m sending you, you’ll be lucky if you survive the night.” 
 
    I stop in place, panic locking my legs. “You said that my people would be safe once they went through the portal.” 
 
    “Oh yes...” She straightens in her makeshift throne. “They’re not in harm’s way at the portal’s exit. There is no radiation there. It doesn’t mean that they know how to survive outside of the borders, though. There’s a steep learning curve outside of Lore. Let’s hurry with this transfer so you can align with their fate.” 
 
    “Revive my mother or the deal’s off,” I demand. 
 
    Maxia forces out a deep sigh. “Very well, but if you cross me, I will end her and let you live with that guilt.” 
 
    Maxia rolls her fingers in unison as if she’s conducting an orchestra. The deep red magic softens to a pale glow. Tendrils of transparent energy exit Mama’s body and slowly absorb into Maxia’s hand.  
 
    Mama gasps and lurches forward, trying to catch her breath. I start toward her, but Maxia flicks her wrists and wraps a burning rope of energy around Mama’s arms and midsection, locking her in place. Mama’s eyes fix on me, and her face jumps from panic to longing at the sight of me. 
 
    “Arabella?” Mama struggles to say. “Is it really you?” 
 
    My jaw quivers as emotion overcomes me. “Yes, Mama, it’s me. It’s going to be okay now.” 
 
    Heavy thuds come from behind me, and I turn to see three large men barging into the room, angry magic glowing at their palms. Deformities cover every inch of their exposed skin. They stand at attention and bow to Maxia.  
 
    “Ah, perfect timing, gentleman,” the former Lady says to her henchmen. “The transfer process will require my complete attention. If the false Queen here decides to renege on our agreement, kill her mother.” 
 
    The men lumber over to surround Mama. The largest of the three rests a meaty hand on her shoulder, steadying her in place. Still a bit dazed and weak, Mama looks up at the man before turning back to me, eyes filled with terror. The magical binds Maxia held Mama in are now gone. 
 
    “What’s going on, Bel?” Mama pleads. 
 
    “I’m going to get us out of here. I just need to do one thing.” 
 
    I turn from Mama, not wanting to worry her with what I’m about to do, and I glare right at Maxia. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Maxia stands and steps toward me, Talisman in hand. “Now, that’s the proper attitude I would expect from one of my subjects. Do not worry, you will survive the transfer process. But I cannot guarantee it will not be excruciating, so I suggest you stand very still.” 
 
    “Arabella, you can’t!” Mama cries from behind me. 
 
    I avoid looking at Mama as I take a deep breath in and exhale, training my sights on Maxia’s cruel, hollow eyes. 
 
    A steady warmth grabs my attention, pulling me away from the former lady’s determined glare. A crimson glow radiates from the Talisman in her palm as Maxia raises her hand, bringing the device close to my chest. My lower lip begins to tremble and my heart races. A slight tightness in my chest turns into a raging fire of pain that spreads across my body and into my arms. Every muscle in my body contracts and a burning wave floods my exposed skin.  
 
    I grit my teeth and close my eyes as the pain becomes unbearable. I’m able to remain standing, but my legs are pleading with me to buckle. I manage to open my eyes just as I notice a teal energy being pulled from my chest. The Essence is drawn to the Talisman as the energy merges with the dark red magic. The pain eases a bit, but a hollowness carves its way through my body as I become numb and listless. I can feel that it will be over with soon, as I have very little left to give. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, a blur of movement grabs my aimless attention. Seconds later, a heavy thud knocks into my side, sending me back. Looking down, I see Mama’s arms wrapped around me as she drives us away from Maxia. A prickling warmth encompasses my body as light surrounds us. A swirling wave of bright blue and red energy circles around our bodies.  
 
    Maxia and her men are gone, and we have entered the portal. The light draws away from us so fast that it feels like every bit of my body is being pulled from me. I interlock my arms around Mama and hold on as tight as I can as we fall and fall and fall.  
 
    A pop of white light washes away the pulsating energy from the portal. The wind is knocked out of me as I drop onto a hard surface, Mama on top of me. I gasp for air, pain throbbing down my spine. I shut my eyes and grit my teeth, unable to breathe. Moments later, the pain dulls, and air once again fills my lungs.  
 
    I open my eyes, expecting the worst, but the swirling energy from the portal is gone, replaced by steady blue skies above. 
 
    Mama pushes herself up on top of me, blocking out the sky. A soft halo surrounds her head as she looks down on me. “Arabella! Are you okay?” 
 
    Mama slides off and kneels beside me. My breathing steadies as I look up to her. “I think I’m okay. What happened?” 
 
    Mama grins. “Let’s just say that big man is probably in a lot more pain than you. The same move I taught you when you were just a little girl did the trick. A well-placed knee works every time.” 
 
    I laugh, but quickly groan as the pain returns. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Not in Lore, that’s for damn sure,” Asher says, voice growing louder with every word.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    A FEW MOMENTS ago, back on the other side of the portal with Maxia, part of me believed that there was a distinct possibility that I was never going to see Asher or the others again—and if I did it wouldn’t be in this lifetime. So my body crumples with emotion as Asher wraps me in an embrace. I bury my face into his neck and cry. 
 
    “You’re alive.”  
 
    “We’re all alive, but who knows for how long.” He eases from me and uses his thumb to wipe the free-flowing tears from my cheeks. “This place is poisoned with radiation.”  
 
    Queen Isolde’s voice seems to fill my mind, commanding, “Get up, girl. You will not allow this setback to defeat you—to defeat the Queendom.” Is that actually her Essence, or just a figment of my imagination?  
 
    Mama waits beside us, and I reach and pull her into an embrace, hugging her tightly against my chest. I can’t believe she’s back with me, even under these horrible circumstances. If everything weren’t such a nightmare, it would be a dream come true. 
 
    Regret and relief twists at my stomach as I look up at Mama, her beautiful face lined with years of hard work and the stress the death of my father caused. Even still, she’s all I’ve wanted to see since Maxia took her away from me.  
 
    But her being here is at what cost to us—to the Queendom?  
 
    I gulp down the lump in my throat.  
 
    Mama has always been so strong, but now tears tumble from her eyes, too. “You shouldn’t have done this for me,” she whispers into my ear. “It was too much.” 
 
    “You would have done the same.” I squeeze her and release. “What’s done is done.” 
 
    The corners of her lips turn up into a weak smile, and Asher immediately takes her to rest on a nearby boulder. My chest tightens. How are they supposed to survive out here when I have no magic to protect them? I glance down at my own hands and feel nothing. 
 
    “You had little choice than to do what you did, Your Majesty.” Ravenoak distracts me from my hands when he walks up beside me. He’s followed by Tristan and the others. 
 
    Your Majesty? I glance at the spot where my royal marking should be. The golden fleur di lis design is still branded into my arm. What does that mean? I don’t even know if I’m still the Queen. Maxia took the Essence from me.  
 
    At least, I think she did?  
 
    “We’re just glad you are still with us, Your Majesty,” Elise says. Thea, still shackled, comes to her side. Her face is drawn and pale. 
 
    “Thank you.” I squeeze Elise’s hand and it gives me the strength to steel myself. I must get back to what I need to be doing for this Queendom—no matter if I am even still the queen.  
 
    “Permission to speak?” One of the Royal Guard steps forward. He’s about the same height as Asher, but has short, dark hair. 
 
    I flit my attention to Ravenoak, but he defers to me. “Permission granted, soldier,” I say. 
 
    The Guard bows his head. “We all are extremely grateful that we did not die upon immediate arrival at this place…” 
 
    I have no doubt that was a huge fear as they entered the portal. In the Queendom, each citizen is indoctrinated from birth that they will die outside of the Lore Borders. There is some truth in the belief, but from Maxia’s return, I now know the tales have been exaggerated. But how much? 
 
    “…but several of us are concerned still about this area’s radiation levels,” he continues. “Some of the citizens were starting to panic. I assured them that, for now, we would remain healthy, but many are still concerned. Traveling back to within the Lore Borders as soon as possible would be helpful to ease their minds.” 
 
    “Your Majesty,” Elise calls before I can answer, “the Queen has the ability to cast a temporary protection spell from the radiation. As a safety measure, you could attempt this, if you think you are up to it.” 
 
    My stomach does a flop and tension pulls at my chest. If I can’t access my power, the others may see this and denounce me as the Queen, but I also need to know for myself if the Essence and my ability to wield magic are gone. If I have the opportunity to protect my people, I need to do it, even if it causes me personal risk.  
 
    I ball my hands into fists. “Yes. I am feeling better.” 
 
    Concern pulls at Tristan’s brows. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes.” I’m not sure, but it doesn’t matter. This is what I need to do, so I bite my lip and extend my arms.  
 
    Here goes.  
 
    I grit my teeth and focus on calling the magic forth, but I am met with nothing. Glancing down at my arms, the white lines are gone, and no power vibrates inside me.  
 
    She really took it… Maxia took my powers as well as my crown. I’m barely more than a peasant girl again. My legs quiver with fear. 
 
    Before I can say a word, Ravenoak bends to one knee and lowers his head. As if he senses my fear, he says, “I swear my allegiance to you with or without magic. Maxia will not be my Queen.” 
 
    “Nor will she be mine,” Tristan steps forward and kneels. “Your Majesty. We will defeat her and return you to the throne.” 
 
    The others follow suit and a lump forms in my chest. As they eventually rise, I glance around at our rag-tag group of my friends, five civilians, and six royal guards. There are twenty of us, and I don’t even have any idea where we are. How are a handful of lost people supposed to do anything about Maxia? Some of us are well trained, but such a small group is nothing up against her.  
 
    And I have no magic. 
 
    “I need a moment to myself to think.” I bring my hand to my mouth. 
 
    Ravenoak gives me a cut nod, and I step from the group to survey the land. Sparse trees dot the surrounding landscape and low, tan grasses carpet the fields. An ancient metal sign with the radiation symbol is in the distance, but it must have been here for hundreds of years. A large mountain range juts from the earth about ten miles from our location, and I squint to study it. The angle is different than I remember, but, without a doubt, it’s the Darbos Mountains.  
 
    In the past, I’ve probably gazed at them hundreds of times out on my scavenging trips to stock our family store. Most of the time I’d wished that Asher and I could have just packed up and traveled over them to make our fortunes outside of the Queendom, but that was always impossible, and I knew it. Too much risk of long-term radiation. No matter how difficult peasant life was it was better than dying in the wilderness. 
 
    After a few moments, footsteps sound behind me. I turn to Ravenoak and gesture with my hand for him to come to my side. 
 
     “I know that many of the citizens are nervous, as are some of the Guard, but I think we are only about twenty miles from the Lore borders,” Ravenoak states, pointing to my left. “At first light, we need to go South to avoid the worst areas. It’s the long way back to the border, but it will be the safest.” 
 
    “Spend the night? Here? Will we be safe from the radiation without my magic to protect us?”  
 
    The Captain flattens his lips and glances to the setting sun. “It will be dark soon, and traveling at night will be extremely dangerous.  These paths would serve as perfect locations for thieves and murderers to hide in the shadows. They would be much more familiar with the area, and it will be too easy to take us by surprise. The calculated risk is much higher for us to travel in the darkness than to spend the night and be exposed to slightly higher radiation levels.”  
 
    “You are the expert, so I will need to defer to you. Please relay the plan to the others.” 
 
    Ravenoak bows, returns to the group, and proceeds to inform them. 
 
    Slowly, I make my way back only to be met by murmurs from the group. Mama’s eyes fill with worry. 
 
    I straighten my back and raise my chin to appear as regal as I can. “I am willing to take this risk of staying,” I announce. “Captain Ravenoak has pledged his allegiance to me, and I trust that he has not only my best interests in mind, but also yours.” My mind carousels with the words I know that I need to speak to ease the minds of my subjects. I must appear confident, even if I don’t feel that way inside. “We know that Maxia and those in her army have spent years outside the borders. Yes, many of them have been affected, but they have spent much longer than one day in this place. We will make camp and move out at sunrise.” 
 
    Some of their faces are still drawn with concern, but each nods approval.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After scouting the area, we set up camp less than a quarter of a mile away from the portal’s exit near a small natural spring.  
 
    “And you are sure it won’t be contaminated?” I ask Ravenoak. 
 
    “There is always the risk.” He bends down to check it again and scoops a handful into his palm. “But it appears to be coming up from underground.” Ravenoak slurps the liquid. “Natural springs are purified, and since the water comes from deep underground, there shouldn’t be any exposure until it hits the surface.” 
 
    “Well, we need water if we’re going to make the journey in the morning, so I’m not sure what choice we have.”  
 
    Tristan is the second to drink the water, and I guess it’s enough to convince the others to do the same, since each of our group fills their bellies to quench their thirst. The Royal Guard are equipped with metal canteens that they fill and place back along their belts for tomorrow’s journey. 
 
    Asher finishes arranging branches he found. He, along with several of the Royal Guard, use their magic to light a fire.  
 
    Miraculously, it works, and golden flames begin to consume the wood. Without a lot of talk, almost everyone but me gathers around the light, just in time for the sun to set over the mountain range. I hold back for now since every bit of our being here is my fault… I acted in haste, and it’s put everyone in danger. I’ve lost the Queendom. 
 
    Someone places their hand on my shoulder, and I turn to Esme, her hair highlighted by the light of the crackling flames. “I know things look bad, but these people believe in you. You’re different Bel, and Lore has needed a real champion for a long time.” 
 
    I release a steady stream of air from my nose and hold up my hands. “I have nothing.” 
 
    “You bring hope. Not one of them sees your willingness to rescue your mother as foolish… they see it as your willingness to fight for the regular people… not just the powerful.” She chuckles and nudges me. “You even promised to free the war horses.” 
 
    The stars twinkle in the darkening sky as I cross my arms over my body to block the chilly night air. What I wouldn’t give for Copper and nineteen other horses for us come morning. 
 
    “Come on.” Esme smiles. “Let’s get warm and rest. We have a big journey tomorrow.” 
 
    I take one step to follow her when a bright red light in the sky draws my eyes to the mountains. The light trails high in the air and finally explodes, followed by a light popping echo. I glance to Esme. “What was that?” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    AMBER LIGHT BOUNCES off the sparse clouds in the night sky near the rising burst of fire.  
 
    Esme has no answer for me, and signals to Ravenoak, who stands several yards to my side, carrying a large load of firewood. He shifts toward her, and she points to the anomaly off in the distance. 
 
    The captain drops the bundle of wood and peers up to study the sky. He pauses for a moment and watches the pulsating light in the distance. “I believe it’s a signal flare of some sort. Magical or man-made... I am uncertain.” 
 
    We step closer to one another, and I look up to catch his determined gaze. “A signal from who?” 
 
    “I have no idea, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Quickly, my mind jumps to the recent reveal of Isolde’s memories from the Royal Library. The vision was incomplete, but I remember there being mentions of what’s outside the Lore borders. She knew more than she’s revealed to me so far. While I’d hated the abrupt nature of the Essence’s visions, having one that would help us understand the outer regions would be extremely helpful right now. 
 
    If only she were still with me…  
 
    A dark chuckle fills my mouth, thinking of the rage she must be feeling over being trapped inside Lady Maxia. Perhaps she would cause the witch to self-destruct if we were all lucky. 
 
    The apparent signal fades and flickers out, leaving the sky pitch-black. Without the moon to highlight the horizon or the token-powered lighting of our Queendom to brighten our path, we’re left with primitive torches or the dim light from those who still hold some magic within them.  
 
    I turn back to Ravenoak. “Nothing that has come from outside the Lore borders has been good. Whoever sent up that signal could be setting a trap for us.” 
 
    Ravenoak folds his arms across his chest and appears to ponder what to say next when Elise comes out of the shadows into the low flickering light provided by the campfires.  
 
    She stands at attention. Urgency brightens her face and her eyes widen. “Your Majesty, I am sorry for the interruption, but I must inform you of something.”  
 
    I step from Ravenoak and face Elise. “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    Her gaze falls to the ground, and she places her hands behind her back. “I’ve not been fully transparent with you. I’ve been keeping something about myself from everybody.” 
 
    A coolness fills my chest and sinks to my stomach. I cannot handle any more betrayal. Ravenoak and Esme step forward to flank me. I look back and forth between them before returning my gaze to Elise. “Go on, tell me.” 
 
    She tilts her head up to catch my gaze. “I have some sort of special ability.” She swallows hard. “And it’s the reason why I’ve moved up the ranks so quickly. It was never my intention to use this gift to better my standing with the Guard. It just seemed to happen that way.” 
 
    “Explain yourself,” Ravenoak demands.  
 
    Elise flits her gaze from Ravenoak to me. “I... I can somehow sense good or bad intentions around me. It’s like I can read people and situations without even talking to anyone. I noticed it a few years back, and it just sort of became who I am. I didn’t mean to take advantage of the system.” 
 
    Esme stomps closer to her. “But why didn’t you tell anyone?” 
 
    Elise turns her eyes down. “I didn’t know how my gift might affect my position with the Guard. I saw it best just to keep it to myself... use it to help Lore.” 
 
    My thoughts are brought back to that time in Borandice where Elise stopped the assassination attempt on my life. Did she save me with her ability? 
 
    “Okay, but why are you telling us now?” I demand, still unsure of how to feel about this revelation. 
 
    Elise releases Esme’s hand and points to the sky where the bright signal once was. “My ability is telling me that we need to go and find the source of that signal.” 
 
    I make eye contact with Elise. “How do you know? What are you feeling?” 
 
    “It’s... it’s hard to explain.” Elise pauses for a moment. “It’s like I feel a pull in that direction. Like there’s a warmth that’s demanding me to go there—a warmth that my body and soul crave.” Once more, she looks over her shoulder at the dark horizon. “It’s the complete opposite when my ability warns me of danger. I’m usually pulled away, and a darkness hollows my core until I do what’s right.” 
 
    Ravenoak steps between Elise and myself. “Your Majesty, we can’t just trust this so-called ability. I advise we wait till first light, and I will take a few of the Guard with me to investigate.” 
 
    Elise peers past Ravenoak’s shoulder at me. “The pull is strong, Your Majesty. I don’t think we can wait. I think we must go now.” 
 
    I take in a deep breath and exhale slowly, releasing a bit of my uncertainty. Panning over the camp, I look at the scared and uncertain faces of my people. Asher and Mama still sit off to the side, talking and reconnecting. Tristan is passing around his canteen, making sure the gifted civilians are taken care of.  
 
    These people are relying on me. There is so much at stake that I cannot just wait around. Without my magic to protect everyone, the radiation could be slowly killing us the longer we stay. I trust Elise, and she has only ever served me, and the Queendom with honor. 
 
    I pivot around to meet Ravenoak’s determined, dark eyes. “We don’t have time to wait. Gather your best fighters. We move out in twenty minutes.” 
 
    Ravenoak groans before gathering himself. He offers an unconvincing bow and paces off to prepare to embark on this quest. 
 
    I take Esme’s hand. “I need you to stay behind and comfort the civilians while we are gone.”  
 
    Esme tucks back a strand of her light, tawny hair behind her ear before she nods and steps away. Elise remains, standing at attention, awaiting my orders.  
 
    “Do not keep things from me ever again. I will have you removed from the Guard. Do you understand?” 
 
    Her eyes widen a bit. “Yes, Your Majesty. My deepest apologies. It will not happen again.” 
 
    I can’t let my affection for my people soften how I rule the Queendom. It pains me to be hard on those I care for, but there’s more at stake here now than ever. This knowledge might have come in handy had we all known of it sooner.  
 
    Elise leaves to prepare, and I’m left alone in the middle of the camp. Asher notices and gets up to come to me. I meet him halfway, and we find ourselves in a more private location, away from the revealing flickers of the campfires. A smile stretches across his beautiful face as he wraps his arms around my body and pulls me in close. The warmth from his strong forearms and biceps sends electricity up my spine. He tries to pull away, but I squeeze back harder, holding our embrace. 
 
    “Hey, what is it?” he asks softly. “Are you alright?” 
 
    I inch back, just enough to look up into his beautiful green eyes. “I just want a moment where there’s not fear and chaos surrounding me.” 
 
    “Well, as long as I am breathing, I will dedicate my life to making yours better.” 
 
    His words hit hard, but not in the way he intended them to. All I can think about now is losing him. Out here in the unknown territory outside of Lore, we know nothing, and now we’re about to travel to the location of a mysterious signal sent from who knows.  
 
    “Did you see the signal?” I ask quietly. 
 
    “Sort of.” His brows knit together. “Why? Do you think it was meant for us? Or was Maxia calling in more soldiers?” 
 
    My mouth goes dry. I hadn’t thought of that. “Elise believes… maybe not so much that it was meant for us, but that it would in our benefit to investigate.”  
 
    “Elise?” Asher arches an eyebrow. “I mean, I like her and all, but isn’t she just a foot soldier?” 
 
    “And aren’t we just Relics?” I snap. 
 
    He winces and rubs his neck. “Fair point. I’m sorry. So, what’s the game plan?” He looks around and notices the bustle of Ravenoak’s chosen soldiers. “We heading out?” 
 
    “Some of us,” I say, settling my hands on his chest. “But I need you to stay here. With Mama.” 
 
    “Bel, no,” he groans. “I don’t want you—” 
 
    “She’s been through so much, Asher. She needs someone familiar. I can’t leave her alone here. And besides, what if danger finds them while I’m away? They need someone strong to look out for them.” I bat my eyelashes and squeeze his shoulder. 
 
    He smirks at me. “And handsome, too, I suppose?” 
 
    I smile. “So handsome. Comes in so handy with thieves and villains.”  
 
    He shakes his head, touching his forehead to mine. “Come back soon?” 
 
    “Two shakes,” I whisper. 
 
    A puzzled grin crosses his face. “Haven’t heard that in a while.” 
 
    I spend a few more minutes saying goodbye to him and then to Mama before I go and meet Captain Ravenoak and the remaining Guard at the far edge of our camp. Mama had a tough time letting me leave again, but that’s part of the reason why Asher has to stay behind. I need them strong and safe. 
 
    Elise and Tristan are the first to greet me as I walk up to the small gathering. All we have are a few supplies we brought from the castle. Luckily, Maxia didn’t have us hand everything over before forcing our people into the portal. 
 
    “The Guard is ready and await your orders,” Tristan says, standing at attention. 
 
    The soft blue hue from the magic the Guard is able to provide pulses around our small group. The air is cool and crisp, leaving a chill that enhances my growing anxiety about this quest. Ravenoak has just signaled for us to move out when twigs and leaves crack and crumble as someone approaches from behind. 
 
    I spin as Thea’s delicate silhouette filters through the darkness and into the light. Heavy breaths consume her body as she hunches over in front of me. I step back slightly. Tristan and Elise move without haste to cut her off. Thea raises her cuffed hands to signal she’s no threat. I crane my neck around Tristan to find she’s alone and unguarded. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” I demand, Isolde’s fiery temper still resonates inside me, even if the Essence no longer does. “Where are your escorts?” 
 
    “Please, please, just hear me out,” Thea begs, her eyes wide with determination. “I want to do what’s right... I want to protect you and my father. I just want to help.” 
 
    Ravenoak storms over to us, towering over his daughter. “Thea! This is exactly why we can’t trust you. You break free from your guards and try to approach the Queen like this? What were you thinking?” 
 
    “Father, if I wanted to harm anyone, I could have done it a long time ago. I want to make things right.”  
 
    Thea slowly lowers her hands and closes her eyes. A bright violet wave of energy snakes its way around her hands and wrists. In one swift movement, she pulls her hands apart as the cuffs shatter into pieces before falling to the ground. Apparently, the magical restraints are as useless as I am out here. 
 
    Elise and Tristan step back, nudging me back with them. Tristan lights his hands with magic and points them at the princess. He takes a step toward her, but she refuses to move. 
 
    “Tristan, I mean you no harm.” Thea’s face softens, unwilling to flinch at his aggressive stance. “I’m sorry I broke your trust and did those horrible things, but I am free from Maxia’s dark influence. I just want to do what’s right.” 
 
    My furious hand lifts with the memory of my magic, but there’s nothing I could do now except slap the foolish girl. Ravenoak slides in between us with lifted hands.  
 
    “Your Majesty, I understand your outrage. Believe me, I do. But…” He lowers his voice. “This is powerful magic. We may need it in our quest.”  
 
    “She murdered the former Queen—her mother—and Lord Fairden,” Tristan blurts. “Just saying sorry doesn’t change anything!”  
 
    Ravenoak grunts in acknowledgement. “While her crimes are still deserving of punishment, I propose a temporary amnesty. Maxia has already taken the Essence, and perhaps by now the actual crown. She assumes we will be dead within days. I highly doubt she sent Thea along to babysit us.” 
 
    Tristan and Ravenoak are both right, but I already know who I will side with. Ravenoak cannot help but want mercy for his daughter, no matter how angry with her he might be. But she is an adult, not a child, and her actions will not just disappear from the records. Isolde and Fairden are still dead. Asher was still injured. Mama was still captured, leading us directly into our predicament.    
 
    I steel my resolve. “With our best fighters coming on this quest, I see no better option than for you to come with us, no matter your intentions.” I straighten my top and steady myself. “I have always believed in redemption, but it must be earned. Your crimes—no matter what evil influences you were subjected to—were horrific. You are a murderer, and you’ll have to live with that for the rest of your life.” 
 
    A single tear rolls down her cheek as her glossed over eyes fight to keep the flood from spilling over. “I will hold the pain and guilt close as a reminder of what I once was. All I can do now is help, however possible.” 
 
    Her words resonate with sincerity, but my vigilance remains hardened. With no other real option, I step toward her. “Very well then. Let’s move.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY LEGS BURN with exhaustion as we trudge through overgrown foliage, our way lit only by the moon and the soft glow coming from the Royal Guard’s weakened magic. The events of the day roll through my mind, and too many questions about how we got here clutter my thoughts. And the closer we get to our destination, the heavier the burden of doubt weighs on me. There have been no signs of an ancient civilization or ruins the entire way, but the landscape might look different in daylight. 
 
    Tristen’s steps have become heavier as well. He hasn’t left my side since the moment we departed hours ago. Thea and Ravenoak lead the group, and even in the dull light, the slump of her shoulders is pronounced, but I haven’t heard her complain once. 
 
    I slow my pace slightly and allow others to pass. Tristan does the same and glances at me. He bites his lip and furrows his brow as if he has something on his mind. I could be completely wrong, but my intuition tells me that it might have to do with my relationship with Asher. 
 
    To head him off, I tip my chin to Thea. “Do you believe now that Thea has changed?” 
 
    Tristan forms his lips into a flat line, as if I deflated whatever he had on his mind a moment ago. “We have already spoken of this, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Yes, but now? After what she revealed?” I press him. 
 
    He frowns. “She had plenty of motive to murder Queen Isolde on her own. She was cold and harsh, unable to spare even the tiniest drop of love.” His throat bobs with emotion. “But I do believe Maxia may have pounced on this weakness. Made the hatred grow until… there seemed no other choice.” 
 
    I ponder his words. Although Neil and I have rarely gotten along, I did always have love from my parents. They both supported me in all my crazy ideas and never once thought that I couldn’t handle myself.  
 
    I peer up at Thea, walking next to her father as little more than a prisoner, and my heart tightens for her. And for Ravenoak, too. Neither of them has ever experienced anything normal and healthy in their family relationships. She has let him down, but didn’t he let her down first? I remember the way he slunk away from the Queen in the vision about Misty.  
 
    My father loved his family with his entire self, and would have given anything for us… and he did. He gave his life to try to provide by scavenging out too far for too many years. Tears sting at the corners of my eyes, but this is not the time for that, so I gulp down my sadness. As the Queen—whatever that might mean now—I must remain focused. 
 
    “So you believe Thea speaks the truth now? Maxia is the one truly responsible for the murder?” 
 
    Tristin shakes his head. “I don’t think we’ll ever know.” 
 
    I release a long sigh. “And I suppose we won’t get to the bottom of it tonight.” 
 
    “Perhaps we should consult Elise?” Tristan offers. 
 
    “Perhaps.” I chew on my lip. “I’m not sure it works like that. We’ll see.” 
 
    We fall into a companionable silence, but then his arm brushes my shoulder and sends an electric zing up my spine.  
 
    “Your Majesty… Bel…” Tristan clears his throat. “There’s something I need to get off my chest… about my feelings toward you.” 
 
    My breath hitches, and my mind immediately searches for the words get him to stop. “Unless you need to speak of your duties as a Royal Guard, and how your unrequited feelings might interfere with those duties, I think that you need to stop right there.”  
 
    Tension pulls at my chest. I hate addressing Tristin that way, but he needs to understand that I am committed to Asher. No matter if his touch conjures sensations that might say otherwise.  
 
    “My feelings will not and have not interfered with my duties as a Royal Guard. I am ever loyal to the crown, and I apologize for bringing up such topics when they are clearly inappropriate. It will not happen again.” He eases away from me, putting more than two feet between us, and trains his attention forward. 
 
    A pit hollows its way into my stomach, and everything in me wants to apologize, but I can do no such thing. The only upside to losing the crown may be that I am once again free to marry the man I have long been certain I would marry. I will not let anything compromise that future.  
 
    Ahead of us, Ravenoak pauses and raises his hand, indicating for the rest of us to stop. Eager to get away from the lovelorn Guard beside me, I jog up to Ravenoak and Thea to see what he’s holding us up for.  
 
    We’re situated on the top of a ridge, and down below is a valley. Lit by the moonlight are several small structures—likely dwellings—and from one of them, smoke rises like tendrils into the night sky.  
 
    As I approach, Thea bows her head slightly and backs away from Ravenoak and me. 
 
    “Could that be where the flare came from?” I ask Ravenoak. 
 
    He turns his head up to the sky and glances around at our surroundings. “This is definitely near the position.” He points to a path leading down the ridge. Half of the road is obscured by trees. “That’s the safest way down.” 
 
    Ravenoak’s warning about potential thieves along the way worms its way to the front of my mind. There has been no one but us for all the hours that we have walked, but for some reason, the eerie shadows of the trees set me on edge. I grit my teeth and peer down at the dwellings again. Our precious time is too limited to wait until morning. If the person in the cottage below is the same one that Elise had the feeling we were supposed to meet, then we need to do it now. 
 
    I wave Elise over. She stands at attention beside Ravenoak. 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty?”  
 
    “Are you feeling anything different than you were back at the camp?” I ask. 
 
    Ravenoak stiffens at my question, but says nothing. He obviously still has tremendous reservations about trusting Elise’s intuition. 
 
    Elise gulps. “My awareness is very mixed,” she admits. “As far as I can tell, this is our destination spot, but I can also sense danger.” 
 
    Ravenoak scoffs. “Will you please be more clear? This is the Queen’s life we are risking, as well as the entire Queendom, based on a feeling you may or may not actually have.” 
 
    “Sir, there is no doubt of my feelings. It’s just that I’ve never experienced such a measure of gravity or intensity. Most of the time, the experiences are fleeting. This time it’s quite oppressive… and not straightforward. I’m certain we need to go to that dwelling.” Elise points to the cottage with the smoke coming from the chimney. “But if we can do so safely is an entirely different question.” 
 
    A low growl emits from Ravenoak’s throat, and he turns his attention to me. “I would recommend waiting until daybreak.” 
 
    Elise gasps as if all the air is knocked from her lungs. “And if we do, it will be too late.” 
 
    I lean into her and take her arm to steady her. “Why?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I don’t know, but it will. Whoever is calling us only has so much time. If we miss our window, then there won’t be another.” 
 
    Ravenoak’s brow furrows and he grits his teeth. “This is not protocol, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “None of this is protocol. We are quite literally in new territory, and nothing is as we’ve known. You and I are both aware that our chances of even getting any of us back to the Queendom are incredibly small. Everything about this place is strange and dangerous, and if there is someone down there that can help us, we need to take that chance and get down there.” 
 
    “Your Majesty?” Thea’s voice comes from behind. 
 
    I twist toward her. The ex-princess head is bowed slightly. “Yes? What do you have to say?”  
 
    She eyes Ravenoak, but steps forward. “The magic in this place is much like Maxia’s.” 
 
    “Evil?” I flit my attention to Elise, but she shakes her head. “Could she or her people be here?” 
 
    “No,” Thea confirms. “I’m not sensing Maxia or her army—only the same power. The magic itself is not evil or good. How it is used determines that.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I should go ahead and scout the area with several guards,” Ravenoak says. 
 
    Elise’s eyes fill with concern. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask. 
 
    She eyes Ravenoak cautiously. 
 
    “Speak freely,” I order. 
 
    “Normally, I would agree with Captain Ravenoak, but time is critical. Even a scouting mission might take too long.” 
 
    Ravenoak hardens his voice. “Your safety is critical, Your Majesty.”  
 
    I ball my hands into fists, attempting to drive away the uncertainty swirling in my stomach. “We will leave now, Captain. As we travel the path, the Guard will surround me to ensure the journey will be safe.” 
 
    Ravenoak’s jaw tenses, but he says, “Yes, Your Majesty.” Immediately, he calls over the rest of the group, informs them of the plan, and then we make our way to the start of the path. 
 
    Despite our negative conversation earlier, Tristan glues himself to my side as Elise positions herself on the opposite. The incline is steep, and I work to keep my head clear and aware of both my surroundings and footing at the same time.  
 
    As we approach the treed area, my heart speeds up with the possibility that anyone or anything could be hiding in there, waiting to overtake us. An owl hoots from overhead, and I look up, but see nothing other than the smattering of stars through the tree canopy. 
 
    No one speaks, and thick shadows are cast on the ground as our boots crunch over the forest floor. Near the halfway point of the trees, I can make out the small village beyond. Somehow, the cottage appears closer to the trees than it had from the top of the ridge. 
 
    “Not much further now, “Ravenoak calls from the lead, and the second he does, lightning shoots from nowhere and strikes a tree ahead of us as a crack of thunder rattles where we stand. A scream exits my mouth, and the group locks in place, fear circling us. But instead of regular fire, the tree illuminates with blue flames that radiate with magic.  
 
    Jumping into action, Tristan holds out his arms and lights a faint blue glow around his hands to protect me. The others follow his lead and do the same, forming a shield around us. 
 
    Several more lightning bolts strike the ground around us. Our group staggers with uncertainty, and the Guard retreats a few steps. 
 
    “This magic is too powerful,” Thea shouts. “Ours will not hold for long. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Heart pounding, I scan over our surroundings, searching for any sign of someone controlling the strikes, but there is no one. An immense crack explodes through the air, sending a wave of energy all around us. More lightning hits behind our group, and a second tree burns with blue magic. We need to find cover. 
 
    With limited options, we race for the gap in the tree line, and just as we make it through, the towering canopy above illuminates with a burst of magic. I shield my eyes, but the intense light quickly reverts to darkness. The continuous lighting strikes have stopped.  
 
    Taking advantage of the break in the mysterious attack, I shoot toward the cottage, but halt as someone or something approaches.  
 
    A man donning a dark cloak appears, and for a brief second, the edges of his garment glow and illuminate his hardened, wrinkled face. He holds a staff similar to that of the Royal Guard, fingers of energy dancing around the top. 
 
    I spin around to run from him, but behind me, the entire group is frozen, locked in mid-stride like terrified statues.  
 
    I whirl back his way. “What did you do to them?” I demand. 
 
    The man raises his hands into the air, palms up. “A ‘thank you’ would suffice.” 
 
    “A ‘thank you’? You tried to kill us with that lightning in the forest!” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Not me. These woods have a mind of their own. The trees are enchanted. I couldn’t help you until you exited.” 
 
    What the hell is he talking about? I’ve never heard of such magic. 
 
    “Then unfreeze them!” I order, knowing I have no authority and no magic here, but making the attempt anyway.  
 
    He waves me away dismissively. “That’s only a temporary spell. I need a measure of time to speak with you before I involve all of them.” The old, hooded man waves me toward his cottage.  
 
    My head warns me against following him, but what choice do I have? I glance around, considering running, but that would be a death sentence, too.  With a sigh, I follow him through a low gate and down the path leading to the open cottage door. 
 
    The open entrance reveals simple wooden furniture and a warm fire burning. An aromatic and salty aroma tickles my nose. Hanging over the flames is a black kettle, and I can only guess that some sort of savory stew might be boiling away inside. My stomach rumbles at the thought of it. I genuinely cannot remember the last time I’ve eaten.  
 
    The man stands at the door and gestures with his staff, which is no longer lit with magic. “Your Majesty, please come inside.” 
 
    I squint to make out his face under the dark cloak. “Who are you?”  
 
    Do I know him?  
 
    My body stiffens. Something in me wants to trust him, but… I still have no magic, and he’s obviously very powerful.  
 
    “Come inside, girl. You have to be hungry. Don’t let your stubborn nature cause any more time to be wasted than already has been.” 
 
    I tip my head. “Stubborn? You don’t know me. Why would you say that?” 
 
    “If you would join me for a meal, then all that could be explained much easier.” He sighs in exasperation and gestures to the door again with his hand. “I cannot force you. You must make your own choice to trust my words.” 
 
    I glance back to my group. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them. They will be fine, and we’ll return in two shakes.” 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck rise to attention at his warm words. I gulp and take the steps to the open door, passing the old man.  
 
    Immediately upon entering, the surroundings change, and the rustic cottage transforms into a much nicer home. Lights on the wall are powered by electricity, the steady glow replacing the flickering flames of the torches that were there. The same black kettle rests on a stovetop, and a dining table built with fine craftsmanship with four chairs is set for two in the corner. 
 
    I swing around to the man. “What is going on?” 
 
    The crude door vanishes behind him, and nothing but a plaster wall remains.  
 
    “I’ve been tracking you for years, Bel, and this was the first time I had the opportunity to take action.” He removes his hood, revealing a man with white hair and leathered skin. 
 
    I shake my head, not believing what I’m hearing, but before I get any more words out, the glow of magic emanates from the old man, and in his place a person who’s years younger stands. He’s tall, with graying hair at the temples, and his face is one I never believed I would see again… not in this lifetime. 
 
    The word slips from my mouth.  
 
    “Papa?” 
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